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Aut hor’s Note

The Delta Force, the National Reconnaissance Office, and the Space Frontier
Foundati on are real organizations. All technol ogi es described in this novel
exi st.

If this discovery is confirmed, it will surely be one of the npbst stunning
i nsights into our universe that science has ever uncovered. Its inplications are
as far-reaching and awe-inspiring as can be inmagi ned. Even as it prom ses

answers to some of our ol dest questions, it poses still others even nore
f undarent al
—President Bill Clinton, in a press conference follow ng a discovery known as

ALH84001 on August 7, 1997

Pr ol ogue

Death, in this forsaken place, could come in countless forns. Ceol ogist Charles
Brophy had endured the savage spl endor of this terrain for years, and yet

not hing could prepare himfor a fate as barbarous and unnatural as the one about
to befall him

As Brophy’s four huskies pulled his sled of geol ogic sensing equi pment across
the tundra, the dogs suddenly slowed, |ooking skyward.

“What is it, girls?” Brophy asked, stepping off the sled

Beyond the gathering stormclouds, a twin-rotor transport helicopter arched in
| ow, hugging the glacial peaks with mlitary dexterity.

That’ s odd, he thought. He never saw helicopters this far north. The aircraft

|l anded fifty yards away, kicking up a stinging spray of granulated snow. His
dogs whi ned, | ooking wary.

VWhen the chopper doors slid open, two nmen descended. They were dressed in

full -weather whites, armed with rifles, and noved toward Brophy with urgent

i ntent.

“Dr. Brophy?” one called.

The geol ogi st was baffled. “How did you know ny nane? Wo are you?”

“Take out your radio, please.”

“I"'m sorry?”

“Just do it.”

Bewi | dered, Brophy pulled his radio from his parka.

“We need you to transmt an energency comuni qué. Decrease your radi o frequency
to one hundred kil ohertz.”

One hundred kil ohertz? Brophy felt utterly | ost. Nobody can receive anything
that I ow. “Has there been an acci dent?”

The second man raised his rifle and pointed it at Brophy's head. “There’'s no
time to explain. Just do it.”

Trenbling, Brophy adjusted his transni ssion frequency.

The first man now handed hima note card with a few lines typed on it. “Transmt
this message. Now.”

Brophy | ooked at the card. “l don’t understand. This information is incorrect. |
didn t—=



The man pressed his rifle hard against the geol ogist’s tenple.

Brophy’s voi ce was shaking as he transmitted the bizarre nmessage

“Good,” the first man said. “Now get yourself and your dogs into the chopper.”
At gunpoi nt, Brophy maneuvered his reluctant dogs and sled up a skid ranp into
the cargo bay. As soon as they were settled, the chopper lifted off, turning
west war d.

“Who the hell are you!” Brophy demanded, breaking a sweat inside his parka. And
what was the neaning of that nessage!

The nmen sai d not hi ng.

As the chopper gained altitude, the wind tore through the open door. Brophy’'s

four huskies, still rigged to the | oaded sled, were whinmpering now.
“At least close the door,” Brophy demanded. “Can’t you see ny dogs are
frightened!”

The men did not respond.

As the chopper rose to four thousand feet, it banked steeply out over a series
of ice chasnms and crevasses. Suddenly, the nen stood. Wthout a word, they
gripped the heavily | aden sl ed and pushed it out the open door. Brophy watched
in horror as his dogs scranbled in vain agai nst the enornmous weight. In an
instant the ani nals di sappeared, dragged how i ng out of the chopper

Brophy was already on his feet scream ng when the nmen grabbed him They haul ed
himto the door. Nunb with fear, Brophy swung his fists, trying to fend off the
power f ul hands pushi ng hi m out war d.

It was no use. Moments later he was tunmbling toward the chasnms bel ow.

1

Toul os Restaurant, adjacent to Capitol Hill, boasts a politically incorrect nenu
of baby veal and horse carpaccio, making it an ironic hotspot for the

qui ntessenti al Washi ngt oni an power breakfast. This nmorning Toul os was busy-a
cacophony of clanking silverware, espresso machi nes, and cell phone
conversati ons.

The maitre d’° was sneaking a sip of his norning Bloody Mary when the wonman
entered. He turned with a practiced smle.

“Good norning,” he said. “May | help you?”

The woman was attractive, in her nmid-thirties, wearing gray, pleated flanne
pants, conservative flats, and an ivory Laura Ashley bl ouse. Her posture was
strai ght —hin raised ever so slightly—ot arrogant, just strong. The woman’s
hair was |ight brown and fashioned in Washi ngton’s nost popul ar styl e—+the
“anchor-woman”—a |lush feathering, curled under at the shoul ders.|long enough to
be sexy, but short enough to rem nd you she was probably smarter than you.
“I"ma little late,” the woman said, her voice unassuming. “l have a breakfast
meeting with Senator Sexton.”

The maitre d° felt an unexpected tingle of nerves. Senator Sedgew ck Sexton. The
senator was a regular here and currently one of the country’s nost fanous nen.
Last week, having swept all twelve Republican primaries on Super Tuesday, the
senator was virtually guaranteed his party’s nom nation for President of the
United States. Many believed the senator had a superb chance of stealing the

VWi te House fromthe enbattled President next fall. Lately Sexton’s face seened
to be on every national magazine, his canpaign slogan plastered all across
America: “Stop spending. Start nmending.”

“Senator Sexton is in his booth,” the nmaitre d° said. “And you are?”

“Rachel Sexton. Hi s daughter.”

How foolish of ne, he thought. The resenbl ance was quite apparent. The wonman had
the senator’s penetrating eyes and refined carriage—that polished air of
resilient nobility. Clearly the senator’s classic good | ooks had not skipped



generations, although Rachel Sexton seermed to carry her blessings with a grace
and humlity her father could learn from

“A pleasure to have you, Ms. Sexton.”

As the maitre d’ |l ed the senator’s daughter across the dining area, he was
enbarrassed by the gauntlet of male eyes followi ng her.some discreet, others

| ess so. Few wonen di ned at Toul os and even fewer who | ooked |ike Rachel Sexton
“Ni ce body,” one diner whispered. “Sexton already find hinself a new wi fe?”
“That’s his daughter, you idiot,” another replied

The man chuckl ed. “Knowi ng Sexton, he’d probably screw her anyway.”

When Rachel arrived at her father’s table, the senator was on his cell phone
tal king loudly about one of his recent successes. He glanced up at Rachel only
I ong enough to tap his Cartier and rem nd her she was | ate.

I mssed you, too, Rachel thought.

Her father’s first name was Thomas, although he’'d adopted his niddle nane |ong
ago. Rachel suspected it was because he liked the alliteration. Senator
Sedgewi ck Sexton. The man was a silver-haired, silver-tongued political aninal
who had been anointed with the slick | ook of soap opera doctor, which seened
appropriate considering his talents of inpersonation.

“Rachel !” Her father clicked off his phone and stood to kiss her cheek

“Hi, Dad.” She did not kiss himback.

“You | ook exhausted.”

And so it begins, she thought. “I got your message. Wat's up?”’

“l can’t ask my daughter out for breakfast?”

Rachel had | earned | ong ago her father seldom requested her conpany unl ess he
had some ulterior notive.

Sexton took a sip of coffee. “So, how are things with you?”

“Busy. | see your canpaign' s going well.”

“Ch, let’s not talk business.” Sexton |eaned across the table, lowering his
voi ce. “How s that guy at the State Departnent | set you up with?”

Rachel exhal ed, already fighting the urge to check her watch. “Dad, | really
haven't had time to call him And I wi sh you d stop trying to—=

“You’' ve got to make tine for the inportant things, Rachel. Wthout |ove,
everything el se i s meani ngl ess.”

A nunber of conmebacks cane to m nd, but Rachel chose silence. Being the bigger
person was not difficult when it canme to her father. “Dad, you wanted to see ne?
You said this was inportant.”

“It is.” Her father’s eyes studied her closely.

Rachel felt part of her defenses nelt away under his gaze, and she cursed the
man’s power. The senator’s eyes were his gift—a gift Rachel suspected would
probably carry himto the White House. On cue, his eyes would well with tears,
and then, an instant later, they would clear, opening a window to an inpassi oned

soul, extending a bond of trust to all. It’'s all about trust, her father always
said. The senator had | ost Rachel’s years ago, but he was quickly gaining the
country’s.

”

“l have a proposition for you,” Senator Sexton said.

“Let me guess,” Rachel replied, attenpting to refortify her position. “Sonme
prom nent divorcé | ooking for a young w fe?”

“Don’t kid yourself, honey. You' re not that young anynore.”

Rachel felt the fanmiliar shrinking sensation that so often acconpani ed neeti ngs
wi th her father.

“l want to throwyou a life raft,’
“l wasn’t aware | was drowning.”
“You're not. The President is. You should junp ship before it’s too late.”
“Haven’t we had this conversation?”

“Thi nk about your future, Rachel. You can conme work for ne.
“l hope that’s not why you asked nme to breakfast.”

he sai d.



The senator’s veneer of cal mbroke ever so slightly. “Rachel, can’'t you see that
your working for himreflects badly on ne. And on ny canpaign.”
Rachel sighed. She and her father had been t hrough this. “Dad, | don’t work for

the President. | haven't even nmet the President. | work in Fairfax, for God' s
sake!”

“Politics is perception, Rachel. It appears you work for the President.”
Rachel exhaled, trying to keep her cool. “I worked too hard to get this job,

Dad. |’mnot quitting.”

The senator’s eyes narrowed. “You know, sonetines your selfish attitude really-—=
“Senator Sexton?” A reporter materialized beside the table.

Sexton’s denmeanor thawed instantly. Rachel groaned and took a croissant fromthe
basket on the table.

“Ral ph Sneeden,” the reporter said. “Washington Post. May | ask you a few
questions?”’

The senator smiled, dabbing his mouth with a napkin. “My pleasure, Ralph. Just
meke it quick. I don't want my coffee getting cold.”

The reporter |aughed on cue. “OF course, sir.” He pulled out a mnirecorder and
turned it on. “Senator, your television ads call for |egislation ensuring equa
salaries for women in the workplace..as well as for tax cuts for new fanlies.
Can you comrent on your rational e?”

“Sure. I'msinply a huge fan of strong wonmen and strong famlies.”

Rachel practically choked on her croissant.

“And on the subject of famlies,” the reporter followed up, “you talk a | ot
about education. You've proposed sonme highly controversial budget cuts in an
effort to allocate more funds to our nation’s schools.”

“l believe the children are our future.”

Rachel could not believe her father had sunk to quoting pop songs.

“Finally, sir,” the reporter said, “you ve taken an enornous junp in the polls
these past few weeks. The President has got to be worried. Any thoughts on your
recent success?”

“l think it has to do with trust. Anericans are starting to see that the

Presi dent cannot be trusted to meke the tough decisions facing this nation.
Runaway governnent spending is putting this country deeper in debt every day,
and Anericans are starting to realize that it’s tine to stop spending and start
mendi ng.”

Li ke a stay of execution fromher father’s rhetoric, the pager in Rachel’'s
handbag went off. Normally the harsh el ectronic beepi ng was an unwel cone
interruption, but at the nonent, it sounded al nost nel odi ous.

The senator glared indignantly at having been interrupted.

Rachel fished the pager from her handbag and pressed a preset sequence of five
buttons, confirm ng that she was indeed the person holding the pager. The
beepi ng stopped, and the LCD began blinking. In fifteen seconds she woul d
receive a secure text nessage

Sneeden grinned at the senator. “Your daughter is obviously a busy woman. It’s
refreshing to see you two still find time in your schedules to dine together.”
“As | said, famly cones first.”

Sneeden nodded, and then his gaze hardened. “M ght | ask, sir, how you and your
daught er manage your conflicts of interest?”

“Conflicts?” Senator Sexton cocked his head with an innocent | ook of confusion.
“What conflicts do you nean?”

Rachel gl anced up, grimacing at her father’s act. She knew exactly where this
was headed. Damm reporters, she thought. Half of them were on politica
payrolls. The reporter’s question was what journalists called a grapefruit—a
question that was supposed to look like a tough inquiry but was in fact a
scripted favor to the senator—a slow |l ob pitch that her father could Iine up and
smash out of the park, clearing the air about a few things.

“Well, sir.” The reporter coughed, feigning uneasiness over the question. “The



conflict is that your daughter works for your opponent.”

Senat or Sexton expl oded in | aughter, defusing the question instantly. “Ral ph
first of all, the President and | are not opponents. W are sinply two patriots
who have different ideas about how to run the country we |ove.”

The reporter beamed. He had his sound bite. “And second?”

“Second, ny daughter is not enployed by the President; she is enployed by the
intelligence community. She conpiles intel reports and sends themto the Wite
House. It’'s a fairly low-1evel position.” He paused and | ooked at Rachel. “In
fact, dear, |’mnot sure you' ve even nmet the President, have you?”

Rachel stared, her eyes snol dering.

The beeper chirped, drawi ng Rachel’s gaze to the incom ng nessage on the LCD
screen.

—RPRT DI RNRO STAT—

She deci phered the shorthand instantly and frowned. The nessage was unexpect ed,
and nost certainly bad news. At |east she had her exit cue.

“Gentl enen,” she said. “It breaks ny heart, but | have to go. I'mlate for
wor k. ”
“Ms. Sexton,” the reporter said quickly, “before you go, | was wondering if you

could comment on the runors that you called this breakfast neeting to discuss
the possibility of |eaving your current post to work for your father’s

canpai gn?”

Rachel felt |ike someone had thrown hot coffee in her face. The question took
her totally off guard. She | ooked at her father and sensed in his snmrk that the
question had been prepped. She wanted to clinb across the table and stab him
with a fork.

The reporter shoved the recorder into her face. “Mss Sexton?”

Rachel |ocked eyes with the reporter. “Ral ph, or whoever the hell you are, get
this straight: | have no intention of abandoning ny job to work for Senator
Sexton, and if you print anything to the contrary, you' |l need a shoehorn to get
that recorder out of your ass.”

The reporter’s eyes widened. He clicked off his recorder, hiding a grin. “Thank
you both.” He di sappeared.

Rachel i mredi ately regretted the outburst. She had inherited her father’s
tenper, and she hated himfor it. Smooth, Rachel. Very snooth.

Her father glared disapprovingly. “You' d do well to | earn some poise.”

Rachel began collecting her things. “This meeting is over.”

The senator was apparently done with her anyway. He pulled out his cell phone to
meke a call. “’Bye, sweetie. Stop by the office one of these days and say hello.
And get married, for CGod's sake. You' re thirty-three years old.”

“Thirty-four,” she snapped. “Your secretary sent a card.”

He clucked ruefully. “Thirty-four. Al npbst an old maid. You know by the tine |
was thirty-four, 1'd already—=

“Married Mom and screwed the nei ghbor?” The words canme out |ouder than Rache
had i ntended, her voice hanging naked in an ill-tinmed lull. Diners nearby

gl anced over.

Senat or Sexton’'s eyes flash-froze, two ice-crystals boring into her. “You watch
yoursel f, young |ady.”

Rachel headed for the door. No, you watch yourself, senator

2

The three nmen sat in silence inside their ThermaTech stormtent. Qutside, an icy
wi nd buffeted the shelter, threatening to tear it fromits noorings. None of the
men took notice; each had seen situations far nore threatening than this one
Their tent was stark white, pitched in a shall ow depression, out of sight. Their



comuni cati on devices, transport, and weapons were all state-of-the-art. The
group | eader was code-naned Delta-One. He was nuscular and lithe with eyes as
desol ate as the topography on which he was stationed.

The military chronograph on Delta-One’s wist enmitted a sharp beep. The sound
coincided in perfect unison with beeps enmitted fromthe chronographs worn by the
ot her two men.

Anot her thirty m nutes had passed.

It was tinme. Again.

Ref |l exi vely, Delta-One left his two partners and stepped outside into the

dar kness and poundi ng wi nd. He scanned the nmoonlit horizon with infrared

bi nocul ars. As always, he focused on the structure. It was a thousand neters
away—an enornmous and unlikely edifice rising fromthe barren terrain. He and his
team had been watching it for ten days now, since its construction. Delta-One
had no doubt that the information inside would change the world. Lives already
had been lost to protect it.

At the nmonent, everything | ooked quiet outside the structure.

The true test, however, was what was happening inside.

Delta-One reentered the tent and addressed his two fellow soldiers. “Tine for a
flyby.”

Bot h men nodded. The taller of them Delta-Two, opened a | aptop conputer and
turned it on. Positioning hinself in front of the screen, Delta- Two placed his
hand on a mechani cal joystick and gave it a short jerk. A thousand neters away,
hi dden deep within the building, a surveillance robot the size of a npbsquito
received his transm ssion and sprang to life.

3

Rachel Sexton was still steam ng as she drove her white Integra up Leesburg

Hi ghway. The bare maples of the Falls Church foothills rose stark against a
crisp March sky, but the peaceful setting did little to cal mher anger. Her
father’s recent surge in the polls should have endowed himw th a nodi cum of
confident grace, and yet it seenmed only to fuel his self-inportance.

The man’s deceit was doubly pai nful because he was the only imediate famly
Rachel had left. Rachel’s nother had died three years ago, a devastating |oss
whose enptional scars still raked at Rachel’s heart. Rachel’s only sol ace was
knowi ng that the death, with ironic conpassion, had liberated her nother froma
deep despair over a nmiserable marriage to the senator

Rachel s pager beeped again, pulling her thoughts back to the road in front of
her. The incom ng nessage was the sane.

—RPRT DI RNRO STAT—

Report to the director of NRO stat. She sighed. |'mconming, for God s sake

Wth rising uncertainty, Rachel drove to her usual exit, turned onto the private
access road, and rolled to a stop at the heavily arned sentry booth. This was
14225 Leesburg Hi ghway, one of the npbst secretive addresses in the country.
Wil e the guard scanned her car for bugs, Rachel gazed out at the mammoth
structure in the distance. The one-mllion-square-foot conplex sat majestically
on sixty-eight forested acres just outside D.C. in Fairfax, Virginia. The

buil ding’s facade was a bastion of one-way glass that reflected the arny of
satellite dishes, antennas, and rayodones on the surroundi ng grounds, doubling
their al ready awe-inspiring nunbers.

Two minutes |ater, Rachel had parked and crossed the nmanicured grounds to the
mai n entrance, where a carved granite sign announced

NATI ONAL RECONNAI SSANCE OFFI CE ( NRO)

The two arnmed Marines flanking the bulletproof revolving door stared straight
ahead as Rachel passed between them She felt the same sensation she always felt



as she pushed through these doors.that she was entering the belly of a sleeping
gi ant .

I nside the vaulted | obby, Rachel sensed the faint echoes of hushed conversations
all around her, as if the words were sifting down fromthe offices above. An
enornous tiled nosaic proclainmd the NRO directive:

ENABLI NG U. S. GLOBAL | NFORVATI ON

SUPERI ORI TY, DURI NG PEACE AND THROUGH WAR.

The walls here were |lined with massive phot ographs—+ocket |aunches, submarine
christenings, intercept installations—towering achievenents that could be

cel ebrated only within these walls.

Now, as al ways, Rachel felt the problens of the outside world fading behind her.
She was entering the shadow world. A world where the problens thundered in |ike
freight trains, and the solutions were neted out with barely a whisper.

As Rachel approached the final checkpoint, she wondered what kind of problem had
caused her pager to ring twice in the last thirty m nutes.

“Good nmorning, Ms. Sexton.” The guard smiled as she approached the stee

door way.

Rachel returned the smle as the guard held out a tiny swab for Rachel to take.
“You know the drill,” he said.

Rachel took the hernetically sealed cotton swab and renmpved the plastic
covering. Then she placed it in her nmouth |like a thernometer. She held it under
her tongue for two seconds. Then, |eaning forward, she allowed the guard to
renove it. The guard inserted the noistened swab into a slit in a nachi ne behind
him The machi ne took four seconds to confirmthe DNA sequences in Rachel’'s
saliva. Then a nonitor flickered on, displaying Rachel’'s photo and security

cl earance.

The guard wi nked. “Looks like you're still you.” He pulled the used swab from
the machi ne and dropped it through an opening, where it was instantly

i ncinerated. “Have a good one.” He pressed a button and the huge steel doors
swung open.

As Rachel made her way into the maze of bustling corridors beyond, she was
amazed that even after six years here she was still daunted by the col ossa

scope of this operation. The agency enconpassed six other U S. installations,
enpl oyed over ten thousand agents, and had operating costs of over $10 billion
per year.

In total secrecy, the NRO built and maintai ned an astoni shing arsenal of
cutting-edge spy technol ogi es: worldwi de electronic intercepts; spy satellites;
silent, enbedded relay chips in telecomm products; even a gl obal naval -recon
network known as Classic Wzard, a secret web of 1,456 hydrophones nounted on
seaf |l oors around the world, capable of nmonitoring ship novenents anywhere on the
gl obe.

NRO t echnol ogi es not only hel ped the United States win mlitary conflicts, but
they provided an endl ess stream of peacetime data to agencies such as the ClA,
NSA, and Departnent of Defense, helping themthwart terrorism |ocate crines
agai nst the environment, and give policymakers the data needed to make inforned
deci sions on an enornous array of topics.

Rachel worked here as a “gister.” G sting, or data reduction, required anal yzi ng
conplex reports and distilling their essence or “gist” into concise, single-page
briefs. Rachel had proven herself a natural. Al those years of cutting through
nmy father’s bullshit, she thought.

Rachel now held the NRO s prem er gisting post—ntelligence liaison to the Wite
House. She was responsible for sifting through the NRO s daily intelligence
reports, deciding which stories were relevant to the President, distilling those
reports into single-page briefs, and then forwarding the synopsized material to
the President’s National Security Adviser. In NRO speak, Rachel Sexton

“manuf actured finished product and serviced the custoner.”

Al t hough the job was difficult and required | ong hours, the position was a badge



of honor for her, a way to assert her independence from her father. Senator
Sexton had offered many tines to support Rachel if she would quit the post, but
Rachel had no intention of becoming financially beholden to a man |ike Sedgew ck
Sexton. Her nother was testinony to what coul d happen when a man |ike that held
too many cards.

The sound of Rachel’'s pager echoed in the marble hall

Agai n? She didn’t even bother to check the nessage.

Windering what the hell was going on, she boarded the el evator, skipped her own
floor, and went straight to the top.

4
To call the NRO director a plain man was in itself an overstatenment. NRO
Director WIlliam Pickering was dimnutive, with pale skin, a forgettable face, a
bal d head, and hazel eyes, which despite having gazed upon the country’s deepest
secrets, appeared as two shall ow pools. Nonetheless, to those who worked under
him Pickering towered. Hi s subdued personality and unadorned phil osophi es were

| egendary at the NRO. The man’s quiet diligence, conbined with his wardrobe of

pl ain bl ack suits, had earned himthe nickname the “Quaker.” A brilliant
strategi st and the nodel of efficiency, the Quaker ran his world with an
unrivaled clarity. His mantra: “Find the truth. Act on it.”

When Rachel arrived in the director’s office, he was on the phone. Rachel was

al ways surprised by the sight of him WIIliam Pickering | ooked nothing like a
man who wi el ded enough power to wake the President at any hour.

Pi ckering hung up and waved her in. “Agent Sexton, have a seat.” His voice had a
lucid rawness to it.

“Thank you, sir.” Rachel sat.

Despite nost people’s disconfort around WIIliam Pickering' s blunt denmeanor

Rachel had always |iked the man. He was the exact antithesis of her

f at her ..physi cal I y uni nposi ng, anything but charismatic, and he did his duty with
a selfless patriotism shunning the spotlight her father |oved so much.

Pi ckering renoved his gl asses and gazed at her. "“Agent Sexton, the President
called nme about a half hour ago. In direct reference to you.”

Rachel shifted in her seat. Pickering was known for getting to the point. One
hell of an opening, she thought. “Not a problemw th one of ny gists, | hope.”
“On the contrary. He says the Wiite House is inpressed with your work.”

Rachel exhaled silently. “So what did he want?”

“A neeting with you. In person. |Immediately.”

Rachel ' s unease sharpened. “A personal neeting? About what?”

“Damm good question. He wouldn't tell me.”

Now Rachel was |ost. Keeping information fromthe director of the NRO was |ike
keepi ng Vatican secrets fromthe Pope. The standing joke in the intelligence
conmmunity was that if WIIliam Pickering didn’t know about it, it hadn’t

happened.

Pi ckering stood, pacing now in front of his w ndow. “He asked that | contact you
i medi ately and send you to nmeet with him?”

“Ri ght now?”

“He sent transportation. It's waiting outside.”

Rachel frowned. The President’s request was unnerving on its own account, but it
was the | ook of concern on Pickering's face that really worried her. “You

obvi ously have reservations.”

“l sure as hell do!” Pickering showed a rare flash of enotion. “The President’s
timng seens alnpst callowin its transparency. You are the daughter of the man
who is currently challenging himin the polls, and he demands a private neeting
with you? | find this highly inappropriate. Your father no doubt would agree.”



Rachel knew Pickering was right—ot that she gave a damm what her father
thought. “Do you not trust the President’s nmotives?”

“My oath is to provide intel support to the current Wiite House adnministration
not pass judgnment on their politics.”

Typi cal Pickering response, Rachel realized. WIliam Pickering mde no bones
about his view of politicians as transitory figureheads who passed fleetingly
across a chessboard whose real players were nen |ike Pickering hinsel f-seasoned
“l'ifers” who had been around | ong enough to understand the gane with sone
perspective. Two full terms in the White House, Pickering often said, was not
nearly enough to conprehend the true conplexities of the global politica

| andscape.

“Maybe it’s an innocent request,” Rachel offered, hoping the President was above
trying sone sort of cheap canpaign stunt. “Maybe he needs a reduction of sone
sensitive data.”

“Not to sound belittling, Agent Sexton, but the White House has access to plenty
of qualified gisting personnel if they need it. If it’'s an internal \Wite House
job, the President should know better than to contact you. And if not, then he
sure as hell should know better than to request an NRO asset and then refuse to
tell me what he wants it for.”

Pickering always referred to his enployees as assets, a nanner of speech nany
found di sconcertingly cold.

“Your father is gaining political momentum ™ Pickering said. “Alot of it. The
Wi te House has got to be getting nervous.” He sighed. “Politics is a desperate
busi ness. When the President calls a secret neeting with his challenger’s
daughter, 1'd guess there’'s nore on his mnd than intelligence gists.”

Rachel felt a distant chill. Pickering s hunches had an uncanny tendency to be
dead on. “And you're afraid the White House feels desperate enough to introduce
me into the political nix?”

Pi ckering paused a nonent. “You are not exactly silent about your feelings for
your father, and | have little doubt the President’s canpaign staff is aware of
the rift. It occurs to nme that they nmay want to use you agai nst hi m somehow. ”
“Where do | sign up?” Rachel said, only half-joking.

Pi ckering | ooked uni npressed. He gave her a stern stare. “A word of warning,
Agent Sexton. If you feel that your personal issues with your father are going

to cloud your judgrment in dealing with the President, | strongly advise that you
decline the President’s request for a neeting.”

“Decline?” Rachel gave a nervous chuckle. “I obviously can't refuse the
President.”

“No,” the director said, “but I can.”

His words runbled a bit, rem nding Rachel of the other reason Pickering was
called the “Quaker.” Despite being a small man, WIIliam Pickering could cause
political earthquakes if he were crossed.

“My concerns here are sinple,” Pickering said. “l have a responsibility to
protect the people who work for nme, and | don’t appreciate even the vague
inmplication that one of them m ght be used as a pawn in a political gane.”
“What do you reconmend | do?”

Pi ckering sighed. “My suggestion is that you neet with him Comit to nothing.
Once the President tells you what the hell is on his mnd, call me. If | think
he’s playing political hardball with you, trust nme, 1'Il pull you out so fast
the man won’t know what hit him”

“Thank you, sir.” Rachel sensed a protective aura fromthe director that she
often longed for in her owmn father. “And you said the President already sent a
car?”

“Not exactly.” Pickering frowned and pointed out the w ndow.

Uncertain, Rachel went over and gazed out in the direction of Pickering's
outstretched finger.

A snub-nosed MH 60G PaveHawk helicopter sat idling on the lawn. One of the



fastest choppers ever nmade, this PaveHawk was enbl azoned with the Wite House
i nsignia. The pilot stood nearby, checking his watch

Rachel turned to Pickering in disbelief. “The White House sent a PaveHawk to
take me fifteen mles into D.C. ?"

“Apparently the President hopes you are either inpressed or intimdated.”

Pi ckering eyed her. “l suggest you are neither.”

Rachel nodded. She was bot h.

Four minutes later, Rachel Sexton exited the NRO and clinbed into the waiting
hel i copter. Before she had even buckled herself in, the craft was airborne,
banki ng hard across the Virginia wods. Rachel gazed out at the blur of trees
beneath her and felt her pulse rising. It would have risen faster had she known
this chopper would never reach the Wite House

5

The frigid wind battered the fabric of the ThermaTech tent, but Delta-One hardly
noticed. He and Delta-Three were focused on their conrade, who was mani pul ati ng
the joystick in his hand with surgical dexterity. The screen before them

di spl ayed a live video transm ssion froma pinpoint camera nounted aboard the

m crorobot.

The ultimate surveillance tool, Delta-One thought, still anmazed every tine they
powered it up. Lately, in the world of mcromechanics, fact seened to be

out- pacing fiction.

M cro Electro Mechanical Systems (MEMS)—i crobots—were the newest tool in

hi gh-tech surveillance—=fly on the wall technology,” they called it.

Literally.

Al t hough m croscopic, renote-controlled robots sounded |ike science fiction, in
fact they had been around since the 1990s. Di scovery nmgazi ne had run a cover
story in May 1997 on microbots, featuring both “flying” and “sw nm ng” nodel s.
The swi mMmer s—anosubs the size of salt grains—ould be injected into the human
bl oodstream a la the novie Fantastic Voyage. They were now bei ng used by
advanced nmedical facilities to help doctors navigate arteries by renote control
observe live intravenous video transm ssions, and |locate arterial blockages

wi thout ever lifting a scal pel

Contrary to intuition, building a flying mcrobot was even sinpler business. The
aer odynani cs technology for getting a machine to fly had been around since Kitty
Hawk, and all that renmi ned had been the issue of mniaturization. The first
flying microbots, designed by NASA as unmanned exploration tools for future Mars
m ssi ons, had been several inches |ong. Now, however, advances in

nanot echnol ogy, |ightwei ght energy-absorbent materials, and m cromechani cs had
made the flying microbots a reality.

The true breakt hrough had come fromthe new field biom nm cs—opyi ng Mot her
Nature. M niature dragonflies, as it turned out, were the ideal prototype for
these agile and efficient flying mcrobots. The PH2 nodel Delta-Two was
currently flying was only one centineter |ong—the size of a npsquito—and

enpl oyed a dual pair of transparent, hinged, silicon-leaf wings, giving it
unparal l el ed nobility and efficiency in the air

The microbot’s refueling nechani sm had been anot her breakthrough. The first

m crobot prototypes could only recharge their energy cells by hovering directly
beneath a bright Iight source, not ideal for stealth or use in dark |ocales. The
newer prototypes, however, could recharge sinply by parking within a few inches
of a magnetic field. Conveniently, in nodern society, magnetic fields were
ubi qui t ous and di screetly placed—power outlets, conputer nonitors, electric
nmotors, audi o speakers, cell phones—+t seenmed there was never any shortage of



obscure recharging stations. Once a mcrobot had been introduced successfully
into a locale, it could transmt audio and video al nost indefinitely. The Delta
Force’s PH2 had been transmitting for over a week now with no trouble

what soever.

Now, |like an insect hovering inside a cavernous barn, the airborne m crobot hung
silently in the still air of the structure’s nmmssive central room Wth a

bird s-eye view of the space below, the mcrobot circled silently above
unsuspecting occupant s—technici ans, scientists, specialists in numerous fields
of study. As the PH2 circled, Delta-One spotted two familiar faces engaged in
conversation. They would be a telling mark. He told Delta-Two to drop down and
have a listen.

Mani pul ating the controls, Delta-Two switched on the robot’s sound sensors,
oriented the microbot’s parabolic anplifier, and decreased the robot’s el evation

until it was ten feet over the scientists’ heads. The transm ssion was faint,
but di scerni bl e.

“l still can’'t believe it,” one scientist was saying. The excitement in his
voi ce had not dimnished since his arrival here forty-ei ght hours ago.

The man with whom he was tal king obviously shared the enthusiasm “In your
lifetinme.did you ever think you would witness anything like this?”

“Never,” the scientist replied, beanming. “It’s all a magnificent dream”

Del t a- One had heard enough. Clearly everything inside was proceedi ng as
expected. Delta-Two maneuvered the mcrobot away fromthe conversation and flew
it back to its hiding place. He parked the tiny device undetected near the
cylinder of an electric generator. The PH2's power cells i mediately began
recharging for the next m ssion.

6

Rachel Sexton’s thoughts were lost in the norning’s bizarre devel opments as her
PaveHawk transport tore across the norning sky, and it was not until the
hel i copter rocketed out across Chesapeake Bay that she realized they were
heading in entirely the wong direction. The initial flash of confusion
instantly gave way to trepidation.

“Hey!” she yelled to the pilot. “Wat are you doi ng?” Her voice was barely
audi bl e over the rotors. “You' re supposed to be taking ne to the Wite House!”
The pilot shook his head. “Sorry, ma’am The President is not at the White House
this norning.”

Rachel tried to remenber if Pickering had specifically nmentioned the Wiite House
or whether she had sinply assunmed. “So where is the President?”’

“Your meeting with himis el sewhere.”

No shit. “Where el sewhere?”

“Not far now.”

“That’s not what | asked.”

“Sixteen nore mles.”

Rachel scowl ed at him This guy should be a politician. “Do you dodge bullets as
wel | as you dodge questions?”

The pilot did not answer.

It took | ess than seven m nutes for the chopper to cross the Chesapeake. Wen
land was in sight again, the pilot banked north and skirted a narrow peninsul a
where Rachel saw a series of runways and military-Iooking buildings. The pil ot
dropped down toward them and Rachel then realized what this place was. The siXx
| aunchpads and charred rocket towers were a good clue, but if that was not
enough, the roof of one of the buildings had been painted with two enornous



wor ds: WALLOPS | SLAND.

Wal | ops |sland was one of NASA's ol dest |launch sites. Still used today for
satellite launches and testing of experinental aircraft, Wallops was NASA s base
away fromthe spotlight

The President is at Wallops Island? It nmade no sense.

The chopper pilot aligned his trajectory with a series of three runways that ran
the length of the narrow peninsula. They seened to be heading for the far end of
the center runway.

The pil ot began to slow. “You will be neeting the President in his office.”
Rachel turned, wondering if the guy was joking. “The President of the United
States has an office on Wallops |sland?”

The pilot | ooked dead serious. “The President of the United States has an office
wherever he |ikes, m’ am”

He pointed toward the end of the runway. Rachel saw the mammoth shape gli stening
in the distance, and her heart al nost stopped. Even at three hundred yards, she
recogni zed the |Iight blue hull of the nodified 747.

“1"m neeting him aboard the..

“Yes, ma’am His honme away from hone.”

Rachel stared out at the massive aircraft. The mlitary's cryptic designation
for this prestigious plane was VC-25-A, although the rest of the world knew it
by anot her name: Air Force One.

“Looks like you're in the new one this norning,
the nunbers on the plane's tail fin.

Rachel nodded bl ankly. Few Anericans knew that there were actually two Air Force
Ones in service—a pair of identical, specially configured 747-200-Bs, one with
the tail nunber 28000 and the other 29000. Both planes had cruising speeds of
600 nph and had been nodified for in-flight refueling, giving themvirtually
unlimted range.

As the PaveHawk settled onto the runway beside the President’s plane, Rachel now
understood the references to Air Force One being the comander-in chief’s
“portabl e home court advantage.” The machine was an intinidating sight.

When the President flew to other countries to neet heads of state, he often
request ed—for security purposes—that the neeting take place on the runway aboard
his jet. Although sone of the notives were security, certainly another incentive
was to gain a negotiating edge through raw intimdation. A visit to Air Force
One was far nore intimdating than any trip to the Wite House. The
six-foot-high letters along the fusel age trunpeted “UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA. " A
femal e English cabi net menber had once accused President N xon of “waving his
manhood in her face” when he asked her to join himaboard Air Force One. Later
the crew jokingly nicknaned the plane “Big Dick.”

“Ms. Sexton?” A blazer-clad Secret Servicenman materialized outside the chopper
and opened the door for her. “The President is waiting for you.”

Rachel got out of the chopper and gazed up the steep gangway at the bul gi ng

hull. Into the flying phallus. She had once heard the flying “Oval O fice” had
over four thousand square feet of interior floor space, including four separate
private sleeping quarters, berths for a twenty-six-menber flight crew, and two
gal | eys capabl e of providing food for fifty people.

Clinmbing the stairway, Rachel felt the Secret Serviceman on her heels, urging
her upward. Hi gh above, the cabin door stood open like a tiny puncture wound on
the side of a gargantuan silver whale. She noved toward the darkened entryway
and felt her confidence starting to ebb.

Easy, Rachel. It’s just a pl ane.

On the |l anding, the Secret Serviceman politely took her arm and gui ded her into
a surprisingly narrow corridor. They turned right, wal ked a short distance, and
energed into a luxurious and spacious cabin. Rachel imediately recognized it
from phot ogr aphs.

“Wait here,” the serviceman said, and he di sappeared

the pilot said, notioning to



Rachel stood alone in Air Force One's fanous wood- panel ed fore cabin. This was
the room used for neetings, entertaining dignitaries, and, apparently, for
scaring the hell out of first-time passengers. The room spanned the entire w dth
of the plane, as did its thick tan carpeting. The furnishings were

i npeccabl e—eordovan | eather arnchairs around a bird s-eye maple neeting table,
bur ni shed brass floor |anps beside a continental sofa, and hand-etched crystal

gl assware on a mahogany wet bar.

Supposedl y, Boei ng designers had carefully laid out this fore cabin to provide
passengers with “a sense of order mxed with tranquility.” Tranquility, however
was the | ast thing Rachel Sexton was feeling at the nonent. The only thing she
could think of was the nunber of world | eaders who had sat in this very room and
made deci si ons that shaped the worl d.

Everyt hi ng about this roomsaid power, fromthe faint aroma of fine pipe tobacco
to the ubiquitous presidential seal. The eagle clasping the arrows and olive
branches was enbroi dered on throw pillows, carved into the ice bucket, and even
printed on the cork coasters on the bar. Rachel picked up a coaster and exam ned
it.

“Stealing souvenirs already?” a deep voice asked behind her

Startl ed, Rachel wheel ed, dropping the coaster on the floor. She knelt awkwardly
toretrieve it. As she grasped the coaster, she turned to see the President of
the United States gazing down at her with an anused grin.

“1"m not royalty, Ms. Sexton. There's really no need to kneel.”

7
Senat or Sedgew ck Sexton savored the privacy of his Lincoln stretch |inbusine as
it snaked through Washington’s morning traffic toward his office. Across from
him Gabrielle Ashe, his twenty-four-year-old personal assistant, read himhis
daily schedul e. Sexton was barely listening.

I | ove Washi ngton, he thought, admiring the assistant’s perfect shape beneath
her cashnere sweater. Power is the greatest aphrodisiac of all.and it brings
wonen like this to D.C. in droves.

Gabrielle was a New York |Ivy Leaguer with dreans of being a senator herself one
day. She’'ll make it too, Sexton thought. She was incredible-looking and sharp as
a whip. Above all, she understood the rules of the gane.

Gabrielle Ashe was bl ack, but her tawny coloring was nore of a deep cinnanon or
mahogany, the kind of confortable in-between that Sexton knew bl eedi ng heart
“whites” could endorse without feeling |ike they were giving away the farm
Sexton described Gabrielle to his cronies as Halle Berry's looks with Hillary
Clinton’s brains and anbition, although sonetinmes he thought even that was an
under st at enent .

Gabrielle had been a tremendous asset to his canpaign since he’'d promoted her to
hi s personal canpai gn assistant three nmonths ago. And to top it all off, she was
working for free. Her conpensation for a sixteen-hour workday was | earning the
ropes in the trenches with a seasoned politician

Of course, Sexton gloated, |’'ve persuaded her to do a bit nore than just work.
After pronoting Gabrielle, Sexton had invited her to a late night “orientation
session” in his private office. As expected, his young assistant arrived
starstruck and eager to please. Wth a sl ow noving patience mastered over
decades, Sexton worked his magic.building up Gabrielle's trust, carefully
stripping away her inhibitions, exhibiting tantalizing control, and finally
seduci ng her right there in his office.

Sexton had little doubt the encounter had been one of the npbst sexually
gratifying experiences of the young woman’s life, and yet, in the |ight of the
day, Gabrielle clearly regretted the indiscretion. Enmbarrassed, she offered to



resign. Sexton refused. Gabrielle stayed on, but she nade her intentions very
clear. The relationship had been strictly business ever since.

Gabrielle’ s pouty lips were still noving. “.don’t want you to be | ackadai sica
going into this CNN debate this afternoon. We still don’t know who the Wite
House is sending as opposition. You Il want to peruse these notes | typed.” She

handed hi ma fol der.

Sexton took the folder, savoring the scent of her perfune mxed with the plush
| eat her seats.

“You aren’t listening,” she said.

“Certainly am” He grinned. “Forget about this CNN debate. Whrst case scenari o,
the White House snubs nme by sending sone |ow-|evel campaign intern. Best case
scenari o, they send a bigwig, and | eat himfor |unch.”

Gabrielle frowed. “Fine. |1've included a Iist of the npost probable hostile
topics in your notes.”

“The usual suspects no doubt.”

“Wth one new entry. | think you m ght face sone hostil e backlash fromthe gay
comunity for your comments |ast night on Larry King.”

Sexton shrugged, barely listening. “Right. The same-sex marriage thing.”
Gabrielle gave hima disapproving |ook. “You did cone out against it pretty

strongly.”
Sanme-sex marriages, Sexton thought in disgust. If it were up to ne, the faggots
woul dn’t even have the right to vote. “Okay, I'll turn it down a notch.”

“Good. You' ve been pushing the envel ope a bit on sone of these hot topics
lately. Don't get cocky. The public can turn in an instant. You' re gaining now,
and you have nmomentum Just ride it out. There's no need to hit the ball out of
the park today. Just keep it in play.”

“Any news fromthe White House?”

Gabrielle | ooked pleasantly baffled. “Continued silence. It's official; your
opponent has becone the ‘lInvisible Man.’'”

Sexton could barely believe his good fortune |ately. For nobnths, the President
had been working hard on the canpaign trail. Then suddenly, a week ago, he had
| ocked hinself in the Oval Ofice, and nobody had seen or heard from hi msince.
It was as if the President sinply could not face Sexton’s groundswell of voter
support .

Gabrielle ran a hand through her straightened black hair. “lI hear the White
House canpaign staff is as confused as we are. The President is offering no
expl anation for his vanishing act, and everyone over there is furious.”

“Any theories?” Sexton asked.

Gabrielle gazed at himover her scholarly glasses. “As it turns out, | got sone
interesting data this nmorning froma contact of mine in the Wite House.”
Sexton recogni zed the look in her eyes. Gabrielle Ashe had scored sone insider
informati on again. Sexton wondered if she were giving sone presidential aide
backseat bl ow jobs in exchange for canpai gn secrets. Sexton didn't care..so | ong
as the information kept com ng.

“Runor has it,” his assistant said, |owering her voice, “the President’s strange
behavior all started |ast week after an emergency private briefing with the

adm ni strator of NASA. Apparently the President energed fromthe neeting | ooking
dazed. He imedi ately cleared his schedule, and he's been in close contact with
NASA ever since.”

Sexton certainly liked the sound of that. “You think maybe NASA delivered sone
nore bad news?”

“Seens a | ogical explanation,” she said hopefully. “Although it would have to be
pretty critical to make the President drop everything.”

Sexton considered it. Obviously, whatever was going on with NASA had to be bad
news. Otherwi se the President would throw it in my face. Sexton had been
poundi ng the President pretty hard on NASA funding |ately. The space agency’'s
recent string of failed missions and gargantuan budget overruns had earned NASA



t he dubi ous honor of becom ng Sexton’s unofficial poster child against big
governnment overspendi ng and inefficiency. Adnmttedly, attacking NASA—ene of the
nmost prom nent synbols of Anerican pride-was not the way nost politicians would
think of wi nning votes, but Sexton had a weapon few other politicians
had—Gabriell e Ashe. And her inpeccable instincts.

The savvy young wonman had cone to Sexton’s attention several nonths ago when she
was working as a coordinator in Sexton's Washi ngton canpaign office. Wth Sexton
trailing badly in the primary polls and his nmessage of government overspendi ng
falling on deaf ears, Gabrielle Ashe wote hima note suggesting a radical new
canpai gn angle. She told the senator he should attack NASA s huge budget
overruns and continued White House bailouts as the quintessential exanple of
Presi dent Herney's carel ess overspendi ng.

“NASA is costing Americans a fortune,” Gabrielle wote, including a Iist of
financial figures, failures, and bailouts. “Voters have no idea. They woul d be
horrified. | think you should make NASA a political issue.”

Sext on groaned at her naiveté. “Yeah, and while I'mat it, 1'll rail against

si ngi ng the national anthem at baseball ganes.”

In the weeks that followed, Gabrielle continued to send information about NASA
across the senator’s desk. The nore Sexton read, the nore he realized this young
Gabrielle Ashe had a point. Even by governnment agency standards, NASA was an
astoundi ng noney pit—expensive, inefficient, and, in recent years, grossly

i nconpet ent .

One afternoon Sexton was doing an on-air interview about education. The host was
pressi ng Sexton about where he would find funding for his prom sed overhaul of
public schools. In response, Sexton decided to test Gabrielle’ s NASA theory with
a hal f-joking response. “Mney for education?” he said. “Well, maybe I'IIl cut
the space programin half. | figure if NASA can spend fifteen billion a year in
space, | should be able to spend seven and a half billion on the kids here on
earth.”

In the transm ssion booth, Sexton's canpai gn nanagers gasped in horror at the
careless remark. After all, entire campai gns had been sunk by far | ess than
taking a potshot at NASA. Instantly, the phone lines at the radio station lit

up. Sexton’s canpai gn managers cringed; the space patriots were circling for the
kill.

Then sonet hi ng unexpect ed happened.

“Fifteen billion a year?” the first caller said, sounding shocked. “Wth a B?
Are you telling me that ny son’s math class is overcrowded because schools can’t
af ford enough teachers, and NASA is spending fifteen billion dollars a year

taki ng pictures of space dust?”

“Un.that’s right,” Sexton said warily.

“Absurd! Does the President have the power to do sonething about that?”
“Absol utely,” Sexton replied, gaining confidence. “A President can veto the
budget request of any agency he or she deens overfunded.”

“Then you have ny vote, Senator Sexton. Fifteen billion for space research, and
our kids don’t have teachers. It’s outrageous! Good luck, sir. | hope you go al
the way.”

The next caller canme on the line. “Senator, | just read that NASA' s

I nternational Space Station is way overbudget and the President is thinking of
gi ving NASA energency funding to keep the project going. |Is that true?”

Sexton junped at this one. “True!l” He explained that the space station was
originally proposed as a joint venture, with twelve countries sharing the costs.
But after construction began, the station’s budget spiraled wildly out of
control, and many countries dropped out in disgust. Rather than scrapping the
project, the President decided to cover everyone's expenses. “Qur cost for the

| SS project,” Sexton announced, “has risen fromthe proposed eight billion to a
staggeri ng one hundred billion dollars!”

The call er sounded furious. “Why the hell doesn’'t the President pull the plug!”



Sexton coul d have ki ssed the guy. “Damm good question. Unfortunately, one third
of the building supplies are already in orbit, and the President spent your tax
dollars putting themthere, so pulling the plug would be admtting he nade a
multibillion-dollar blunder with your noney.”

The calls kept coming. For the first time, it seemed Americans were waking up to
the idea that NASA was an option—not a national fixture.

When the show was over, with the exception of a few NASA diehards calling in
wi t h poi gnant overtures about man’'s eternal quest for know edge, the consensus
was in: Sexton's canpaign had stunbled onto the holy grail of canpai gni ng—a new
“hot button” —a yet untapped controversial issue that struck a nerve with voters.
In the weeks that foll owed, Sexton trounced his opponents in five crucia
primaries. He announced Gabrielle Ashe as his new personal canpai gn assistant,
prai sing her for her work in bringing the NASA issue to the voters. Wth the
wave of a hand, Sexton had rmade a young African- American worman a rising
political star, and the issue of his racist and sexist voting record di sappeared
over ni ght.

Now, as they sat together in the |inopusine, Sexton knew Gabrielle had yet again
proven her worth. Her new i nformati on about | ast week’'s secret neeting between
the NASA admi nistrator and the President certainly suggested nore NASA troubl es
wer e brewi ng—per haps another country pulling funding fromthe space station

As the |inopusine passed the Washi ngt on Monunent, Senator Sexton could not help
but feel he had been anointed by destiny.
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Despite having ascended to the nost powerful political office in the world
Presi dent Zachary Herney was average in height, with a slender build and narrow
shoul ders. He had a freckled face, bifocals, and thinning black hair. Hs

uni nposi ng physi que, however, stood in stark contrast to the al nost princely

|l ove the man conmmanded fromthose who knew him It was said that if you met Zach
Herney once, you would walk to the ends of the earth for him

“So glad you could make it,” President Herney said, reaching out to shake
Rachel s hand. His grasp was warm and si ncere.

Rachel fought the frog in her throat. “Of..course, M. President. An honor to
meet you.”

The President gave her a conforting grin, and Rachel sensed firsthand the

| egendary Herney affability. The nman possessed an easygoi ng countenance
political cartoonists |oved because no matter how skewed a rendition they drew,
no one ever mstook the man's effortless warnth and ami able smle. H's eyes
mrrored sincerity and dignity at all tines.

“1f you follow nme,” he said in a cheery voice, “lI’ve got a cup of coffee with
your nane on it.”

“Thank you, sir.”

The President pressed the intercomand called for some coffee in his office

As Rachel followed the President through the plane, she could not help but
notice that he | ooked extrenely happy and well-rested for a man who was down in
the polls. He was al so very casually dressed—bl ue jeans, a polo shirt, and L.L.
Bean hi ki ng boots.

Rachel tried to nmake conversation. “Doing..some hiking, M. President?”

“Not at all. My canpaign advisers have decided this should be my new | ook. What
do you think?”

Rachel hoped for his sake that he wasn't serious. “It’s very.um.manly, sir.”
Her ney was deadpan. “Good. We're thinking it will help ne win back sonme of the
worren’s vote from your father.” After a beat, the President broke into a broad
smle. “Ms. Sexton, that was a joke. | think we both know I'I|l need nore than a



polo shirt and blue jeans to win this election.”

The President’s openness and good hunmor were quickly evaporating any tension
Rachel felt about being there. What this President |acked in physical brawn, he
nmore than made up for in diplomatic rapport. Diplomacy was about people skills,
and Zach Herney had the gift.

Rachel followed the President toward the back of the plane. The deeper they
went, the less the interior resenbled a plane—eurved hal |l ways, wal |l papered
wal I s, even an exercise roomconplete with StairMaster and row ng machi ne.

Qddly, the plane seened al nost entirely deserted.

“Traveling al one, M. President?”

He shook his head. *“Just |anded, actually.”

Rachel was surprised. Landed from where? Her intel briefs this week had included
not hi ng about presidential travel plans. Apparently he was using Wallops Island
to travel quietly.

“My staff deplaned right before you arrived,” the President said. “lI’m headed
back to the White House shortly to neet them but | wanted to neet you here
instead of mnmy office.”

“Trying to intimdate ne?”

“On the contrary. Trying to respect you, Ms. Sexton. The Wite House is anything
but private, and news of a nmeeting between the two of us would put you in an
awkwar d position with your father.”

“l appreciate that, sir.”

“1t seens you' re nmamnaging a delicate balancing act quite gracefully, and | see
no reason to disrupt that.”

Rachel flashed on her breakfast nmeeting with her father and doubted that it
qualified as “graceful.” Nonethel ess, Zach Herney was going out of his way to be
decent, and he certainly didn't have to.

“May | call you Rachel ?” Herney asked.

“Of course.” May | call you Zach?

“My office,” the President said, ushering her through a carved maple door.

The office aboard Air Force One certainly was cozier than its Wite House
counterpart, but its furnishings still carried an air of austerity. The desk was
mounded wi th papers, and behind it hung an inposing oil painting of a classic,

t hree-masted schooner under full sail trying to outrun a raging storm It seened
a perfect netaphor for Zach Herney's presidency at the nonent.

The President offered Rachel one of the three executive chairs facing his desk
She sat. Rachel expected himto sit behind his desk, but instead he pulled one
of the chairs up and sat next to her

Equal footing, she realized. The nmaster of rapport.

“Well, Rachel,” Herney said, sighing tiredly as he settled into his chair. *

i magi ne you' ve got to be pretty dammed confused to be sitting here right now, am
I right?”

What ever was | eft of Rachel’s guard crunbled away with the candor in the man’s
voi ce. “Actually, sir, I'mbaffled.”

Her ney | aughed out loud. “Terrific. It’s not every day | can baffle someone from
the NRO.”

“1t’s not every day sonmeone fromthe NROis invited aboard Air Force One by a
President in hiking boots.”

The President |aughed again.

A quiet rap on the office door announced the arrival of coffee. One of the
flight crew entered with a steaning pewer pot and two pewter nugs on a tray. At
the President’s bidding, she laid the tray on the desk and di sappear ed.

“Cream and sugar?” the President asked, standing up to pour

“Cream please.” Rachel savored the rich aronma. The President of the United
States is personally serving ne coffee?

Zach Herney handed her a heavy pewter nug. “Authentic Paul Revere,
“One of the little luxuries.”

”

he sai d.



Rachel sipped the coffee. It was the best she had ever tasted.

“Anyhow,” the President said, pouring hinself a cup and sitting back down, “Il’ve
got limted tine here, so let’s get to business.” The President plopped a sugar
cube in his coffee and gazed up at her. “I imagine Bill Pickering warned you

that the only reason | would want to see you would be to use you to nmy political
advant age?”

“Actually, sir, that's exactly what he said.”

The President chuckled. “Always the cynic.”

“So he’s wong?”

“Are you kidding?” the President |aughed. “Bill Pickering is never wong. He's
dead- on as usual .”
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Gabrielle Ashe gazed absently out the w ndow of Senator Sexton’s |inpbusine as it
moved through the nmorning traffic toward Sexton’s office building. She wondered
how the hell she had arrived at this point in her life. Personal assistant to
Senat or Sedgewi ck Sexton. This was exactly what she had wanted, wasn't it?
I"’msitting in a linmusine with the next President of the United States.
Gabrielle stared across the car’s plush interior at the senator, who seened to
be far away in his own thoughts. She adm red his handsone features and perfect
attire. He | ooked presidential

Gabrielle had first seen Sexton speak when she was a poli-sci major at Cornel
University three years ago. She woul d never forget how his eyes probed the

audi ence, as if sending a nessage directly to her—trust nme. After Sexton's
speech, Gabrielle waited in line to nmeet him

“Gabrielle Ashe,” the senator said, reading her nane tag. “A lovely nane for a
| ovely young woman.” His eyes were reassuring.

“Thank you, sir,” Gabrielle replied, feeling the man's strength as she shook his
hand. “lI was really inpressed by your nessage.”

“G@ad to hear it!” Sexton thrust a business card into her hand. “1’'m al ways

| ooki ng for bright young m nds who share ny vision. Wen you get out of school
track me down. My people may have a job for you.”

Gabrielle opened her nobuth to thank him but the senator was already on to the
next person in line. Nonetheless, in the nonths that followed, Gabrielle found
hersel f following Sexton’s career on television. She watched with adm ration as
he spoke out agai nst big governnent spendi ng—spear headi ng budget cuts,
streamining the IRS to work nore effectively, triming fat at the DEA, and even
abol i shing redundant civil service progranms. Then, when the senator’s wife died
suddenly in a car crash, Gabrielle watched in awe as Sexton sonehow turned the
negative into a positive. Sexton rose above his personal pain and declared to
the world that he would be running for the presidency and dedicating the

remai nder of his public service to his wife’'s nmenory. Gabrielle decided right
then and there that she wanted to work closely with Senator Sexton’s

presi dential canpaign.

Now she had gotten as cl ose as anyone coul d get.

Gabrielle recalled the night she had spent with Sexton in his plush office, and
she cringed, trying to block out the embarrassing images in her mnd. Wat was |
thi nki ng? She knew she shoul d have resisted, but somehow she’ d found herself
unabl e. Sedgew ck Sexton had been an idol of hers for so long..and to think he
want ed her.

The linmousine hit a bunp, jarring her thoughts back to the present.

“You okay?” Sexton was watching her now.

Gabrielle flashed a hurried smle. “Fine.”

“You aren’t still thinking about that drudge, are you?”



She shrugged. “I’'mstill alittle worried, yeah.”

“Forget it. The drudge was the best thing that ever happened to ny canpaign.”

A drudge, Gabrielle had | earned the hard way, was the political equival ent of

| eaki ng information that your rival used a penis enlarger or subscribed to Stud
Muf fin magazi ne. Drudgi ng wasn’t a gl anorous tactic, but when it paid off, it
pai d off big.

Of course, when it backfired...

And backfire, it had. For the White House. About a nonth ago, the President’s
canmpai gn staff, unsettled by the slipping polls, had decided to get aggressive
and |l eak a story they suspected to be true—that Senator Sexton had engaged in an
affair with his personal assistant, Gabrielle Ashe. Unfortunately for the White
House, there was no hard evi dence. Senator Sexton, a firm believer in the best
defense is a strong offense, seized the nonent for attack. He called a nationa
press conference to proclaimhis innocence and outrage. | cannot believe, he
said, gazing into the cameras with pain in his eyes, that the President would
di shonor ny wife's menory with these nmalicious |ies.

Senat or Sexton’s performance on TV was so convincing that Gabrielle herself
practically believed they had not slept together. Seeing how effortlessly he
lied, Gabrielle realized that Senator Sexton was indeed a dangerous nman.

Lately, although Gabrielle was certain she was backing the strongest horse in
this presidential race, she had begun to question whether she was backing the
best horse. Working closely with Sexton had been an eye-openi ng experi ence—akin
to a behind-the-scenes tour of Universal Studios, where one's childlike awe over
the nmovies is sullied by the realization that Hollywod isn't magic after all

Al though Gabrielle's faith in Sexton’'s message remai ned i ntact, she was

begi nning to question the nessenger
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“What | am about to tell you, Rachel,” the President said, “is classified
“UVMBRA.’ Well beyond your current security clearance.”

Rachel felt the walls of Air Force One closing in around her. The President had
flown her to Wall ops Island, invited her onboard his plane, poured her coffee,
told her flat out that he intended to use her to political advantage agai nst her
own father, and now he was announcing he intended to give her classified
information illegally. However affable Zach Herney appeared on the surface,
Rachel Sexton had just |earned sonmething inportant about him This man took
control in a hurry.

“Two weeks ago,” the President said, |ocking eyes with her, “NASA nade a

di scovery.”

The words hung a nonent in the air before Rachel could process them A NASA

di scovery? Recent intelligence updates had suggested nothing out of the ordinary
going on with the space agency. O course, these days a “NASA di scovery” usually
meant realizing they’ d grossly under budgeted sone new project.

“Before we talk further,” the President said, “I'd like to know if you share
your father’s cynicismover space exploration.”

Rachel resented the comment. “I certainly hope you didn't call ne here to ask ne
to control ny father’s rants agai nst NASA.”
He | aughed. “Hell, no. |’ve been around the Senate | ong enough to know t hat

nobody controls Sedgew ck Sexton.”

“My father is an opportunist, sir. Mst successful politicians are. And
unfortunately NASA has nade itself an opportunity.” The recent string of NASA
errors had been so unbearable that one either had to | augh or cry-satellites
that disintegrated in orbit, space probes that never called honme, the
International Space Station budget rising tenfold and nenber countries bailing



out like rats froma sinking ship. Billions were being |ost, and Senator Sexton
was riding it |like a wave—a wave that seened destined to carry himto the shores
of 1600 Pennsyl vani a Avenue.

“1 will admit,” the President continued, “NASA has been a wal king di saster area
lately. Every tine | turn around, they give nme yet another reason to slash their
fundi ng.”

Rachel saw her opening for a foothold and took it. “And yet, s
read that you bailed themout |ast week with another three m|l
funding to keep them sol vent ?”

The President chuckled. “Your father was pleased with that one, wasn't he?”
“Nothing |ike sending amunition to your executioner.”

“Did you hear himon Nightline? ‘Zach Herney is a space addict, and the
taxpayers are funding his habit.’”

“But you keep proving himright, sir.”

Herney nodded. “1 meke it no secret that I’ m an enornmous fan of NASA. | always
have been. | was a child of the space race-Sputnik, John G enn, Apollo 11—and
have never hesitated to express ny feelings of admiration and national pride for
our space program In ny nmnd, the men and wonen of NASA are history’'s nodern

pi oneers. They attenpt the inpossible, accept failure, and then go back to the
drawi ng board while the rest of us stand back and criticize.”

Rachel remmi ned silent, sensing that just below the President’s calmexterior
was an indi gnant rage over her father’s endl ess anti -NASA rhetoric. Rachel found
hersel f wondering what the hell NASA had found. The President was certainly
taking his time coming to the point.

“Today,” Herney said, his voice intensifying, “l intend to change your entire
opi ni on of NASA.”

Rachel eyed himw th uncertainty. “You have ny vote already, sir. You may want
to concentrate on the rest of the country.”

r, didn't | just
i

[
lion in emergency

“l intend to.” He took a sip of coffee and smled. “And |’ mgoing to ask you to
hel p me.” Pausing, he |leaned toward her. “In a npbst unusual way.”
Rachel could now feel Zach Herney scrutinizing her every nove, |ike a hunter

trying to gauge if his prey intended to run or fight. Unfortunately, Rachel saw
nowhere to run.

“l assune,” the President said, pouring them both nore coffee, “that you're
aware of a NASA project called ECS?”

Rachel nodded. “Earth Observation System | believe nmy father has nmentioned ECS
once or twce.”

The weak attenpt at sarcasmdrew a frown fromthe President. The truth was that
Rachel s father nmentioned the Earth Observati on System every chance he got. It
was one of NASA's nost controversial big-ticket ventures—a constellation of five
satellites designed to | ook down from space and anal yze the planet’s

envi ronment: ozone depletion, polar ice nelt, global warm ng, rainforest
defoliation. The intent was to provide environmentalists with never before seen
macroscopi ¢ data so that they could plan better for earth’s future.
Unfortunately, the EOS project had been wrought with failure. Like so many NASA
projects of late, it had been plagued with costly overruns right fromthe start.
And Zach Herney was the one taking the heat. He had used the support of the
environmental |obby to push the $1.4 billion EOS project through Congress. But
rather than delivering the promi sed contributions to global earth science, ECS
had spiraled quickly into a costly nightmare of failed | aunches, conputer

mal f uncti ons, and sonber NASA press conferences. The only smiling face lately
was that of Senator Sexton, who was snugly rem nding voters just how rmuch of
their nmoney the President had spent on ECS and just how | ukewarm the returns had
been.

The President dropped a sugar cube into his mug. “As surprising as this may
sound, the NASA discovery I'mreferring to was made by EGCS.”

Now Rachel felt lost. If EOS had enjoyed a recent success, NASA certainly would



have announced it, wouldn't they? Her father had been crucifying ECS in the
medi a, and the space agency could use any good news they could find.

“1’ve heard nothing,” Rachel said, “about any EOCS di scovery.”

“1 know. NASA prefers to keep the good news to thenselves for a while.”

Rachel doubted it. “In ny experience, sir, when it comes to NASA, no news is
generally bad news.” Restraint was not a forte of the NASA public relations
department. The standing joke at the NRO was that NASA held a press conference
every time one of their scientists so nuch as farted.

The President frowned. “Ah, yes. | forget I'mtalking to one of Pickering s NRO

security disciples. Is he still npaning and groani ng about NASA s | oose |ips?”
“Security is his business, sir. He takes it very seriously.”
“He damm wel | better. | just find it hard to believe that two agencies with so

much in common constantly find sonmething to fight about.”

Rachel had | earned early in her tenure under WIIliam Pickering that although
bot h NASA and the NRO were space-rel ated agencies, they had phil osophies that
wer e pol ar opposites. The NRO was a defense agency and kept all of its space
activities classified, while NASA was academ c and excitedly publicized all of
its breakthroughs around the gl obe—eften, WIIliam Pickering argued, at the risk
of national security. Some of NASA's finest technol ogi es—high-resolution | enses
for satellite tel escopes, |ong-range comuni cati ons systens, and radi o i magi ng
devi ces—had a nasty habit of appearing in the intelligence arsenal of hostile
countries and being used to spy against us. Bill Pickering often grunbled that
NASA sci entists had big brains..and even bi gger nouths.

A nore pointed i ssue between the agencies, however, was the fact that because
NASA handl ed the NRO s satellite |aunches, nany of NASA' s recent failures
directly affected the NRO. No failure had been nore dramatic than that of August
12, 1998, when a NASA/Air Force Titan 4 rocket blew up forty seconds into |aunch
and obliterated its payload—a $1.2 billion NRO satellite code-nanmed Vortex 2

Pi ckering seened particularly unwilling to forget that one

“So why hasn’t NASA gone public about this recent success?” Rachel chall enged.
“They certainly could use sone good news right now.”

“NASA is being silent,” the President declared, “because | ordered themto be.”
Rachel wondered if she had heard himcorrectly. If so, the President was
commtting some kind of political hara-kiri that she did not understand.

“This discovery,” the President said, “is.shall we say..nothing short of
astounding in its ramfications.”

Rachel felt an uneasy chill. In the world of intelligence, “astounding

ram fications” sel dom neant good news. She now wondered if all the ECS secrecy
was on account of the satellite system having spotted sone inpending

envi ronmental disaster. “lIs there a probl en®?”

“No problemat all. What ECS discovered is quite wonderful.”

Rachel fell silent.

“Suppose, Rachel, that | told you NASA has just made a di scovery of such
scientific inmportance.such earth-shattering significance.that it validated every
dol I ar Anmericans have ever spent in space?”

Rachel could not inmagine

The President stood up. “Let’s take a wal k, shall we?”
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Rachel followed President Herney out onto the glistening gangway of Air Force
One. As they descended the stairs, Rachel felt the bleak March air clearing her
mnd. Unfortunately, clarity only made the President’s clains seemnore
out | andi sh than before

NASA nmade a di scovery of such scientific inportance that it validates every



dol I ar Americans have ever spent in space?

Rachel could only imgine that a discovery of that magnitude would only center
on one thing—the holy grail of NASA—<ontact with extraterrestrial life.
Unfortunately, Rachel knew enough about that particular holy grail to know it
was utterly inplausible.

As an intelligence anal yst, Rachel constantly fielded questions fromfriends who
want ed to know about the all eged governnent cover-ups of alien contact. She was
consi stently appalled by the theories her “educated” friends bought into—erashed
alien saucers hidden in secret government bunkers, extraterrestrial corpses kept
on ice, even unsuspecting civilians being abducted and surgically probed.

It was all absurd, of course. There were no aliens. No cover -ups.

Everyone in the intelligence conmunity understood that the vast mpjority of
sightings and alien abductions were sinply the product of active inmaginations or
moneymeki ng hoaxes. When aut hentic phot ographi c UFO evidence did exist, it had a
strange habit of occurring near U S. mlitary airbases that were testing
advanced classified aircraft. Wen Lockheed began air-testing aradical new jet
called the Stealth Bonmber, UFO sightings around Edwards Air Force Base increased
fifteen-fold

“You have a skeptical |ook on your face,” the President said, eyeing her

askance.

The sound of his voice startled Rachel. She glanced over, unsure how to respond

“Well.” She hesitated. “May | assume, sir, that we are not tal king about alien
spacecrafts or little green nen?”
The President |ooked quietly amused. “Rachel, | think you'll find this discovery

far nore intriguing than science fiction.”

Rachel was relieved to hear NASA had not been so desperate as to try selling the
President on an alien story. Nonetheless, his comment served only to deepen the
mystery. “Well,” she said, “whatever NASA found, | nust say the timng is
exceptionally convenient.”

Her ney paused on the gangway. “Conveni ent? How so0?”

How so? Rachel stopped and stared. “M. President, NASA is currently in alife
or death battle to justify its very existence, and you are under attack for
continuing to fund it. A major NASA breakthrough right now woul d be a panacea
for both NASA and your canpaign. Your critics will obviously find the tim ng
hi ghly suspect.”

“So..are you calling nme a liar or a fool ?”

Rachel felt a knot rise in her throat. “I nmeant no disrespect, sir. | sinply—=
“Relax.” A faint grin grew on Herney's |ips, and he started to descend agai n.
“When the NASA adnministrator first told me about this discovery, | flat out
rejected it as absurd. | accused him of masterm nding the nost transparent
political shamin history.”

Rachel felt the knot in her throat dissolve somewhat.

At the bottom of the ranp, Herney stopped and | ooked at her. “One reason |’ve
asked NASA to keep their discovery under waps is to protect them The magnitude
of this find is well beyond anything NASA has ever announced. It wll make

| andi ng nmen on the nmoon seeminsignificant. Because everyone, nyself included,
has so much to gai n—and | ose—+ thought it prudent for soneone to doubl e-check
the NASA data before we step into the world spotlight with a formal
announcenent . ”

Rachel was startled. “Certainly you can’'t nmean ne, sir?”

The President |aughed. “No, this is not your area of expertise. Besides, |’'ve
al ready achi eved verification through extragovernnmental channels.”

Rachel’s relief gave way to a new nystification. “Extragovernnental, sir? You
mean you used the private sector? On sonething this classified?”

The President nodded with conviction. “l put together an external confirnmation
team—four civilian scientists—non-NASA personnel with big nanes and serious
reputations to protect. They used their own equi prent to nmake observations and



conme to their own conclusions. Over the past forty-eight hours, these civilian
scientists have confirnmed the NASA di scovery beyond the shadow of a doubt.”

Now Rachel was inpressed. The President had protected himself with typical
Herney aplonb. By hiring the ultimte team of skeptics—eutsiders who had nothing
to gain by confirm ng the NASA di scovery—Herney had i muni zed hi nsel f agai nst
suspicions that this mght be a desperate NASA ploy to justify its budget,
reelect their NASA-friendly President, and ward of f Senator Sexton' s attacks.
“Toni ght at eight P.M,” Herney said, “l will be calling a press conference at
the White House to announce this discovery to the world.”

Rachel felt frustrated. Herney had essentially told her nothing. “And this

di scovery is what, precisely?”

The President smiled. “You will find patience a virtue today. This discovery is
sonmet hing you need to see for yourself. | need you to understand this situation
fully before we proceed. The administrator of NASA is waiting to brief you. He
will tell you everything you need to know. Afterward, you and | wll further

di scuss your role.”

Rachel sensed an inpending drama in the President’s eyes and recall ed

Pi ckering s hunch that the White House had sonething up its sleeve. Pickering,
it appeared, was right, as usual.

Herney notioned to a nearby airplane hangar. “Follow ne,
toward it.

Rachel followed, confused. The building before themhad no wi ndows, and its
towering bay doors were seal ed. The only access seened to be a small entryway on
the side. The door was ajar. The President guided Rachel to within a few feet of
the door and stopped.
“End of the line for nme,

”

he said, wal king

he said, nmotioning to the door. “You go through

there.”
Rachel hesitated. “You' re not comi ng?”
“l need to return to the White House. 1'Il speak to you shortly. Do you have a

cel | phone?”

“Cf course, sir.”

“Gve it to ne.”

Rachel produced her phone and handed it to him assuning he intended to program
a private contact nunber into it. Instead, he slipped her phone into his pocket
“You're now off-the-grid,” the President said. “All your responsibilities at
wor k have been covered. You will not speak to anyone el se today w thout express
perm ssion fromnyself or the NASA admi nistrator. Do you understand?”’

Rachel stared. Did the President just steal ny cell-phone?

“After the administrator briefs you on the discovery, he will put you in contact
with me via secure channels. 1’'Il talk to you soon. Good |uck.”

Rachel | ooked at the hangar door and felt a grow ng uneasiness.

Presi dent Herney put a reassuring hand on her shoul der and nodded toward the
door. “I assure you, Rachel, you will not regret assisting ne in this matter.”
Wt hout another word, the President strode toward the PaveHawk that had brought
Rachel in. He clinbed aboard, and took off. He never once | ooked back
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Rachel Sexton stood al one on the threshold of the isolated Wall ops hangar and
peered into the bl ackness beyond. She felt |ike she was on the cusp of another

worl d. A cool and nusty breeze flowed outward fromthe cavernous interior, as if
the buil di ng were breat hi ng.

“Hel 1 0?” she called out, her voice wavering slightly.

Si | ence.

Wth rising trepidation, she stepped over the threshold. Her vision went blank



for an instant as her eyes becanme accustoned to the di mess.

“Ms. Sexton, | presune?” a man’s voice said, only yards away.

Rachel jumped, wheeling toward the sound. “Yes, sir.”

The hazy shape of a man approached.

As Rachel’s vision cleared, she found herself standing face to face with a
young, stone-jawed buck in a NASA flight suit. H's body was fit and

muscl e-bound, his chest bedecked with patches.

“Conmander Wayne Loosigian,” the man said. “Sorry if | startled you, ma’am It’'s

pretty dark in here. | haven't had a chance to open the bay doors yet.” Before
Rachel could respond, the man added, “It will be ny honor to be your pilot this
nor ni ng.”

“Pilot?” Rachel stared at the man. | just had a pilot. “I'"mhere to see the

admi ni strator.”

“Yes, ma’am My orders are to transport you to himimediately.”

It took a moment for the statement to sink in. When it hit her, she felt a stab
of deceit. Apparently, her travels were not over. “Were is the adninistrator?”
Rachel demanded, wary now.

“l do not have that information,” the pilot replied. “I will receive his
coordinates after we are airborne.”

Rachel sensed that the man was telling the truth. Apparently she and Director
Pi ckering were not the only two people being kept in the dark this morning. The
President was taking the issue of security very seriously, and Rachel felt
enbarrassed by how quickly and effortlessly the President had taken her
“off-the-grid.” Half an hour in the field, and I'’m already stripped of al
comruni cation, and ny director has no i dea where | am

St andi ng now before her stiff-backed NASA pilot, Rachel had little doubt her
nmorni ng plans were cast in stone. This carnival ride was |leaving with Rachel
onboard whether she liked it or not. The only question was where it was headed.
The pilot strode over to the wall and pressed a button. The far side of the
hangar began sliding loudly to one side. Light poured in fromthe outside,

sil houetting a |l arge object in the center of the hangar

Rachel s mouth fell open. God help ne.

There in the mddl e of the hangar stood a ferocious-Iooking black fighter jet.
It was the nost streamined aircraft Rachel had ever seen.

“You are joking,” she said.

“Common first reaction, ma’am but the F-14 Tontat Split-tail is a highly proven
craft.”

It’s a mssile with w ngs.

The pilot led Rachel toward his craft. He notioned to the dual cockpit. “You’l
be riding in back.”

“Real | y?” She gave hima tight smle. “And here | thought you wanted nme to
drive.”

”

After donning a thermal flight suit over her clothes, Rachel found herself
climbing into the cockpit. Awkwardly, she wedged her hips into the narrow seat.
“NASA obviously has no fat-assed pilots,” she said.

The pilot gave a grin as he hel ped Rachel buckle herself in. Then he slid a

hel met over her head

“We'll be flying pretty high,” he said. “You'll want oxygen.” He pulled an
oxygen mask fromthe side dash and began snapping it onto her hel net.

“l can manage,” Rachel said, reaching up and taking over.

“Of course, ma’'am’

Rachel funmbled with the nol ded nout hpi ece and then finally snapped it onto her
hel met. The mask’s fit was surprisingly awkward and unconfortable.

The commander stared at her for a long moment, |ooking vaguely anused.

“ls something wong?” she demanded.

“Not at all, ma’am” He seened to be hiding a smrk. “Hack sacks are under your



seat. Most people get sick their first tine in a split-tail.”

“l should be fine,” Rachel assured him her voice nuffled by the snothering fit
of the mask. “lI’mnot prone to notion sickness.”

The pilot shrugged. “A lot of Navy Seals say the sane thing, and |’'ve cleaned
pl enty of Seal puke out of ny cockpit.”

She nodded weakly. Lovely.

“Any questions before we go?”

Rachel hesitated a moment and then tapped on the nout hpiece cutting into her

chin. “It’s cutting off nmy circulation. How do you wear these things on |ong
flights?”

The pilot smled patiently. “Well, ma’am we don’t usually wear them upside
down.”

Poi sed at the end of the runway, engines throbbing beneath her, Rachel felt |ike
a bullet in a gun waiting for soneone to pull the trigger. Wen the pilot pushed
the throttle forward, the Tontat’'s twin Lockheed 345 engines roared to life, and
the entire world shook. The brakes rel eased, and Rachel slamed backward in her
seat. The jet tore down the runway and lifted off within a matter of seconds.
Qutside, the earth dropped away at a dizzying rate.

Rachel closed her eyes as the plane rocketed skyward. She wondered where she had
gone wong this norning. She was supposed to be at a desk witing gists. Now she
was straddling a testosterone-fueled torpedo and breathing through an oxygen
mask.

By the time the Tontat |eveled out at forty-five thousand feet, Rachel was
feeling queasy. She willed herself to focus her thoughts el sewhere. Gazi ng down
at the ocean nine mles below, Rachel felt suddenly far from hone.

Up front, the pilot was talking to soneone on the radi o. When the conversation
ended, the pilot hung up the radio, and i medi ately banked the Tontat sharply

|l eft. The plane tipped alnmost to the vertical, and Rachel felt her stomach do a
sonersault. Finally, the plane | evel ed out again

Rachel groaned. “Thanks for the warning, hotshot.”

“1"msorry, ma’am but |’ve just been given the classified coordinates of your
meeting with the adm nistrator.”

“Let me guess,” Rachel said. “Due north?”

The pilot seemed confused. “How did you know that!”

Rachel sighed. You gotta |ove these conputer-trained pilots. “It’s nine AM,
sport, and the sun is on our right. W're flying north.”
There was a nonent of silence fromthe cockpit. “Yes, ma’am we'll be traveling

north this norning.”

“And how far north are we goi ng?”

The pil ot checked the coordinates. “Approximtely three thousand mles.”

Rachel sat bolt upright. “What!” She tried to picture a nap, unable even to

i mgi ne what was that far north. “That’'s a four-hour flight!”

“At our current speed, yes,” the pilot said. “Hold on, please.”

Bef ore Rachel could respond, the man retracted the F-14"s wings into | ow-drag
position. An instant |ater, Rachel felt herself slanmed into her seat yet again
as the plane shot forward as though it had been standing still. Wthin a mnute
they were cruising at alnpst 1,500 nmiles per hour

Rachel was feeling dizzy now As the sky tore by with blinding speed, she felt
an uncontrol | abl e wave of nausea hit her. The President’s voice echoed faintly.
| assure you, Rachel, you will not regret assisting ne in this matter.

Groani ng, Rachel reached for her hack sack. Never trust a politician.
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Al t hough he disliked the nenial filth of public taxis, Senator Sedgew ck Sexton
had | earned to endure the occasional denmeani ng nonent along his road to glory.
The grungy Mayfl ower cab that had just deposited himin the | ower parking garage
of the Purdue Hotel afforded Sexton sonething his stretch |inousine could
not—anonymty.

He was pleased to find this lower |evel deserted, only a few dusty cars dotting
a forest of cenent pillars. As he made his way di agonally across the garage on
foot, Sexton glanced at his watch.

11:15 A M Perfect.

The man wi th whom Sexton was neeting was al ways touchy about punctuality. Then
agai n, Sexton rem nded hinself, considering who the man represented, he could be
touchy about any dammed thi ng he wanted.

Sexton saw the white Ford Wndstar mnivan parked in exactly the same spot as it
had been for every one of their meetings—n the eastern corner of the garage,
behind a row of trash bins. Sexton would have preferred to neet this man in a
suite upstairs, but he certainly understood the precautions. This man’s friends
had not gotten to where they were by being carel ess.

As Sexton noved toward the van, he felt the fam liar edgi ness that he al ways
experienced before these encounters. Forcing hinself to relax his shoul ders, he
clinbed into the passenger’s seat with a cheery wave. The dark-haired gentl eman
in the driver’'s seat did not smile. The man was al nost seventy years ol d, but
his | eathery conpl exi on exuded a toughness appropriate to his post as figurehead
of an arny of brazen visionaries and ruthless entrepreneurs.

“Cl ose the door,” the man said, his voice callous

Sext on obeyed, tolerating the man’s gruffness graciously. After all, this man
represented nen who controll ed enornous suns of noney, nuch of which had been
pool ed recently to poi se Sedgewi ck Sexton on the threshold of the npst powerfu
office in the world. These neetings, Sexton had cone to understand, were |ess
strategy sessions than they were nonthly rem nders of just how behol den the
senator had becone to his benefactors. These men were expecting a serious return
on their investment. The “return,” Sexton had to admit, was a shockingly bold
demand; and yet, alnost nmore incredibly, it was sonmething that would be within
Sexton’s sphere of influence once he took the Oval Ofice.

“l assune,” Sexton said, having |learned how this man |iked to get down to

busi ness, “that another install nent has been nmade?”

“lt has. And as usual, you are to use these funds solely for your canpaign. W
have been pleased to see the polls shifting consistently in your favor, and it
appears your canpai gn managers have been spendi ng our noney effectively.”

“We’re gaining fast.”

“As | mentioned to you on the phone,
nmore to meet with you tonight.”
“Excellent.” Sexton had bl ocked off the tine already.

The ol d man handed Sexton a folder. “Here is their information. Study it. They
want to know you understand their concerns specifically. They want to know you

the old man said, “l have persuaded siXx

are synpathetic. | suggest you meet them at your residence.”

“My honme? But | usually neet =2

“Senator, these six men run conpani es that possess resources well in excess of
the others you have net. These nmen are the big fish, and they are wary. They
have nore to gain and therefore nore to |l ose. |I've worked hard to persuade them
to meet with you. They will require special handling. A personal touch.”

Sexton gave a quick nod. “Absolutely. |I can arrange a neeting at my hone.”

“Of course, they will want total privacy.”

“As will 1.7

“Good luck,” the old man said. “If tonight goes well, it could be your I|ast

meeting. These nen al one can provide what is needed to push the Sexton canpaign

over the top.”
Sexton liked the sound of that. He gave the old man a confident snmile. “Wth



luck, ny friend, conme election tine, we will all claimvictory.”

“Victory?” The old man scow ed, | eaning toward Sexton wi th om nous eyes.
“Putting you in the White House is only the first step toward victory, senator.
I assune you have not forgotten that.”
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The White House is one of the snallest presidential mansions in the world,
measuring only 170 feet in length, 85 feet in depth, and sitting on a nmere 18
acres of |andscaped grounds. Architect Janes Hoban’s plan for a box-1like stone
structure with a hi pped roof, balustrade, and col ummar entrance, though clearly
unoriginal, was selected fromthe open design contest by judges who praised it
as “attractive, dignified, and flexible.”

Presi dent Zach Herney, even after three and a half years in the White House,
seldomfelt at hone here anobng the maze of chandeliers, anti ques, and arned
Mari nes. At the nonent, however, as he strode toward the West Wng, he felt
invigorated and oddly at ease, his feet alnpst weightless on the plush

car peting.

Several nenbers of the White House staff |ooked up as the President approached.
Her ney waved and greeted each by nane. Their responses, though polite, were
subdued and acconpani ed by forced smles.

“Good nmorning, M. President.”

“Nice to see you, M. President.”

“Good day, sir.”

As the President made his way toward his office, he sensed whisperings in his
wake. There was an insurrection afoot inside the Wite House. For the past
coupl e of weeks, the disillusionment at 1600 Pennsyl vani a Avenue had been
growing to a point where Herney was starting to feel like Captain

Bl i gh—eonmandi ng a struggling ship whose crew was preparing for nutiny.

The President didn’t blame them His staff had worked grueling hours to support
himin the upconing election, and now, all of a sudden, it seened the President
was funbling the ball

Soon they will understand, Herney told hinself. Soon I'Il be the hero again.

He regretted having to keep his staff in the dark for so long, but secrecy was
absolutely critical. And when it came to keeping secrets, the Wite House was
known as the |eakiest ship in Washington.

Herney arrived in the waiting roomoutside the Oval O fice and gave his
secretary a cheery wave. “You | ook nice this nmorning, Dolores.”

“You too, sir,” she said, eyeing his casual attire with unveil ed di sapproval
Herney | owered his voice. “l1'd |like you to organize a neeting for nme.”

“Wth whom sir?”

“The entire White House staff.”

His secretary glanced up. “Your entire staff, sir? Al 145 of then®?”

“Exactly.”

She | ooked uneasy. “OCkay. Shall | set it up in.the Briefing RoonP”

Her ney shook his head. “No. Let's set it up in ny office.”

Now she stared. “You want to see your entire staff inside the Oval Ofice?”
“Exactly.”

“All at once, sir?”

“Why not? Set it up for four P.M’

The secretary nodded as though hunoring a mental patient. “Very well, sir. And
the nmeeting is regarding..?”
“l have an inportant announcenent to rmake to the Anmerican people tonight. | want

my staff to hear it first.”
A sudden dejected | ook swept across his secretary’s face, alnost as if she had



secretly been dreading this monent. She | owered her voice. “Sir, are you pulling
out of the race?”

Herney burst out |aughing. “Hell no, Dolores! |I'"mgearing up to fight!”

She | ooked doubtful. The media reports had all been sayi ng President Herney was
throwi ng the el ection.

He gave her a reassuring w nk. “Dol ores, you ve done a terrific job for ne these

past few years, and you'll do a terrific job for me for another four. W' re
keeping the Wiite House. | swear it.”
His secretary |ooked |ike she wanted to believe it. “Very well, sir. I’ alert

the staff. Four P.M”

As Zach Herney entered the Oval O fice, he couldn’t help but smle at the inmage
of his entire staff crammed into the deceptively small chanber.

Al though this great office had enjoyed many ni cknanes over the years—the Loo
Dick’s Den, the Clinton BedroomHerney's favorite was “the Lobster Trap.” It
seenmed nost fitting. Each tinme a newconer entered the Oval O fice,

di sorientation set in inmediately. The symetry of the room the gently curving
wal | s, the discreetly disguised doorways in and out, all gave visitors the

di zzyi ng sense they’ d been blindfolded and spun around. Often, after a neeting
in the Oval Ofice, a visiting dignitary would stand up, shake hands with the
President, and march straight into a storage closet. Depending on how the
meeti ng had gone, Herney would either stop the guest in time or watch in
anusenent as the visitor enbarrassed hinself.

Her ney had al ways believed the nost dom nating aspect of the Oval Ofice was the
colorful American eagle enbl azoned on the room s oval carpet. The eagle' s left
talon clutched an olive branch and his right a bundle of arrows. Few outsiders
knew that during tines of peace, the eagle faced |eft—toward the olive branch
But in tinmes of war, the eagle nysteriously faced right—toward the arrows. The
mechani sm behind this little parlor trick was the source of quiet speculation
anong White House staff because it was traditionally known only by the President
and the head of housekeeping. The truth behind the enigmatic eagle, Herney had
found to be di sappointingly nundane. A storage roomin the basenent contained
the second oval carpet, and housekeepi ng sinply swapped the carpets in the dead
of night.

Now, as Herney gazed down at the peaceful, |eft-gazing eagle, he smled to think
that perhaps he should swap carpets in honor of the little war he was about to

| aunch agai nst Senator Sedgew ck Sexton
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The U.S. Delta Force is the sole fighting squad whose actions are granted

conmpl ete presidential imunity fromthe | aw

Presidential Decision Directive 25 (PDD 25) grants Delta Force soldiers “freedom
fromall |egal accountability,” including exception fromthe 1876 Posse

Com tatus Act, a statute inmposing crimnal penalties for anyone using the
mlitary for personal gain, donestic |aw enforcement, or unsanctioned covert
operations. Delta Force menbers are handpi cked fromthe Conbat Applications
Goup (CAG, a classified organization within the Special Operations Comuand in
Fort Bragg, North Carolina. Delta Force soldiers are trained killers—experts in
SWAT operations, rescuing hostages, surprise raids, and elimnation of covert
eneny forces.

Because Delta Force missions usually involve high levels of secrecy, the
traditional nultitiered chain of command is often circunvented in favor of
“nmonocaput” managenent—a single controller who holds authority to control the
unit as he or she sees fit. The controller tends to be a mlitary or governnent



power broker with sufficient rank or influence to run the nission. Regardl ess of
the identity of their controller, Delta Force nmissions are classified at the

hi ghest |evel, and once a mission is conpleted, Delta Force sol diers never speak
of it again—hot to one another, and not to their commanding officers within
Speci al Ops.

Fly. Fight. Forget.

The Delta team currently stationed above the Ei ghty-second Parallel was doing no
flying or fighting. They were sinply watching.

Delta-One had to admit that this had been a nobst unusual mission so far, but he
had | earned | ong ago never to be surprised by what he was asked to do. In the
past five years he had been involved in Mddl e East hostage rescues, tracking
and extermnating terrorist cells working inside the United States, and even the
discreet elinmination of several dangerous nen and wonen around the gl obe.

Just last nonth his Delta team had used a flying mcrobot to induce a | etha
heart attack in a particularly malicious South Anmerican drug lord. Using a

m crobot equi pped with a hairline titanium needl e containing a potent
vasoconstrictor, Delta-Two had flown the device into the man’s house through an
open second-story wi ndow, found the man’s bedroom and then pricked himon the
shoul der while he was sl eeping. The mcrobot was back out the w ndow and “feet
dry” before the nman woke up with chest pain. The Delta team was already flying
home by the time its victims wife was calling the paranedics

No breaki ng and entering.

Death by natural causes

It had been a thing of beauty.

More recently, another mcrobot stationed inside a prom nent senator’s office to
monitor his personal neetings had captured i mages of a lurid sexual encounter.
The Delta teamjokingly referred to that mssion as “insertion behind eneny
lines.”

Now, after being trapped on surveillance duty inside this tent for the last ten
days, Delta-One was ready for this mssion to be over.

Remai n i n hiding.

Monitor the structure—nside and out.

Report to your controller any unexpected devel opnments.

Del t a- One had been trained never to feel any enotion regarding his assignments.
This m ssion, however, had certainly raised his heart rate when he and his team
were first briefed. The briefing had been “facel ess” —every phase expl ained via
secure el ectronic channels. Delta-One had never net the controller responsible
for this m ssion

Del t a- One was preparing a dehydrated protein neal when his watch beeped in

uni son with the others. Wthin seconds the CrypTal k conmuni cati ons devi ce besi de
hi m bl i nked on alert. He stopped what he was doi ng and pi cked up the handhel d
conmuni cator. The other two men watched in silence.

“Delta-One,” he said, speaking into the transmtter

The two words were instantly identified by the voice recognition software inside
the device. Each word was then assigned a reference nunber, which was encrypted
and sent via satellite to the caller. On the caller’s end, at a sinlar device,
the nunmbers were decrypted, translated back into words using a predeterm ned,

sel f-random zi ng dictionary. Then the words were spoken aloud by a synthetic

voi ce. Total delay, eighty mlliseconds.

“Controller, here,” said the person overseeing the operation. The robotic tone
of the CrypTal k was eeri e—norgani c and androgynous. “Wat is your op status?”’
“Everything proceedi ng as planned,” Delta-One replied.

“Excellent. | have an update on the time frame. The informati on goes public

toni ght at eight P.M Eastern.”

Del t a- One checked his chronograph. Only eight nore hours. His job here would be
fini shed soon. That was encouragi ng.

“There is another devel opnent,” the controller said. “A new player has entered



the arena.”

“What new pl ayer?”

Delta-One |istened. An interesting ganble. Soneone out there was playing for
keeps. “Do you think she can be trusted?”

“She needs to be watched very closely.”

“And if there is trouble?”

There was no hesitation on the line. “Your orders stand.”
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Rachel Sexton had been flying due north for over an hour. OQther than a fleeting
gl i npse of Newfoundl and, she had seen nothing but water beneath the F-14 for the
entire journey.

Wiy did it have to be water? she thought, grimaci ng. Rachel had plunged through
the ice on a frozen pond while ice-skating when she was seven. Trapped beneath
the surface, she was certain she would die. It had been her nmother’s powerful
grasp that finally yanked Rachel’s waterl ogged body to safety. Ever since that
harrowi ng ordeal, Rachel had battled a persistent case of hydrophobi a—a distinct
wari ness of open water, especially cold water. Today, with nothing but the North
Atlantic as far as Rachel could see, her old fears had come creeping back.

Not until the pilot checked his bearings with Thule airbase in northern

Greenl and did Rachel realize how far they had traveled. |I'’m above the Arctic
Circle? The revelation intensified her uneasi ness. Were are they taking ne?
What has NASA found? Soon the blue-gray expanse bel ow her becane speckled with
t housands of stark white dots.

| ceber gs.

Rachel had seen icebergs only once before in her life, six years ago when her
nmot her persuaded Rachel to join her on an Al askan nother - daughter cruise. Rache
had suggested a nunber of alternative | and-based vacations, but her nother was
insistent. “Rachel, honey,” her nmother had said, “two thirds of this planet is
covered with water, and sooner or later, you ve got to learn to deal with it.”
Ms. Sexton was a resilient New Englander intent on raising a strong daughter.
The cruise had been the last trip Rachel and her nother ever took

Kat heri ne Wentworth Sexton. Rachel felt a distant pang of |oneliness. Like the
how i ng wi nd outside the plane, the menories came tearing back, pulling at her
the way they always did. Their final conversation had been by phone.
Thanksgi vi ng nor ni ng.

“1’”’mso sorry, Mom” Rachel said, phoning home froma snowbound O Hare airport.
“1 know our fam |y has never spent Thanksgiving Day apart. It |ooks |ike today
will be our first.”

Rachel s nmom sounded crushed. “l was so |ooking forward to seeing you.”

“Me too, Mom Think of me eating airport food while you and Dad feast on
turkey.”

There was a pause on the line. “Rachel, | wasn't going to tell you until you got

here, but your father says he has too nmuch work to make it honme this year. He’l
be staying at his D.C. suite for the |long weekend.”

“What!” Rachel’s surprise gave way i medi ately to anger. “But, it’'s

Thanksgi ving. The Senate isn’t in session! He's |less than two hours away. He
should be with you!”

“l1 know. He says he's exhausted—far too tired to drive. He's decided he needs to
spend this weekend curled up with his backl og of work.”

Work? Rachel was skeptical. A nore likely guess was that Senator Sexton would be
curled up with another woman. His infidelities, though discreet, had been going
on for years. Ms. Sexton was no fool, but her husband s affairs were al ways
acconpani ed by persuasive alibis and pained indignity at the nere suggestion he



could be unfaithful. Finally, Ms. Sexton saw no alternative but to bury her
pain by turning a blind eye. Al though Rachel had urged her nmother to consider

di vorce, Katherine Wentworth Sexton was a worman of her word. Till death do us
part, she told Rachel. Your father blessed ne with you—a beautiful daughter—and
for that | thank him He will have to answer for his actions to a higher power
sonmeday.

Now, standing in the airport, Rachel’s anger was simering. “But, this nmeans
you' I | be alone for Thanksgiving!” She felt sick to her stomach. The senator
deserting his fam |y on Thanksgi ving Day was a new | ow, even for him

“Well ..,” Ms. Sexton said, her voice disappointed but decisive. “l obviously
can’t let all this food go to waste. I'll drive it up to Aunt Ann’s. She’s

al ways invited us up for Thanksgiving. I'll give her a call right now”

Rachel felt only marginally less guilty. “Okay. |'ll be hone as soon as | can. |
| ove you, Mom’

“Safe flight, sweetheart.”

It was 10:30 that night when Rachel’s taxi finally pulled up the w nding
driveway of the Sextons’ |uxurious estate. Rachel imediately knew somethi ng was
wrong. Three police cars sat in the driveway. Several news vans too. All the
house lights were on. Rachel dashed in, her heart racing

A Virginia State policeman net her at the doorway. His face was grim He didn't
have to say a word. Rachel knew. There had been an acci dent.

“Route Twenty-five was slick with freezing rain,” the officer said. “Your nother
went off the road into a wooded ravine. |’msorry. She died on inpact.”

Rachel ' s body went nunmb. Her father, having returned i mmedi ately when he got the
news, was now in the living roomholding a small press conference, stoically
announcing to the world that his wife had passed away in a crash on her way back
from Thanksgi ving dinner with famly.

Rachel stood in the wi ngs, sobbing through the entire event.

“l1 only wish,” her father told the media, his eyes tearful, “that | had been
honme for her this weekend. This never would have happened.”

You shoul d have thought of that years ago, Rachel cried, her |oathing for her
father deepening with every passing instant.

From t hat monment on, Rachel divorced herself from her father in the way Ms.
Sexton never had. The senator barely seened to notice. He suddenly had gotten
very busy using his late wife's fortunes to begin courting his party’s

nom nation for president. The synpathy vote didn't hurt either.

Cruelly now, three years later, even at a distance the senator was meking
Rachel’s life lonely. Her father’s run for the Wite House had put Rachel’s
dreams of neeting a man and starting a family on indefinite hold. For Rachel it
had becone far easier to take herself conpletely out of the social ganme than to
deal with the endl ess stream of power-hungry Washi ngtoni an suitors hoping to
snag a grieving, potential “first daughter” while she was still in their |eague

Qutside the F-14, the daylight had started to fade. It was late winter in the
Arctic—a tinme of perpetual darkness. Rachel realized she was flying into a |and
of permanent night.

As the m nutes passed, the sun faded entirely, dropping below the horizon. They
continued north, and a brilliant three-quarter noon appeared, hanging white in
the crystalline glacial air. Far below, the ocean waves shi mered, the icebergs
| ooki ng |i ke di anonds sewn into a dark sequi n mesh.

Finally, Rachel spotted the hazy outline of land. But it was not what she had
expected. Loom ng out of the ocean before the plane was an enornous snowcapped
nmount ai n range.

“Mount ai ns?” Rachel asked, confused. “There are nountains north of G eenland?”
“Apparently,” the pilot said, sounding equally surprised.

As the nose of the F-14 tipped downward, Rachel felt an eeri e weightl essness.
Through the ringing in her ears she could hear a repeated electronic ping in the



cockpit. The pilot had apparently | ocked on to some kind of directional beacon
and was following it in.

As they passed bel ow three thousand feet, Rachel stared out at the dramatic
moonlit terrain beneath them At the base of the nmountains, an expansive, snowy
pl ain swept wi de. The plateau spread gracefully seaward about ten miles until it
ended abruptly at a sheer cliff of solid ice that dropped vertically into the
ocean.

It was then that Rachel saw it. A sight |ike nothing she had ever seen anywhere
on earth. At first she thought the noonlight must be playing tricks on her. She
squi nted down at the snowfields, unable to conprehend what she was | ooking at.
The | ower the plane descended, the clearer the i mage becane.

VWhat in the nane of God?

The pl ateau beneath them was striped..as if sonmeone had painted the snow with
three huge striations of silver paint. The glistening strips ran parallel to the
coastal cliff. Not until the plane dropped past five hundred feet did the
optical illusion reveal itself. The three silver stripes were deep troughs, each
one over thirty yards wide. The troughs had filled with water and frozen into
broad, silvery channels that stretched in parallel across the plateau. The white
bernms between them were nobunded di kes of snow.

As they dropped toward the pl ateau, the plane started bucking and bouncing in
heavy turbul ence. Rachel heard the | anding gear engage with a heavy clunk, but
she still saw no landing strip. As the pilot struggled to keep the plane under
control, Rachel peered out and spotted two |lines of blinking strobes straddling
the outernost ice trough. She realized to her horror what the pilot was about to
do.

“We’'re | anding on ice?” she demanded.

The pilot did not respond. He was concentrating on the buffeting wi nd. Rache
felt a drag in her gut as the craft decel erated and dropped toward the ice
channel . Hi gh snow berns rose on either side of the aircraft, and Rachel held
her breath, knowi ng the slightest nmiscalculation in the narrow channel would
mean certain death. The wavering plane dropped | ower between the berns, and the
turbul ence suddenly di sappeared. Sheltered there fromthe wi nd, the plane
touched down perfectly on the ice.

The Tonctat’'s rear thrusters roared, slow ng the plane. Rachel exhal ed. The jet
taxi ed about a hundred yards farther and rolled to a stop at a red |ine
spray-pai nted boldly across the ice.

The view to the right was nothing but a wall of snow in the noonlight—the side
of an ice berm The view on the left was identical. Only through the wi ndshield
ahead of them did Rachel have any visibility.an endl ess expanse of ice. She felt
li ke she had | anded on a dead planet. Aside fromthe line on the ice, there were
no signs of life.

Then Rachel heard it. In the distance, another engine was approachi ng. Higher
pitched. The sound grew |l ouder until a machine cane into view It was a |arge
mul titreaded snow tractor churning toward themup the ice trough. Tall and
spindly, it looked like a towering futuristic insect grinding toward them on

vor aci ous spinning feet. Munted high on the chassis was an encl osed Pl exi gl as
cabin with a rack of floodlights illumnating its way.

The machi ne shuddered to a halt directly beside the F-14. The door on the

Pl exi gl as cabi n opened, and a figure clinmbed down a | adder onto the ice. He was
bundl ed fromhead to foot in a puffy white junpsuit that gave the inpression he
had been infl at ed.

Mad Max neets the Pillsbury Dough Boy, Rachel thought, relieved at |east to see
this strange planet was inhabited.

The man signaled for the F-14 pilot to pop the hatch.

The pil ot obeyed

When the cockpit opened, the gust of air that tore through Rachel’s body chilled
her instantly to the core.



Cl ose the dam i d!

“Ms. Sexton?” the figure called up to her. His accent was Anerican. “On behalf
of NASA, | wel come you.”

Rachel was shivering. Thanks a million.

“Pl ease unhook your flight harness, |eave your helnet in the craft, and depl ane
by using the fusel age toe-holds. Do you have any questions?”

“Yes,” Rachel shouted back. “Where the hell am1?”
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Marj orie Tench-seni or adviser to the President-was a |oping skeleton of a
creature. Her gaunt six-foot frame resenmbled an Erector Set construction of
joints and |linbs. Overhangi ng her precarious body was a jaundi ced face whose
skin resenbl ed a sheet of parchnment paper punctured by two enotionl ess eyes. At
fifty-one, she | ooked seventy.

Tench was revered in Washington as a goddess in the political arena. She was
said to possess analytical skills that bordered on the clairvoyant. Her decade
running the State Departnent’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research had hel ped
hone a lethally sharp, critical mnd. Unfortunately, acconpanying Tench's
political savvy came an icy tenperament that few could endure for nore than a
few mnutes. Marjorie Tench had been blessed with all the brains of a
superconput er—and the warnth of one, too. Nonethel ess, President Zach Herney had
little trouble tolerating the woman's idiosyncrasies; her intellect and hard
wor k were al nost single-handedly responsible for putting Herney in office in the
first place.

“Marjorie,” the President said, standing to welcome her into the Oval Ofice.
“What can | do for you?” He did not offer her a seat. The typical social graces
did not apply to wonen |ike Marjorie Tench. If Tench wanted a seat, she woul d
damm wel | take one

“l see you set the staff briefing for four o' clock this afternoon.
was raspy fromcigarettes. “Excellent.”

Tench paced a nonent, and Herney sensed the intricate cogs of her mnd turning
over and over. He was grateful. Marjorie Tench was one of the select few on the
President’s staff who was fully aware of the NASA discovery, and her politica
savvy was hel ping the President plan his strategy.

“This CNN debate today at one o'clock,” Tench said, coughing. “Wo are we
sending to spar with Sexton?”

Herney sniled. “A junior canpai gn spokesperson.” The political tactic of
frustrating the “hunter” by never sending himany big gane was as ol d as debates
t hensel ves.

“l have a better idea,” Tench said, her barren eyes finding his. “Let ne take
the spot nyself.”

Zach Herney's head shot up. “You?” What the hell is she thinking? “Marjorie, you
don’t do nedia spots. Besides, it’s a mdday cable show. If | send my senior
advi ser, what kind of nmessage does that send? It makes us look like we're
pani cki ng.”

“Exactly.”

Her ney studi ed her. Whatever convol uted schene Tench was hatching, there was no
way in hell Herney would permt her to appear on CNN. Anyone who had ever |aid
eyes on Marjorie Tench knew there was a reason she worked behind the scenes.
Tench was a frightful-Iooking woman—not the kind of face a President wanted
delivering the White House nessage.

“l amtaking this CNN debate,” she repeated. This time she was not asking.
“Marjorie,” the President maneuvered, feeling uneasy now, “Sexton’s canpaign
wi Il obviously claimyour presence on CNN is proof the White House is running

Her voice



scared. Sending out our big guns early nakes us | ook desperate.”

The woman gave a quiet nod and |it a cigarette. “The nore desperate we | ook, the
better.”

For the next sixty seconds, Marjorie Tench outlined why the President would be
sending her to the CNN debate instead of some |owy canpaign staffer. Wen Tench
was finished, the President could only stare in amazenent.

Once again, Marjorie Tench had proven herself a political genius.
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The MIne Ice Shelf is the largest solid ice floe in the Northern Hem sphere.
Located above the Ei ghty-second Parallel on the northernnost coast of Ellesnere
Island in the high Arctic, the MIne Ice Shelf is four mles w de and reaches
thi cknesses of over three hundred feet.

Now, as Rachel clinbed into the Plexiglas enclosure atop the ice tractor, she
was grateful for the extra parka and gloves waiting for her on her seat, as well
as the heat pouring out of the tractor’s vents. Qutside, on the ice runway, the
F- 14’ s engines roared, and the plane began taxiing away.

Rachel 1 ooked up in alarm “He's |eaving?”

Her new host clinbed into the tractor, nodding. “Only science personnel and

i mmedi at e NASA support team nmenbers are allowed on-site.”

As the F-14 tore off into the sunless sky, Rachel felt suddenly narooned.

“We' Il be taking the |IceRover fromhere,” the man said. “The adm nistrator is
wai ting.”

Rachel gazed out at the silvery path of ice before themand tried to inagine
what the hell the adm nistrator of NASA was doi ng up here.

“Hold on,” the NASA man shouted, working sone |levers. Wth a grinding grow, the
machi ne rotated ninety degrees in place like a treaded arny tank. It was now
facing the high wall of a snow berm

Rachel | ooked at the steep incline and felt a ripple of fear. Surely he doesn’'t
intend to—

“Rock and roll!” The driver popped the clutch, and the craft accel erated
directly toward the slope. Rachel let out a nuffled cry and held on. As they hit
the incline, the spiked treads tore into the snow, and the contraption began to
clinb. Rachel was certain they would tip over backward, but the cabin renmained
surprisingly horizontal as the treads clawed up the slope. Wen the huge machine
heaved up onto the crest of the berm the driver brought it to a stop and beaned
at his white-knuckl ed passenger. “Try that in an SUVI W took the shock-system
design fromthe Mars Pat hfinder and popped it on this baby! Wrked like a
charm”

Rachel gave a wan nod. “Neat.”

Sitting now atop the snow berm Rachel |ooked out at the inconceivable view. One
nore | arge berm stood before them and then the undul ati ons stopped abruptly.
Beyond, the ice snoothed into a glistening expanse that was inclined ever so
slightly. The noonlit sheet of ice stretched out into the distance, where it
eventual |y narrowed and snaked up into the nountains.

“That’s the MIne Gacier,” the driver said, pointing up into the nountains.
“Starts up there and flows down into this wide delta that we're sitting on now.”
The driver gunned the engine again, and Rachel held on as the craft accel erated
down the steep face. At the bottom they clawed across another ice river and
rocketed up the next berm Mounting the crest and quickly skinmm ng down the far
side, they slid out onto a snooth sheet of ice and started crunching across the
gl aci er.

“How far?” Rachel saw nothing but ice in front of them

“About two mles ahead.”



Rachel thought it seened far. The wi nd outside pounded the |ceRover in
relentless gusts, rattling the Plexiglas as if trying to hurl them back toward
the sea.

“That’s the katabatic wind,” the driver yelled. “Get used to it!” He explained
that this area had a permanent offshore gale called the katabati c—&eek for
flowing downhill. The relentless wind was apparently the product of heavy, cold
air “flowing” down the glacial face like a raging river downhill. “This is the
only place on earth,” the driver added, |aughing, “where hell actually freezes
over!”

Several mnutes |ater, Rachel began to see a hazy shape in the distance in front
of them+the sil houette of an enornous white done energing fromthe ice. Rachel
rubbed her eyes. What in the world..?

“Bi g Eskinps up here, eh?” the man joked.

Rachel tried to nake sense of the structure. It |ooked |like a scal ed-down
Houst on Astrodone.

“NASA put it up a week and a half ago,” he said. “Miltistage inflatable

pl exi pol ysorbate. Inflate the pieces, affix themto one another, connect the
whol e thing to the ice with pitons and wires. Looks |ike an enclosed big top
tent, but it’s actually the NASA prototype for the portable habitat we hope to
use on Mars soneday. We call it a ‘habisphere.’”

“Habi sphere?”

“Yeah, get it? Because it’'s not a whole sphere, it’s only habi-sphere.”

Rachel smiled and stared out at the bizarre building now | ooning closer on the
glacial plain. “And because NASA hasn’t gone to Mars yet, you guys decided to
have a big sl eepover out here instead?”

The man | aughed. “Actually, | would have preferred Tahiti, but fate pretty much
deci ded the location.”

Rachel gazed uncertainly up at the edifice. The off-white shell was a ghostly
contour against a dark sky. As the IceRover neared the structure, it ground to a
stop at a small door on the side of the donme, which was now opening. Light from
inside spilled out onto the snow. A figure stepped out. He was a bul ky gi ant
wearing a black fleece pullover that anplified his size and made himlook |ike a
bear. He noved toward the |ceRover.

Rachel had no doubt who the huge man was: Law ence Ekstrom adm nistrator of
NASA.

The driver gave a solacing grin. “Don’t let his size fool you. The guy’'s a
pussycat.”

More like a tiger, Rachel thought, well acquainted with Ekstrom s reputation for
biting the heads off those who stood in the way of his dreamns.

VWen Rachel clinmbed down fromthe IceRover, the wi nd al nrost bl ew her over. She
wr apped the coat around herself and noved toward the dorme.

The NASA admi nistrator met her hal fway, extending a huge gloved paw. “Ms.
Sexton. Thank you for com ng.”

Rachel nodded uncertainly and shouted over the howing wind. “Frankly, sir, I'm
not sure | had nmuch choice.”

A thousand neters farther up the glacier, Delta-One gazed through infrared

bi nocul ars and watched as the adm ni strator of NASA ushered Rachel Sexton into
t he done.
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NASA admi ni strator Lawence Ekstrom was a giant of a man, ruddy and gruff, like
an angry Norse god. His prickly blond hair was cropped nmilitary short above a
furrowed brow, and his bul bous nose was spidered with veins. At the nmonment, his



stony eyes drooped with the wei ght of countless sleepless nights. An influentia
aerospace strategi st and operations adviser at the Pentagon before his

appoi ntment to NASA, Ekstrom had a reputation for surliness matched only by his
i ncontestabl e dedication to whatever m ssion was at hand.

As Rachel Sexton followed Lawence Ekstrominto the habi sphere, she found
hersel f wal ki ng through an eerie, translucent nmaze of hallways. The | abyrinthine
networ k appeared to have been fashi oned by hangi ng sheets of opaque plastic
across tautly strung wires. The floor of the nmaze was nonexi stent—a sheet of
solid ice, carpeted with strips of rubber matting for traction. They passed a
rudi mentary living area lined with cots and chenical toilets.

Thankfully, the air in the habi sphere was warm albeit heavy with the m ngl ed
pot pourri of indistinguishable snmells that acconmpany humans in tight quarters.
Somewhere a generator droned, apparently the source of the electricity that
power ed the bare bul bs hanging from draped extension cords in the hallway.

“Ms. Sexton,” Ekstrom grunted, guiding her briskly toward some unknown
destination. “Let me be candid with you right fromthe start.” Hi s tone conveyed
anything but pleasure to have Rachel as his guest. “You are here because the
Presi dent wants you here. Zach Herney is a personal friend of m ne and a
faithful NASA supporter. | respect him | owe him And | trust him | do not
question his direct orders, even when | resent them Just so there is no
confusion, be aware that | do not share the President’s enthusiasmfor involving
you in this matter.”

Rachel could only stare. | traveled three thousand mles for this kind of
hospitality? This guy was no Martha Stewart. “Wth all due respect,” she fired
back, “lI am al so under presidential orders. | have not been told my purpose
here. | nmade this trip on good faith.”

“Fine,” Ekstromsaid. “Then | will speak bluntly.”

“You’' ve made a damm good start.”

Rachel s tough response seemed to jolt the adm nistrator. His stride slowed a
monment, his eyes clearing as he studied her. Then, |ike a snake uncoiling, he
heaved a | ong sigh and picked up the pace.

“Understand,” Ekstrom began, “that you are here on a classified NASA project
agai nst my better judgnment. Not only are you a representative of the NRO, whose
di rector enjoys dishonoring NASA personnel as |oose-lipped children, but you are
the daughter of the man who has nade it his personal mssion to destroy ny
agency. This should be NASA's hour in the sun; my nen and wonmen have endured a
lot of criticismlately and deserve this nmonment of glory. However, due to a
torrent of skepticism spearheaded by your father, NASA finds itself in a
political situation where ny hardworking personnel are forced to share the
spotlight with a handful of randomcivilian scientists and the daughter of the
man who is trying to destroy us.”

I amnot nmy father, Rachel wanted to shout, but this was hardly the nmonent to
debate politics with the head of NASA. “l did not cone here for the spotlight,
sir.”

Ekstrom gl ared. “You may find you have no alternative.”

The comment took her by surprise. Al though President Herney had said nothing
speci fic about her assisting himin any sort of “public” way, WIIliam Pickering
had certainly aired his suspicions that Rachel m ght becone a political pawn.
“1"d like to know what |’ m doing here,” Rachel denmanded.

“You and ne both. | do not have that information.”

“1"m sorry?”

“The President asked nme to brief you fully on our discovery the noment you
arrived. \Whatever role he wants you to play in this circus is between you and
him”

“He told nme your Earth Observation System had nade a di scovery.”
Ekstrom gl anced sidelong at her. “How familiar are you with the ECS project?”
“ECS is a constellation of five NASA satellites which scrutinize the earth in



di fferent ways—ecean mappi ng, geologic fault anal yses, polar ice-nelt
observation, location of fossil fuel reserves—=

“Fine,” Ekstrom said, sounding uninpressed. “So you' re aware of the newest
addition to the EOS constellation? It’'s called PODS.”

Rachel nodded. The Polar Orbiting Density Scanner (PODS) was designed to help
measure the effects of global warmng. “As | understand it, PODS neasures the
thi ckness and hardness of the polar ice cap?”

“In effect, yes. It uses spectral band technology to take conposite density
scans of large regions and find softness anomalies in the ice—slush spots,
internal nelting, large fissures—ndicators of global warning.”

Rachel was familiar with conposite density scanning. It was |ike a subterranean
ul trasound. NRO satellites had used simlar technology to search for subsurface
density variants in Eastern Europe and |locate mass burial sites, which confirned
for the President that ethnic cleansing was i ndeed goi ng on

“Two weeks ago,” Ekstrom said, “PODS passed over this ice shelf and spotted a
density anomaly that | ooked nothing |ike anything we' d expected to see. Two
hundred feet beneath the surface, perfectly enbedded in a matrix of solid ice,
PODS saw what | ooked |i ke an anorphous gl obul e about ten feet in dianeter.”

“A wat er pocket?” Rachel asked.

“No. Not liquid. Strangely, this anonaly was harder than the ice surrounding
it.”

Rachel paused. “So..it’s a boul der or sonething?”

Ekstrom nodded. “Essentially.”

Rachel waited for the punch Iine. It never cane. |'m here because NASA found a
big rock in the ice?

“Not until PODS cal culated the density of this rock did we get excited. W

i medi ately flew a teamup here to analyze it. As it turns out, the rock in the
ice beneath us is significantly nore dense than any type of rock found here on
El |l esmere Island. More dense, in fact, than any type of rock found within a
four-hundred-nile radius.”

Rachel gazed down at the ice beneath her feet, picturing the huge rock down
there somewhere. “You' re saying sonmeone noved it here?”

Ekstrom | ooked vaguely amused. “The stone weighs nore than eight tons. It is
enbedded under two hundred feet of solid ice, neaning it has been there

unt ouched for over three hundred years.”

Rachel felt tired as she followed the adm nistrator into the nouth of a |ong,
narrow corridor, passing between two armed NASA workers who stood guard. Rachel
gl anced at Ekstrom “I assune there’s a |ogical explanation for the stone’'s
presence here.and for all this secrecy?”

“There nost certainly is,” Ekstrom said, deadpan. “The rock PODS found is a
nmeteorite.”

Rachel stopped dead in the passageway and stared at the adm nistrator. “A
meteorite?” A surge of disappointnment washed over her. A neteorite seened
utterly anti-climactic after the President’s big buildup. This discovery will
singl e-handedly justify all of NASA' s past expenditures and blunders? Wat was
Her ney thinking? Meteorites were admttedly one of the rarest rocks on earth,
but NASA di scovered neteorites all the tine.

“This meteorite is one of the |argest ever found,” Ekstromsaid, standing rigid
before her. “We believe it is a fragnent of a larger nmeteorite docunented to
have hit the Arctic Ccean in the seventeen hundreds. Most likely, this rock was
thrown as ejecta fromthat ocean inpact, |anded on the MIne d acier, and was
slowly buried by snow over the past three hundred years.”

Rachel scow ed. This discovery changed nothi ng. She felt a grow ng suspicion
that she was wi tnessing an overblown publicity stunt by a desperate NASA and
Wi te House—two struggling entities attenpting to elevate a propitious find to
the level of earth-shattering NASA victory.

“You don’t | ook too inpressed,” Ekstrom said.



“l guess | was just expecting sonething.else.”

Ekstrom s eyes narrowed. “A neteorite of this size is a very rare find, Ms.
Sexton. There are only a few larger in the world.”

“1 realize=>

“But the size of the nmeteorite is not what excites us.”

Rachel gl anced up.

“1f you would permit ne to finish,” Ekstromsaid, “you will learn that this

met eorite di splays sone rather astonishing characteristics never before seen in
any nmeteorite. Large or small.” He notioned down the passageway. “Now, if you
woul d follow ne, I'Il introduce you to soneone nore qualified than | amto
discuss this find.”

Rachel was confused. “Soneone nore qualified than the adm nistrator of NASA?”
Ekstrom s Nordic eyes |ocked in on hers. “Mire qualified, Ms. Sexton, insofar as
he is a civilian. | had assumed because you are a professional data anal yst that
you woul d prefer to get your data from an unbiased source.”

Touché. Rachel backed off.

She followed the adninistrator down the narrow corridor, where they dead-ended
at a heavy, black drapery. Beyond the drape, Rachel could hear the reverberant
murmur of a crowd of voices runbling on the other side, echoing as if in a giant
open space.

Wthout a word, the adnministrator reached up and pulled aside the curtain.
Rachel was blinded by a dazzling brightness. Hesitant, she stepped forward,
squinting into the glistening space. As her eyes adjusted, she gazed out at the
massi ve room before her and drew an awestruck breath

“My God,” she whispered. What is this place?
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The CNN production facility outside of Washington, D.C., is one of 212 studios
worl dwide that link via satellite to the gl obal headquarters of Turner
Broadcasting Systemin Atlanta.

It was 1:45 P.M when Senator Sedgewi ck Sexton's |imousine pulled into the
parking lot. Sexton was feeling smug as he got out and strode toward the
entrance. He and Gabrielle were greeted inside by a pot-bellied CNN producer who
wore an effusive snile.

“Senator Sexton,” the producer said. “Wlcome. G eat news. W just found out who
the White House sent as a sparring partner for you.” The producer gave a
foreboding grin. “1 hope you brought your game face.” He npotioned through the
production glass out into the studio.

Sexton | ooked through the glass and alnpost fell over. Staring back at him
through the snoky haze of her cigarette, was the ugliest face in politics.
“Marjorie Tench?” Gabrielle blurted. “What the hell is she doing here?”

Sexton had no idea, but whatever the reason, her presence here was fantastic
news—a cl ear sign that the President was in desperation node. Wiy el se woul d he
send his senior adviser to the front lines? President Zach Herney was rolling
out the big guns, and Sexton wel comed the opportunity.

The bigger the foe, the harder they fall.

The senator had no doubt that Tench would be a sly opponent, but gazing now at

t he worman, Sexton could not help but think that the President had nade a serious
error in judgnment. Marjorie Tench was hi deousl ooking. At the monent, she sat

sl ouched in her chair, smoking a cigarette, her right armnoving in | anguid
rhythm back and forth to her thin lips like a giant praying mantis feeding.
Jesus, Sexton thought, if there was ever a face that should stick to radio.

The few ti mes Sedgew ck Sexton had seen the Wite House senior adviser’'s

jaundi ced mug in a nmagazine, he could not believe he was | ooking at one of the



most powerful faces in Washington.

“l don't like this,” Gabrielle whispered.

Sexton barely heard her. The nore he considered the opportunity, the nore he
liked it. Even nore fortuitous than Tench's medi a-unfriendly face was Tench’s
reputation on one key issue: Marjorie Tench was extrenely vocal that Anerica’s
| eadership role in the future could only be secured through technol ogi ca
superiority. She was an avid supporter of high-tech government R&D prograns,
and, nost inportant—NASA. Many believed it was Tench's behi nd-the-scenes
pressure that kept the President positioned so staunchly behind the failing
space agency.

Sexton wondered if perhaps the President was now puni shing Tench for all the bad
advi ce about supporting NASA. |Is he throwing his senior adviser to the wolves?

Gabrielle Ashe gazed through the glass at Marjorie Tench and felt a grow ng
uneasi ness. This wonman was smart as hell and she was an unexpected twi st. Those
two facts had her instincts tingling. Considering the woman’s stance on NASA,
the President sending her to face-off against Senator Sexton seened ill-advised.
But the President was certainly no fool. Sonething told Gabrielle this interview
was bad news.

Gabrielle already sensed the senator salivating over his odds, which did little
to curb her concern. Sexton had a habit of going overboard when he got cocky.
The NASA issue had been a wel come boost in the polls, but Sexton had been
pushing very hard lately, she thought. Plenty of canpai gns had been | ost by
candi dates who went for the knockout when all they needed was to finish the
round.

The producer | ooked eager for the inmpending blood match. “Let’s get you set up
senator.”

As Sexton headed for the studio, Gabrielle caught his sleeve. “lI know what

you’' re thinking,” she whispered. “But just be smart. Don’t go overboard.”
“Overboard? Me?” Sexton grinned.

“Renmenber this woman is very good at what she does.”

Sexton gave her a suggestive smirk. “So aml.”
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The cavernous main chanmber of NASA' s habi sphere woul d have been a strange sight
anywhere on earth, but the fact that it existed on an Arctic ice shelf nmde it
that much nore difficult for Rachel Sexton to assinilate.

Staring upward into a futuristic dome crafted of white interlocking triangular
pads, Rachel felt |like she had entered a col ossal sanatorium The walls sl oped
downward to a floor of solid ice, where an arny of hal ogen | anps stood like
sentinels around the perinmeter, casting stark |ight skyward and giving the whole
chanmber an epheneral |umi nosity.

Snaki ng across the ice floor, black foam carpetrunners wound |i ke boardwal ks
through a maze of portable scientific work stations. Anmid the el ectronics,
thirty or forty white-clad NASA personnel were hard at work, conferring happily
and talking in excited tones. Rachel immediately recognized the electricity in
the room

It was the thrill of new discovery.

As Rachel and the administrator circled the outer edge of the done, she noted
the surprised | ooks of displeasure fromthose who recogni zed her. Their whispers
carried clearly in the reverberant space

Isn't that Senator Sexton's daughter?

VWhat the hell is SHE doing here?

I can’'t believe the administrator is even speaking to her!



Rachel half expected to see voodoo dolls of her father dangling everywhere. The
ani nosity around her, though, was not the only emption in the air; Rachel also
sensed a distinct snmugness—as if NASA clearly knew who woul d be having the | ast

I augh.

The administrator |ed Rachel toward a series of tables where a lone man sat at a
conputer work station. He was dressed in a black turtleneck, wde-wale
corduroys, and heavy boat shoes, rather than the matchi ng NASA weat her gear
everyone el se seenmed to be wearing. He had his back to them

The admi ni strator asked Rachel to wait as he went over and spoke to the
stranger. After a nonent, the nman in the turtleneck gave him a congeni al nod and
started shutting down his conputer. The adm ni strator returned.

“M. Tolland will take it fromhere,” he said. “He’s another one of the
President’s recruits, so you two should get along fine. I'lIl join you later.”
“Thank you.”

“1 assune you' ve heard of M chael Toll and?”

Rachel shrugged, her brain still taking in the incredible surroundings. “Nane

doesn’t ring a bell.”

The man in the turtleneck arrived, grinning. “Doesn’t ring a bell?” His voice
was resonant and friendly. “Best news |’ve heard all day. Seens | never get a
chance to make a first inpression anynore.”

VWen Rachel gl anced up at the newconer, her feet froze in place. She knew the
man’ s handsone face in an instant. Everyone in America did.

“Ch,” she said, blushing as the man shook her hand. “You' re that M chael
Tol | and. ”

When the President had told Rachel he had recruited top-notch civilian
scientists to authenticate NASA s di scovery, Rachel had imagi ned a group of

wi zened nerds with nonogranmed cal cul ators. M chael Tolland was the antithesis.
One of the best known “science celebrities” in America today, Tolland hosted a
weekly docunentary call ed Amazi ng Seas, during which he brought viewers
face-to-face with spellbinding oceani c phenonena—nderwat er vol canoes, ten-foot
sea wornms, killer tidal waves. The nedia hailed Tolland as a cross between
Jacques Cousteau and Carl Sagan, crediting his know edge, unpretentious

ent husi asm and lust for adventure as the fornula that had rocketed Amazi ng Seas
to the top of the ratings. OF course, nost critics admtted, Tolland s rugged
good | ooks and sel f-effacing charism probably didn't hurt his popularity with
the femal e audi ence.

“M. Tolland..,” Rachel said, funbling the words a bit. “I’mRachel Sexton.”
Tolland sm | ed a pl easant, crooked smile. “H, Rachel. Call me Mke.”

Rachel found herself uncharacteristically tongue-tied. Sensory overload was
setting in.the habisphere, the neteorite, the secrets, finding herself

unexpectedly face-to-face with a television star. “I’msurprised to see you
here,” she said, attenpting to recover. “Wen the President told me he'd
recruited civilian scientists for authentication of a NASA find, | guess

expected..” She hesitated.

“Real scientists?” Tolland grinned.

Rachel flushed, nortified. “That’s not what | neant.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Tolland said. “That’s all |I’'ve heard since | got here.”
The admi ni strator excused hinself, pronmising to catch up with themlater

Tol land turned now to Rachel with a curious |ook. “The admi nistrator tells ne
your father is Senator Sexton?”

Rachel nodded. Unfortunately.

“A Sexton spy behind eneny |ines?”

“Battle lines are not always drawn where you m ght think.”

An awkward sil ence.

“So tell ne,” Rachel said quickly, “what’s a worl d-fanmous oceanographer doi ng on
a glacier with a bunch of NASA rocket scientists?”

Tol I and chuckl ed. “Actually, sone guy who |ooked a lot |like the President asked



me to do hima favor. | opened ny nmouth to say ‘Go to hell,’ but somehow I
blurted, ‘Yes, sir.’”

Rachel 1aughed for the first time all nmorning. “Join the club.”

Al t hough nost celebrities seemed smaller in person, Rachel thought M chae
Tol | and appeared taller. His brown eyes were just as vigilant and passionate as
they were on television, and his voice carried the sanme nodest warnth and

ent husi asm Looking to be a weathered and athletic forty-five, M chael Tolland
had coarse black hair that fell in a permanent wi ndswept tuft across his
forehead. He had a strong chin and a carefree manneri smthat exuded confi dence.
When he’ d shaken Rachel’s hand, the callused roughness of his palnms reni nded her
he was not a typical “soft” television personality but rather an acconplished
seaman and hands-on researcher.

“To be honest,” Tolland adm tted, soundi ng sheepish, “lI think |I was recruited
more for my PR value than for ny scientific know edge. The president asked ne to
come up and make a documentary for him”

“A docunentary? About a neteorite? But you' re an oceanographer.”

“That’s exactly what | told him But he said he didn't know of any neteorite
docunentarians. He told me ny involvement would help bring mainstream
credibility to this find. Apparently he plans to broadcast ny docunentary as
part of tonight’'s big press conference when he announces the discovery.”

A celebrity spokesman. Rachel sensed the savvy political maneuverings of Zach
Herney at work. NASA was often accused of tal king over the public’s head. Not
this tinme. They'd pulled in the naster scientific conmmunicator, a face Anericans
al ready knew and trusted when it came to science.

Tol | and pointed kitty-corner across the done to a far wall where a press area
was being set up. There was a blue carpet on the ice, television caneras, nedia
lights, a long table with several m crophones. Soneone was hangi ng a backdrop of
a huge American flag.

“That’s for tonight,” he explained. “The NASA adm nistrator and some of his top
scientists will be connected live via satellite to the Wiite House so they can
participate in the President’s eight o' clock broadcast.”

Appropriate, Rachel thought, pleased to know Zach Herney didn't plan to cut NASA
out of the announcement entirely.

“So,” Rachel said with a sigh, “is someone finally going to tell me what’'s so
speci al about this neteorite?”

Tol l and arched his eyebrows and gave her a mysterious grin. “Actually, what’'s so
speci al about this nmeteorite is best seen, not explained.” He notioned for

Rachel to follow himtoward the neighboring work area. “The guy stationed over
here has plenty of sanples he can show you.”

“Sanpl es? You actually have sanples of the neteorite?”

“Absol utely. We've drilled quite a few In fact, it was the initial core sanples
that alerted NASA to the inportance of the find.”

Unsure of what to expect, Rachel followed Tolland into the work area. It
appeared deserted. A cup of coffee sat on a desk scattered with rock sanples
calipers, and other diagnostic gear. The coffee was steam ng

“Marlinson!” Tolland yelled, |ooking around. No answer. He gave a frustrated
sigh and turned to Rachel. “He probably got lost trying to find creamfor his
coffee. I’"mtelling you, I went to Princeton postgrad with this guy, and he used
to get lost in his own dorm Now he’s a National Medal of Science recipient in
astrophysics. Go figure.”

Rachel did a double take. “Marlinson? You don’t by any chance nean the fanous
Corky Marlinson, do you?”

Tol l and | aughed. “One and the sane.”

Rachel was stunned. “Corky Marlinson is here?” Marlinson s ideas on
gravitational fields were |egendary anong NRO satellite engineers. “Marlinson is
one of the President’s civilian recruits?”

“Yeah, one of the real scientists.”



Real is right, Rachel thought. Corky Marlinson was as brilliant and respected as

t hey cane.

“The incredible paradox about Corky,” Tolland said, “is that he can quote you
the distance to Al pha Centauri in nmillineters, but he can't tie his own
necktie.”

“l wear clip-ons!” a nasal, good-natured voice barked nearby. “Efficiency over
style, Mke. You Hollywood types don’'t understand that!”

Rachel and Tolland turned to the man now energing from behind a | arge stack of
el ectronic gear. He was squat and rotund, resenbling a pug dog with bubble eyes
and a thinning, conb-over haircut. When the man saw Tol |l and standing with
Rachel , he stopped in his tracks.

“Jesus Christ, Mke! We're at the friggin’ North Pole and you still nmnage to
meet gorgeous wonen. | knew | should have gone into television!”

M chael Tolland was visibly enbarrassed. “Ms. Sexton, please excuse Dr.
Marlinson. What he lacks in tact, he nore than makes up for in random bits of
totally usel ess know edge about our universe.”

Cor ky approached. “A true pleasure, ma’am | didn't catch your nane.”

“Rachel ,” she said. “Rachel Sexton.”

“Sexton?” Corky let out a playful gasp. “No relation to that shortsighted,
depraved senator, | hope!”

Tol l and wi nced. “Actually, Corky, Senator Sexton is Rachel’s father.”

Corky stopped | aughi ng and sl unped. “You know, Mke, it’s really no wonder 1’ ve
never had any luck with the |adies.”
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Pri ze-w nni ng astrophysicist Corky Marlinson ushered Rachel and Tolland into his
work area and began sifting through his tools and rock sanples. The man noved
like a tightly wound spring about to expl ode.

“All right,” he said, quivering excitedly, “Ms. Sexton, you're about to get the
Corky Marlinson thirty-second neteorite prinmer.”

Tol | and gave Rachel a be-patient wink. “Bear with him The man really wanted to
be an actor.”

“Yeah, and M ke wanted to be a respected scientist.” Corky rooted around in a
shoebox and produced three small rock sanples and aligned them on his desk
“These are the three main classes of nmeteorites in the world.”

Rachel 1 ooked at the three sanples. Al appeared as awkward spheroi ds about the
size of golf balls. Each had been sliced in half to reveal its cross section.
“All neteorites,” Corky said, “consist of varying amounts of nickel-iron alloys,
silicates, and sulfides. W classify themon the basis of their

metal -to-silicate ratios.”

Rachel already had the feeling Corky Marlinson’s nmeteorite “primer” was going to
be nore than thirty seconds.

“This first sanple here,” Corky said, pointing to a shiny, jet-black stone, “is
an iron-core neteorite. Very heavy. This little guy landed in Antarctica a few
years back.”

Rachel studied the nmeteorite. It nost certainly | ooked otherworl dl y—a bl ob of
heavy grayish iron whose outer crust was burned and bl ackened.

“That charred outer layer is called a fusion crust,” Corky said. “It’s the
result of extrene heating as the meteor falls through our atnosphere. Al
meteorites exhibit that charring.” Corky nmoved quickly to the next sanple. “This
next one is what we call a stony-iron neteorite.”

Rachel studied the sanple, noting that it too was charred on the outside. This
sanmpl e, however, had a light-greenish tint, and the cross section |ooked lIike a
col |l age of colorful angular fragnents resenbling a kal ei doscopi c puzzle.



“Pretty,” Rachel said.

“Are you kidding, it’s gorgeous!” Corky tal ked for a mnute about the high
olivine content causing the green luster, and then he reached dramatically for
the third and final sanple, handing it to Rachel

Rachel held the final nmeteorite in her palm This one was grayish brown in
color, resenbling granite. It felt heavier than a terrestrial stone, but not
substantially. The only indication suggesting it was anything other than a
normal rock was its fusion crust—the scorched outer surface.

“This,” Corky said with finality, “is called a stony neteorite. It’'s the npst
conmon class of meteorite. More than ninety percent of neteorites found on earth
are of this category.”

Rachel was surprised. She had al ways pictured neteorites nore like the first
sanpl e—netal lic, alien-looking blobs. The neteorite in her hand | ooked anythi ng
but extraterrestrial. Aside fromthe charred exterior, it |ooked |like something
she m ght step over on the beach.

Corky’s eyes were bul ging now with excitement. “The nmeteorite buried in the ice
here at MIne is a stony neteorite—a lot like the one in your hand. Stony

nmet eorites appear alnost identical to our terrestrial igneous rocks, which makes
themtough to spot. Usually a blend of |ightweight silicates—feldspar, olivine,
pyroxene. Nothing too exciting.”

11l say, Rachel thought, handing the sanple back to him “This one |ooks like a
rock soneone left in a fireplace and burned.”

Corky burst out laughing. “One hell of a fireplace! The nmeanest blast furnace
ever built doesn’t conme close to reproducing the heat a neteoroid feels when it
hits our atnosphere. They get ravaged!”

Tol | and gave Rachel an enpathetic smle. “This is the good part.”

“Picture this,” Corky said, taking the neteorite sanple from Rachel. “Let’s
imagine this little fella is the size of a house.” He held the sanple high over
his head. “Okay..it’s in space.floating across our sol ar system.col d- soaked from
the tenperature of space to nminus one hundred degrees Cel sius.”

Tol |l and was chuckling to himself, apparently already having seen Corky’s
reenactnment of the meteorite’'s arrival on Ellesnere Island

Corky began lowering the sanple. “Qur neteorite is noving toward earth.and as
it’s getting very close, our gravity |ocks on..accel erating..accelerating..!

Rachel watched as Corky sped up the sanple’s trajectory, mmcking the

accel eration of gravity.

“Now it’s moving fast,” Corky exclainmed. “Over ten miles per second—thirty-six
thousand nmiles per hour! At 135 kil onmeters above the earth’s surface, the
meteorite begins to encounter friction with the atnosphere.” Corky shook the
sanple violently as he lowered it toward the ice. “Falling bel ow one hundred

kil ometers, it’s starting to glow! Now the atnospheric density is increasing,
and the friction is incredible! The air around the neteoroid is beconing

i ncandescent as the surface material nelts fromthe heat.” Corky started naking
burning and sizzling sound effects. “Now it's falling past the eighty-kiloneter
mark, and the exterior becones heated to over eighteen hundred degrees Cel sius!”
Rachel watched in disbelief as the presidential award-w nning astrophysici st
shook the neteorite nore fiercely, sputtering out juvenile sound effects.
“Sixty Kkilometers!” Corky was shouting now. “CQur nmeteoroid encounters the

at nospheric wall. The air is too dense! It violently decelerates at nore than
three hundred tinmes the force of gravity!” Corky nmade a screeching braking sound
and slowed his descent dramatically. “Instantly, the nmeteorite cools and stops

glowing. We’ve hit dark flight! The neteoroid s surface hardens fromits nolten
stage to a charred fusion crust.”

Rachel heard Tolland groan as Corky knelt on the ice to performthe coup de
grace—earth inpact.

“Now,” Corky said, “our huge neteorite is skipping across our |ower atnosphere..
On his knees, he arched the neteorite toward the ground on a shall ow sl ant.



“1t’s headed toward the Arctic Ocean..on an oblique angle.falling.looking al nost
like it will skip off the ocean.falling.and.” He touched the sanple to the ice
“BAM ’

Rachel junped.

“The inmpact is cataclysmc! The neteorite expl odes. Fragnments fly off, skipping
and spinning across the ocean.” Corky went into slow notion now, rolling and
tunmbling the sanple across the invisible ocean toward Rachel’s feet. “One piece
keeps skimm ng, tunbling toward El |l esnere |sland..” He brought it right up to her
toe. “It skips off the ocean, bouncing up onto land.” He noved it up and over
the tongue of her shoe and rolled it to a stop on top of her foot near her
ankle. “And finally cones to rest high on the MIne d acier, where snow and ice
qui ckly cover it, protecting it from atnospheric erosion.” Corky stood up with a
smle

Rachel’s mouth fell slack. She gave an inpressed |augh. “Well, Dr. Marlinson,

t hat expl anation was exceptionally..

“Luci d?” Corky offered.

Rachel smiled. “In a word.”

Corky handed the sanple back to her. “Look at the cross section.”

Rachel studied the rock’s interior a nonent, seeing nothing.

“Tilt it into the light,” Tolland pronpted, his voice warm and kind. “And | ook
closely.”

Rachel brought the rock close to her eyes and tilted it agai nst the dazzling
hal ogens reflecting overhead. Now she saw it—tiny nmetallic gl obules glistening
in the stone. Dozens of them were peppered throughout the cross section like

m nuscul e droplets of mercury, each only about a millinmeter across.

“Those little bubbles are called ‘chondrules,’” Corky said. “And they occur only
in meteorites.”

Rachel squinted at the droplets. “Granted, |’ve never seen anything like this in
an earth rock.”

“Nor will you!” Corky declared. “Chondrules are one geologic structure we sinply
do not have on earth. Sonme chondrul es are exceptionally ol d—perhaps nmadeup of
the earliest materials in the universe. OQher chondrules are nuch younger, |ike

the ones in your hand. The chondrules in that neteorite date only about 190
mllion years old.”

“One hundred ninety mllion years is young?”

“Heck, yes! In cosnological terms, that's yesterday. The point here, though, is
that this sanple contains chondrul es—oncl usi ve nmeteoric evidence.”

“Ckay,” Rachel said. “Chondrules are conclusive. Got it.”

“And finally,” Corky said, heaving a sigh, “if the fusion crust and chondrul es
don’t convince you, we astrononers have a fool proof method to confirm neteoric
origin.”
“Bei ng?”

Corky gave a casual shrug. “We sinply use a petrographic polarizing mcroscope,
an x-ray fluorescence spectroneter, a neutron activation analyzer, or an

i nducti on-coupl ed plasm spectronmeter to nmeasure ferromagnetic ratios.”

Tol | and groaned. “Now he’s showi ng off. What Corky nmeans is that we can prove a
rock is a neteorite sinply by neasuring its chemical content.”

“Hey, ocean boy!” Corky chided. “Let’s |eave the science to the scientists,
shall we?” He imediately turned back to Rachel. “In earth rocks, the mnera

ni ckel occurs in either extremely high percentages or extrenely low, nothing in
the middle. In nmeteorites, though, the nickel content falls within a m drange
set of values. Therefore, if we analyze a sanple and find the nickel content
reflects a midrange val ue, we can guarantee beyond the shadow of a doubt that
the sanple is a neteorite.”

Rachel felt exasperated. “Okay, gentlenen, fusion crusts, chondrules, m drange
ni ckel contents, all of which prove it's from space. | get the picture.” She
laid the sanpl e back on Corky’'s table. “But why am | here?”



Corky heaved a portentous sigh. “You want to see a sanple of the meteorite NASA
found in the ice underneath us?”

Before | die here, please.

This tine Corky reached in his breast pocket and produced a snmall, disk-shaped
pi ece of stone. The slice of rock was shaped |ike an audio CD, about half an
inch thick, and appeared to be simlar in conposition to the stony neteorite she
had just seen.

“This is a slice of a core sanple that we drilled yesterday.” Corky handed the
di sk to Rachel

The appearance certainly was not earth-shattering. It was an orangi sh-white,
heavy rock. Part of the rimwas charred and bl ack, apparently a segnment of the

meteorite’s outer skin. “I see the fusion crust,” she said.
Corky nodded. “Yeah, this sanple was taken from near the outside of the
neteorite, so it still has sonme crust on it.”

Rachel tilted the disk in the |ight and spotted the tiny metallic globules. “And
| see the chondrules.”

“Good,” Corky said, his voice tense with excitement. “And | can tell you from
having run this thing through a petrographic polarizing mcroscope that its

ni ckel content is mdrange—nothing like a terrestrial rock. Congratul ations,
you' ve now successfully confirmed the rock in your hand canme from space.”

Rachel | ooked up, confused. “Dr. Marlinson, it’s a neteorite. It’s supposed to
come from space. Am | missing sonething here?”

Corky and Tol | and exchanged knowi ng | ooks. Tolland put a hand on Rachel’s

shoul der and whi spered, “Flip it over.”

Rachel turned the disk over so she could see the other side. It took only an
instant for her brain to process what she was | ooking at.

Then the truth hit her like a truck.

I mpossi bl e! she gasped, and yet as she stared at the rock she realized her
definition of “inpossible” had just changed forever. Enbedded in the stone was a
formthat in an earth speci men m ght be consi dered commonpl ace, and yet in a
nmeteorite was utterly inconceivable.

“1t’s..” Rachel stammered, al npst unable to speak the word. “It’s..a bug! This
meteorite contains the fossil of a bug!”

Both Tol |l and and Corky were beaning. “Wel come aboard,” Corky said.

The torrent of enotions that gripped Rachel left her nmonmentarily nute, and yet
even in her bew |l derment, she could clearly see that this fossil, beyond
question, had once been a |living biological organism The petrified inpression
was about three inches |Iong and | ooked to be the underside of some kind of huge
beetle or crawing insect. Seven pairs of hinged | egs were clustered beneath a

protective outer shell, which seemed to be segnented in plates |like that of an
armadi | | o.

Rachel felt dizzy. “An insect from space..

“1t’s an isopod,” Corky said. “lnsects have three pairs of |egs, not seven.”

Rachel did not even hear him Her head was spinning as she studied the fossi

bef ore her.

“You can clearly see,” Corky said, “that the dorsal shell is segnented in plates
like a terrestrial pill bug, and yet the two prom nent tail-I|ike appendages
differentiate it as sonething closer to a |ouse.”

Rachel’s mind had al ready tuned Corky out. The classification of the species was
totally irrelevant. The puzzle pieces now came crashing into place—the
President’s secrecy, the NASA excitenent...

There is a fossil in this neteorite! Not just a speck of bacteria or mcrobes,
but an advanced life-form Proof of life el sewhere in the universe!
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Ten minutes into the CNN debate, Senator Sexton wondered how he could have been
worried at all. Marjorie Tench was grossly overestimated as an opponent. Despite
the senior adviser’'s reputation for ruthless sagacity, she was turning out to be
more of a sacrificial lanmb than a worthy opponent.

Granted, early in the conversation Tench had grabbed the upper hand by hamrering
the senator’s prolife platform as biased agai nst wonen, but then, just as it
seened Tench was tightening her grip, she’d nade a carel ess m stake. Wile
questioni ng how the senator expected to fund educational inprovenents wi thout

rai sing taxes, Tench nade a snide allusion to Sexton's constant scapegoating of
NASA.

Al t hough NASA was a topic Sexton definitely intended to address toward the end
of the discussion, Marjorie Tench had opened the door early. Idiot!

“Speaki ng of NASA,” Sexton segued casually. “Can you conment on the runors |
keep hearing that NASA has suffered another recent failure?”

Marjorie Tench did not flinch. “I’"mafraid | have not heard that runor.’
cigarette voice was |ike sandpaper.

“So, no conmment ?”

“I"’m afraid not.”

Sexton gloated. In the world of nedia sound bites, “no comrent” translated

|l oosely to “qguilty as charged.”

“l see,” Sexton said. “And how about the runors of a secret, emergency neeting
between the President and the adninistrator of NASA?”

This tinme Tench | ooked surprised. “I’mnot sure what neeting you're referring
to. The President takes many neetings.”

“COf course, he does.” Sexton decided to go straight at her. “Ms. Tench, you are
a great supporter of the space agency, is that right?”

Tench sighed, sounding tired of Sexton's pet issue. “l believe in the inmportance
of preserving America’ s technol ogi cal edge-be that military, industry,
intelligence, telecomunications. NASA is certainly part of that vision. Yes.”
In the production booth, Sexton could see Gabrielle’'s eyes telling himto back
of f, but Sexton could taste blood. “I'"mcurious, ma'am is it your influence
behi nd the President’s continued support of this obviously ailing agency?”

Tench shook her head. “No. The President is also a staunch believer in NASA. He
makes his own decisions.”

Sexton could not believe his ears. He had just given Marjorie Tench a chance to
partially exonerate the President by personally accepting sone of the blane for
NASA fundi ng. Instead, Tench had thrown it right back at the President. The
Presi dent makes his own decisions. It seened Tench was already trying to

di stance herself froma canpaign in trouble. No big surprise. After all, when
the dust settled, Marjorie Tench would be | ooking for a job.

Over the next few mnutes, Sexton and Tench parried. Tench made sone weak
attenpts to change the subject, while Sexton kept pressing her on the NASA
budget .

“Senator,” Tench argued, “you want to cut NASA s budget, but do you have any

i dea how many hi gh-tech jobs will be |ost?”

Sexton al nost | aughed in the woman’s face. This gal is considered the smartest

m nd in Washi ngt on? Tench obvi ously had sonething to | earn about the
denographics of this country. High-tech jobs were inconsequential in conparison
to the huge nunbers of hardworking bl ue-collar Anericans.

Her

”

Sexton pounced. “We're tal king about billions in savings here, Marjorie, and if
the result is that a bunch of NASA scientists have to get in their BW$ and take
their marketable skills el sewhere, then so be it. I'"mconmtted to being tough

on spending.”

Marjorie Tench fell silent, as if reeling fromthat |ast punch

The CNN host pronpted, “Ms. Tench? A reaction?”

The woman finally cleared her throat and spoke. “lI guess |I'’mjust surprised to



hear that M. Sexton is willing to establish hinself as so staunchly anti-NASA.’
Sexton’s eyes narrowed. Nice try, lady. “lI amnot anti-NASA and | resent the
accusation. | amsinply saying that NASA's budget is indicative of the kind of
runaway spendi ng that your President endorses. NASA said they could build the
shuttle for five billion; it cost twelve billion. They said they could build the
space station for eight billion; nowit’s one hundred billion.”

“Americans are |leaders,” Tench countered, “because we set |lofty goals and stick
to them through the tough tines.”

“That national pride speech doesn’t work on ne, Marge. NASA has overspent its

al l owance three times in the past two years and crawl ed back to the President
with its tail between its | egs and asked for nmore noney to fix its mstakes. Is
that national pride? If you want to talk about national pride, talk about strong
school s. Tal k about universal health care. Talk about smart kids growing up in a
country of opportunity. That’s national pride!”

Tench glared. “May | ask you a direct question, senator?”

Sexton did not respond. He sinply waited.

The woman’ s words cane out deliberately, with a sudden infusion of grit.
“Senator, if | told you that we could not explore space for less than NASA is
currently spendi ng, would you act to abolish the space agency altogether?”

The question felt like a boulder landing in Sexton’s |ap. Maybe Tench wasn't so
stupid after all. She had just blindsided Sexton with a “fence-buster”-a
carefully crafted yes/no question designed to force a fence-straddling opponent
to choose clear sides and clarify his position once and for all

Instinctively Sexton tried sidestepping. “lI have no doubt that with proper
managenent NASA can explore space for a lot less than we are currently-—=>
“Senat or Sexton, answer the question. Exploring space is a dangerous and costly
business. It’s much like building a passenger jet. W should either do it
right—er not at all. The risks are too great. My question remains: |If you becone
presi dent, and you are faced with the decision to continue NASA funding at its
current level or entirely scrap the U S. space program which would you choose?”
Shit. Sexton glanced up at Gabrielle through the glass. Her expression echoed
what Sexton already knew. You're committed. Be direct. No waffling. Sexton held

his chin high. “Yes. | would transfer NASA's current budget directly into our
school systens if faced with that decision. | would vote for our children over
space.”

The | ook on Marjorie Tench's face was one of absolute shock. “I’m stunned. Did
hear you correctly? As president, you would act to abolish this nation’s space
pr ogr anf?”

Sexton felt an anger simering. Now Tench was putting words in his nmouth. He
tried to counter, but Tench was already talking.

“So you’'re saying, senator, for the record, that you would do away with the
agency that put nen on the noon?”

“l am saying that the space race is over! Tines have changed. NASA no | onger
plays a critical role in the lives of everyday Anericans and yet we continue to
fund them as though they do.”

“So you don’t think space is the future?”

“Cbvi ously space is the future, but NASA is a dinosaur! Let the private sector
expl ore space. Anerican taxpayers shouldn’t have to open their wallets every
time sone Washi ngton engi neer wants to take a billion-dollar photograph of
Jupiter. Americans are tired of selling out their children’s future to fund an
out dated agency that provides so little in return for its gargantuan costs!”
Tench sighed dramatically. “So little in return? Wth the excepti on perhaps of
the SETI program NASA has had enornmous returns.”

Sexton was shocked that the mention of SETI had even escaped Tench's |ips. Mjor
bl under. Thanks for rem nding me. The Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence
was NASA' s nost abysmal noney pit ever. Although NASA had tried to give the
project a facelift by renanming it “Origins” and shuffling sone of its



objectives, it was still the same |osing ganble.

“Marjorie,” Sexton said, taking his opening, “I’'ll address SETI only because you
mention it.”

Qddly, Tench | ooked al nost eager to hear this.

Sexton cleared his throat. “Mst people are not aware that NASA has been | ooki ng
for ET for thirty-five years now. And it’'s a pricey treasure hunt—satellite dish
arrays, huge transceivers, nmllions in salaries to scientists who sit in the
dark and listen to blank tape. It’'s an enbarrassing waste of resources.”

“You’re saying there's nothing up there?”

“lI"m saying that if any other government agency had spent forty-five mllion
over thirty-five years and had not produced one single result, they would have
been axed a long tine ago.” Sexton paused to let the gravity of the statenent

settle in. “After thirty-five years, | think it’'s pretty obvious we're not going
to find extraterrestrial life.”

“And if you're wong?”

Sexton rolled his eyes. “Ch, for heavens sake, Ms. Tench, if I"'mwong I'll eat
my hat.”

Marjorie Tench | ocked her jaundiced eyes on Senator Sexton. “l’'Il renmenmber you
said that, senator.” She smiled for the first tine. “lI think we all wll.”

Six mles away, inside the Oval Ofice, President Zach Herney turned off the
tel evision and poured hinmself a drink. As Marjorie Tench had prom sed, Senator
Sexton had taken the bait—hook, line, and sinker.
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M chael Tolland felt himself beam ng enpathetically as Rachel Sexton gaped in
silence at the fossilized nmeteorite in her hand. The refined beauty of the
worman’ s face now seened to dissolve into the expression of innocent wonder-a
young girl who had just seen Santa Claus for the first tine.

I know just how you feel, he thought.

Toll and had been struck the sane way only forty-eight hours ago. He too had been
stunned into silence. Even now, the scientific and philosophical inplications of
the meteorite astounded him forcing himto rethink everything he had ever
bel i eved about nature.

Tol | and’ s oceanographi ¢ di scoveries included several previously unknown
deepwat er species, and yet this “space bug” was another |evel of breakthrough
al together. Despite Hollywood’ s propensity for casting extraterrestrials as
little green nmen, astrobiologists and science buffs all agreed that given the
sheer nunbers and adaptability of earth’s insects, extraterrestrial life would
in all probability be buglike if it were ever discovered.

I nsects were nenbers of the phylum arthropoda—ereatures having hard outer

skel etons and jointed legs. Wth over 1.25 million known species and an
estimated five hundred thousand still to be classified, earth’s “bugs”

out nunbered all of the other animals conbined. They nmade up 95 percent of al
the planet’s species and an astounding 40 percent of the planet’s bionmass.

It was not so much the bugs’ abundance that inpressed as it was their
resilience. Fromthe Antarctic ice beetle to Death Valley’'s sun scorpion, bugs
happily inhabited deadly ranges in tenperature, dryness, and even pressure. They
al so had mastered exposure to the nost deadly force known in the

uni verse—adi ation. Followi ng a nuclear test in 1945, air force officers had
donned radi ation suits and exam ned ground zero, only to di scover cockroaches
and ants happily carrying on as if nothing had happened. Astrononers realized
that an arthropod s protective exoskel eton made it a perfectly viable candidate
to inhabit the countl ess radi ati on-saturated pl anets where nothing el se could
live.



It appeared the astrobiol ogists had been right, Tolland thought. ET is a bug.
Rachel s legs felt weak beneath her. “I can’t.believe it,”
fossil in her hands. “I never thought..

“Gve it some tine to sink in,” Tolland said, grinning. “Took me twenty-four
hours to get ny feet back under ne.”

“l see we have a newconer,” said an uncharacteristically tall Asian man, wal ki ng
over to join them

Corky and Toll and seened to deflate instantly with the man’s arrival. Apparently
the nmonment of magi c had been shattered

“Dr. Wailee Mng,” the man said, introducing hinmself. “Chairman of pal eontol ogy
at UCLA.”

The man carried hinself with the ponpous rigidity of renai ssance aristocracy,
continuously stroking the out-of-place bowtie that he wore beneath his

knee-| ength canel -hair coat. Wailee M ng was apparently not one to let a renote
setting come in the way of his prim appearance.

“1’m Rachel Sexton.” Her hand was still trenbling as she shook Mng' s snooth
palm M ng was obviously another of the President’s civilian recruits.

“I't would be ny pleasure, Ms. Sexton,” the pal eontol ogist said, “to tell you
anyt hing you want to know about these fossils.”

“And plenty you don’t want to know,” Corky grunbl ed.

M ng fingered his bowtie. “My pal eontol ogic specialty is extinct Arthropoda and
Mygal onor phae. Obvi ously the npbst inpressive characteristic of this organism
is—

“—+s that it’'s fromanother friggin planet!” Corky interjected.

M ng scowl ed and cleared his throat. “The npst inpressive characteristic of this
organismis that it fits perfectly into our Darw nian systemof terrestrial
taxonony and cl assification.”

Rachel gl anced up. They can classify this thing? “You nean ki ngdom phylum

speci es, that sort of thing?”

“Exactly,” Mng said. “This species, if found on earth, would be classified as
the order |sopoda and would fall into a class with about two thousand species of
lice.”

“Lice?” she said. “But it’'s huge.”

“Taxonony is not size specific. House cats and tigers are rel ated.
Classification is about physiology. This species is clearly a louse: It has a
flattened body, seven pairs of |legs, and a reproductive pouch identical in
structure to wood |lice, pill bugs, beach hoppers, sow bugs, and gribbles. The
other fossils clearly reveal nore specialized—=

“Qther fossils?”

M ng gl anced at Corky and Tol |l and. “She doesn’t know?”

Tol I and shook his head.

M ng's face brightened instantly. “Ms. Sexton, you haven't heard the good part
yet.”

“There are nore fossils,” Corky interjected, clearly trying to steal Mng's
thunder. “Lots nore.” Corky scurried over to a large nmanila envel ope and
retrieved a folded sheet of oversized paper. He spread it out on the desk in
front of Rachel. “After we drilled sone cores, we dropped an x-ray canera down.
This is a graphic rendering of the cross section.”

Rachel | ooked at the x-ray printout on the table, and imediately had to sit
down. The three-di mensional cross section of the nmeteorite was packed with
dozens of these bugs.

“Pal eolithic records,” Mng said, “are usually found in heavy concentrations
Oten tines, mud slides trap organi sns en nasse, covering nests or entire
conmunities.”

Corky grinned. “We think the collection in the meteorite represents a nest.” He
pointed to one of the bugs on the printout. “And there’'s nomy.”

she said, turning the

”



Rachel | ooked at the specinmen in question, and her jaw dropped. The bug | ooked
to be about two feet |ong.

“Bi g-ass | ouse, eh?” Corky said.

Rachel nodded, dunbstruck, as she pictured lice the size of bread | oaves
wanderi ng around on sone distant planet.

“On earth,” Mng said, “our bugs stay relatively small because gravity keeps
themin check. They can’t grow |l arger than their exoskel etons can support.
However, on a planet with dimnished gravity, insects could evolve to nuch
greater dinensions.”

“l magi ne swatting nosquitoes the size of condors,” Corky joked, taking the core
sanpl e from Rachel and slipping it into his pocket.

M ng scow ed. “You had better not be stealing that!”

“Rel ax,” Corky said. “W’ve got eight tons nore where this cane from”

Rachel s anal ytical nmind churned through the data before her. “But how can life
fromspace be so simlar to life on earth? I nean, you' re saying this bug fits
in our Darw nian classification?”

“Perfectly,” Corky said. “And believe it or not, a |ot of astrononmers have
predicted that extraterrestrial |life would be very simlar to life on earth.”
“But why?” she demanded. “This species cane froman entirely different

envi ronnent . ”

“Pansperm a.” Corky smiled broadly.

“l beg your pardon?”

“Panspermia is the theory that |life was seeded here from anot her planet.”

Rachel stood up. “You're losing ne.”

Corky turned to Tolland. “M ke, you're the prinordial seas guy.”

Tol | and | ooked happy to take over. “Earth was once a |lifeless planet, Rachel
Then suddenly, as if overnight, |life exploded. Many biol ogists think the
explosion of life was the magical result of an ideal mxture of elements in the
primordi al seas. But we’'ve never been able to reproduce that in a lab, so
religious scholars have seized that failure as proof of God, meaning life could
not exist unless God touched the prinordial seas and infused themwith [ife.”
“But we astrononmers,” Corky declared, “came up with anot her explanation for the
overni ght explosion of |life on earth.”

“Pansperm a,” Rachel said, now understanding what they were tal king about. She
had heard the panspernia theory before but didn't know its name. “The theory
that a neteorite splashed into the prinordial soup, bringing the first seeds of
mcrobial life to earth.”

“Bingo,” Corky said. “Were they percolated and sprang to life.”

“And if that's true,” Rachel said, “then the underlying ancestry of earth’s

life-forns and extraterrestrial life-forns would be identical.”
“Doubl e bingo.”
Pansperm a, Rachel thought, still barely able to grasp the inplications. “So

not only does this fossil confirmthat life exists elsewhere in the universe,
but it practically proves panspermia.that life on earth was seeded from

el sewhere in the universe.”

“Triple bingo.” Corky flashed her an enthusiastic nod. “Technically, we may al
be extraterrestrials.” He put his fingers over his head |ike two antennas,
crossed his eyes, and wagged his tongue |ike some kind of insect.

Tol l and | ooked at Rachel with a pathetic grin. “And this guy’'s the pinnacle of
our evolution.”
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Rachel Sexton felt a dreamike mist swirling around her as she wal ked across the
habi sphere, flanked by M chael Tolland. Corky and M ng followed cl ose behind.



“You okay?” Tolland asked, watching her

Rachel gl anced over, giving a weak smile. “Thanks. It’s just.so rmuch.”

Her mi nd reel ed back to the infamus 1996 NASA di scovery—-ALH84001—a Mars
meteorite that NASA cl aimed contained fossil traces of bacterial life. Sadly,
only weeks after NASA's triunphant press conference, several civilian scientists
stepped forward with proof that the rock’s “signs of life” were really nothing
nmore than kerogen produced by terrestrial contamnation. NASA's credibility had
taken a huge hit over that gaffe. The New York Times took the opportunity to
sarcastically redefine the agency’s acronym NASA—NOT ALWAYS SCI ENTI FI CALLY
ACCURATE

In that same edition, paleobiologist Stephen Jay Goul d sunmed up the probl ens
wi th ALH84001 by pointing out that the evidence in it was chem cal and
inferential, rather than “solid,” like an unanbi guous bone or shell

Now, however, Rachel realized NASA had found irrefutable proof. No skeptica
scientist could possibly step forward and question these fossils. NASA was no

|l onger touting blurry, enlarged photos of alleged mcroscopic bacteria—they were
offering up real neteorite sanples where bio-organisnms visible to the naked eye
had been enbedded in the stone. Foot-long |ice!

Rachel had to | augh when she realized she’'d been a childhood fan of a song by
David Bowie that referred to “spiders from Mars.” Few woul d have guessed how

cl ose the androgynous British pop star would conme to foreseeing astrobiol ogy’s
greatest nonent.

As the distant strains of the song ran through Rachel’s mnd, Corky hurried up
behi nd her. “Has M ke bragged about his docunentary yet?”

Rachel replied, “No, but 1'd love to hear about it.”

Corky sl apped Tolland on the back. “Go for it, big boy. Tell her why the

Presi dent decided that the nost inmportant nmonment in science history should be
handed over to a snorkeling TV star.”

Tol | and groaned. “Corky, if you don’t m nd?”

“Fine, I'll explain,” Corky said, prying his way in between them “As you
probably know, Ms. Sexton, the President will be giving a press conference
tonight to tell the world about the neteorite. Because the vast mgjority of the
world is made up of half-wits, the President asked M ke to conme onboard and dunb
everyt hing down for them”

“Thanks, Corky,” Tolland said. “Very nice.” He | ooked at Rachel. “What Corky’s
trying to say is that because there’s so nuch scientific data to convey, the
Presi dent thought a short visual docunentary about the nmeteorite m ght hel p nake
the informati on nore accessible to mainstream America, many of whom oddly,
don’t have advanced degrees in astrophysics.”

“Did you know,” Corky said to Rachel, “that 1’ve just |earned our nation’'s
President is a closet fan of Anmazi ng Seas?” He shook his head in nock disgust.
“Zach Herney—the ruler of the free worl d—has his secretary tape M ke's program
so he can deconpress after a |long day.”

Tol I and shrugged. “The man’s got taste, what can | say?”

Rachel was now starting to realize just how masterful the President’s plan was
Politics was a media gane, and Rachel could already imgi ne the enthusiasm and
scientific credibility the face of M chael Tolland on-screen would bring to the
press conference. Zach Herney had recruited the ideal man to endorse his little
NASA coup. Skeptics would be hard-pressed to challenge the President’s data if
it came fromthe nation’s top television science personality as well as severa
respected civilian scientists.

Corky said, “Mke’s already taken video depositions fromall of us civilians for
hi s docunentary, as well as from nobst of the top NASA specialists. And I'I| bet
my National Medal that you’'re next on his list.”

Rachel turned and eyed him “Me? What are you tal king about? | have no
credentials. I'"'man intelligence liaison.”

“Then why did the President send you up here?”



“He hasn’'t told nme yet.”

An arused grin crossed Corky's lips. “You're a White House intelligence |iaison
who deals in clarification and authentication of data, right?”

“Yes, but nothing scientific.”

“And you’' re the daughter of the man who built a canpaign around criticizing the
money NASA has wasted in space?”

Rachel could hear it coming

“You have to admit, Ms. Sexton,” Mng chimed in, “a deposition fromyou woul d
give this docunmentary a whol e new di mension of credibility. If the President
sent you up here, he nust want you to participate sonmehow.”

Rachel again flashed on WIIliam Pickering s concern that she was being used
Tol | and checked his watch. “We shoul d probably head over,” he said, notioning
toward the center of the habi sphere. “They should be getting close.”

“Close to what?” Rachel asked.

“Extraction time. NASA is bringing the nmeteorite to the surface. It should be up
any tinme now.”

Rachel was stunned. “You guys are actually renoving an eight-ton rock from under
two hundred feet of solid ice?”

Corky | ooked gleeful. “You didn't think NASA was going to |eave a discovery |ike
this buried in the ice, did you?”

“No, but..,” Rachel had seen no signs of |arge-scale excavation equi pnent
anywher e inside the habi sphere. “How the heck is NASA planning on getting the
nmeteorite out?”

Corky puffed up. “No problem You're in a roomfull of rocket scientists!”
“Blather,” Mng scoffed, |ooking at Rachel. “Dr. Marlinson enjoys flexing other
people’'s muscles. The truth is that everyone here was stunped about how to get
the meteorite out. It was Dr. Mangor who proposed a viable solution.”

“l haven’t nmet Dr. Mangor.”

“d aciologist fromthe University of New Hanpshire,” Tolland said. “The fourth
and final civilian scientist recruited by the President. And Mng here is
correct, it was Mangor who figured it out.”

“Ckay,” Rachel said. “So what did this guy propose?”

“Gl,” Mng corrected, sounding smtten. “Dr. Mangor is a woman.”

“Debat abl e,” Corky grunbl ed. He | ooked over at Rachel. “And by the way, Dr
Mangor is going to hate you.”

Tol | and shot Corky an angry | ook

“Well, she will!” Corky defended. “She’ll hate the conpetition.”

Rachel felt lost. “I’msorry? Conpetition?”

“lgnore him” Tolland said. “Unfortunately, the fact that Corky is a total noron
somehow escaped the National Science Conmittee. You and Dr. Mangor will get
along fine. She is a professional. She's considered one of the world s top

gl aci ol ogi sts. She actually moved to Antarctica for a few years to study gl aci al
movement . ”

“Qdd,” Corky said, “I heard UNH took up a donation and sent her there so they
coul d get sone peace and quiet on campus.”

“Are you aware,” M ng snapped, seenming to have taken the coment personally,
“that Dr. Mangor al nost died down there! She got lost in a stormand lived on
seal blubber for five weeks before anyone found her.”

Cor ky whi spered to Rachel, “I heard no one was | ooking.”
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The linmousine ride back fromthe CNN studio to Sexton's office felt long for
Gabrielle Ashe. The senator sat across from her, gazing out the w ndow,

obvi ously gl oating over the debate.



“They sent Tench to an afternoon cable show,” he said, turning with a handsone
snmle. “The White House is getting frantic.’

Gabrielle nodded, noncommittal. She'd sensed a | ook of smug satisfaction on
Marjorie Tench's face as the wonan drove off. It nade her nervous.

Sexton’ s personal cell phone rang, and he fished in his pocket to grab it. The
senator, |ike nmobst politicians, had a hierarchy of phone nunbers at which his
contacts could reach him depending on how i nportant they were. Whoever was
calling himnow was at the top of the list; the call was conmng in on Sexton’s
private line, a nunber even Gabrielle was discouraged to call

“Senat or Sedgewi ck Sexton,” he chinmed, accentuating the nusical quality of his
name.

Gabrielle couldn't hear the caller over the sound of the |inp, but Sexton
listened intently, replying with enthusiasm “Fantastic. |'mso pleased you
called. I'mthinking six o' clock? Super. | have an apartnment here in D.C
Private. Confortable. You have the address, right? Okay. Looking forward to
nmeeting you. See you tonight then.”

Sexton hung up, |ooking pleased with hinself.

“New Sexton fan?” Gabrielle asked.

“They’'re multiplying,” he said. “This guy’'s a heavy hitter.”

“Must be. Meeting himin your apartnent?” Sexton usually defended the sanctified
privacy of his apartment like a lion protecting its only remaining hiding place.
Sexton shrugged. “Yeah. Thought 1’d give himthe personal touch. This guy m ght
have some pull in the honme stretch. Got to keep making those persona
connections, you know. It’'s all about trust.”

Gabrielle nodded, pulling out Sexton’s daily planner. “You want me to put himin
your cal endar?”

“No need. 1'd planned to take a night at hone anyway.”

Gabrielle found tonight’'s page and noticed it was already shaded out in Sexton’s
handwiting with the bold letters “P.E. " —Sexton shorthand for either persona
event, private evening, or piss-off everyone; nobody was quite sure which. From
time to time, the senator scheduled hinself a “P.E.” night so he could hole up
in his apartnent, take his phones off the hook, and do what he enjoyed nost—sip
brandy with old cronies and pretend he’'d forgotten about politics for the

eveni ng.

Gabrielle gave hima surprised look. “So you're actually letting business
intrude on prescheduled P.E. time? |I'’minpressed.”

“This guy happened to catch ne on a night when |’ve got some tinme. I'll talk to
himfor alittle while. See what he has to say.”

Gabrielle wanted to ask who this nystery caller was, but Sexton clearly was
being intentionally vague. Gabrielle had | earned when not to pry.

As they turned off the beltway and headed back toward Sexton’s office building,
Gabrielle glanced down again at the P.E. time blocked out in Sexton's planner
and had the strange sensation Sexton knew this call was com ng.
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The ice at the center of the NASA habi sphere was doni nated by an eight een-foot
tripod structure of conposite scaffolding, which | ooked |ike a cross between an
oil rig and an awkward nodel of the Eiffel Tower. Rachel studied the device,
unable to fathom how it could be used to extract the enornbus neteorite.

Beneath the tower, several w nches had been screwed into steel plates affixed to
the ice with heavy bolts. Threaded through the wi nches, iron cabl es banked
upward over a series of pulleys atop the tower. Fromthere, the cables plunged
vertically downward into narrow bore holes drilled in the ice. Several |arge
NASA men took turns tightening the winches. Wth each new tightening, the cables



slithered a few inches upward through the bore holes, as if the nen were raising
an anchor.

I’mclearly mssing sonething, Rachel thought, as she and the others noved
closer to the extraction site. The nen seemed to be hoisting the neteorite
directly through the ice.

“EVEN TENSION!' DAMN I T!'” a worman’s voi ce screaned nearby, with all the grace of
a chain saw.

Rachel | ooked over to see a small worman in a bright yell ow snowsuit snmeared with
grease. She had her back to Rachel, but even so, Rachel had no troubl e guessing
that she was in charge of this operation. Making notations on a clipboard, the
woman st al ked back and forth like a disgusted drill master.

“Don’t tell me you ladies are tired!”

Corky called out, “Hey, Norah, quit bossing those poor NASA boys and conme flirt
with me.”

The woman did not even turn around. “Is that you, Marlinson? |I'd know that
weenie little voice anywhere. Conme back when you reach puberty.”

Corky turned to Rachel. “Norah keeps us warmw th her charm”

“l heard that, space boy,” Dr. Mangor fired back, still making notes. “And if
you’' re checking out my ass, these snow pants add thirty pounds.”

“No worries,” Corky called. “It’s not your wool |l y-mammoth butt that drives nme
wild, it’s your winning personality.”

“Bite me.”

Corky | aughed again. “lI have great news, Norah. Looks like you re not the only

woman the President recruited.”

“No shit. He recruited you.”

Tol | and took over. “Norah? Have you got a minute to neet soneone?”’

At the sound of Tolland s voice, Norah i mediately stopped what she was doing
and turned around. Her hardened deneanor dissolved instantly. “M ke!” She rushed
over, beam ng. “Haven't seen you in a few hours.”

“1"”ve been editing the docunentary.”

“How s ny segnent ?”

“You |l ook brilliant and |ovely.”

“He used special effects,” Corky said.

Norah ignored the remark, glancing now at Rachel with a polite but standoffish
sm |l e. She | ooked back at Tolland. “I hope you' re not cheating on ne, Mke.”
Tol |l and’ s rugged face flushed slightly as he made introductions. “Norah, 1'd
like you to neet Rachel Sexton. Ms. Sexton works in the intelligence comunity
and is here at the request of the President. Her father is Senator Sedgew ck
Sexton.”

The introduction brought a confused |ook to Norah’s face. “I won't even pretend
to understand that one.” Norah did not renobve her gloves as she gave Rachel’s
hand a hal f-hearted shake. “Welcone to the top of the world.”

Rachel smled. “Thanks.” She was surprised to see that Norah Mangor, despite the
toughness of her voice, had a pleasant and inpish countenance. Her pixie haircut
was brown with streaks of gray, and her eyes were keen and sharp—two ice
crystals. There was a steely confidence about her that Rachel |iked.

“Norah,” Tolland said. “Have you got a mnute to share what you're doing with
Rachel ?”

Norah arched her eyebrows. “You two on a first-name basis already? My, ny.”
Corky groaned. “l told you, Mke.”

Nor ah Mangor showed Rachel around the base of the tower while Tolland and the
others trailed behind, tal king anmong thensel ves.

“See those boreholes in the ice under the tripod?” Norah asked, pointing, her
initial put-out tone softening now to one of rapt fervor for her work.

Rachel nodded, gazing down at the holes in the ice. Each was about a foot in

di ameter and had a steel cable inserted into it.



“Those holes are left over fromwhen we drilled core sanples and took X rays of
the meteorite. Now we’'re using themas entry points to | ower heavy-duty screw
eyes down the enpty shafts and screw theminto the neteorite. After that, we
dropped a coupl e hundred feet of braided cable down each hol e, snagged the screw
eyes with industrial hooks, and now we’'re sinply winching it up. It’s taking
these | adies several hours to get it to the surface, but it’'s com ng.”

“I"’mnot sure | follow,” Rachel said. “The neteorite is under thousands of tons
of ice. How are you lifting it?”

Norah pointed to the top of the scaffolding where a narrow beam of pristine red
l'ight shone vertically downward toward the ice beneath the tripod. Rachel had
seen it earlier and assuned it was sinply sone sort of visual indicator—a

poi nter demarki ng the spot where the object was buri ed.

“That’s a gallium arseni de sem conductor |aser,” Norah said.

Rachel | ooked nore closely at the beam of |ight and now saw that it had actually
melted a tiny hole in the ice and shone down into the depths.

“Very hot beam” Norah said. “We're heating the neteorite as we lift.”

VWhen Rachel grasped the sinple brilliance of the woman's pl an, she was

i mpressed. Norah had sinply ainmed the | aser beam downward, nelting through the
ice until the beamhit the neteorite. The stone, being too dense to be nelted by
a laser, began absorbing the |aser’s heat, eventually getting warm enough to
melt the ice around it. As the NASA nen hoisted the hot nmeteorite, the heated
rock, conbined with the upward pressure, nelted the surrounding ice, clearing a
pathway to raise it to the surface. The nmelt water accumul ati ng over the
meteorite sinply seeped back down around the edges of the stone to refill the
shaft.

Li ke a hot knife through a frozen stick of butter.

Norah notioned to the NASA nen on the winches. “The generators can’t handle this
kind of strain, so |I’musing manpower to lift.”

“That’'s crap!” one of the workers interjected. “She’s using manpower because she
likes to see us sweat!”

“Rel ax,” Norah fired back. “You girls have been bitching for two days that
you're cold . | cured that. Now keep pulling.”

The workers | aughed

“What are the pylons for?” Rachel asked, pointing to several orange hi ghway
cones positioned around the tower at what appeared to be random | ocati ons.

Rachel had seen sinmil|lar cones di spersed around the done.

“Critical glaciology tool,” Norah said. “W call them SHABAs. That’'s short for
‘step here and break ankle.’” She picked up one of the pylons to reveal a
circular bore hole that plunged |ike a bottom ess well into the depths of the
glacier. “Bad place to step.” She replaced the pylon. “We drilled holes all over
the glacier for a structural continuity check. As in normal archeol ogy, the
nunber of years an object has been buried is indicated by how deep beneath the
surface it’'s found. The farther down one finds it, the longer it’s been there.
So when an object is discovered under the ice, we can date that object’s arriva
by how nmuch ice has accunul ated on top of it. To make sure our core dating
measurenments are accurate, we check nultiple areas of the ice sheet to confirm
that the area is one solid slab and hasn't been disrupted by earthquake,
fissuring, aval anche, what have you.”

“So how does this glacier |ook?”

“Fl awl ess,” Norah said. “A perfect, solid slab. No fault lines or glacia
turnover. This neteorite is what we call a ‘static fall.” It's been in the ice
unt ouched and unaffected since it landed in 1716.”

Rachel did a double take. “You know t he exact year it fell?”

Nor ah |ooked surprised by the question. “Hell, yes. That's why they called ne
in. | read ice.” She notioned to a nearby pile of cylindrical tubes of ice. Each
| ooked like a translucent tel ephone pole and was marked with a bright orange
tag. “Those ice cores are a frozen geologic record.” She | ed Rachel over to the



tubes. “If you look closely you can see individual |layers in the ice.”

Rachel crouched down and coul d i ndeed see that the tube was nade up of what
appeared to be strata of ice with subtle differences in lumnosity and clarity.
The layers varied between paper thin to about a quarter of an inch thick.

“Each winter brings a heavy snowfall to the ice shelf,” Norah said, “and each
spring brings a partial thaw. So we see a new conpression |ayer every season. W
sinply start at the top—the npbst recent w nter—and count backward.”

“Like counting rings on a tree.”

“It’s not quite that sinmple, Ms. Sexton. Renmenber, we’'re neasuring hundreds of
feet of layerings. We need to read climatol ogi cal markers to benchmark our

wor k—preci pitation records, airborne pollutants, that sort of thing.”

Tol l and and the others joined themnow Tolland smled at Rachel. “She knows a
| ot about ice, doesn’t she?”

Rachel felt oddly happy to see him “Yeah, she’s amazing.”

“And for the record,” Tolland nodded, “Dr. Mangor’s 1716 date is right on. NASA
cane up with the exact sane year of inpact well before we even got here. Dr.
Mangor drilled her own cores, ran her own tests, and confirnmed NASA's work.”
Rachel was i npressed.

“And coincidentally,” Norah said, “1716 is the exact year early explorers

clainmed to have seen a bright fire-ball in the sky over northern Canada. The
nmet eor becane known as the Jungersol Fall, after the name of the exploration’s
| eader.”

“So,” Corky added, “the fact that the core dates and the historic record match
is virtual proof that we're | ooking at a fragnent of the sane neteorite that
Jungersol recorded seeing in 1716.”

“Dr. Mangor!” one of the NASA workers called out “Leader hasps are starting to
show! ”

“Tour’s over, folks,” Norah said. “Mnent of truth.” She grabbed a folding
chair, clinbed up onto it, and shouted out at the top of her lungs. “Surfacing
in five mnutes, everyone!”

Al'l around the dome, |ike Pavlovian dogs responding to a dinner bell, the
scientists dropped what they were doing and hurried toward the extraction zone.
Nor ah Mangor put her hands on her hips and surveyed her domain. “Ckay, let’s
raise the Titanic.”
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“Step aside!” Norah hollered, noving through the growing crowd. The workers
scattered. Norah took control, making a show of checking the cable tensions and
al i gnnment s.

“Heave!” one of the NASA nmen yelled. The men tightened their wi nches, and the
cabl es ascended anot her six inches out of the hole.

As the cables continued to nmove upward, Rachel felt the crowd inching forward in
anticipation. Corky and Tolland were nearby, |ooking like kids at Christms. On
the far side of the hole, the hulking frame of NASA adm nistrator Law ence
Ekstrom arrived, taking a position to watch the extraction.

“Hasps!” one of the NASA nen yelled. “Leaders are show ng!”

The steel cables rising through the borehol es changed fromsilver braid to
yel | ow | eader chai ns.

“Six nore feet! Keep it steady!”

The group around the scaffolding fell into a rapt silence, |ike onlookers at a
séance awaiting the appearance of sonme divine specter—everyone straining for the
first glinpse

Then Rachel saw it.

Emerging fromthe thinning | ayer of ice, the hazy formof the neteorite began to



show itsel f. The shadow was oblong and dark, blurry at first, but getting
clearer every nonent as it nelted its way upward

“Tighter!” a technician yelled. The nmen tightened the wi nches, and the
scaf f ol di ng creaked

“Five nore feet! Keep the tension even!”

Rachel could now see the ice above the stone beginning to bulge upward |ike a
pregnant beast about to give birth. Atop the hunp, surrounding the |aser’s point
of entry, a small circle of surface ice began to give way, nelting, dissolving
into a w dening hole.

“Cervix is dilated!” sonmeone shouted. “Nine hundred centineters!”

A tense | aughter broke the silence.

“Okay, kill the laser!”

Soneone threw a switch, and the beam di sappear ed.

And then it happened.

Li ke the fiery arrival of some paleolithic god, the huge rock broke the surface
with a hiss of steam Through the swirling fog, the hul king shape rose out of
the ice. The nen manning the wi nches strained harder until finally the entire
stone broke free of the frozen restraints and swung, hot and dripping, over an
open shaft of sinmering water.

Rachel felt nesnerized.

Dangling there on its cables, dripping wet, the nmeteorite’ s rugged surface
glistened in the fluorescent lights, charred and rippled with the appearance of
an enornmous petrified prune. The rock was snmooth and rounded on one end, this
section apparently blasted away by friction as it streaked through the

at nosphere.

Looki ng at the charred fusion crust, Rachel could al nost see the neteor
rocketing earthward in a furious ball of flanes. Incredibly, that was centuries
ago. Now, the captured beast hung there on its cables, water dripping fromits
body.

The hunt was over.

Not until this nonent had the drama of this event truly struck Rachel. The

obj ect hangi ng before her was from another world, mllions of mles away. And
trapped within it was evi dence—no, proof —that man was not alone in the universe
The euphoria of the nonent seenmed to grip everyone at the same instant, and the
crowd broke into spontaneous hoots and appl ause. Even the adm nistrator seened
caught up in it. He clapped his nen and wonen on the back, congratul ating them
Looki ng on, Rachel felt a sudden joy for NASA. They'd had some tough luck in the
past. Finally things were changing. They deserved this nonent.

The gaping hole in the ice now | ooked |ike a small sw nming pool in the mddle
of the habi sphere. The surface of the two-hundred-foot-deep pool of nelted water
sl oshed for a while against the icy walls of the shaft and then finally grew
calm The waterline in the shaft was a good four feet beneath the glacier’s
surface, the discrepancy caused by both the renmoval of the neteorite’ s mass and
ice's property of shrinking as it nelts.

Norah Mangor inmmedi ately set up SHABA pylons all around the hole. Although the
hol e was clearly visible, any curious soul who ventured too close and
accidentally slipped in would be in dire jeopardy. The walls of the shaft were
solid ice, with no footholds, and clinmbing out unassisted would be inpossible.
Lawr ence Ekstrom canme paddi ng across the ice toward them He noved directly to
Nor ah Mangor and shook her hand firmy. “Well done, Dr. Mangor.”

“1"1l1 expect lots of praise in print,” Norah replied

“You'll get it.” The adm nistrator turned now to Rachel. He | ooked happi er
relieved. “So, Ms. Sexton, is the professional skeptic convinced?”

Rachel couldn’t help but smle. “Stunned is nore like it.”

“CGood. Then follow me.”

Rachel followed the adm nistrator across the habisphere to a | arge netal box



that resenbled an industrial shipping container. The box was painted with
mlitary camoufl age patterns and stenciled letters: P-SC.

“You'll call the President fromin here,” Ekstrom said.

Portabl e Secure Conm Rachel thought. These nobil e comruni cati ons booths were
standard battlefield installations, although Rachel had never expected to see
one used as part of a peacetinme NASA nission. Then again, Adm nistrator
Ekstrom s background was the Pentagon, so he certainly had access to toys like
this. Fromthe stern faces on the two arnmed guards wat ching over the PSC, Rachel
got the distinct inpression that contact with the outside world was made only
with express consent from Adm nistrator Ekstrom

Looks like I"mnot the only one who is off-the-grid.

Ekstrom spoke briefly with one of the guards outside the trailer and then
returned to Rachel. “Good |uck,” he said. Then he left.

A guard rapped on the trailer door, and it opened fromw thin. A technician
energed and notioned for Rachel to enter. She followed himin

The inside of the PSC was dark and stuffy. In the bluish glow of the |one
computer monitor, Rachel could nmake out racks of tel ephone gear, radios, and
satellite tel econmuni cati ons devices. She already felt claustrophobic. The air
inside was bitter, |ike a basement in winter.

“Sit here, please, Ms. Sexton.” The technician produced a rolling stool and

posi tioned Rachel in front of a flat-screen nmonitor. He arranged a mcrophone in
front of her and placed a bul ky pair of AKG headphones on her head. Checking a

| ogbook of encryption passwords, the technician typed a | ong series of keys on a
nearby device. Atinmer materialized on the screen in front of Rachel

00: 60 SECONDS

The technician gave a satisfied nod as the timer began to count down. “One

m nute until connection.” He turned and left, slanmm ng the door behind him
Rachel could hear the bolt |ock outside.

Great.

As she waited in the dark, watching the sixty-second clock slowy count down,
she realized that this was the first noment of privacy she'd had since early
that norning. She’'d woken up today wi thout the slightest inkling of what |ay
ahead. Extraterrestrial life. As of today, the nost popul ar modern nyth of al
time was no | onger a nyth.

Rachel was just now starting to sense how truly devastating this neteorite would
be to her father’s canpai gn. Al though NASA fundi ng had no busi ness being on a
political par with abortion rights, welfare, and health care, her father had
made it an issue. Now it was going to blow up in his face.

Wthin hours, Americans would feel the thrill of a NASA triunmph all over again.
There woul d be teary-eyed dreaners. Slack-jawed scientists. Children’s

i magi nations running free. Issues of dollars and cents would fade away as petty,
overshadowed by this monunental nmonment. The President would ermerge like a
phoeni x, transform ng hinself into a hero, while in the mdst of the

cel ebration, the businesslike senator woul d suddenly appear small-ninded, a
penny- pi nchi ng Scrooge with no Anerican sense of adventure

The conmputer beeped, and Rachel gl anced up.

00: 05 SECONDS

The screen in front of her flickered suddenly, and a blurry i mage of the Wite
House seal materialized on-screen. After a nmoment, the image dissolved into the
face of President Herney.

“Hell o, Rachel,” he said, a mschievous glint in his eye. “I trust you' ve had an
interesting afternoon?”
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The office of Senator Sedgewi ck Sexton was |ocated in the Philip A Hart Senate
O fice Building on C Street to the northeast of the Capitol. The building was a
neo- nodern grid of white rectangles that critics clained | ooked nore |like a
prison than an office building. Many who worked there felt the sane.

On the third floor, Gabrielle Ashe’s long | egs paced briskly back and forth in
front of her conputer termnal. On the screen was a new e-mail message. She was
not sure what to nmake of it.

The first two |ines read:

SEDGEW CK WAS | MPRESSI VE ON CNN

I HAVE MORE | NFORMATI ON FOR YOU

Gabrielle had been receiving nessages like this for the |ast couple of weeks.
The return address was bogus, although she’d been able to track it to a

“whi t ehouse. gov” domain. It seened her nysterious informant was a Wite House

i nsider, and whoever it was had becone Gabrielle' s source for all Kkinds of

val uabl e political information recently, including the news of a covert neeting
bet ween the NASA admini strator and the President.

Gabrielle had been leery of the e-mails at first, but when she checked out the
tips, she was amazed to find the information consistently accurate and

hel pful —el assified i nformati on on NASA overexpenditures, costly upcom ng

m ssions, data showi ng that NASA' s search for extraterrestrial |life was grossly
overfunded and pathetically unproductive, even internal opinion polls warning
that NASA was the issue turning voters away fromthe President.

To enhance her perceived value to the senator, Gabrielle had not inforned him
she was receiving unsolicited e-mail help frominside the Wiite House. |nstead,
she sinply passed the information to himas com ng from “one of her sources.”
Sexton was al ways appreciative and seened to know better than to ask who her
source was. She could tell he suspected Gabrielle was doing sexual favors.
Troublingly, it didn't seemto bother himin the |east.

Gabrielle stopped pacing and | ooked again at the newy arrived nessage. The
connotations of all the e-nails were clear: Soneone inside the Wite House
want ed Senator Sexton to win this election and was hel ping himdo it by aiding
his attack agai nst NASA

But who? And why?

A rat froma sinking ship, Gabrielle decided. In Washington it was not at al
uncommon for a White House enpl oyee, fearing his President was about to be
ousted fromoffice, to offer quiet favors to the apparent successor in hopes of
securing power or another position after the changeover. It seened soneone
snel l ed Sexton victory and was buyi ng stock early.

The nessage currently on Gabrielle’ s screen made her nervous. It was |ike none
ot her she had ever received. The first two lines didn't bother her so nmuch. It
was the |ast two:

EAST APPO NTMENT GATE, 4:30 P.M

COVE ALONE.

Her informant had never before asked to neet in person. Even so, Gabrielle would
have expected a nore subtle location for a face-to-face neeting. East

Appoi ntment Gate? Only one East Appointnent Gate existed in Washington, as far
as she knew. Qutside the White House? Is this sone kind of joke?

Gabrielle knew she could not respond via e-mail; her nessages were al ways
bounced back as undeliverable. Her correspondent’s account was anonynous. Not
surprising.

Shoul d | consult Sexton? She quickly decided against it. He was in a neeting

Besi des, if she told himabout this e-mail, she’d have to tell himabout the
ot hers. She decided her informant’s offer to nmeet in public in broad dayli ght
must be to nmake Gabrielle feel safe. After all, this person had done nothing but

hel p her for the last two weeks. He or she was obviously a friend.
Reading the e-mail one last time, Gabrielle checked the clock. She had an hour
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The NASA adninistrator was feeling | ess edgy now that the neteorite was
successfully out of the ice. Everything is falling into place, he told hinself
as he headed across the donme to the work area of M chael Tolland. Nothing can
stop us now.

“How s it coming?” Ekstrom asked, striding up behind the television scientist.
Tol I and gl anced up from his conputer, looking tired but enthusiastic. “Editing
is alnost done. |I’mjust overlaying some of the extraction footage your people
shot. Shoul d be done nmorentarily.”

“Good.” The President had asked Ekstromto upload Tolland's documentary to the
Wi te House as soon as possible.

Al t hough Ekstrom had been cynical about the President’s desire to use M chael
Tol land on this project, seeing the rough cuts of Tolland s docunentary had
changed Ekstromis mind. The television star’s spirited narrative, conmbined with
his interviews of the civilian scientists, had been brilliantly fused into a
thrilling and conprehensible fifteen mnutes of scientific programm ng. Toll and
had achi eved effortlessly what NASA so often failed to do—describe a scientific
di scovery at the level of the average Anerican intellect w thout being

pat roni zi ng.

“When you're done editing,” Ekstromsaid, “bring the finished product over to

the press area. |'ll have sonmeone upload a digital copy to the Wite House.”
“Yes, sir.” Tolland went back to work
Ekstrom noved on. When he arrived at the north wall, he was encouraged to find

the habi sphere’s “press area” had cone together nicely. A large blue carpet had
been rolled out on the ice. Centered on the rug sat a |long synposiumtable with
several mcrophones, a NASA drape, and an enornous Anerican flag as a backdrop
To conplete the visual drama, the nmeteorite had been transported on a palette
sled to its position of honor, directly in front of the synposiumtable.
Ekstrom was pl eased to see the nood in the press area was one of cel ebration.
Much of his staff was now crowded around the neteorite, holding their hands out
over its still-warm rmass |ike canpers around a canpfire.

Ekstrom decided that this was the nonent. He wal ked over to several cardboard
boxes sitting on the ice behind the press area. He’'d had the boxes flown in from
Greenl and this norning.

“Drinks are on nme!” he yelled, handing out cans of beer to his cavorting staff.
“Hey, boss!” soneone yelled. “Thanks! It’s even cold!”

Ekstrom gave a rare smile. “lI’ve been keeping it on ice.”

Everyone | aughed.

“Wait a minute!” soneone el se yelled, scowing good-naturedly at his can. “This
stuff’'s Canadi an! Where's your patriotisn®?”

“We're on a budget, here, folks. Cheapest stuff | could find.”

More | aughter

“Attention shoppers,” one of the NASA television crew yelled into a nmegaphone.
“We're about to switch to nedia lighting. You nay experience tenporary

bl i ndness.”

“And no kissing in the dark,” sonmeone yelled. “This is a famly program”
Ekstrom chuckl ed, enjoying the raillery as his crew made final adjustments to
the spotlights and accent |ighting.

“Switching to nedia lighting in five, four, three, two..

The donme’s interior dimed rapidly as the hal ogen | anmps shut down. Wthin
seconds, all the lights were off. An inpenetrabl e darkness engul fed the done.
Soneone | et out a nmock scream

“Who pinched ny ass?” soneone yelled, |aughing.

The bl ackness lasted only a nonment before it was pierced by the intense glare of



medi a spotlights. Everyone squinted. The transformation was now conplete; the
north quadrant of the NASA habi sphere had beconme a tel evision studio. The
remai nder of the dome now | ooked |ike a gaping barn at night. The only light in
the other sections was the nmuted reflection of the nedia lights reflecting off
the arched ceiling and throwi ng | ong shadows across the now deserted work
stations.

Ekstrom st epped back into the shadows, gratified to see his team carousing
around the illum nated meteorite. He felt like a father at Christms, watching
his kids enjoy thensel ves around the tree.

God knows they deserve it, Ekstrom thought, never suspecting what calanmty |ay
ahead.
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The weat her was changi ng.

Li ke a mournful harbinger of inpending conflict, the katabatic wind let out a

pl ainti ve howl and gusted hard against the Delta Force's shelter. Delta-One
finished battening down the storm coverings and went back inside to his two
partners. They'd been through this before. It would soon pass.

Delta-Two was staring at the live video feed fromthe microbot. “You better |ook
at this,” he said.

Del t a- One cane over. The inside of the habi sphere was in total darkness except
for the bright lighting on the north side of the dome near the stage. The

remai nder of the habi sphere appeared only as a dimoutline. “lIt’s nothing,” he
said. “They’'re just testing their television lighting for tonight.”

“The lighting’ s not the problem” Delta-Two pointed to the dark blob in the

m ddl e of the ice—the water-filled hole fromwhich the neteorite had been
extracted. “That's the problem”

Del ta- One | ooked at the hole. It was still surrounded by pylons, and the surface
of the water appeared calm “I don’'t see anything.”

“Look again.” He maneuvered the joystick, spiraling the m crobot down toward the
surface of the hole.

As Delta-One studi ed the darkened pool of nelted water nmore closely, he saw
sonet hi ng that caused himto recoil in shock. “Wat the..?”

Del ta- Three came over and | ooked. He too | ooked stunned. “My God. |s that the
extraction pit? Is the water supposed to be doing that?”

“No,” Delta-One said. “It sure as hell isnt.”
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Al t hough Rachel Sexton was currently sitting inside a |arge netal box situated
three thousand mles from Washington, D.C., she felt the sane pressure as if
she’ d been sumoned to the Wiite House. The vi deophone nonitor before her

di spl ayed a crystal clear inmage of President Zach Herney seated in the Wite
House conmuni cations room before the presidential seal. The digital audio
connection was flaw ess, and with the exception of an al nost inperceptible

del ay, the man coul d have been in the next room

Their conversation was upbeat and direct. The Presi dent seened pl eased, though
not at all surprised, by Rachel’s favorable assessnment of NASA's find and of his
choice to use Mchael Tolland s captivating persona as a spokesman. The
President’s nood was good-natured and jocul ar.

“As |'’msure you will agree,” Herney said, his voice growi ng nore serious now,
“in a perfect world, the ram fications of this discovery would be purely



scientific in nature.” He paused, |eaning forward, his face filling the screen.
“Unfortunately, we don’t live in a perfect world, and this NASA triunph is going
to be a political football the nonent | announce it.”

“Consi dering the conclusive proof and who you’' ve recruited for endorsenents, |

can’t imagi ne how the public or any of your opposition will be able to do
anyt hi ng other than accept this discovery as confirmed fact.”
Her ney gave an al nobst sad chuckle. “My political opponents will believe what

they see, Rachel. My concerns are that they won't |ike what they see.”

Rachel noted how careful the President was being not to mention her father. He
spoke only in terns of “the opposition” or “political opponents.” “And you think
your opposition will cry conspiracy simply for political reasons?” she asked
“That is the nature of the gane. All anyone needs to do is cast a faint doubt,
saying that this discovery is sonme kind of political fraud concocted by NASA and
the White House, and all of a sudden, |I'’mfacing an inquiry. The newspapers
forget NASA has found proof of extraterrestrial life, and the nedia starts
focusi ng on uncovering evidence of a conspiracy. Sadly, any innuendo of
conspiracy with respect to this discovery will be bad for science, bad for the
Wi te House, bad for NASA, and, quite frankly, bad for the country.”

“Which is why you postponed announcing until you had full confirmation and sone
reputable civilian endorsenments.”

“My goal is to present this data in so incontrovertible a way that any cynicism
is nipped in the bud. | want this discovery celebrated with the untainted
dignity it deserves. NASA nmerits no |less.”

Rachel’s intuition was tingling now. Wat does he want from ne?

“Cbviously,” he continued, “you’re in a unique position to help ne. Your
experience as an analyst as well as your obvious ties to nmy opponent give you
enormous credibility with respect to this discovery.”

Rachel felt a growi ng disillusionnment. He wants to use ne.just |like Pickering
said he woul d!

“That said,” Herney continued, “lI would |ike to ask that you endorse this

di scovery personally, for the record, as ny Wite House intelligence liaison.and
as the daughter of ny opponent.”

There it was. On the table.

Herney wants me to endorse.

Rachel really had thought Zach Herney was above this kind of spiteful politics.
A public endorsenment from Rachel woul d i nmediately nmake the neteorite a personal
i ssue for her father, leaving the senator unable to attack the discovery’s
credibility without attacking the credibility of his own daughter—a death
sentence for a “famlies first” candidate.

“Frankly, sir,” Rachel said, looking into the nonitor, “1’m stunned you woul d
ask me to do that.”

The President |ooked taken aback. “I thought you would be excited to help out.”
“Excited? Sir, my differences with nmy father aside, this request puts me in an
i npossi bl e position. | have enough problens with ny father w thout going

head-to-head with himin sone kind of public death match. Despite ny admitted
dislike of the man, he is ny father, and pitting me against himin a public
forum frankly seems beneath you.”

“Hol d on!” Herney waved his hands in surrender.

“Who said anything about a public forun®”

Rachel paused. “1 assunme you'd like me to join the adm nistrator of NASA on the
podi um for the eight o clock press conference.”

Herney’ s guffaw boomed in the audi o speakers. “Rachel, what kind of man do you
think | an? Do you really imagine |’d ask soneone to stab her father in the back
on national television?”

“But, you said—=

“And do you think I would make the NASA adninistrator share the limelight with

t he daughter of his arch eneny? Not to burst your bubble, Rachel, but this press



conference is a scientific presentation. |I'’mnot sure your know edge of
meteorites, fossils, or ice structures would I end the event much credibility.”
Rachel felt herself flush. “But then.what endorsenent did you have in mind?”
“One nore appropriate to your position.”

“Sir?”

“You are ny White House intelligence liaison. You brief nmy staff on issues of
nati onal inportance.”

“You want nme to endorse this for your staff?”

Herney still | ooked anmused by the m sunderstanding. “Yes, | do. The skepticism
I"I'l face outside the White House is nothing conpared to what |'m facing fromny
staff right now We're in the mdst of a full-scale nmutiny here. My credibility
in-house is shot. My staff has begged me to cut back NASA funding. |’ve ignored
them and it’'s been political suicide.”

“Until now”

“Exactly. As we discussed this norning, this discovery’s timng will seem
suspect to political cynics, and nobody’s as cynical as ny staff is at the
moment . Therefore, when they hear this information for the first time, | want it

to come from=

“You haven't told your staff about the neteorite?”

“Only a few top advisers. Keeping this discovery a secret has been a top
priority.”

Rachel was stunned. No wonder he’'s facing a nutiny. “But this is not my usua
area. A nmeteorite could hardly be considered an intelligence-related gist.”
“Not in the traditional sense, but it certainly has all the elements of your
usual work—eonplex data that needs to be distilled, substantial politica

ram ficati ons—=

“l amnot a neteorite specialist, sir. Shouldn't your staff be briefed by the
admi ni strator of NASA?”

“Are you ki ddi ng? Everyone here hates him As far as ny staff is concerned,
Ekstromis the snake-oil sal esman who has lured nme into bad deal after bad
deal .”

Rachel could see the point. “How about Corky Marlinson? The National Medal in
Astrophysics? He's got far nore credibility than | do.”

“My staff is made up of politicians, Rachel, not scientists. You ve net Dr.

Marlinson. | think he's terrific, but if I let an astrophysicist |oose on ny
team of left-brain, think-inside-the-box intellectuals, I'll end up with a herd
of deer in the headlights. | need soneone accessible. You' re the one, Rachel. My

staff knows your work, and considering your fam |y nanme, you' re about as

unbi ased a spokesperson as ny staff could hope to hear from”

Rachel felt herself being pulled in by the President’s affable style. “At |east
you admt mny being the daughter of your opponent has something to do with your
request.”

The President gave a sheepish chuckle. “Of course it does. But, as you can

i magine, ny staff will be briefed one way or another, no matter what you decide
You are not the cake, Rachel, you are sinply the icing. You are the individua
nmost qualified to do this briefing, and you al so happen to be a close relative
of the man who wants to kick ny staff out of the Wiite House next term You' ve
got credibility on two accounts.”

“You should be in sales.”

“As a matter of fact, | am As is your father. And to be honest, I1'd like to
close a deal for a change.” The President renoved his glasses and | ooked into
Rachel s eyes. She felt a touch of her father’s power in him “l am asking you

as a favor, Rachel, and al so because | believe it is part of your job. So which
isit? Yes or no? WIIl you brief my staff on this matter?”

Rachel felt trapped inside the tiny PSC trailer. Nothing Iike the hard sell

Even from three thousand niles away, Rachel could feel the strength of his wll
pressing through the video screen. She also knew this was a perfectly reasonabl e



request, whether she liked it or not.

“l"d have conditions,” Rachel said.

Herney arched his eyebrows. “Being?”

“l1 neet your staff in private. No reporters. This is a private briefing, not a
public endorsenent.”

“You have my word. Your neeting is already slated for a very private |location.”
Rachel sighed. “All right then.”

The President beanmed. “Excellent.”

Rachel checked her watch, surprised to see it was already a little past four

o' clock. “Hold on,” she said, puzzled, “if you re going live at eight PP.M, we
don’'t have tinme. Even in that vile contraption you sent me up here in, |
couldn’t get back to the Wiite House for another couple of hours at the very
fastest. |1'd have to prepare ny renmarks and—=

The President shook his head. “I'’mafraid | didn't make nyself clear. You'll be
doing the briefing fromwhere you are via video conference.”

“COh.” Rachel hesitated. “What tinme did you have in m nd?”

“Actual ly,” Herney said, grinning. “How about right now? Everyone is already
assenbl ed, and they're staring at a big blank television set. They're waiting

for you.”

Rachel’s body tensed. “Sir, |I'mtotally unprepared. | can’'t possibly—=

“Just tell themthe truth. How hard is that?”

“But =

“Rachel ,” the President said, |eaning toward the screen. “Renenber, you conpile

and relay data for a living. It’'s what you do. Just talk about what's going on
up there.” He reached up to flick a switch on his video transm ssion gear, but
paused. “And | think you'll be pleased to find |I’'ve set you up in a position of
power.”

Rachel didn’t understand what he nmeant, but it was too late to ask. The
President threw the switch.

The screen in front of Rachel went blank for a nonent. When it refreshed, Rache
was staring at one of the nobst unnerving i mages she had ever seen. Directly in
front of her was the Wiite House Oval Ofice. It was packed. Standing room only.
The entire White House staff appeared to be there. And every one of them was
staring at her. Rachel now realized her view was fromatop the President’s desk.
Speaki ng from a position of power. Rachel was sweating already.

From the | ooks on the faces of the White House staffers, they were as surprised
to see Rachel as she was to see them

“Ms. Sexton?” a raspy voice called out.

Rachel searched the sea of faces and found who had spoken. It was a | anky woman
just now taking a seat in the front row. Marjorie Tench. The woman's distinctive
appearance was unm st akable, even in a crowd.

“Thank you for joining us, Ms. Sexton,” Marjorie Tench said, sounding smug. “The
President tells us you have sone news?”
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Enj oyi ng the darkness, pal eontol ogi st Wailee M ng sat alone in quiet reflection
at his private work area. His senses were alive with anticipation for tonight’s
event. Soon | will be the nost fanmous pal eontol ogist in the world. He hoped

M chael Tolland had been generous and featured Mng's coments in the

docunent ary.

As M ng savored his inmpending fanme, a faint vibration shuddered through the ice
beneath his feet, causing himto junp up. His earthquake instinct fromliving in
Los Angel es made hi m hypersensitive to even the faintest palpitations of the
ground. At the nonent, though, Mng felt foolish to realize the vibration was



perfectly normal. It’'s just ice calving, he rem nded himself, exhaling. He stil
hadn’t gotten used to it. Every few hours, a distant expl osion runbled through
the night as sonewhere along the glacial frontier a huge block of ice cracked
off and fell into the sea. Norah Mangor had a nice way of putting it. New

i cebergs being born...

On his feet now, Mng stretched his arns. He | ooked across the habi sphere, and
off in the distance beneath the blaze of television spotlights, he could see a
cel ebration was getting underway. M ng was not nmuch for parties and headed in
the opposite direction across the habi sphere.

The labyrinth of deserted work areas now felt |ike a ghost town, the entire done
taking on an al nost sepulchral feel. A chill seemed to have settled inside, and
M ng buttoned up his long, canel -hair coat.

Up ahead he saw the extraction shaft —+he point from which the nost nmagnificent
fossils in all of human history had been taken. The giant netal tripod had now
been stowed and the pool sat alone, surrounded by pylons |ike sone kind of
shunned pothole on a vast parking ot of ice. Mng wandered over to the pit,
standi ng a safe di stance back, peering into the two-hundred-foot-deep pool of
frigid water. Soon it would refreeze, erasing all traces that anyone had ever
been here.

The pool of water was a beautiful sight, Mng thought. Even in the dark
Especially in the dark.

M ng hesitated at the thought. Then it registered.

There' s sonet hing wong

As M ng focused nore closely on the water, he felt his previous contentedness
give way to a sudden whirlw nd of confusion. He blinked his eyes, stared again
and then quickly turned his gaze across the done.fifty yards away toward the
mass of people celebrating in the press area. He knew they could not see himway
over here in the dark

| should tell soneone about this, shouldn't 1?2

M ng | ooked again at the water, wondering what he would tell them WAs he seeing
an optical illusion? Some kind of strange reflection?

Uncertain, Mng stepped beyond the pylons and squatted down at the edge of the
pit. The water |evel was four feet below the ice |evel, and he | eaned down to
get a better |ook. Yes, sonething was definitely strange. It was inpossible to
m ss, and yet it had not becone visible until the lights in the done had gone
out .

M ng stood up. Sonebody definitely needed to hear about this. He started off at
a hurried pace toward the press area. Conpleting only a few steps, Mng slamed
on the brakes. Good Cod! He spun back toward the hole, his eyes going wide with
realization. It had just dawned on him

“l npossi ble!” he blurted al oud.

And yet M ng knew that was the only explanation. Think, carefully, he cautioned.
There must be a nore reasonable rationale. But the harder M ng thought, the nore
convi nced he was of what he was seeing. There is no other explanation! He could
not believe that NASA and Corky Marlinson had sonehow mi ssed sonething this
incredi ble, but Mng wasn't conpl ai ni ng.

This is Wailee M ng’'s di scovery now

Trenbling with excitenent, Mng ran to a nearby work area and found a beaker

Al'l he needed was a little water sanple. Nobody was going to believe this!
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“As intelligence liaison to the Wiite House,” Rachel Sexton was saying, trying
to keep her voice fromshaking as she addressed the crowd on the screen before
her, “nmy duties include traveling to political hot spots around the gl obe,



anal yzing volatile situations, and reporting to the President and Wite House
staff.”

A bead of sweat formed just bel ow her hairline and Rachel dabbed it away,
silently cursing the President for dropping this briefing into her lap with zero
war ni ng.

“Never before have ny travels taken me to quite this exotic a spot.” Rache
motioned stiffly to the cranped trailer around her. “Believe it or not, | am
addressing you right now from above the Arctic Circle on a sheet of ice that is
over three hundred feet thick.”

Rachel sensed a bewi |l dered anticipation in the faces on the screen before her.
They obviously knew they had been packed into the Oval O fice for a reason, but
certainly none of theminmagined it would have anything to do with a devel opnent
above the Arctic Circle.

The sweat was beading again. Get it together, Rachel. This is what you do. “I

sit before you tonight with great honor, pride, and..above all, excitenent.”
Bl ank | ooks.
Screw it, she thought, angrily wi ping the sweat away. | didn't sign up for this.

Rachel knew what her nother would say if she were here now. Wen in doubt, just
spit it out! The old Yankee proverb enbodi ed one of her nobm s basic beliefs—that
all chall enges can be overconme by speaking the truth, no matter how it cones
out.

Taking a deep breath, Rachel sat up tall and | ooked straight into the canera.
“Sorry, folks, if you re wondering how | could be sweating ny butt off above the
Arctic Circle.l’ma little nervous.”

The faces before her seemed to jolt back a monment. Some uneasy | aughter.

“In addition,” Rachel said, “your boss gave ne about ten seconds’ warning before
telling me | would be facing his entire staff. This baptismby fire is not
exactly what | had in nmnd for ny first visit to the Oval Ofice.”

More | aughter this tine.

“And,” she said, glancing down at the bottom of the screen, “I had certainly not
i magined | would be sitting at the President’s desk..much less on it!”

This brought a hearty | augh and sonme broad sniles. Rachel felt her nuscles
starting to relax. Just give it to them straight.

“Here’s the situation.” Rachel’s voice now sounded |ike her own. Easy and cl ear
“President Herney has been absent fromthe nedia spotlight this past week not
because of his lack of interest in his campaign, but rather because he has been
engrossed in another matter. One he felt was far nore inportant.”

Rachel paused, her eyes nmmking contact now with her audience.

“There has been a scientific discovery nmade in a location called the MIne Ice
Shelf in the high Arctic. The President will be inform ng the world about it in
a press conference tonight at eight o' clock. The find was nmade by a group of

har dwor ki ng Ameri cans who have endured a string of tough luck |ately and deserve
a break. I'mtal king about NASA. You can be proud to know that your President,
wi th apparent clairvoyant confidence, has made a point of standing beside NASA
lately through thick and thin. Now, it appears his loyalty is going to be

rewar ded.”

It was not until that very instant that Rachel realized how historically
monmentous this was. A tightness rose in her throat, and she fought it off,

pl owi ng onward

“As an intelligence officer who specializes in the analysis and verification of
data, | am one of several people the President has called upon to exam ne the
NASA data. | have examined it personally as well as conferring with severa
speci al i st s—both governnment and civilian—en and wonen whose credentials are
beyond reproach and whose stature is beyond political influence. It is ny

prof essi onal opinion that the data | am about to present to you is factual in
its origins and unbiased in its presentation. Mreover, it is my personal

opi nion that the President, in good faith to his office and the Anmerican peopl e,



has shown admirable care and restraint in delaying an announcenment | know he
woul d have | oved to have nmade | ast week.”

Rachel watched the crowd before her exchangi ng puzzled | ooks. They all returned
their gaze to her, and she knew she had their undivided attention.

“Ladi es and gentlenen, you are about to hear what |I’msure you will agree is one
of the nmost exciting pieces of information ever revealed in this office.”
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The aerial viewcurrently being transmtted to the Delta Force by the m crobot
circling inside the habi sphere | ooked |ike sonmething that would win an
avant-garde filmcontest—+the dimlighting, the glistening extraction hole, and
the well -dressed Asian lying on the ice, his canel-hair coat splayed around him
l'i ke enornous wi ngs. He was obviously trying to extract a water sanple.

“We’ve got to stop him” said Delta-Three.

Del ta- One agreed. The MIne Ice Shelf held secrets his team was authorized to
protect with force

“How do we stop hin?” Delta-Two chal |l enged, still gripping the joystick. “These
nm crobots are not equi pped.”

Del t a- One scow ed. The microbot currently hovering i nside the habi sphere was a
recon nodel, stripped down for longer flight. It was about as lethal as a
housefly.

“We should call the controller,” Delta-Three stated

Delta-One stared intently at the inmage of the solitary Wailee Mng, perched
precariously on the rimof the extraction pit. Nobody was anywhere near hi m-and
ice cold water had a way of nmuffling one’s ability to scream “Gve ne the
controls.”

“What are you doing?” the soldier on the joystick demanded.

“What we were trained to do,” Delta-One snapped, taking over. “Inprovise.

”
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Wailee Mng lay on his stomach beside the extraction hole, his right arm
extended over the rimtrying to extract a water sanple. H s eyes were definitely
not playing tricks on him his face, now only a yard or so fromthe water, could
see everything perfectly.

This is incredible!

Straining harder, M ng maneuvered the beaker in his fingers, trying to reach
down to the surface of the water. Al he needed was another few inches.

Unable to extend his armany farther, Mng repositioned hinself closer to the
hol e. He pressed the toes of his boots against the ice and firmy replanted his
left hand on the rim Again, he extended his right armas far as he could
Alnmost. He shifted a little closer. Yes! The edge of the beaker broke the
surface of the water. As the liquid flowed into the container, Mng stared in

di shelief.

Then, wi thout warning, something utterly inexplicable occurred. Qut of the
darkness, like a bullet froma gun, flew a tiny speck of netal. Mng only saw it
for a fraction of a second before it smashed into his right eye.

The human instinct to protect one’s eyes was so innately ingrained, that despite
Mng's brain telling himthat any sudden novenents risked his bal ance, he
recoiled. It was a jolting reaction nore out of surprise than pain. Mng' s |eft
hand, closest to his face, shot up reflexively to protect the assaulted eyeball
Even as his hand was in nmotion, Mng knew he had nade a m stake. Wth all of his



wei ght | eaning forward, and his only neans of support suddenly gone, Wailee M ng
teetered. He recovered too |late. Dropping the beaker and trying to grab on to
the slick ice to stop his fall, he slipped—plumreting forward into the darkened
hol e.

The fall was only four feet, and yet as Mng hit the icy water head first he
felt Iike his face had hit paverment at fifty mles an hour. The liquid that

engul fed his face was so cold it felt like burning acid. It brought an

i nst ant aneous spi ke of panic.

Upsi de down and in the darkness, M ng was nmonmentarily disoriented, not know ng
which way to turn toward the surface. H s heavy canel-hair coat kept the icy

bl ast from his body—but only for a second or two. Finally righting hinself, Mng
canme sputtering up for air, just as the water found its way to his back and
chest, engulfing his body in a lung-crushing vise of cold.

“Hee.lp,” he gasped, but Mng could barely pull in enough air to let out a

whi nper. He felt |ike the wind had been knocked out of him

“Heee.lp!” H's cries were inaudible even to hinself. Mng clanbered toward the
side of the extraction pit and tried to pull hinmself out. The wall before him
was vertical ice. Nothing to grab. Underwater, his boots kicked the side of the
wal |, searching for a foothold. Nothing. He strained upward, reaching for the
rim It was only a foot out of reach

M ng’'s muscl es were al ready having troubl e respondi ng. He kicked his Iegs
harder, trying to propel hinmself high enough up the wall to grab the rim His
body felt like lead, and his lungs seemed to have shrunk to nothing, as if they
were being crushed by a python. His water-laden coat was getting heavier by the
second, pulling himdowward. Mng tried to pull it off his body, but the heavy
fabric stuck.

“Hel p..oe!”

The fear canme on in torrents now.

Drowni ng, M ng had once read, was the nost horrific death i magi nable. He had
never dreaned he would find hinself on the verge of experiencing it. Hi s nuscles
refused to cooperate with his mnd, and already he was fighting just to keep his
head above water. His soggy clothing pulled himdowward as his nunb fingers
scratched the sides of the pit.

Hi s screams were only in his nmind now.

And then it happened.

M ng went under. The sheer terror of being conscious of his own inpending death
was somret hi ng he never inagi ned he woul d experience. And yet here he was..sinking
slowy down the sheer ice wall of a two-hundred-foot-deep hole in the ice.

Mul titudes of thoughts flashed before his eyes. Minents from his childhood. H's
career. He wondered if anyone would find himdown here. O would he sinply sink
to the bottomand freeze there..entombed in the glacier for all tine.

M ng’s lungs were screaming for oxygen. He held his breath, still trying to kick
toward the surface. Breathe! He fought the reflex, clanping his insensate |lips
together. Breathe! He tried in vain to swimupward. Breathe! At that instant, in
a deadly battle of human refl ex against reason, Mng s breathing instinct
overcame his ability to keep his nouth cl osed.

Wai | ee M ng inhal ed.

The water crashing into his lungs felt like scalding oil on his sensitive

pul monary tissue. He felt |ike he was burning fromthe inside out. Cruelly,

wat er does not kill immediately. Mng spent seven horrifying seconds inhaling in
the icy water, each breath nore painful than the |ast, each inhalation offering
none of what his body so desperately craved.

Finally, as Mng slid downward into the icy darkness, he felt hinself going
unconsci ous. He wel coned the escape. Al around himin the water M ng saw tiny
gl owi ng specks of light. It was the npost beautiful thing he had ever seen
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The East Appointnent Gate of the Wiite House is |ocated on East Executive Avenue
bet ween the Treasury Department and the East Lawn. The rei nforced perineter
fence and cenent bollards installed after the attack on the Marine barracks in
Beirut give this entry an air that is anything but wel com ng.

Qutside the gate, Gabrielle Ashe checked her watch, feeling a grow ng
nervousness. It was 4:45 P.M, and still nobody had made contact.

EAST APPO NTMENT GATE, 4:30 P.M COVE ALONE

Here I am she thought. Were are you?

Gabrielle scanned the faces of the tourists mlling about, waiting for someone
to catch her eye. A few nen | ooked her over and noved on. Gabrielle was

begi nning to wonder if this had been such a good idea. She sensed the Secret
Serviceman in the sentry shack had his eye on her now. Gabrielle decided her

i nformant had gotten cold feet. Gazing one last tine through the heavy fence
toward the White House, Gabrielle sighed and turned to go.

“Gabrielle Ashe?” the Secret Serviceman called out behind her

Gabrielle wheel ed, her heart catching in her throat. Yes?

The man in the guard shack waved her over. He was |lean with a hunorless face
“Your party is ready to see you now.” He unlocked the nain gate and notioned for
her to enter.

Gabrielle' s feet refused to nmove. “lI’m coming inside?”
The guard nodded. “lI was asked to apol ogi ze for keeping you waiting.”
Gabrielle | ooked at the open doorway and still could not nove. What’'s going on

This was not at all what she had expected.

“You are Gabrielle Ashe, are you not?” the guard demanded, | ooking inpatient
now.

“Yes, sir, but-=

“Then | strongly suggest you follow ne.”

Gabrielle's feet jolted into notion. As she stepped tentatively over the
threshol d, the gate slanmed shut behi nd her
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Two days without sunlight had rearranged M chael Tolland s biol ogical clock

Al t hough his watch said it was |ate afternoon, Tolland s body insisted it was
the mddle of the night. Now, having put the finishing touches on his
docunentary, M chael Tolland had downl oaded the entire video file onto a digital
vi deo di sk and was maki ng his way across the darkened done. Arriving at the
illum nated press area, he delivered the disk to the NASA nmedia technician in
charge of overseeing the presentation.

“Thanks, Mke,” the technician said, w nking as he held up the video disk. “Kind
of redefines ‘nust-see TV, eh?”

Tol | and gave a tired chuckle. “I hope the President likes it.”

“No doubt. Anyhow, your work is done. Sit back and enjoy the show.”

“Thanks.” Tolland stood in the brightly lit press area and surveyed the

convi vial NASA personnel toasting the meteorite with cans of Canadi an beer. Even
though Toll and wanted to celebrate, he felt exhausted, enotionally drained. He
gl anced around for Rachel Sexton, but apparently she was still talking to the
Presi dent.

He wants to put her on-air, Tolland thought. Not that he blaned him Rache
woul d be a perfect addition to the cast of neteorite spokespeople. In addition
to her good | ooks, Rachel exuded an accessi bl e poise and self-confidence that
Tol I and sel dom saw in the women he net. Then again, nost of the wonmen Tol | and



met were in tel evision—either ruthless power wonen or gorgeous on-air
“personalities” who | acked exactly that.

Now, slipping quietly away fromthe crowd of bustling NASA enpl oyees, Toll and
navi gated the web of pathways across the dome, wondering where the other
civilian scientists had di sappeared to. If they felt half as drained as he did,
they should be in the bunking area grabbing a catnap before the big nonent.
Ahead of himin the distance, Tolland could see the circle of SHABA pylons
around the deserted extraction pit. The enpty donme overhead seened to echo with
the hol I ow voices of distant menories. Tolland tried to block them out.

Forget the ghosts, he willed hinself. They often haunted himat tinmes |ike
these, when he was tired or alone—tinmes of personal triunmph or celebration. She
should be with you right now, the voice whispered. Alone in the darkness, he
felt hinself reeling backward into oblivion.

Celia Birch had been his sweetheart in graduate school. One Val entine’s Day,
Tol | and took her to her favorite restaurant. When the waiter brought Celia's
dessert, it was a single rose and a dianond ring. Celia understood i medi ately.
Wth tears in her eyes, she spoke a single word that made M chael Tolland as
happy as he’d ever been.

“Yes.”

Filled with anticipation, they bought a small house near Pasadena, where Celia
got a job as a science teacher. Although the pay was nodest, it was a start, and
it was also close to Scripps Institute of Oceanography in San Di ego, where
Tol | and had | anded his dream job aboard a geol ogic research ship. Tolland s work
meant he was away for three or four days at a tine, but his reunions with Celia
wer e al ways passi onate and exciting.

Wil e at sea, Tolland began vi deotaping sone of his adventures for Celia, nmaking
m ni docunentaries of his work onboard the ship. After one trip, he returned with
a grainy hone video that he’d shot out of the wi ndow of a deepwater
subnersi bl e—the first footage ever shot of a bizarre chenpotropic cuttlefish that
nobody even knew existed. On canera, as he narrated the video, Tolland was
practically bursting out of the submarine with enthusiasm

Literally thousands of undi scovered species, he gushed, live in these depths!
We’'ve barely scratched the surface! There are nysteries down here that none of
us can i magi ne!

Celia was enthralled with her husband s ebullience and concise scientific

expl anation. On a whim she showed the tape to her science class, and it becane
an instant hit. Other teachers wanted to borrow it. Parents wanted to make
copies. It seened everyone was eagerly awaiting Mchael’s next installnent.
Celia suddenly had an idea. She called a college friend of hers who worked for
NBC and sent her a videotape.

Two nmonths |ater, Mchael Tolland cane to Celia and asked her to take a wal k
with himon Kingman Beach. It was their special place, where they always went to
share their hopes and dreans.

“1 have sonmething | want to tell you,” Tolland said.

Celia stopped, taking her husband s hands as the water |apped around their feet.
“What is it?”

Tol | and was bursting. “Last week, | got a call from NBC tel evision. They think
shoul d host an oceani c docunentary series. It’'s perfect. They want to nmke a
pil ot next year! Can you believe it?”

Celia kissed him beanming. “I believe it. You'll be great.”

Six nonths later, Celia and Tolland were sailing near Catalina when Celia began
conplaining of pain in her side. They ignored it for a few weeks, but finally it
got too much. Celia went in to have it checked out.

In an instant, Tolland's dreamlife shattered into a hellish nightmare. Celia
was ill. Very ill.

“Advanced stages of |ynphoma,” the doctors explained. “Rare in people her age,
but certainly not unheard of.”



Celia and Tolland visited countless clinics and hospitals, consulting with
speci alists. The answer was al ways the sanme. |ncurable.

I will not accept that! Tolland i mediately quit his job at Scripps Institute,
forgot all about the NBC documentary, and focused all of his energy and | ove on
hel ping Celia get well. She fought hard too, bearing the pain with a grace that

only made him |l ove her nore. He took her for long wal ks on Ki ngman Beach, nade
her healthy neals, and told her stories of the things they would do when she got
better.

But it was not to be.

Only seven nonths had passed when M chael Tolland found hinmself sitting beside
his dying wife in a stark hospital ward. He no | onger recognized her face. The
savageness of the cancer was rivaled only by the brutality of the chenotherapy.
She was |l eft a ravaged skel eton. The final hours were the hardest.

“M chael ,” she said, her voice raspy. “It’s tine to let go.”

“l can’t.” Tolland s eyes well ed.

“You're a survivor,” Celia said. “You have to be. Pronise ne you' Il find another
| ove.”
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“1"1'l never want another.” Tolland neant it.

“You'll have to learn.”

Celia died on a crystal clear Sunday norning in June. Mchael Tolland felt |ike
a ship torn fromits nmoorings and thrown adrift in a raging sea, his conpass
smashed. For weeks he spun out of control. Friends tried to help, but his pride
coul d not bear their pity.

You have a choice to nake, he finally realized. Wrk or die.

Har deni ng his resolve, Tolland threw hinself back into Amazi ng Seas. The program
quite literally saved his life. In the four years that foll owed, Tolland s show
took off. Despite the matchmaking efforts of his friends, Tolland endured only a
handful of dates. Al were fiascos or nutual disappointnments, so Tolland finally
gave up and bl aned his busy travel schedule for his lack of social life. His
best friends knew better, though; M chael Tolland sinply was not ready.

The meteorite extraction pit |oonmed before Tolland now, pulling himfromhis

pai nful reverie. He shook off the chill of his menories and approached the
opening. In the darkened done, the nelt water in the hole had taken on an al nost
surreal and magi cal beauty. The surface of the pool was shimrering like a
moonl it pond. Tolland's eyes were drawn to specks of light on the top | ayer of
the water, as if sonmeone had sprinkl ed blue-green sparkles onto the surface. He
stared a | ong monment at the shimering.

Sonmet hi ng about it seemed peculiar.

At first glance, he thought the gleam ng water was sinply reflecting the gl ow of
the spotlights fromacross the done. Now he saw this was not the case at all.
The shimrers possessed a greenish tint and seened to pulse in a rhythm as if
the surface of the water were alive, illumnating itself from wthin.

Unsettled, Tolland stepped beyond the pylons for a closer | ook.

Across the habi sphere, Rachel Sexton exited the PSC trailer into darkness. She

paused a nonment, disoriented by the shadowy vault around her. The habi sphere was

now a gaping cavern, lit only by incidental effulgence radiating out fromthe
stark media |ights against the north wall. Unnerved by the darkness around her
she headed instinctively for the illum nated press area.

Rachel felt pleased with the outcome of her briefing of the Wite House staff.
Once she’'d recovered fromthe President’s little stunt, she’d snoothly conveyed
everyt hing she knew about the neteorite. As she spoke, she watched the
expressions on the faces of the President’s staff go fromincredul ous shock, to
hopeful belief, and finally to awestruck acceptance.

“Extraterrestrial |ife?” she had heard one of themexclaim “Do you know what
t hat neans?”
“Yes,” another replied. “It means we're going to win this election.”

As Rachel approached the dranmatic press area, she inmagined the inpending



announcenment and couldn’t help but wonder if her father really deserved the
presidential steanroller that was about to blindside him crushing his canpaign
in a single blow

The answer, of course, was yes.

VWenever Rachel Sexton felt any soft spot for her father, all she had to do was
remenber her nother. Katherine Sexton. The pain and shane Sedgew ck Sexton had
brought on her was reprehensibl e..com ng home | ate every night, |ooking smug and
snel ling of perfume. The feigned religious zeal her father hid behind—all the
while lying and cheating, know ng Katherine would never |eave him

Yes, she deci ded, Senator Sexton was about to get exactly what he deserved.

The crowd in the press area was jovial. Everyone held beers. Rachel noved
through the crowd feeling |ike a coed at a frat party. She wondered where

M chael Tolland had gone.

Corky Marlinson materialized beside her. “Looking for M ke?”

Rachel startled. “Well .no.sort of.”

Corky shook his head in disgust. “I knewit. Mke just left. | think he was
headed back to go grab a few wi nks.” Corky squinted across the dusky done.
“Al though it looks like you can still catch him” He gave her a puggish snile

and pointed. “M ke becones nesnerized every tine he sees water.”

Rachel followed Corky’'s outstretched finger toward the center of the dome, where
the sil houette of M chael Tolland stood, gazing down into the water in the
extraction pit.

“What’'s he doing?” she asked. “That’s kind of dangerous over there.”

Corky grinned. “Probably taking a |l eak. Let’s go push him?”

Rachel and Corky crossed the darkened donme toward the extraction pit. As they
drew cl ose to M chael Tolland, Corky called out.

“Hey, aqua man! Forget your sw nsuit?”

Tol I and turned. Even in the dinnmess, Rachel could see his expression was
uncharacteristically grave. His face | ooked oddly illum nated, as if he were
being Iit from bel ow.

“Everything okay, M ke?” she asked.

“Not exactly.” Tolland pointed into the water.

Corky stepped over the pylons and joined Tolland at the edge of the shaft.
Corky’s mpod seened to cool instantly when he | ooked in the water. Rachel joined
them stepping past the pylons to the edge of the pit. Wen she peered into the
hol e, she was surprised to see specks of blue-green |ight shinmering on the
surface. Like neon dust particles floating in the water. They seened to be

pul sating green. The effect was beautiful.

Tol l and picked up a shard of ice off the glacial floor and tossed it into the
wat er. The water phosphoresced at the point of inpact, glowing with a sudden
green spl ash.

“M ke,” Corky said, |ooking uneasy, “please tell me you know what that is.”
Tol l and frowned. “I know exactly what this is. My question is, what the hell is
it doing here?”
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“We’ve got flagellates,” Tolland said, staring into the |unm nescent water.

“Fl at ul ence?” Corky scowl ed. “Speak for yourself.”

Rachel sensed M chael Tolland was in no joking nood.

“l don’t know how it could have happened,” Tolland said, “but sonehow this water
cont ai ns bi ol uni nescent dinoflagellates.”

“Bi ol um nescent what?” Rachel said . Speak Engli sh.

“Monocel | ed pl ankton capabl e of oxidizing a |unm nescent catalyst called
luceferin.”

”



That was English?

Tol | and exhal ed and turned to his friend. “Corky, there any chance the neteorite

we pulled out of that hole had Iiving organisns on it?”

Corky burst out |aughing. “M ke, be serious!”

“l am serious.”

“No chance, Mke! Believe nme, if NASA had any inkling whatsoever that there were

extraterrestrial organisnms living on that rock, you can be damm sure they never

woul d have extracted it into the open air.”

Tol l and | ooked only partially conforted, his relief apparently clouded by a

deeper nystery. “I can’t be for sure without a mcroscope,” Tolland said, *“but

it looks to ne like this is a biolum nescent plankton fromthe phylum Pyrrophyta
Its name neans fire plant. The Arctic Ocean is filled with it.”

Corky shrugged. “So why'd you ask if they were from space?”

“Because,” Tolland said, “the neteorite was buried in glacial ice—fresh water

fromsnowfalls. The water in that hole is glacial nelt and has been frozen for

three centuries. How coul d ocean creatures get in there?”

Tol l and’ s poi nt brought a |ong sil ence.

Rachel stood at the edge of the pool and tried to get her m nd around what she

was | ooki ng at. Biolum nescent plankton in the extraction shaft. Wat does it

mean?

“There’s got to be a crack somewhere down there,” Tolland said. “lIt’s the only

expl anati on. The pl ankton nust have entered the shaft through a fissure in the

ice that allowed ocean water to seep in.”

Rachel didn’t understand. “Seep in? From where?” She recalled her long |ceRover

ride in fromthe ocean. “The coast is a good two nmiles fromhere.”

Bot h Corky and Tol | and gave Rachel an odd |ook. “Actually,” Corky said, “the

ocean is directly underneath us. This slab of ice is floating.”

Rachel stared at the two nen, feeling utterly perplexed. “Floating? But.we're on

a glacier.”

“Yes, we're on a glacier,” Tolland said, “but we're not over |land. d aciers

sonetimes flow off a | andmass and fan out over water. Because ice is lighter

than water, the glacier sinply continues to flow, floating out over the ocean

like an enormous ice raft. That’s the definition of an ice shelf.the floating

section of a glacier.” He paused. “W're actually alnmpst a nmle out to sea at

the nmonment.”

Shocked, Rachel instantly becanme wary. As she adjusted her nmental picture of her

surroundi ngs, the thought of standing over the Arctic Ocean brought with it a

sense of fear.

Tol | and seened to sense her uneasiness. He stanped his foot reassuringly on the

ice. “Don't worry. This ice is three hundred feet thick, with two hundred of

those feet floating below the water like an ice cube in a glass. Makes the shelf

very stable. You could build a skyscraper on this thing.”

Rachel gave a wan nod, not entirely convinced. The m sgivings aside, she now

understood Tolland's theory about the origins of the plankton. He thinks there’'s

a crack that goes all the way down to the ocean, allow ng plankton to cone up

through it into the hole. It was feasible, Rachel decided, and yet it involved a

par adox that bothered her. Norah Mangor had been very clear about the integrity

of the glacier, having drilled dozens of test cores to confirmits solidity.

Rachel | ooked at Tolland. “l thought the glacier’s perfection was the

cornerstone of all the strata-dating records. Didn't Dr. Mangor say the gl acier

had no cracks or fissures?”

Corky frowned. “Looks like the ice queen nmuffed it.”

Don't say that too loudly, Rachel thought, or you'll get an ice pick in the

back.

Tol | and stroked his chin as he watched the phosphorescing creatures. “There’'s

literally no other explanation. There nust be a crack. The weight of the ice

shel f on top of the ocean nust be pushing plankton-rich sea-water up into the

”



hol e.”

One hell of a crack, Rachel thought. If the ice here was three hundred feet
thick and the hole was two hundred feet deep, then this hypothetical crack had
to pass through a hundred feet of solid ice. Norah Mangor’s test cores showed no
cracks.

“Do me a favor,” Tolland said to Corky. “Go find Norah. Let’s hope to God she
knows sonething about this glacier that she’s not telling us. And find M ng,

too, maybe he can tell us what these little glow-beasties are.”

Corky headed of f.

“Better hurry,” Tolland called after him glancing back into the hole. “I could
swear this biolunm nescence is fading.”
Rachel | ooked at the hole. Sure enough, the green was not so brilliant now.

Tol |l and renpved his parka and |lay down on the ice next to the hole.

Rachel watched, confused. “M ke?”

“l want to find out if there's any saltwater flowing in.”

“By lying on the ice without a coat?”

“Yup.” Tolland crawi ed on his belly to the edge of the hole. Hol ding one sleeve
of the coat over the edge, he let the other sleeve dangle down the shaft unti
the cuff skimed the water. “This is a highly accurate salinity test used by
wor | d- cl ass oceanographers. It's called ‘licking a wet jacket.'”

Qut on the ice shelf, Delta-One struggled with the controls, trying to keep the
danmaged microbot in flight over the group now assenbl ed around the excavation
pit. Fromthe sounds of the conversation beneath, he knew things were unraveling
fast.

“Call the controller,’

he said. “W’ve got a serious problem”
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Gabrielle Ashe had taken the White House public tour many tines in her youth,
secretly dream ng of someday working inside the presidential mansion and
becom ng part of the elite teamthat charted the country’ s future. At the
monent, however, she woul d have preferred to be anywhere else in the world.

As the Secret Serviceman fromthe East Gate |led Gabrielle into an ornate foyer
she wondered what in the world her anonynous informant was trying to prove.
Inviting Gabrielle into the White House was insane. What if |’m seen? Gabrielle
had becone quite visible lately in the nmedia as Senator Sexton’s right-hand
aide. Certainly someone woul d recogni ze her

“Ms. Ashe?”

Gabrielle | ooked up. A kind-faced sentry in the foyer gave her a wel coning
smle. “Look over there, please.” He pointed.

Gabrielle | ooked where he was pointing and was blinded by a flashbulb.

“Thank you, ma’am” The sentry led her to a desk and handed her a pen. “Please
sign the entry log.” He pushed a heavy | eather binder in front of her.
Gabrielle looked at the log. The page before her was bl ank. She recalled hearing
once that all Wiite House visitors sign on their own blank page to preserve the
privacy of their visit. She signed her nane.

So much for a secret neeting

Gabrielle wal ked through a nmetal detector, and was then given a cursory pat
down.

The sentry smled. “Enjoy your visit, M. Ashe.”

Gabrielle followed the Secret Serviceman fifty feet dowmn a tiled hallway to a
second security desk. Here, another sentry was assenbling a guest pass that was
just rolling out of a lam nation machine. He punched a hole init, affixed a
neck cord, and slipped it over Gabrielle's head. The plastic was still warm The



photo on the I D was the snapshot they had taken fifteen seconds earlier down the
hal I .

Gabrielle was inpressed. Who says governnent is inefficient?

They continued, the Secret Serviceman |eading her deeper into the Wite House
conplex. Gabrielle was feeling nore uneasy with every step. Woever had extended
the nmysterious invitation certainly was not concerned about keeping the neeting
private. Gabrielle had been issued an official pass, signed the guest |og, and
was now being marched in plain view through the first floor of the Wite House
where public tours were gathered.

“And this is the China Room” a tour guide was saying to a group of tourists,
“home of Nancy Reagan’s $952 per setting red-ri med china that sparked a debate
over conspi cuous consunption back in 1981.”

The Secret Serviceman |led Gabrielle past the tour toward a huge marbl e
staircase, where another tour was ascending. “You are about to enter the
thirty-two-hundred-square-foot East Room” the guide was narrating, “where

Abi gai | Adans once hung John Adanms’s |aundry. Then we will pass to the Red Room
where Dol | ey Madison liquored up visiting heads of state before Janmes Madi son
negotiated with them”

The tourists | aughed.

Gabrielle followed past the stairway through a series of ropes and barricades
into a nore private section of the building. Here they entered a room Gabrielle
had only seen in books and on tel evision. Her breath grew short.

My God, this is the Map Room

No tour ever cane in here. The roonms paneled walls could swing outward to
reveal |ayer upon layer of world maps. This was the place where Roosevelt had
charted the course of World War 1l. Unsettlingly, it was also the roomfrom
which Clinton had adnitted his affair with Monica Lewi nsky. Gabrielle pushed
that particular thought fromher mnd. Mst inportant, the Map Room was a
passageway into the West Wng—the area inside the Wite House where the true
power br okers worked. This was the |ast place Gabrielle Ashe had expected to be
goi ng. She had i nmagi ned her e-mail was com ng from sonme enterprising young
intern or secretary working in one of the conplex’s nore nundane offices.
Apparently not.

I’mgoing into the Wst Wng...

The Secret Serviceman marched her to the very end of a carpeted hallway and
stopped at an unmarked door. He knocked. Gabrielle’s heart was poundi ng.

“1t's open,” sonmeone called frominside.

The man opened the door and notioned for Gabrielle to enter

Gabrielle stepped in. The shades were down, and the roomwas dim She could see
the faint outline of a person sitting at a desk in the darkness.

“Ms. Ashe?” The voice cane from behind a cloud of cigarette snoke. “Welcone.”
As Gabrielle s eyes accustomed to the dark, she began to nmke out an
unsettlingly fanmiliar face, and her nuscles went taut with surprise. TH'S is who
has been sending me e-mail ?

“Thank you for coming,” Marjorie Tench said, her voice cold.

“Ms... Tench?” Gabrielle stamered, suddenly unable to breathe.

“Call me Marjorie.” The hideous woman stood up, blow ng snoke out of her nose
like a dragon. “You and | are about to become best friends.”

41

Norah Mangor stood at the extraction shaft beside Tolland, Rachel, and Corky and
stared into the pitch-black nmeteorite hole. “MKke,” she said, “you’'re cute, but
you' re insane. There’s no biolum nescence here.”

Tol I and now wi shed he’d thought to take sonme video; while Corky had gone to find



Norah and M ng, the biolum nescence had begun fading rapidly. Wthin a couple of
mnutes, all the twi nkling had sinply stopped.

Tol l and threw another piece of ice into the water, but nothing happened. No
green spl ash.

“Where did they go?” Corky asked.

Tolland had a fairly good idea. Biolun nescence—ene of nature’s npbst ingenious
def ense nmechani sme—was a natural response for plankton in distress. A plankton
sensing it was about to be consunmed by | arger organi snms woul d begin flashing in
hopes of attracting much |larger predators that would scare off the origina
attackers. In this case, the plankton, having entered the shaft through a crack,
suddenly found thenmselves in a primarily freshwater environnent and

bi ol uminesced in panic as the freshwater slowy killed them “I think they
died.”

“They were nurdered,” Norah scoffed. “The Easter Bunny swamin and ate them"”
Corky glared at her. “lI saw the |um nescence too, Norah.”

“Was it before or after you took LSD?”
“Why would we lie about this?” Corky demanded.

“Men lie.”
“Yeah, about sleeping with other wonen, but never about bi ol um nescent
pl ankt on.”

Tol | and sighed. “Norah, certainly you re aware that plankton do live in the
oceans beneath the ice.”

“Mke,” she replied with a glare, “please don't tell nme my business. For the
record, there are over two hundred species of diatonms that thrive under Arctic

i ce shelves. Fourteen species of autotrophic nannofl agellates, twenty
heterotrophic flagellates, forty heterotrophic dinoflagellates, and severa

met azoans, including pol ychaetes, anphipods, copepods, euphausids, and fish. Any
questi ons?”

Toll and frowned. “Clearly you know nore about Arctic fauna than | do, and you
agree there's plenty of life underneath us. So why are you so skeptical that we
saw bi ol um nescent pl ankton?”

“Because, Mke, this shaft is sealed. It’s a closed, freshwater environment. No
ocean pl ankton could possibly get in herel”

“l tasted salt in the water,” Tolland insisted. “Very faint, but present.
Saltwater is getting in here sonehow.”

“Right,” Norah said skeptically. “You tasted salt. You licked the sleeve of an
ol d sweaty parka, and now you' ve deci ded that the PODS density scans and fifteen
separate core sanples are inaccurate.”

Tol l and held out the wet sleeve of his parka as proof.

“Mke, I"'mnot licking your damn jacket.” She | ooked into the hole. “Mght | ask
why droves of alleged plankton decided to swminto this alleged crack?”

“Heat?” Tolland ventured. “A lot of sea creatures are attracted by heat. Wen we
extracted the neteorite, we heated it. The plankton may have been drawn
instinctively toward the tenporarily warner environnent in the shaft.”

Corky nodded. “Sounds | ogical.”

“Logi cal ?” Norah rolled her eyes. “You know, for a prize-w nning physicist and a
wor | d- f anbus oceanographer, you’'re a couple of pretty dense specinens. Has it
occurred to you that even if there is a crack—which | can assure you there is
not—t is physically inpossible for any sea-water to be flowing into this
shaft.” She stared at both of themw th pathetic disdain

“But, Norah..,” Corky began.

“Gentl enmen! We're standi ng above sea | evel here.” She stanped her foot on the
ice. “Hello? This ice sheet rises a hundred feet above the sea. You m ght recal
the big cliff at the end of this shelf? W' re higher than the ocean. If there
were a fissure into this shaft, the water would be flowi ng out of this shaft,

not intoit. It’s called gravity.”

Tol I and and Corky | ooked at each ot her



“Shit,” Corky said. “I didn't think of that.”

Norah pointed into the water-filled shaft. “You may al so have noticed that the
water level isn't changing?”

Tolland felt like an idiot. Norah was absolutely right. If there had been a
crack, the water would be flow ng out, not in. Tolland stood in silence a | ong
moment, wondering what to do next.

“Ckay.” Tolland sighed. “Apparently, the fissure theory makes no sense. But we
saw bi ol um nescence in the water. The only conclusion is that this is not a
closed environnent after all. | realize nmuch of your icedating data is built on
the prenise that the glacier is a solid block, but—=>

“Prem se?” Norah was obviously getting agitated. “Renmenber, this was not just ny
data, M ke. NASA nade the sane findings. W all confirmed this glacier is solid.
No cracks.”

Tol I and gl anced across the done toward the crowd gathered around the press
conference area. “Watever is going on, | think, in good faith, we need to
informthe adm nistrator and—=

“This is bullshit!” Norah hissed. “I'mtelling you this glacial matrix is
pristine. |I'mnot about to have ny core data questioned by a salt lick and sone
absurd hal lucinations.” She stornmed over to a nearby supply area and began
collecting sonme tools. “I’'Il take a proper water sanple, and show you this water
contains no sal twater plankton—tiving or dead!”

Rachel and the others | ooked on as Norah used a sterile pipette on a string to
harvest a water sanple fromthe nmelt pool. Norah placed several drops in a tiny
device that resenbled a mniature tel escope. Then she peered through the ocul us,
pointing the device toward the Iight emanating fromthe other side of the dome.
W thin seconds she was cursing

“Jesus Christ!” Norah shook the device and | ooked again. “Dam it! Sonething' s
got to be wong with this refractonmeter!”

“Sal t wat er ?” Corky gl oat ed

Norah frowned. “Partial. It’'s registering three percent brine—which is totally

i npossible. This glacier is a snow pack. Pure freshwater. There should be no

salt.” Norah carried the sanple to a nearby m croscope and exam ned it. She

gr oaned.

“Pl ankt on?” Tol | and asked.

“G. polyhedra,” she replied, her voice now sedate. “It’s one of the planktons we

gl aci ol ogi sts conmonly see in the oceans under ice shelves.” She glanced over at
Tol l and. “They’re dead now. Cbviously they didn’t survive long in a three
percent saltwater environment.”

The four of them stood in silence a nonment beside the deep shaft.

Rachel wondered what the ram fications of this paradox were for the overal

di scovery. The dil emma appeared mi nor when conpared to the overall scope of the
meteorite, and yet, as an intel analyst, Rachel had w tnessed the coll apse of
entire theories based on smaller snags than this.

“What’ s going on over here?” The voice was a | ow runble.

Everyone | ooked up. The bearish frane of the NASA adninistrator energed fromthe
dark.

“Mnor quandary with the water in the shaft,” Tolland said. “W’re trying to
sort it out.”

Corky sounded al nost gleeful. “Norah’s ice data is screwed.”

“Bite me twice,” Norah whispered.

The admi ni strator approached, his furry eyebrows | owering. “What’s wong with
the ice data.”

Tol | and heaved an uncertain sigh. “W’'re showing a three percent saltwater m X
in the meteorite shaft, which contradicts the glaciology report that the
meteorite was encased in a pristine freshwater glacier.” He paused. “There’'s

al so pl ankton present.”



Ekstrom | ooked al nbst angry. “Obviously that’s inpossible. There are no fissures
in this glacier. The PODS scans confirned that. This neteorite was sealed in a
solid matrix of ice.”

Rachel knew Ekstrom was correct. According to NASA' s density scans, the ice
sheet was rock solid. Hundreds of feet of frozen glacier on all sides of the
meteorite. No cracks. And yet as Rachel imagined how density scans were taken, a
strange thought occurred to her...

“In addition,” Ekstrom was saying, “Dr. Mangor’'s core sanples confirmed the
solidity of the glacier.”

“Exactly!” Norah said, tossing the refractoneter on a desk. “Double
corroboration. No fault lines in the ice. Wich | eaves us no explanation

what soever for the salt and plankton.”

“Actual ly,” Rachel said, the bol dness of her voice surprising even herself.
“There is another possibility.” The brainstormhad hit her fromthe nost

unli kely of menories.

Everyone was | ooking at her now, their skepticism obvious.

Rachel smiled. “There’'s a perfectly sound rationale for the presence of salt and
pl ankton.” She gave Tolland a wy | ook. “And frankly, Mke, |I'msurprised it
didn’t occur to you.”
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“Plankton frozen in the glacier?” Corky Marlinson sounded not at all sold on
Rachel s expl anation. “Not to rain on your parade, but usually when things
freeze they die. These little buggers were flashing us, renmenber?”

“Actually,” Tolland said, giving Rachel an inpressed | ook, “she nay have a
point. There are a nunber of species that enter suspended ani mati on when their
environnent requires it. | did an episode on that phenonenon once.”

Rachel nodded. “You showed northern pike that got frozen in | akes and had to
wait until the thaw to swi maway. You al so tal ked about m cro-organisms called
‘wat erbears’ that becane totally dehydrated in the desert, renmined that way for
decades, and then reinflated when rains returned.”

Tol | and chuckled. “So you really do watch nmy show?”

Rachel gave a slightly embarrassed shrug

“What’ s your point, M. Sexton?” Norah demanded

“Her point,” Tolland said, “which should have dawned on nme earlier, is that one
of the species | nentioned on that programwas a kind of plankton that gets
frozen in the polar ice cap every winter, hibernates inside the ice, and then
swins away every summer when the ice cap thins.” Tolland paused. “Granted the
species | featured on the show was not the biolunm nescent species we saw here,
but maybe the sane thing happened.”

“Frozen plankton,” Rachel continued, excited to have M chael Tolland so

ent husi asti c about her idea, “could explain everything we're seeing here. At
sonme point in the past, fissures could have opened in this glacier, filled with
pl ankton-rich saltwater, and then refroze. What if there were frozen pockets of
saltwater in this glacier? Frozen saltwater containing frozen plankton? | mgine
if while you were raising the heated nmeteorite through the ice, it passed
through a frozen sal twater pocket. The saltwater ice would have nelted,

rel easi ng the plankton from hibernation, and giving us a small percentage of
salt mxed in the freshwater.”

“Ch, for the love of God!” Norah exclainmed with a hostile groan. “Suddenly
everyone's a gl aciol ogist!”

Corky al so | ooked skeptical. “But wouldn’'t PODS have spotted any brine ice
pockets when it did its density scans? After all, brine ice and freshwater ice
have different densities.”



“Barely different,” Rachel said.

“Four percent is a substantial difference,” Norah chall enged.

“Yes, in a lab,” Rachel replied. “But PODS takes its neasurenments from 120 niles
up in space. Its conputers were designed to differentiate between the

obvi ous—+ce and slush, granite and |linmestone.” She turned to the adni nistrator.
“Am 1 right to assune that when PODS neasures densities fromspace, it probably
|l acks the resolution to distinguish brine ice fromfresh ice?”

The admi ni strator nodded. “Correct. A four percent differential is below PODS s
tol erance threshold. The satellite would see brine ice and fresh ice as
identical.”

Tol I and now | ooked intrigued. “This would al so explain the static water level in
the shaft.” He | ooked at Norah. “You said the plankton species you saw in the
extraction shaft was call ed—=

“G  polyhedra, Norah declared. “And now you're wondering if G polyhedra is
capabl e of hibernating inside the ice? You |l be pleased to know the answer is
yes. Absolutely. G polyhedra is found in droves around ice shelves, it

bi ol um nesces, and it can hibernate inside the ice. Any other questions?”’
Everyone exchanged | ooks. From Norah's tone, there was obviously sonme sort of
“but”—and yet it seemed she had just confirned Rachel’s theory.

“So,” Tolland ventured, “you’'re saying it’'s possible, right? This theory makes
sense?”

“Sure,” Norah said, “if you're totally retarded.”
Rachel glared. “I beg your pardon?”
Norah Mangor | ocked stares with Rachel. “I inmagine in your business, alittle

bit of knowl edge is a dangerous thing? Well, trust ne when | tell you that the
same holds true for glaciology.” Norah's eyes shifted now, |ooking at each of
the four people around her. “Let ne clarify this for everyone once and for all
The frozen brine pockets that Ms. Sexton has proposed do occur. They are what
glaciologists call interstices. Interstices, however, formnot as pockets of

sal twater but rather as highly branched networks of brine ice whose tendrils are
as wide as a human hair. That meteorite would have had to pass through one hel

of a dense series of interstices to rel ease enough saltwater to create a three
percent mixture in a pool that deep.”

Ekstrom scowm ed. “So is it possible or not?”

“Not on your life,” Norah said flatly. “Totally inpossible. I would have hit
pockets of brine ice in nmy core sanples.”

“Core sanmples are drilled essentially in random spots, right?” Rachel asked. “Is
there any chance the cores’ placenents, sinply by bad |uck, could have m ssed a
pocket of sea ice?”

“l drilled directly down over the neteorite. Then | drilled nultiple cores only
a few yards on either side. You can’t get any closer.”

“Just asking.”

“The point is noot,” Norah said. “Brine interstices occur only in seasona
ice—ce that forns and nelts every season. The MIne Ice Shelf is fast ice—ce

that forms in the nmountains and holds fast until it migrates to the cal ving zone
and falls into the sea. As convenient as frozen plankton woul d be for expl aining
this nysterious little phenonmenon, | can guarantee there are no hidden networks

of frozen plankton in this glacier.”

The group fell silent again.

Despite the stark rebuttal of the frozen plankton theory, Rachel’s systematic
anal ysis of the data refused to accept the rejection. Instinctively, Rachel knew
that the presence of frozen plankton in the glacier beneath them was the

sinpl est solution to the riddle. The Law of Parsinony, she thought. Her NRO
instructors had driven it into her subconscious. When nultiple explanations
exist, the sinplest is usually correct.

Nor ah Mangor obviously had a lot to lose if her ice-core data was wong, and
Rachel wondered if maybe Norah had seen the plankton, realized she’'d nade a



m stake in claimng the glacier was solid, and was now sinply trying to cover
her tracks.

“All I know,” Rachel said, “is that | just briefed the entire Wite House staff
and told themthis neteorite was discovered in a pristine matrix of ice and had
been seal ed there, untouched by outside influence since 1716, when it broke off
of a fampus neteorite called the Jungersol. This fact now appears to be in sone

question.”
The NASA admi ni strator was silent, his expression grave.
Tolland cleared his throat. “I have to agree with Rachel. There was sal twater

and plankton in the pool. No matter what the explanation is, that shaft is
obviously not a closed environnent. We can’'t say it is.”

Corky was | ooking unconfortable. “Um folks, not to sound |like the
astrophysicist here, but in nmy field when we make m stakes, we’'re usually off by
billions of years. Is this little plankton/saltwater m x-up really all that
important? | mean, the perfection of the ice surrounding the nmeteorite in no way
affects the neteorite itself, right? We still have the fossils. Nobody is
questioning their authenticity. If it turns out we’'ve nmade a nistake with the
ice-core data, nobody will really care. Al they'll care about is that we found
proof of life on another planet.”

“I"’msorry, Dr. Marlinson,” Rachel said, “as someone who anal yzes data for a
living, | have to disagree. Any tiny flaw in the data NASA presents tonight has
the potential to cast doubt over the credibility of the entire discovery.
Including the authenticity of the fossils.”

Corky's jaw fell open. “What are you tal king about? Those fossils are
irrefutable!”

“l know that. You know that. But if the public catches wind that NASA know ngly
presented ice-core data that was in question, trust me, they will inmmediately
start wondering what el se NASA |ied about.”

Nor ah stepped forward, eyes flashing. “My ice-core data is not in question.” She
turned to the administrator. “I can prove to you, categorically, that there is
no brine ice trapped anywhere in this ice shelf!”

The admi nistrator eyed her a | ong noment. “How?”

Norah outlined her plan. When she was done, Rachel had to adnit, the idea
sounded |i ke a reasonabl e one

The admi nistrator did not | ook so sure. “And the results will be definitive?”
“One hundred percent confirmation,” Norah assured him “If there's one goddamm
ounce of frozen saltwater anywhere near that neteorite shaft, you will see it
Even a few droplets will light up on my gear like Tinmes Square.”

The administrator’s brow furrowed beneath his mlitary buzz cut. “There's not
much tinme. The press conference is in a couple of hours.”

“l can be back in twenty m nutes.”

“How far out on the glacier did you say you have to go?”

“Not far. Two hundred yards should do it.”

Ekstrom nodded. “Are you certain it’s safe?”

“I"1l take flares,” Norah replied. “And Mke will go with nme.”

Tol l and’ s head shot up. “I will?”

“You sure as hell will, Mke! W'll be tethered. 1'd appreciate a strong set of
arms out there if the wind whips up.”

“But =

“She’s right,” the administrator said, turning to Tolland. “If she goes, she
can't go alone. 1'd send sone of ny nen with her, but frankly, 1'd rather keep

this plankton issue to ourselves until we figure out if it’'s a problemor not.
Tol | and gave a rel uctant nod.

“1"d like to go too,” Rachel said.

Norah spun |ike a cobra. “The hell you will.”

“Actually,” the administrator said, as if an idea had just occurred to him *“I
think 1'd feel safer if we used the standard quad tether configuration. If you



go dual, and M ke slips, you |l never hold him Four people are a |ot safer than
two.” He paused gl ancing at Corky. “That would nmean either you or Dr. Mng.”
Ekstrom gl anced around t he habi sphere. “Were is Dr. M ng, anyway?”

“l haven’'t seen himin a while,” Tolland said. “He m ght be catching a nap.”
Ekstromturned to Corky. “Dr. Marlinson, | cannot require that you go out with
them and yet—=

“What the hell?” Corky said. “Seeing as everyone is getting along so well.”
“No!” Norah exclainmed. “Four people will slow us dowmm. Mke and | are going

al one.”

“You are not going alone.” The adm nistrator’s tone was final. “There’'s a reason
tethers are built as quads, and we’'re going to do this as safely as possible.
The last thing | need is an accident a couple hours before the biggest press
conference in NASA's history.”
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Gabrielle Ashe felt a precarious uncertainty as she sat in the heavy air of
Marjorie Tench's office. What could this woman possibly want with me? Behind the
room s sol e desk, Tench |eaned back in her chair, her hard features seeming to
radi ate pleasure with Gabrielle s disconfort.

“Does the snmoke bother you?” Tench asked, tapping a fresh cigarette from her
pack.

“No,” Cabrielle I|ied.

Tench was already |ighting up anyway. “You and your candi date have taken quite
an interest in NASA during this canpaign.”

“True,” Gabrielle snapped, making no effort to hide her anger, “thanks to sone
creative encouragenent. 1'd |ike an explanation.”

Tench gave an innocent pout. “You want to know why |’ve been sendi ng you e-nmi
fodder for your attack on NASA?”

“The information you sent ne hurt your President.”

“In the short run, yes.”

The om nous tone in Tench’'s voice made Gabrielle uneasy. “Wat’'s that supposed
to mean?”

“Rel ax, Gabrielle. My e-nmails didn’t change things much. Senator Sexton was
NASA- bashi ng | ong before | stepped in. | sinply helped himclarify his nmessage.
Solidify his position.”

“Solidify his position?”

“Exactly.” Tench sniled, revealing stained teeth. “Wich, | nust say, he did
quite effectively this afternoon on CNN.”

Gabrielle recalled the senator’s reaction to Tench’'s fence-buster question. Yes,
I would act to abolish NASA. Sexton had gotten hinself cornered, but he' d played
out of the rough with a strong drive. It was the right nove. Wasn't it? From
Tench’s contented | ook, Gabrielle sensed there was information m ssing.

Tench stood suddenly, her lanky frame dom nating the cranped space. Wth the
cigarette dangling fromher |ips, she wal ked over to a wall safe, renoved a
thick manila envel ope, returned to the desk, and sat back down.

Gabrielle eyed the burgeoni ng envel ope.

Tench smiled, cradling the envelope in her lap |ike a poker player holding a
royal flush. Her yellowed fingertips flicked at the corner, nmaking an annoyi ng
repetitive scratch, as if savoring the anticipation.

Gabrielle knew it was just her own guilty conscience, but her first fears were
that the envel ope contained sone kind of proof of her sexual indiscretion with
the senator. Ridicul ous, she thought. The encounter had occurred after hours in
Sexton’s | ocked senatorial office. Not to nention, if the White House actually
had any evi dence, they would have gone public with it already.



They may be suspicious, Gabrielle thought, but they don’'t have proof.

Tench crushed out her cigarette. “Ms. Ashe, whether or not you are aware, you
are caught in the nmddle of a battle that has been ragi ng behind the scenes in
Washi ngton since 1996."

Thi s opening ganmbit was not at all what Gabrielle expected. “I beg your pardon?”
Tench lit another cigarette. Her spindly lips curled around it, and the tip
gl owed red. “What do you know about a bill called the Space Commerci alization

Pronoti ons Act ?”

Gabrielle had never heard of it. She shrugged, |ost.

“Real | y?” Tench said. “That surprises ne. Considering your candidate's platform
The Space Conmerci alization Pronotions Act was proposed back in 1996 by Senat or
Wal ker. The bill, in essence, cites the failure of NASA to do anything
worthwhil e since putting a man on the nmoon. It calls for the privatization of
NASA by imredi ately selling off NASA assets to private aerospace compani es and
allowi ng the free-market systemto explore space nore efficiently, thus
relieving the burden NASA now pl aces on taxpayers.”

Gabrielle had heard NASA critics suggest privatization as a solution to NASA' s
woes, but she was not aware the idea had actually taken the formof an officia
bill.

“This comrercialization bill,” Tench said, “has been presented to Congress four
times now. It is simlar to bills that have successfully privatized government
industries |ike uranium production. Congress has passed the space
commercialization bill all four tinmes it has seen it. Thankfully, the Wite
House vetoed it on all occasions. Zachary Herney has had to veto it twce.”
“Your point?”

“My point is that this bill is one Senator Sexton will certainly support if he
becones President. | have reason to believe Sexton will have no qual ns about
selling off NASA assets to commercial bidders the first chance he gets. In
short, your candi date woul d support privatization over having Anerican tax
dollars fund space exploration.”

“To my know edge, the senator has never conmented publicly about his stance on
any Space Commercialization Pronmptions Act.”

“True. And yet knowing his politics, | assunme you would not be surprised if he
supported it.”

“Free-market systens tend to breed efficiency.”

“1"1l take that as a ‘yes.’” Tench stared. “Sadly, privatizing NASA is an

aboni nabl e idea, and there are countless reasons why every Wite House

admi ni stration since the bill’s inception has shot it down.”

“1’ve heard the argunents against privatizing space,” Gabrielle said, “and
under st and your concerns.”

“Do you?” Tench | eaned toward her. “Which argunents have you heard?”

Gabrielle shifted uneasily. “Well, the standard academ c fears nostly—the nost
common being that if we privatize NASA, our current pursuit of scientific space
know edge woul d be qui ckly abandoned in favor of profitable ventures.”

“True. Space science would die in a heartbeat. Instead of spending noney to
study our universe, private space conpanies would strip-mne asteroids, build
tourist hotels in space, offer conmmercial satellite |aunch services. Wy woul d
private conpani es bother studying the origins of our universe when it would cost
them billions and show no financial return?”

“They wouldn’t,” Gabrielle countered. “But certainly a National Endowrent for
Space Sci ence could be founded to fund acadeni ¢ m ssions.”

“We al ready have that systemin place. It's called NASA.’

Gabrielle fell silent.

“The abandonnent of science in favor of profits is a side issue,” Tench said.
“Hardly relevant conpared to the utter chaos that would result by permitting the
private sector to run free in space. W would have the wild west all over again
We woul d see pioneers staking clainms on the noon and on asteroids and protecting

”



those clainms with force. |'ve heard petitions from conpani es who want to build
neon billboards that blink advertisenents in the nighttime sky. |’ve seen
petitions from space hotels and tourist attractions whose proposed operations
include ejecting their trash into the void of space and creating orbiting trash
heaps. In fact, | just read a proposal yesterday froma conpany that wants to
turn space into a mausol eum by | aunching the deceased into orbit. Can you

i magi ne our telecomunications satellites colliding with dead bodi es? Last week
I had a billionaire CEOin my office who was petitioning to |aunch a nmission to
a near-field asteroid, drag it closer to earth, and mne it for precious
mnerals. | actually had to remind this guy that dragging asteroids into near
earth orbit posed potential risks of global catastrophe! Ms. Ashe, | can assure
you, if this bill passes, the throngs of entrepreneurs rushing into space w ||
not be rocket scientists. They will be entrepreneurs with deep pockets and
shal | ow mi nds.”

“Persuasi ve arguments,” Gabrielle said, “and |I'm sure the senator would wei gh
those issues carefully if he ever found hinself in a position to vote on the
bill. Mght I ask what any of this has to do with me?”

Tench’s gaze narrowed over her cigarette. “A lot of people stand to make a | ot
of noney in space, and the political |lobby is nounting to renove al
restrictions and open the floodgates. The veto power of the office of the
President is the only remaining barrier against privatization..against conplete
anarchy in space.”

“Then | commend Zach Herney for vetoing the bill.”

“My fear is that your candidate would not be so prudent if elected.”

“Again, | assume the senator would carefully weigh all the issues if he were
ever in a position to pass judgnent on the bill.”

Tench did not | ook entirely convinced. “Do you know how nuch Senator Sexton
spends on nedi a advertising?”

The question came out of left field. “Those figures are public domain.”

“More than three mllion a nonth.”
Gabrielle shrugged. “If you say so.
“That’s a |l ot of noney to spend.”
“He’s got a |l ot of nobney to spend.”
“Yes, he planned well. O rather, married well.” Tench paused to bl ow snoke.
“1t’s sad about his wife, Katherine. Her death hit himhard.” A tragic sigh
followed, clearly feigned. “Her death was not all that |ong ago, was it?”

“Cone to your point, or I'mleaving.”

Tench let out a lung-shaking cough and reached for the burgeoning manila fol der.
She pulled out a small stack of stapled papers and handed themto Gabrielle.
“Sexton’s financial records.”

Gabrielle studied the docunents in astonishment. The records went back several
years. Although Gabrielle was not privy to the internal workings of Sexton's

fi nances, she sensed this data was authenti c—banki ng accounts, credit card
accounts, |oans, stock assets, real estate assets, debts, capital gains and

| osses. “This is private data. Where did you get this?”

“My source is not your concern. But if you spend some tinme studying these
figures, you will clearly see that Senator Sexton does not have the kind of
money he is currently spending. After Katherine died, he squandered the vast
majority of her |egacy on bad investnments, personal conforts, and buying hinself
what appears to be certain victory in the primaries. As of six nonths ago, your
candi date was broke.”

Gabrielle sensed this had to be a bluff. If Sexton were broke, he sure wasn’t
acting it. He was buying advertising tine in bigger and bigger bl ocks every
week.

“Your candi date,” Tench continued, “is currently outspending the President four
to one. And he has no personal noney.”

“We get a |lot of donations.”

The figure was cl ose.



“Yes, sonme of theml egal.”

Gabrielle’s head shot up. “I beg your pardon?”
Tench | eaned across the desk, and Gabrielle could snell her nicotine breath.
“Gabrielle Ashe, | amgoing to ask you a question, and | suggest you think very

carefully before you answer. It could affect whether you spend the next few
years in jail or not. Are you aware that Senator Sexton is accepting enornous
illegal canpaign bribes from aerospace conpani es who have billions to gain from
the privatization of NASA?”

Gabrielle stared. “That’'s an absurd all egation!”

“Are you saying you are unaware of this activity?”

“1 think I would know if the senator were accepting bribes of the magnitude you
are suggesting.”

Tench smled coldly. “Gabrielle, | understand that Senator Sexton has shared a
|l ot of hinself with you, but | assure you there is plenty you do not know about
the man.”

Gabrielle stood up. “This neeting is over.”

“On the contrary,” Tench said, renoving the remaining contents of the fol der and
spreading it on the desk. “This neeting is just beginning.”
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I nside the habi sphere’s “staging room” Rachel Sexton felt |ike an astronaut as
she slid into one of NASA's Mark I X microclimte survival suits. The bl ack,
one- pi ece, hooded junpsuit resenbled an inflatable scuba suit. Its two-ply,
menory-foam fabric was fitted with holl ow channel s t hrough which a dense gel was
punped to help the wearer regul ate body tenperature in both hot and cold

envi ronnent s

Now, as Rachel pulled the tight-fitting hood over her head, her eyes fell on the
NASA admi ni strator. He appeared as a silent sentinel at the door, clearly

di spl eased with the necessity for this little m ssion

Norah Mangor was nuttering obscenities as she got everyone outfitted. “Here’'s an
extra pudgy,” she said, tossing Corky his suit.

Tol l and was already half into his.

Once Rachel was fully zipped up, Norah found the stopcock on Rachel’s side and
connected her to an infusion tube that coiled out of a silver canister
resembling a | arge scuba tank

“I'nhal e,” Norah said, opening the valve

Rachel heard a hiss and felt gel being injected into the suit. The menory foam
expanded, and the suit conpressed around her, pressing down on her inner |ayer
of clothing. The sensation rem nded her of sticking her hand underwater while
wearing a rubber glove. As the hood inflated around her head, it pressed in on
her ears, making everything sound muffled. I’min a cocoon

“Best thing about the Mark I X,” Norah said, “is the padding. You can fall on
your ass and not feel a thing.”

Rachel believed it. She felt like she was trapped inside a mattress.

Nor ah handed Rachel a series of tools—an ice ax, tether snaps, and carabiners,
whi ch she affixed to the belt harnessed on Rachel’s wai st.

“All this?” Rachel asked, eyeing the gear. “To go two hundred yards?”

Norah’s eyes narrowed. “You want to conme or not?”

Tol | and gave Rachel a reassuring nod. “Norah’s just being careful.”

Corky connected to the infusion tank and inflated his suit, |ooking anmused. “I
feel like |I'’mwearing a giant condom”

Norah gave a di sgusted groan. “Like you' d know, virgin boy.”

Tol |l and sat down next to Rachel. He gave her a weak snile as she donned her
heavy boots and cranpons. “You sure you want to conme?” Hi s eyes had a protective



concern that drew her in.
Rachel hoped her confident nod belied her growi ng trepidation. Two hundred

yards..not far at all. “And you thought you could find excitement only on the
hi gh seas.”

Tol | and chuckl ed, tal king as he attached his own cranpons. “1’ve decided | |ike
liquid water nmuch better than this frozen stuff.”

“1’ve never been a big fan of either,” Rachel said. “I fell through the ice as a

kid. Water’s made ne nervous ever since.”

Tol I and gl anced over, his eyes synpathetic. “Sorry to hear that. Wen this is
over, you' Il have to come out and visit nme on the Goya. |’'Il change your mind
about water. Prom se.”

The invitation surprised her. The Goya was Tolland’'s research shi p—wel | -known
both fromits role in Anmazing Seas as well as its reputation as one of the
strangest -1 ooki ng ships on t he ocean. Although a visit to the Goya woul d be
unnerving for Rachel, she knew it would be hard to pass up

“She’s anchored twelve nmiles off the coast of New Jersey at the nonent,” Toll and
said, struggling with his crampon | atches.

“Sounds like an unlikely spot.”

“Not at all. The Atlantic seaboard is an incredible place. W were gearing up to
shoot a new docunentary when | was so rudely interrupted by the President.”
Rachel |aughed. “Shooting a docunentary on what ?”

“Sphyrna nokarran and negapl unmes.”

Rachel frowned. “dad | asked.”

Tol Il and finished attaching his cranpons and | ooked up. “Seriously, I'll be
filmng out there for a couple weeks. Washington's not that far fromthe Jersey
coast. Come out when you get back home. No reason to spend your life afraid of
the water. My crew would roll out the red carpet for you.”

Norah Mangor’'s voice blared. “Are we going outside, or should | get you two sone
candl es and chanpagne?”
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Gabrielle Ashe had no idea what to nmake of the docunents now spread out before
her on Marjorie Tench’'s desk. The pile included photocopied letters, faxes,
transcripts of phone conversations, and they all seemed to support the

al l egation that Senator Sexton was in covert dialogue with private space

compani es.

Tench pushed a coupl e of grainy bl ack-and-white photographs toward Gabrielle. “I
assunme this is news to you?”

Gabrielle | ooked at the photos. The first candid shot showed Senator Sexton
getting out of a taxi in some kind of underground garage. Sexton never takes
taxis. Gabrielle | ooked at the second shot—a tel ephoto of Sexton clinbing into a
parked white minivan. An old nman appeared to be in the van waiting for him

“Who is that?” Gabrielle said, suspicious the photos m ght be faked.

“A big shot fromthe SFF.”

Gabrielle was doubtful. “The Space Frontier Foundation?”

The SFF was |ike a “union” for private space conpanies. It represented aerospace
contractors, entrepreneurs, venture capitalists—any private entity that wanted
to go into space. They tended to be critical of NASA, arguing that the U.S.
space program enpl oyed unfair business practices to prevent private conpanies
from | aunching missions into space.

“The SFF,” Tench said, “now represents over a hundred nmjor corporations, sone
very wealthy enterprises who are waiting eagerly for the Space Conmercialization
Pronotions Act to be ratified.”

Gabrielle considered it. For obvious reasons the SFF was a vocal supporter of



Sexton’s canpai gn, although the senator had been careful not to get too close to
t hem because of their controversial |obbying tactics. Recently the SFF had
publ i shed an expl osive rant charging that NASA was in fact an “illegal nonopoly”
whose ability to operate at a loss and still stay in business represented unfair
conpetition to private firms. According to the SFF, whenever AT&T needed a

tel ecomm satellite | aunched, several private space conpanies offered to do the
job at a reasonable $50 million. Unfortunately, NASA al ways stepped in and
offered to launch AT&T' s satellites for a nere twenty-five mllion, even though
it cost NASA five times that to do the job! Operating at a loss is one way NASA
keeps its grip on space, the SFF |l awyers accused. And taxpayers pick up the tab
“This photo reveals,” Tench said, “that your candidate is holding secret
nmeetings with an organi zation that represents private space enterprises.” Tench
nmoti oned to several other documents on the table. “W al so have internal SFF
menos calling for huge suns of nmoney to be collected from SFF nenber

conmpani es—+n amounts comensurate with their net worth—and transferred to
accounts controlled by Senator Sexton. In effect, these private space agencies
are anteing up to put Sexton in office. | can only assume he has agreed to pass
the comercialization bill and privatize NASA if elected.”

Gabrielle | ooked at the pile of papers, unconvinced. “Do you expect nme to
believe that the Wite House has evidence that its opponent is engaged in
profoundly illegal canpaign finance—and yet, for some reason, you are keeping it
secret?”

“What woul d you believe?”

Gabrielle glared. “Frankly, considering your skills for manipulation, a nore

| ogi cal solution seens that you are plying ne sonehow wi th phony docunents and
phot os produced by sone enterprising Wiite House staffer and his desktop
publ i shing conmputer.”

“Possible, | admit. But not true.”

“No? Then how did you get all these internal docunments from corporations? The
resources required to steal all of this evidence fromso nmany conpani es
certainly exceeds the grasp of the Wite House.”

“You' re right. This information arrived here as an unsolicited gift.”

Gabrielle was now | ost.

“Oh yes,” Tench said, “we get a lot of it. The President has nmany powerfu
political allies who would |ike to see himstay in office. Renenber, your

candi date is suggesting cuts all over the place—a lot of themright here in
Washi ngt on. Senator Sexton certainly has no qual ns about citing the FBI's

bl oat ed budget as an exanpl e of governnent overspending. He's taken sone
potshots at the IRS, too. Maybe soneone at the bureau or at the service got a
little annoyed.”

Gabrielle got the inplication. People at the FBI and I RS woul d have ways of
getting this kind of information. They might then send it to the Wiite House as
an unsolicited favor to help the President’s election. But what Gabrielle could
not make herself believe was that Senator Sexton would ever be engaged in
illegal campaign funding. “If this data is accurate,” Gabrielle challenged,
“which | strongly doubt it is, why haven’t you gone public?”

“Why do you think?”

“Because it was gathered illegally.”

“How we got it makes no difference.”

“OfF course it nmakes a difference. It's inadnmssible in a hearing.”

“What hearing? We'd sinmply leak this to a newspaper, and they’d run it as a
‘credi bl e-source’ story with photos and docunentation. Sexton would be guilty
until proven innocent. Hi s vocal anti-NASA stance would be virtual proof that he
is taking bribes.”

Gabrielle knew it was true. “Fine,” she challenged, “then why haven’t you | eaked
the information?”

“Because it’'s a negative. The President pronm sed not to go negative in the



canpai gn and he wants to stick to that prom se as |long as he can.”

Yeah, right! “You're telling ne the President is so upstanding that he refuses
to go public with this because people m ght consider it a negative?”’

“It’s a negative for the country. It inplicates dozens of private conpanies,
many of which are made up of honest people. It besmirches the office of the U S.
Senate and is bad for the country’s norale. Dishonest politicians hurt al
politicians. Anericans need to trust their |eaders. This would be an ugly

i nvestigation and would nost likely send a U.S. senator and nunmerous prom nent
aer ospace executives to jail.”

Al t hough Tench’s logic did nmake sense, Gabrielle still doubted the allegations.
“What does any of this have to do with nme?”

“Sinply put, Ms. Ashe, if we rel ease these docunents, your candidate will be
indicted for illegal canpaign financing, |ose his Senate seat, and nost |ikely

do prison time.” Tench paused. “Unl ess..!

Gabrielle saw a snakelike glint in the senior adviser’'s eyes. “Unless what?”
Tench took a |ong drag on her cigarette. “Unless you decide to help us avoid al
that.”

A murky silence settled over the room

Tench coughed roughly. “Gabrielle, listen, | decided to share this unfortunate
information with you for three reasons. First, to show you Zach Herney is a
decent man who considers the governnent’s well-being before his personal gain.
Second, to informyou that your candidate is not as trustworthy as you m ght
think. And third, to persuade you to accept the offer | am about to make.”
“That offer being?”

“1"d like to offer you a chance to do the right thing. The patriotic thing.
Whet her you know it or not, you're in a unique position to spare Washi ngton al
ki nds of unpl easant scandal. If you can do what | am about to ask, perhaps you
coul d even earn yourself a place on the President’s team”

A place on the President’s tean? Gabrielle couldn’t believe what she was

hearing. “Ms. Tench, whatever you have in mnd, | do not appreciate being

bl ack-mai | ed, coerced, or talked down to. | work for the senator’s canpaign
because | believe in his politics. And if this is any indication of the way Zach
Herney exerts political influence, | have no interest in being associated with

him [|f you ve got sonething on Senator Sexton, then | suggest you leak it to
the press. Frankly, | think this whole thing's a sham”

Tench gave a dreary sigh. “Gabrielle, your candidate’'s illegal funding is a
fact. I'msorry. | know you trust him” She | owered her voice. “Look, here's the
point. The President and | will go public with the funding issue if we nust, but
it will get ugly on a grand scale. This scandal involves several major U S
corporations breaking the law. A lot of innocent people will pay the price.” She
took a long drag and exhal ed. “What the President and | are hoping for here.is
sonme other way to discredit the senator’s ethics. A way that is nore
cont ai ned..one in which no innocent parties get hurt.” Tench set down her
cigarette and fol ded her hands. “Sinply put, we would like you to publicly adnmt
that you had an affair with the senator.”

Gabrielle' s entire body went rigid. Tench sounded utterly certain of herself.

I npossi bl e, Gabrielle knew. There was no proof. The sex had happened only once,
behi nd | ocked doors in Sexton's senatorial office. Tench has nothing. She’'s
fishing. Gabrielle fought to retain her steady tone. “You assunme a |ot, Ms.
Tench.”

“Whi ch? That you had an affair? O that you woul d abandon your candi date?”
“Both.”

Tench gave a curt smile and stood up. “Well, let’s put one of those facts to
rest right now, shall we?” She wal ked to her wall safe again and returned with a
red manila folder. It was stanped with the Wite House seal. She unhooked the
clasp, tipped the envel ope over, and dunped the contents out on the desk in
front of Gabrielle.



As dozens of col or photographs spilled out onto the desk, Gabrielle saw her
entire career conme crashing down before her
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Qut si de the habi sphere, the katabatic wi nd roaring down off the glacier was
nothing |ike the ocean wi nds Tol |l and was accustonmed to. On the ocean, wind was a
function of tides and pressure fronts and cane in gusting ebbs and flows. The
kat abatic, however, was a slave to sinple physics—heavy cold air rushing down a
glacial incline like a tidal wave. It was the nbost resolute gale force Tolland
had ever experienced. Had it been conming at twenty knots, the katabatic would
have been a sailor’s dream but at its current eighty knots it could quickly
beconme a nightmare even for those on solid ground. Tolland found that if he
paused and | eaned backward, the stalwart squall could easily prop him up.

Maki ng the raging river of air even nore unnerving to Tolland was the slight
downwi nd grade of the ice shelf. The ice was sl oped ever so slightly toward the
ocean, two mles away. Despite the sharp spikes on the Pitbull Rapido cranpons
attached to his boots, Tolland had the uneasy feeling that any m sstep mi ght

| eave himcaught up in a gale and sliding down the endless icy slope. Norah
Mangor’s two-ninute course in glacier safety now seened dangerously inadequate
Piranha Ice ax, Norah had said, fastening a |ightweight T-shaped tool to each of
their belts as they suited up in the habi sphere. Standard bl ade, banana bl ade,
sem tubul ar bl ade, hamer, and adze. Al you need to renenber is, if anyone
slips or gets caught up in a gust, grab your ax with one hand on the head and
one on the shaft, ramthe banana blade into the ice, and fall on it, planting
your crampons.

Wth those words of assurance, Norah Mangor had affixed YAK bel ay harnesses to
each of them They all donned goggles, and headed out into the afternoon

dar kness.

Now, the four figures made their way down the glacier in a straight line with
ten yards of belay rope separating each of them Norah was in the | ead position,
foll owed by Corky, then Rachel, and Tol |l and as anchor.

As they noved farther away fromthe habi sphere, Tolland felt a grow ng
uneasiness. In his inflated suit, although warm he felt |ike sone kind of
uncoordi nat ed space travel er trekking across a distant planet. The noon had

di sappeared behind thick, billow ng stormclouds, plunging the ice sheet into an
i mpenetrabl e bl ackness. The katabatic wi nd seemed to be getting stronger by the
m nute, applying a constant pressure to Tolland s back. As his eyes strained
through his goggles to nmake out the expansive enptiness around them he began to
perceive a true danger in this place. Redundant NASA safety precautions or not,
Tol I and was surprised the adm nistrator had been willing to risk four |ives out
here instead of two. Especially when the additional two Iives were that of a
senator’s daughter and a fanous astrophysicist. Tolland was not surprised to
feel a protective concern for Rachel and Corky. As sonmeone who had captained a
ship, he was used to feeling responsible for those around him

“Stay behind nme,” Norah shouted, her voice swallowed by the wind. “Let the sled
|l ead the way.”

The al um num sl ed on which Norah was transporting her testing gear resenbled an
oversi zed Flexible Flyer. The craft was prepacked wi th di agnostic gear and

saf ety accessories she’d been using on the glacier over the past few days. Al
of her gear—ncluding a battery pack, safety flares, and a powerfu
front-nounted spotlight—was bound under a secured, plastic tarp. Despite the
heavy | oad, the sled glided effortlessly on Iong, straight runners. Even on the
al nost inperceptible incline, the sled noved downhill on its own accord, and
Norah applied a gentle restraint, alnost as if allowing the sled to |lead the



way.
Sensing the di stance growi ng between the group and the habi sphere, Tolland

| ooked over his shoulder. Only fifty yards away, the pale curvature of the done
had all but disappeared in the blustery bl ackness.

“You at all worried about finding our way back?” Tolland yelled. “The habi sphere

is alnmpst invisi—= H's words were cut short by the loud hiss of a flare igniting
in Norah’s hand. The sudden red-white glowillum nated the ice shelf in a
ten-yard radius all around them Norah used her heel to dig a small inpression

in the surface snow, piling up a protective ridge on the upwi nd side of the
hol e. Then she rammred the flare into the indentation

“Hi gh-tech bread crunmbs,” Norah shouted

“Bread crunbs?” Rachel asked, shielding her eyes fromthe sudden I|ight.
“Hansel and Gretel,” Norah shouted. “These flares will |ast an hour—pl enty of
time to find our way back.”

Wth that, Norah headed out again, | eading them down the glacier—nto the

dar kness once agai n.
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Gabrielle Ashe stornmed out of Marjorie Tench’'s office and practically knocked
over a secretary in doing so. Mrtified, all Gabrielle could see were the

phot ogr aphs—+mages—arnms and | egs intertwi ned. Faces filled with ecstasy.
Gabrielle had no idea how the photos had been taken, but she knew damm wel |l they
were real. They had been taken in Senator Sexton's office and seened to have
been shot from above as if by hidden camera. God help nme. One of the photos
showed Gabrielle and Sexton having sex directly on top of the senator’s desk
their bodies sprawl ed across a scatter of official-looking docunents.

Marjorie Tench caught up with Gabrielle outside the Map Room Tench was carrying

the red envel ope of photos. “I assume from your reaction that you believe these
phot os are authentic?” The President’s senior adviser actually |ooked Iike she
was having a good tine. “I’m hoping they persuade you that our other data is
accurate as well. They cane fromthe sane source.”

Gabrielle felt her entire body flushing as she marched down the hall. Where the
hell is the exit?

Tench’s gangly |l egs had no troubl e keepi ng up. “Senator Sexton swore to the
world that you two are platonic associates. His televised statenment was actually
qui te convincing.” Tench notioned snmugly over her shoulder. “In fact, | have a
tape in my office if you d like to refresh your nenory?”

Gabrielle needed no refresher. She renenbered the press conference all too well.
Sexton’s denial was as adamant as it was heartfelt.

“It’s unfortunate,” Tench said, sounding not at all disappointed, “but Senator
Sexton | ooked the American people in the eye and told a bald-faced lie. The

public has a right to know. And they will know. |'Il see to it personally. The
only question now is how the public finds out. W believe it’'s best coming from
you.”

Gabrielle was stunned. “You really think I"’mgoing to help lynch my own
candi dat e?”

Tench’s face hardened. “lI amtrying to take the high ground here, Gabrielle. I'm
giving you a chance to save everyone a | ot of enbarrassnent by hol di ng your head
high and telling the truth. Al | need is a signed statenent adm tting your
affair.”

Gabriell e stopped short. “What!”

“OfF course. A signed statement gives us the |everage we need to deal with the
senator quietly, sparing the country this ugly nmess. My offer is sinple: Sign a
statenent for ne, and these photos never need to see the |ight of day.”



“You want a statenent?”

“Technically, | would need an affidavit, but we have a notary here in the
bui | di ng who coul d-=

“You're crazy.” Gabrielle was wal ki ng again

Tench stayed at her side, sounding nore angry now. “Senator Sexton is going down
one way or another, Gabrielle, and I'’moffering you a chance to get out of this
wi t hout seeing your own naked ass in the norning paper! The President is a
decent man and doesn’t want these photos publicized. If you just give ne an
affidavit and confess to the affair on your own terns, then all of us can retain
alittle dignity.”

“I"’mnot for sale.”

“Well, your candidate certainly is. He's a dangerous man, and he’s breaking the
| aw. ”
“He’s breaking the |aw? You're the ones breaking into offices and taking ill egal

surveil |l ance pictures! Ever heard of Watergate?”

“We had nothing to do with gathering this dirt. These photos cane fromthe sane
source as the SFF canpai gn-fundi ng i nformati on. Someone’ s been watchi ng you two
very closely.”

Gabrielle tore past the security desk where she had gotten her security badge
She ripped off the badge and tossed it to the wi de-eyed guard. Tench was still
on her tail

“You'll need to decide fast, Ms. Ashe,” Tench said as they neared the exit.
“Either bring ne an affidavit admtting you slept with the senator, or at eight
o’ clock tonight, the president will be forced to go public with

everyt hi ng—Sexton’s financial dealings, the photos of you, the works. And
believe ne, when the public sees that you stood idly by and | et Sexton |ie about
your relationship, you'll go down in flanmes right beside him”

Gabrielle saw the door and headed for it.

“On nmy desk by eight o' clock tonight, Gabrielle. Be smart.” Tench tossed her the

fol der of photographs on her way out. “Keep them sweetie. W' ve got plenty
nore.”
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Rachel Sexton felt a growing chill inside as she nmoved down the ice sheet into a

deepening night. Disquieting imges swirled in her m nd—the nmeteorite, the
phosphorescent plankton, the inplications if Norah Mangor had made a ni stake
with the ice cores.

A solid matrix of freshwater ice, Norah had argued, renmi nding themall that she
had drilled cores all around the area as well as directly over the nmeteorite. If
the glacier contained saltwater interstices filled with plankton, she would have
seen them Wuldn't she? Nonethel ess, Rachel’s intuition kept returning to the
si npl est sol ution.

There are plankton frozen in this glacier.

Ten minutes and four flares later, Rachel and the others were approxi mately 250
yards fromthe habi sphere. Wthout warning, Norah stopped short. “This is the
spot,” she said, sounding |like a water-witch diviner who had nystically sensed
the perfect spot to drill a well

Rachel turned and gl anced up the sl ope behind them The habi sphere had I ong
since di sappeared into the dim nmoonlit night, but the line of flares was
clearly visible, the farthest one twinkling reassuringly like a faint star. The
flares were in a perfectly straight line, Iike a carefully cal cul ated runway.
Rachel was inmpressed with Norah's skills.

“Anot her reason we let the sled go first,” Norah called out when she saw Rache
admring the line of flares. “The runners are straight. If we let gravity |ead



the sled and we don't interfere, we're guaranteed to travel in a straight line.”
“Neat trick,” Tolland yelled. “Wsh there were sonmething |like that for the open
sea.”

This IS the open sea, Rachel thought, picturing the ocean beneath them For a
split second, the nost distant flame caught her attention. It had di sappeared
as if the light had been blotted out by a passing form A nonment |ater, though,
the light reappeared. Rachel felt a sudden uneasi ness. “Norah,” she yelled over
the wind, “did you say there were polar bears up here?”

The gl aci ol ogi st was preparing a final flare and either did not hear or was

i gnoring her.

“Pol ar bears,” Tolland yelled, “eat seals. They only attack humans when we

i nvade their space.”

“But this is polar bear country, right?” Rachel could never remenber which pole
had bears and which had penguins.

“Yeah,” Tolland shouted back. “Polar bears actually give the Arctic its nane.
Arktos is Greek for bear.”

Terrific. Rachel gazed nervously into the dark.

“Antarctica has no polar bears,” Tolland said. “So they call it Anti-arktos.”
“Thanks, M ke,” Rachel yelled. “Enough talk of polar bears.”

He | aughed. “Right. Sorry.”

Norah pressed a final flare into the snow. As before, the four of themwere
engul fed in a reddish glow, |ooking bloated in their black weather suits. Beyond
the circle of light emanating fromthe flare, the rest of the world becane
totally invisible, a circular shroud of blackness engul fing them

As Rachel and the others | ooked on, Norah planted her feet and used carefu
overhand notions to reel the sled several yards back up the slope to where they
wer e standing. Then, keeping the rope taut, she crouched and nmanual ly activated
the sled’ s tal on brakes—four angl ed spikes that dug into the ice to keep the
sled stationary. That done, she stood up and brushed herself off, the rope
around her wai st falling slack.

“All right,” Norah shouted. “Tine to go to work.”

The gl aciologist circled to the downwi nd end of the sled and began unfastening
the butterfly eyelets holding the protective canvas over the gear. Rachel
feeling like she had been a little hard on Norah, noved to hel p by unfastening
the rear of the flap.

“Jesus, NO " Norah yelled, her head snapping up. “Don’t ever do that!”

Rachel recoiled, confused

“Never unfasten the upwi nd side!” Norah said. “You'll create a wi nd sock! This
sl ed woul d have taken off like an unbrella in a wind tunnel!’
Rachel backed off. “lI'msorry. I..1

She glared. “You and space boy shouldn’t be out here.”
None of us should, Rachel thought.

Amat eurs, Norah seet hed, cursing the administrator’s insistence on sending Corky
and Sexton al ong. These clowns are going to get soneone killed out here. The

| ast thing Norah wanted right now was to play baby-sitter.

“Mke,” she said, “I need help lifting the GPR off the sled.”

Tol I and hel ped her unpack the Ground Penetrating Radar and position it on the
ice. The instrument |ooked |ike three mniature snowpl ow bl ades that had been
affixed in parallel to an alum numfrane. The entire device was no nore than a
yard | ong and was connected by cables to a current attenuator and a marine
battery on the sl ed.

“That’s radar?” Corky asked, yelling over the w nd.

Norah nodded in silence. G ound Penetrating Radar was far nore equi pped to see
brine ice than PODS was. The GPR transmi tter sent pul ses of el ectromagnetic
energy through the ice, and the pul ses bounced differently off substances of
differing crystal structure. Pure freshwater froze in a flat, shingled lattice.



However, seawater froze in nore of a meshed or forked lattice on account of its
sodi um content, causing the GPR pul ses to bounce back erratically, greatly
di mi ni shing the nunber of reflections.

Nor ah powered up the machine. “I’Il be taking a kind of echo-location
cross-sectional imge of the ice sheet around the extraction pit,” she yelled.
“The machine’s internal software will render a cross section of the glacier and
then print it out. Any sea ice will register as a shadow.”

“Printout?” Tolland | ooked surprised. “You can print out here?”

Norah pointed to a cable fromthe GPR leading to a device still protected under

the canopy. “No choice but to print. Conputer screens use too nuch val uable
battery power, so field glaciologists print data to heat-transfer printers.

Colors aren’t brilliant, but |aser toner clunps below neg twenty. Learned that
the hard way in Al aska.”
Nor ah asked everyone to stand on the downhill side of the GPR as she prepared to

align the transmitter such that it would scan the area of the nmeteorite hole,
al rost three football fields away. But as Norah | ooked back through the night in
the general direction fromwhich they had come, she couldn’t see a damm thing.

“Mke, | need to align the GPR transmtter with the neteorite site, but this
flare has me blinded. |I’m going back up the slope just enough to get out of the
light. 1"Il hold nmy arnms in line with the flares, and you adjust the alignnment
on the GPR”

Tol | and nodded, kneeling down beside the radar device.

Nor ah stanped her cranpons into the ice and | eaned forward agai nst the wi nd as
she noved up the incline toward the habi sphere. The katabatic today was mnuch
stronger than she' d i magi ned, and she sensed a stormconing in. It didn't
matter. They woul d be done here in a matter of mnutes. They'Il see |'mright.
Nor ah cl onped twenty yards back toward the habi sphere. She reached the edge of

t he darkness just as the belay rope went taut.

Nor ah | ooked back up the glacier. As her eyes adjusted to the dark, the line of
flares slowy came into view several degrees to her left. She shifted her
position until she was perfectly lined up with them Then she held her arns out
li ke a conpass, turning her body, indicating the exact vector. “I'min line with
them now! ” she yel | ed.

Tol I and adj usted the GPR device and waved. “All set!”

Norah took a final look up the incline, grateful for the illum nated pathway
home. As she | ooked out, though, sonething odd occurred. For an instant, one of
the nearest flares entirely disappeared fromview Before Norah could worry that
it was dying out, the flare reappeared. If Norah didn’'t know better, she would
assume sonet hi ng had passed between the flare and her location. Certainly nobody
el se was out here..unless of course the admi nistrator had started to feel guilty
and sent a NASA team out after them Sonehow Norah doubted it. Probably nothing,
she deci ded. A gust of wind had nonentarily killed the flane.

Norah returned to the GPR. “All |ined up?”

Tol I and shrugged. “1 think so.”

Norah went over to the control device on the sled and pressed a button. A sharp
buzz emanated fromthe GPR and then stopped. “Ckay,” she said. “Done.”

“That’s it?” Corky said.

“All the work is in setup. The actual shot takes only a second.”

Onboard the sled, the heat-transfer printer had already begun to hum and cli ck.
The printer was enclosed in a clear plastic covering and was slowy ejecting a
heavy, curled paper. Norah waited until the device had conpleted printing, and
then she reached up under the plastic and renoved the printout. They' |l see, she
thought, carrying the printout over to the flare so that everyone could see it.
There won’t be any saltwater.

Everyone gat hered around as Norah stood over the flare, clutching the printout
tightly in her gloves. She took a deep breath and uncurled the paper to exam ne
the data. The inmage on the paper made her recoil in horror.



“Ch, God!” Norah stared, unable to believe what she was | ooking at. As expected,
the printout revealed a clear cross section of the water-filled nmeteorite shaft.
But what Norah had never expected to see was the hazy grayish outline of a
humanoi d form floating hal fway down the shaft. Her blood turned to ice. “Ch
God.there’s a body in the extraction pit.”

Everyone stared in stunned silence.

The ghostli ke body was floating head down in the narrow shaft. Billow ng around
the corpse |ike sone sort of cape was an eerie shroudlike aura. Norah now
realized what the aura was. The GPR had captured a faint trace of the victims
heavy coat, what could only be a famliar, |ong, dense canel hair.

“It’s.Mng,” she said in a whisper. “He nust have slipped...”

Nor ah Mangor never inmmgined that seeing Mng's body in the extraction pit would
be the |l esser of the two shocks the printout would reveal, but as her eyes
traced downward in t he shaft, she saw something el se.

The ice beneath the extraction shaft ...

Norah stared. Her first thought was that sonething had gone wong with the scan.
Then, as she studied the inage nore closely, an unsettling realization began to
grow, like the stormgathering around them The paper’s edges flapped wildly in
the wind as she turned and | ooked nmore intently at the printout.

But ..t hat’ s i npossi bl e!

Suddenly, the truth came crashing down. The realization felt like it was going
to bury her. She forgot all about M ng.

Nor ah now understood. The saltwater in the shaft! She fell to her knees in the
snow beside the flare. She could barely breathe. Still clutching the paper in
her hands, she began trenbling.

My God..it didn’t even occur to ne.

Then, with a sudden eruption of rage, she spun her head in the direction of the
NASA habi sphere. *You bastards!” she screamed, her voice trailing off in the

wi nd. “You goddammed bastards!”

In the darkness, only fifty yards away, Delta-One held his CrypTal k device to
hi s mouth and spoke only two words to his controller. “They know.”
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Nor ah Mangor was still kneeling on the ice when the bew | dered M chael Toll and
pull ed the Ground Penetrating Radar’s printout fromher trenbling hands. Shaken
fromseeing the floating body of Mng, Tolland tried to gather his thoughts and
deci pher the i mage before him

He saw the cross section of the nmeteorite shaft descending fromthe surface down
to two hundred feet into the ice. He saw M ng’s body floating in the shaft.
Tolland’s eyes drifted | ower now, and he sensed something was am ss. Directly
beneath the extraction shaft, a dark columm of sea ice extended downward to the
open ocean below. The vertical pillar of saltwater ice was massi ve—the sane
diameter as the shaft.

“My God!” Rachel yelled, |ooking over Tolland' s shoulder. “It |ooks like the
meteorite shaft continues all the way through the ice shelf into the ocean!”
Tol I and stood transfixed, his brain unable to accept what he knew to be the only
| ogi cal explanation. Corky | ooked equally al arnmed.

Nor ah shouted, “Someone drilled up under the shelf!” Her eyes were wild with
rage. “Soneone intentionally inserted that rock fromunderneath the ice!”

Al though the idealist in Tolland wanted to reject Norah’s words, the scientist
in himknew she could easily be right. The MIne Ice Shelf was floating over the
ocean with plenty of clearance for a subnersible. Because everything wei ghed
significantly | ess underwater, even a small subnersible not nuch bigger than



Tol l and’ s one-man research Triton easily could have transported the neteorite in
its payload arms. The sub coul d have approached fromthe ocean, subnerged
beneath the ice shelf, and drilled upward into the ice. Then, it could have used
an extendi ng payload armor inflatable balloons to push the meteorite up into
the shaft. Once the neteorite was in place, the ocean water that had risen into
the shaft behind the nmeteorite would begin to freeze. As soon as the shaft

cl osed enough to hold the neteorite in place, the sub could retract its arm and
di sappear, |eaving Mdther Nature to seal the remmi nder of the tunnel and erase
all traces of the deception.

“But why?” Rachel denmanded, taking the printout from Tolland and studying it.
“Why woul d soneone do that? Are you sure your GPR i s working?”

“Of course, I'msure! And the printout perfectly explains the presence of
phosphorescent bacteria in the water!”
Tolland had to admit, Norah's logic was chillingly sound. Phosphorescent

di nof | agel | ates woul d have followed instinct and swum upward into the neteorite
shaft, becomi ng trapped just beneath the neteorite and freezing into the ice.
Later, when Norah heated the meteorite, the ice directly beneath would have

nmel ted, releasing the plankton. Again, they would swimupward, this tinme
reaching the surface inside the habisphere, where they would eventually die for
| ack of saltwater.

“This is crazy!” Corky yelled. “NASA has a neteorite with extraterrestria
fossils init. Wy would they care where it’s found? Why would they go to the
trouble to bury it under an ice shel f?”

“Who the hell knows,” Norah fired back, “but GPR printouts don't lie. W were
tricked. That meteorite isn't part of the Jungersol Fall. It was inserted in the
ice recently. Wthin the |ast year, or the plankton would be dead!” She was

al ready packing up her GPR gear on the sled and fastening it down. “We' ve to get
back and tell sonmeone! The President is about to go public with all the wong
data! NASA tricked him”

“Wait a mnute!” Rachel yelled. “W should at |east run another scan to make

sure. None of this makes sense. Who will believe it?”

“Everyone,” Norah said, preparing her sled. “When | march into the habisphere
and drill another core sanple out of the bottom of the neteorite shaft and it
conmes up as saltwater ice, | guarantee you everyone will believe this!”

Nor ah di sengaged the brakes on the equi pnent sled, redirected it toward the

habi sphere, and started back up the sl ope, digging her cranpons into the ice and
pulling the sled behind her with surprising ease. She was a woman on a Imm ssion.
“Let’s go!” Norah shouted, pulling the tethered group al ong as she headed toward
the perimeter of the illumnated circle. “1 don’t know what NASA's up to here
but | sure as hell don’'t appreciate being used as a pawn for their—=

Nor ah Mangor’s neck snapped back as if she’'d been rammed in the forehead by sone
invisible force. She let out a guttural gasp of pain, wavered, and coll apsed
backward onto the ice. Alnpst instantly, Corky let out a cry and spun around as
if his shoul der had been propelled backward. He fell to the ice, withing in

pai n.

Rachel imediately forgot all about the printout in her hand, Mng, the
meteorite, and the bizarre tunnel beneath the ice. She had just felt a small
projectile graze her ear, barely nmissing her tenple. Instinctively, she dropped
to her knees, yanking Tolland down with her

“What’ s going on!” Tolland screaned.

A hailstormwas all Rachel could imgi ne—balls of ice blow ng down off the

gl aci er—and yet fromthe force with which Corky and Norah had just been hit,
Rachel knew the hail stones woul d have to be noving at hundreds of mles an hour
Eerily, the sudden barrage of narbl e-sized objects seemed now to focus on Rachel
and Tolland, pelting all around them sending up plunmes of exploding ice. Rache
roll ed onto her stonach, dug her cranmpon’s toe spikes into the ice, and | aunched



toward the only cover available. The sled. Tolland arrived a moment |ater,
scrambl i ng and hunkeri ng down besi de her.

Tol | and | ooked out at Norah and Corky unprotected on the ice. “Pull themin with
the tether!” he yelled, grabbing the rope and trying to pull

But the tether was wrapped around the sled.

Rachel stuffed the printout in the Velcro pocket of her Mark I X suit, and
scranmbl ed on all fours toward the sled, trying to untangle the rope fromthe

sl ed runners. Tolland was right behind her.

The hail stones suddenly rai ned down in a barrage against the sled, as if Mother
Nat ur e had abandoned Corky and Norah and was taking direct aimat Rachel and
Toll and. One of the projectiles slammed into the top of the sled tarp, partially
enbeddi ng itself, and then bounced over, |anding on the sleeve of Rachel’s coat.
When Rachel saw it, she froze. In an instant, the bew | derment she had been
feeling turned to terror. These “hail stones” were nman-nade. The ball of ice on
her sleeve was a flawl essly shaped spheroid the size of a large cherry. The
surface was polished and snooth, narred only by a linear seam around the
circunference, |ike an ol d-fashioned | ead nmusket ball, machined in a press. The
gl obul ar pellets were, w thout a doubt, man-nade.

Ice bullets...

As soneone with mlitary clearance, Rachel was well| acquainted with the new
experimental “IM weaponry—+nprovised Minitions—snow rifles that conmpacted snow
into ice pellets, desert rifles that nelted sand into gl ass projectiles,

wat er - based firearnms that shot pulses of liquid water with such force that they
coul d break bones. Inprovised Minitions weaponry had an enor nous advantage over
conventi onal weapons because | M weapons used avail able resources and literally
manuf actured nmunitions on the spot, providing soldiers unlimted rounds wi thout
their having to carry heavy conventional bullets. The ice balls being fired at

t hem now, Rachel knew, were being conpressed “on demand” from snow fed into the
butt of the rifle.

As was often the case in the intelligence world, the nore one knew, the nore
frightening a scenario became. This nonment was no exception. Rachel would have
preferred blissful ignorance, but her know edge of I M weaponry instantly |ed her
to a sole chilling conclusion: They were being attacked by sone kind of U S.
Special Ops force, the only forces in the country currently cleared to use these
experinmental | Mweapons in the field.

The presence of a military covert operations unit brought with it a second, even
more terrifying realization: The probability of surviving this attack was cl ose
to zero.

The norbid thought was term nated as one of the ice pellets found an opening and
came scream ng through the wall of gear on the sled, colliding with her stonmach.
Even in her padded Mark | X suit, Rachel felt Iike an invisible prizefighter had
just gut-punched her. Stars began to dance around the periphery of her vision
and she teetered backward, grabbing gear on the sled for bal ance. M chael
Tol | and dropped Norah's tether and |unged to support Rachel, but he arrived too
| ate. Rachel fell backward, pulling a pile of equipnment with her. She and

Tol land tunbled to the ice in a pile of electronic apparatus.

“They're.bullets..,” she gasped, the air nmonentarily crushed from her |ungs.
“Run!”
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The Washi ngton MetroRail subway now | eaving Federal Triangle station could not
speed away fromthe Wiite House fast enough for Gabrielle Ashe. She sat rigid in
a deserted corner of the train as darkened shapes tore past outside in a blur
Marjorie Tench's big red envelope lay in Gabrielle’ s lap, pressing down |like a



ten-ton weight.

I"ve got to talk to Sexton! she thought, the train accelerating nowin the
direction of Sexton's office building. |Imediately!

Now, in the dim shifting light of the train, Gabrielle felt Iike she was
enduring sonme kind of hallucinogenic drug trip. Mited |ights whipped by overhead
li ke sl ow nption discotheque strobes. The ponderous tunnel rose on all sides

i ke a deepening canyon

Tell nme this is not happening.

She gazed down at the envel ope on her |ap. Unclasping the flap, she reached
inside and pulled out one of the photos. The internal lights of the train
flickered for a nonent, the harsh glare illunm nating a shocking i mage—Sedgew ck
Sexton lying naked in his office, his gratified face turned perfectly toward the
canmera while Gabrielle s dark formlay nude beside him

She shivered, rammed the photo back inside, and funbled to reclasp the envel ope.
It's over.

As soon as the train exited the tunnel and clinbed onto the aboveground tracks
near L' Enfant Plaza, Gabrielle dug out her cellphone and called the senator’s
private cellular nunber. His voice mail answered. Puzzled, she phoned the
senator’s office. The secretary answered.

“It’s Gabrielle. I's he in?”

The secretary sounded peeved. “Were have you been? He was | ooking for you.”

“l had a neeting that ran long. | need to talk to himright away.”

“You' |l have to wait till nmorning. He's at West brooke.”

West br ooke Pl ace Luxury Apartnments was the buil ding where Sexton kept his D.C
residence. “He’s not picking up his private line,” Gabrielle said.

“He bl ocked off tonight as a P.E.,” the secretary renminded. “He left early.”
Gabrielle scow ed. Personal Event. In all the excitement, she d forgotten Sexton
had schedul ed hinself a night alone at home. He was very particul ar about not
bei ng di sturbed during his P.E. blocks. Bang on ny door only if the building is
on fire, he would say. Oher than that, it can wait until norning. Gabrielle
deci ded Sexton’s building was definitely on fire. “lI need you to reach himfor
me.”

“l npossible.”

“This is serious, | really-=>

“No, | nean literally inpossible. He left his pager on ny desk on his way out
and told me he was not to be disturbed all night. He was adamant.” She paused.
“Mdre so than usual.”

Shit. “Ckay, thanks.” Gabrielle hung up.

“L' Enfant Plaza,” a recording announced in the subway car. *Connection al
stations.”

Cl osing her eyes, Gabrielle tried to clear her m nd, but devastating inmges
rushed in.the lurid photos of herself and the senator.the pile of docunents

al l egi ng Sexton was taking bribes. Gabrielle could still hear Tench’s raspy
demands. Do the right thing. Sign the affidavit. Admit the affair.

As the train screeched into the station, Gabrielle forced herself to inmagine
what the senator would do if the photos hit the presses. The first thing to pop
in her mnd both shocked and shamed her.

Sexton would lie.

Was this truly her first instinct regardi ng her candi date?

Yes. He would lie.brilliantly.

If these photos hit the nedia without Gabrielle’ s having admtted the affair
the senator would sinply claimthe photos were a cruel forgery. This was the age
of digital photo editing; anyone who had ever been on-line had seen the

flaw essly retouched spoof photographs of celebrities’ heads digitally nel ded
onto other people’s bodies, often those of porn stars engaged in |l ewd acts.
Gabrielle had already witnessed the senator’s ability to look into a television
canera and lie convincingly about their affair; she had no doubt he could



persuade the world these photos were a |lanme attenpt to derail his career. Sexton
woul d | ash out with indignant outrage, perhaps even insinuate that the President
hi nsel f had ordered the forgery.

No wonder the White House hasn’'t gone public. The photos, Gabrielle realized,
coul d backfire just like the initial drudge. As vivid as the pictures seened,
they were totally inconclusive.

Gabrielle felt a sudden surge of hope.

The White House can’t prove any of this is real

Tench’s powerplay on Gabrielle had been ruthless in its sinplicity: Admt your
affair or watch Sexton go to jail. Suddenly it made perfect sense. The Wite
House needed Gabrielle to admit the affair, or the photos were worthless. A
sudden gl i mrer of confidence brightened her npod.

As the train sat idling and the doors slid open, another distant door seened to
open in Gabrielle’s mnd, revealing an abrupt and heartening possibility.

Maybe everything Tench told nme about the bribery was a lie.

After all, what had Gabrielle really seen? Yet again, nothing conclusive—sone
Xer oxed bank docunents, a grainy photo of Sexton in a garage. All of it
potentially counterfeit. Tench cunningly could have showed Gabriell e bogus
financial records in the same sitting as the genuine sex photos, hoping
Gabrielle woul d accept the entire package as true. It was called “authentication
by association,” and politicians used it all the tine to sell dubious concepts.
Sexton is innocent, Gabrielle told herself. The Wite House was desperate, and
they had decided to take a wild ganble on scaring Gabrielle into going public
about the affair. They needed Gabrielle to desert Sexton publicly—scandal ously.
Get out while you can, Tench had told her. You have until eight o' clock tonight.
The ultimate pressure sales job. Al of it fits, she thought.

Except one thing...

The only confusing piece of the puzzle was that Tench had been sending Gabrielle
anti - NASA e-nmils. This certainly suggested NASA really did want Sexton to
solidify his anti-NASA stance so they could use it against him O did it?
Gabrielle realized that even the e-muils had a perfectly |ogical explanation.
VWhat if the e-mails were not really from Tench?

It was possible Tench caught a traitor on staff sending Gabrielle data, fired
that person, and then stepped in and e-nmiled the final nessage herself, calling
Gabrielle in for a neeting. Tench could have pretended she | eaked all the NASA
data on purpose—+to set Gabrielle up

The subway hydraulics hissed now in L' Enfant Plaza, the doors preparing to

cl ose.

Gabrielle stared out at the platform her mnd racing. She had no idea if her
suspi ci ons were maki ng any sense or if they were just wi shful thinking, but

what ever the hell was going on, she knew she had to talk to the senator right
away—P. E. night or not.

Clutching the envel ope of photographs, Gabrielle hurried off the train just as
the doors hissed shut. She had a new destination.

West br ooke Pl ace Apartnents.
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Fight or flight.

As a biologist, Tolland knew that vast physiol ogi cal changes occurred when an
organi sm sensed danger. Adrenaline flooded the cerebral cortex, jolting the
heart rate and commandi ng the brain to make the ol dest and nost intuitive of al
bi ol ogi cal deci si ons—whether to do battle or flee.

Tolland’ s instinct told himto flee, and yet reason rem nded him he was still
tethered to Norah Mangor. There was nowhere to flee anyway. The only cover for



m |l es was the habi sphere, and the attackers, whoever the hell they were, had
positi oned thensel ves high on the glacier and cut off that option. Behind him
the wi de open sheet of ice fanned out into a two-mile-long plain that term nated
in a sheer drop to a frigid sea. Flight in that direction neant death by
exposure. The practical barriers to fleeing notw thstanding, Tolland knew he
coul d not possibly | eave the others. Norah and Corky were still out in the open,
tethered to Rachel and Tol | and.

Tol | and stayed down near Rachel as the ice pellets continued to slaminto the
side of the toppled equipnment sled. He pillaged the strewn contents, searching
for a weapon, a flare gun, a radio..anything.

“Run!” Rachel yelled, her breathing still strained

Then, oddly, the hailstormof ice bullets abruptly stopped. Even in the pounding
wi nd, the night felt suddenly calm.as if a stormhad |let up unexpectedly.

It was then, peering cautiously around the sled, that Tolland wi tnessed one of
the nost chilling sights he had ever seen.

diding effortlessly out of the darkened perinmeter into the light, three ghostly
figures energed, coasting silently in on skis. The figures wore full white

weat her suits. They carried no ski poles but rather large rifles that | ooked

li ke no guns Tolland had ever seen. Their skis were bizarre as well, futuristic
and short, nmore |ike elongated Rollerblades than skis.

Calmy, as if knowing they had already won this battle, the figures coasted to a
stop beside their closest victi mthe unconsci ous Norah Mangor. Tol |l and rose
shakily to his knees and peered over the sled at the attackers. The visitors
stared back at himthrough eerie electronic goggles. They were apparently

uni nt er est ed.

At |east for the nonent.

Delta-One felt no renorse as he stared down at the worman | yi ng unconsci ous on
the ice before him He had been trained to carry out orders, not to question
not i ves.

The woman was wearing a thick, black, thermal suit and had a welt on the side of
her face. Her breathing was short and | abored. One of the IMice rifles had
found its mark and knocked her unconsci ous.

Now it was tine to finish the job.

As Delta-One knelt down beside the oblivious woman, his teanmates trained their
rifles on the other targets—ene on the small, unconscious man lying on the ice
near by, and one on the overturned sled where the two other victins were hiding.
Al though his nen easily could have noved in to finish the job, the renmining
three victinms were unarnmed and had nowhere to run. Rushing to finish them al

of f at once was carel ess. Never disperse your focus unless absolutely necessary.
Face one adversary at a tine. Exactly as they had been trained, the Delta Force
woul d kill these people one at a tine. The magi c, however, was that they would
| eave no trace to suggest how they had died.

Crouched besi de the unconsci ous worman, Delta-One renoved his thermal gloves and
scooped up a handful of snow. Packing the snow, he opened the woman’s nouth and
began stuffing it down her throat. He filled her entire nmouth, ranm ng the snow
as deep as he could down her wi ndpi pe. She would be dead within three n nutes.
This technique, invented by the Russian mafia, was called the byel aya
snert—white death. This victimwould suffocate | ong before the snow in her
throat nelted. Once dead, however, her body would stay warm | ong enough to

di ssol ve the bl ockage. Even if foul play were suspected, no nurder weapon or

evi dence of violence would be apparent imedi ately. Eventually sonmeone ni ght
figure it out, but it would buy themtine. The ice bullets would fade into the
environment, buried in the snow, and the welt on this worman’s head woul d | ook
like she’d taken a nasty spill on the ice—not surprising in these gale force

Wi nds.

The other three people would be incapacitated and killed in nmuch the same way.



Then Delta-One would load all of themon the sled, drag them several hundred
yards off course, reattached their belay |ines and arrange the bodi es. Hours
fromnow, the four of them would be found frozen in the snow, apparent victins
of overexposure and hypot herm a. Those who di scovered them woul d be puzzl ed what
they were doing off course, but nobody would be surprised that they were dead.
After all, their flares had burned out, the weather was perilous, and getting
lost on the MIne Ice Shelf could bring death in a hurry.

Del t a- One had now fi ni shed packi ng snow down the wonan’s throat. Before turning
his attention to the others, Delta-One unhooked the wonman’s bel ay harness. He
could reconnect it later, but at the nonent, he did not want the two people
behind the sled getting ideas about pulling his victimto safety.

M chael Tolland had just witnessed a nurderous act nore bizarre than his darkest
m nd coul d i magi ne. Having cut Norah Mangor free, the three attackers were
turning their attention to Corky.

I’ve got to do sonething

Corky had cone to and was npaning, trying to sit up, but one of the soldiers
pushed hi m back down on his back, straddled him and pinned Corky's arms to the
ice by kneeling on them Corky let out a cry of pain that was instantly
swal | owed up by the ragi ng w nd.

In a kind of denented terror, Tolland tore through the scattered contents of the
overturned sl ed. There must be sonething here! A weapon! Sonething! Al he saw
was di agnostic ice gear, nost of it smashed beyond recognition by the ice
pellets. Beside him Rachel groggily tried to sit up, using her ice ax to prop
hersel f up. “Run..M ke..

Tol | and eyed the ax that was strapped to Rachel’s wist. It could be a weapon
Sort of. Tolland wondered what his chances were attacking three armed nen with a
tiny ax.

Sui ci de.

As Rachel rolled and sat up, Tolland spied sonething behind her. A bul ky vinyl
bag. Praying against fate that it contained a flare gun or radi o, he clanbered
past her and grabbed the bag. Inside he found a |large, neatly fol ded sheet of
Myl ar fabric. Worthless. Tolland had something similar on his research ship. It
was a small weather balloon, designed to carry payl oads of observational weather
gear not nuch heavier than a personal conputer. Norah's ball oon would be no help
here, particularly w thout a heliumtank.

Wth the growi ng sounds of Corky’s struggle, Tolland felt a hel pl ess sensation
he had not felt in years. Total despair. Total loss. Like the cliché of one's
life passing before one’'s eyes before death, Tolland s mnd flashed unexpectedly
through long forgotten chil dhood i mages. For an instant he was sailing in San
Pedro, learning the age-old sailor’s pastinme of spinnaker-flying—hanging on a
knotted rope, suspended over the ocean, plunging |aughing into the water, rising
and falling Iike a kid hanging on a belfry rope, his fate determ ned by a

bi |l owi ng spi nnaker sail and the whim of the ocean breeze.

Toll and’ s eyes instantly snapped back to the Mylar balloon in his hand,
realizing that his mnd had not been surrendering, but rather it had been trying
to rem nd himof a solution! Spinnaker flying.

Corky was still struggling against his captor as Tolland yanked open the
protective bag around the balloon. Tolland had no illusions that this plan was
anything other than a long shot, but he knew remai ning here was certain death
for all of them He clutched the folded mass of Mylar. The payload clip warned:
CAUTI ON: NOT FOR USE IN WNDS OVER 10 KNOTS.

The hell with that! Gipping it hard to keep it fromunfurling, Tolland

cl anbered over to Rachel, who was propped on her side. He could see the
confusion in her eyes as he nestled close, yelling, “Hold this!”

Tol | and handed Rachel the folded pad of fabric and then used his free hands to
slip the balloon’s payload clasp through one of the carabiners on his harness.



Then, rolling on his side, he slipped the clasp through one of Rachel’s
car abi ners as wel |l

Tol | and and Rachel were now one.

Joi ned at the hinp.

From between them the |oose tether trailed off across the snow to the
struggling Corky..and ten yards farther to the enpty clip beside Norah Mangor.
Norah is already gone, Tolland told hinmself. Nothing you can do.

The attackers were crouched over Corky’'s withing body now, packing a handful of
snow, and preparing to stuff it down Corky's throat. Tolland knew t hey were

al rost out of tine.

Tol | and grabbed the fol ded balloon from Rachel. The fabric was as |ight as

ti ssue paper—and virtually indestructible. Here goes nothing. “Hold on!”

“M ke?” Rachel said. “What-—=

Tol l and hurl ed the pad of wadded Mylar into the air over their heads. The
howl i ng wi nd snatched it up and spread it out |like a parachute in a hurricane.
The sheath filled instantly, billow ng open with a | oud snap

Tolland felt a wenching yank on his harness, and he knew in an instant he had
grossly underestimated the power of the katabatic wind. Wthin a fraction of a
second, he and Rachel were half airborne, being dragged down the glacier. A
monment later, Tolland felt a jerk as his tether drew taut on Corky Marlinson.
Twenty yards back, his terrified friend was yanked out from under his stunned
attackers, sending one of themtunbling backward. Corky let out a bl ood-curdling
scream as he too accelerated across the ice, barely mssing the overturned sled,
then fishtailing inward. A second rope trailed |inp beside Corky.the rope that
had been connected to Norah Mangor.

Not hi ng you can do, Tolland told hinself.

Li ke a tangl ed mass of human marionettes, the three bodies skimmred down the
glacier. lce pellets went sailing by, but Tolland knew the attackers had mi ssed
their chance. Behind him the white-clad soldiers faded away, shrinking to
illum nated specks in the glow of the flares.

Toll and now felt the ice ripping beneath his padded suit with relentless
acceleration, and the relief at having escaped faded fast. Less than two mles
directly ahead of them the MIne Ice Shelf cane to an abrupt end at a
precipitous cliff—and beyond it.a hundred-foot drop to the | ethal pounding surf
of the Arctic Ccean.
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Marjorie Tench was smiling as she made her way downstairs toward the \Wite House
Communi cations Office, the conputerized broadcast facility that dissem nated
press releases formul ated upstairs in the Comruni cations Bull pen. The neeting
with Gabrielle Ashe had gone well. \Wether or not Gabrielle was scared enough to
turn over an affidavit admitting the affair was uncertain, but it sure as hel
was worth a try.

Gabrielle would be smart to bail out on him Tench thought. The poor girl had no
i dea just how hard Sexton was about to fall

In a few hours, the President’s nmeteoric press conference was going to cut
Sexton down at the knees. That was in the bank. Gabrielle Ashe, if she
cooperated, would be the death bl ow that sent Sexton crawing off in shane. In
the nmorning, Tench could release Gabrielle's affidavit to the press along with

f oot age of Sexton denying it.

One-two punch

After all, politics was not just about winning the election, it was about

wi nni ng deci sivel y-having the momentumto carry out one’'s vision. Historically,
any president who squeaked into office on a narrow margi n acconpli shed nuch



| ess; he was weakened right out of the gate, and Congress never seened to |et
himforget it.

Ideally, the destruction of Senator Sexton's canpaign would be conprehensive—a

t wo- pronged attack sacking both his politics and his ethics. This strategy,
known in Washington as the “high-low,” was stolen fromthe art of mlitary
warfare. Force the enenmy to battle on two fronts. When a candi date possessed a
pi ece of negative information about his opponent, he often waited until he had a
second piece and went public with both sinmultaneously. A doubl e-edged attack was
al ways nmore effective than a single shot, particularly when the dual attack

i ncorporated separate aspects of his canpaign—the first against his politics,
the second against his character. Rebuttal of a political attack took |ogic,
while rebuttal of a character attack took passion; disputing both sinmnultaneously
was an al nost i npossi bl e bal ancing act.

Toni ght, Senator Sexton would find hinself scranmbling to extract hinmself from
the political nightmare of an astounding NASA triunmph, and yet his plight would
deepen considerably if he were forced to defend his NASA position while being
called a liar by a prom nent fenal e nenber of his staff.

Arriving now at the doorway of the Communications Ofice, Tench felt alive with
the thrill of the fight. Politics was war. She took a deep breath and checked
her watch. 6:15 P.M The first shot was about to be fired.

She entered.

The Conmuni cations Ofice was small not for |ack of room but for lack of
necessity. It was one of the nobst efficient nmass conmunications stations in the
worl d and enpl oyed a staff of only five people. At the nonment, all five

enpl oyees stood over their banks of electronic gear |ooking |ike swimmers poised
for the starting gun

They are ready, Tench saw in their eager gazes.

It always amazed her that this tiny office, given only two hours head start,
could contact nore than one third of the world' s civilized population. Wth

el ectronic connections to literally tens of thousands of gl obal news
sources—from the |largest television conglonerates to the smallest homet own
newspaper s—the \Wite House Comunications O fice could, at the touch of a few
buttons, reach out and touch the world

Fax- br oadcast computers churned press releases into the in-boxes of radio,
television, print, and Internet nedia outlets from Maine to Moscow. Bul k e-nmil
programs bl anketed on-line news wires. Tel ephone autodial ers phoned thousands of
medi a content managers and pl ayed recorded voi ce announcenents. A breaking news
Web page provided constant updates and preformatted content. The
“live-feed-capabl e’ news sources—CNN, NBC, ABC, CBS, foreign syndicates—would be
assaulted fromall angles and pronised free, live television feeds. Watever

el se these networks were airing would cone to a screeching halt for an emergency
presi dential address.

Ful | penetration

Li ke a general inspecting her troops, Tench strode in silence over to the copy
desk and picked up the printout of the “flash rel ease” that now sat | oaded in
all the transm ssion machines like cartridges in a shotgun.

When Tench read it, she had to |augh quietly to herself. By usual standards, the
rel ease | oaded for broadcast was heavy-handed—pre of an adverti sement than an
announcenment —but the President had ordered the Communi cations O fice to pull out
all the stops. And that they had. This text was perfect—keyword-rich and content
light. A deadly conbination. Even the news wires that used automated
“keyword-sniffer” programs to sort their incomng mail would see nmultiple flags
on this one:

From White House Communications Ofice

Subj ect: Urgent Presidential Address

The President of the United States will be hol ding an urgent press conference
tonight at 8:00 p.m Eastern Standard Tinme fromthe Wite House briefing room



The topic of his announcenent is currently classified. Live A/V feeds will be
avail able via custonmary outlets.

Layi ng the paper back down on the desk, Marjorie Tench | ooked around the
Communi cations O fice and gave the staff an inpressed nod. They | ooked eager
Lighting a cigarette, she puffed a nonent, |letting the anticipation build.
Finally, she grinned. “Ladies and gentlenen. Start your engines.”
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Al'l 1 ogical reasoning had evaporated from Rachel Sexton’s mind. She held no
thoughts for the nmeteorite, the nysterious GPR printout in her pocket, Mng, the
horrific attack on the ice sheet. There was one matter at hand

Survi val .

The ice skimmed by in a blur beneath her like an endless, sleek highway. Wether
her body was nunb with fear or sinply cocooned by her protective suit, Rache

did not know, but she felt no pain. She felt nothing.

Yet .

Lying on her side, attached to Tolland at the waist, Rachel |ay face-to-face
with himin an awkward enbrace. Sonmewhere ahead of them the balloon billowed
fat with wind, |ike a parachute on the back of a dragster. Corky trailed behind,
swerving wildly like a tractor trailer out of control. The flare marking the
spot where they had been attacked had all but disappeared in the distance.

The hissing of their nylon Mark | X suits on the ice grew higher and higher in
pitch as they continued to accel erate. She had no i dea how fast they were going
now, but the wind was at |east sixty miles an hour, and the frictionless runway
beneath them seened to be racing by faster and faster with every passing second.
The i npervious Myl ar ball oon apparently had no intentions of tearing or
relinquishing its hold.

We need to rel ease, she thought. They were racing away from one deadly
force—directly toward another. The ocean is probably less than a nile ahead now
The thought of icy water brought back terrifying menories.

The wi nd gusted harder, and their speed increased. Sonewhere behi nd them Corky

l et out a screamof terror. At this speed, Rachel knew they had only a few

m nutes before they were dragged out over the cliff into the frigid ocean.
Tol | and was apparently having simlar thoughts because he was now fighting with
the payl oad clasp attached to their bodies.

“l can’t unhook us!” he yelled. “There’'s too nuch tension!”

Rachel hoped a nonentary lull in the wind mght give Tolland sone slack, but the
kat abatic pulled on with relentless uniformty. Trying to help, Rachel tw sted
her body and ramred the toe cleat of one of her cranpons into the ice, sending a
rooster tail of ice shards into the air. Their velocity slowed ever so slightly.
“Now!  she yelled, lifting her foot.

For an instant the payload line on the balloon slackened slightly. Tolland
yanked down, trying to take advantage of the |oose |line to maneuver the payl oad
clip out of their carabiners. Not even cl ose.

“Agai n!'” he yell ed.

This time they both tw sted agai nst one another and ramed their toe prongs into
the ice, sending a double plume of ice into the air. This slowed the contraption
nore perceptibly.

“ Now! ”

On Tolland's cue, they both let up. As the balloon surged forward again, Tolland
rammed his thunb into the carabiner latch and twi sted the hook, trying to

rel ease the clasp. Although closer this time, he still needed nore slack. The
carabiners, Norah had bragged, were first-rate, Joker safety clips, specifically
crafted with an extra loop in the netal so they would never release if there



were any tension on them at all

Killed by safety clips, Rachel thought, not finding the irony the least bit
anusi ng.

“One nore tine!” Tolland yell ed.

Mustering all her energy and hope, Rachel tw sted as far as she could and ranmed
both of her toes into the ice. Arching her back, she tried to lift all her

wei ght onto her toes. Tolland followed her |ead until they were both angl ed
roughly on their stomachs, the connection at their belt straining their
harnesses. Tolland ramred his toes down and Rachel arched farther. The

vi brations sent shock waves up her |legs. She felt |ike her ankles were going to
br eak.

“Hold it.bold it."” Tolland contorted hinmself to rel ease the Joker clip as their
speed decreased. “Al npst..

Rachel ' s cranmpons snapped. The nmetal cleats tore off of her boots and went
tumbl i ng backward into the night, bouncing over Corky. The balloon i mediately
lurched forward, sending Rachel and Tolland fishtailing to one side. Tolland

|l ost his grasp on the clip.

“Shit!”

The Myl ar balloon, as if angered at having been nonentarily restrained, |urched
forward now, pulling even harder, dragging them down the glacier toward the sea.
Rachel knew they were closing fast on the cliff, although they faced danger even
before the hundred-foot drop into the Arctic Ocean. Three huge snow berns stood
in their path. Even protected by the padding in the Mark I X suits, the
experience of launching at high speed up and over the snow nounds filled her
with terror.

Fighting in desperation with their harnesses, Rachel tried to find a way to

rel ease the balloon. It was then that she heard the rhythnmic ticking on the
ice—the rapid-fire staccato of |ightweight nmetal on the sheet of bare ice.

The ax.

In her fear, she had entirely forgotten the ice ax attached to the rip cord on
her belt. The |ightweight alum numtool was bouncing al ong beside her |eg. She

| ooked up at the payload cable on the balloon. Thick, heavy-duty braided nylon
Reachi ng down, she funbled for the bouncing ax. She grasped the handl e and
pulled it toward her, stretching the elastic rip cord. Still on her side, Rache
struggled to raise her arnms over her head, placing the ax’s serrated edge

agai nst the thick cord. Awkwardly, she began sawi ng the taut cable.

“Yes!” Tolland yelled, funbling now for his own ax.

Sliding on her side, Rachel was stretched out, her arns above her, sawi ng at the
taut cable. The line was strong, and the individual nylon strands were fraying
slowy. Tolland gripped his owm ax, twisted, raised his arms over his head, and
tried to saw from underneath in the same spot. Their banana bl ades clicked
together as they worked in tandem|ike |unberjacks. The rope began fraying on
bot h sides now.

We're going to do it, Rachel thought. This thing is going to break!

Suddenly, the silver bubble of Myl ar before them swooped upward as if it had hit
an updraft. Rachel realized to her horror that it was sinply follow ng the
contour of the |and.

They had arrived

The berns.

The wall of white | ooned only an instant before they were on it. The blow to
Rachel’s side as they hit the incline drove the wind from her |lungs and w enched
the ax from her hand. Like a tangl ed water-skier being dragged up over a junp,
Rachel felt her body dragged up the face of the berm and | aunched. She and
Tol | and were suddenly catapulted in a dizzying upward snarl. The trough between
the berms spread out far beneath them but the frayed payl oad cable held fast,
lifting their accel erated bodi es upward, carrying themclear out over the first
trough. For an instant, she glinpsed what |ay ahead. Two nore berns—a short



pl at eau—and then the drop-off to the sea

As if to give a voice to Rachel’s own dunbstruck terror, the high-pitched scream
of Corky Marlinson cut through the air. Sonewhere behind them he sailed up over
the first berm Al three of them went airborne, the balloon claw ng upward |ike
a wild animal trying to break its captor’s chains.

Suddenly, like a gunshot in the night, a sudden snap echoed overhead. The frayed
rope gave way, and the tattered end recoiled in Rachel’s face. Instantly, they
were falling. Sonewhere overhead the Mylar balloon billowed out of

control .spiraling out to sea

Tangl ed in carabiners and harnesses, Rachel and Tolland tunbl ed back toward
earth. As the white nmound of the second bermrose up toward them Rachel braced
for inpact. Barely clearing the top of the second berm they crashed down the
far side, the blow partially cushioned by their suits and the descendi ng contour
of the berm As the world around her turned into a blur of arms and | egs and
ice, Rachel felt herself rocketing down the incline out onto the central ice
trough. Instinctively she spread her arns and legs, trying to sl ow down before
they hit the next berm She felt them slow ng, but only slightly, and it seened
only seconds before she and Tolland were sliding back up an incline. At the top
there was another instant of weightlessness as they cleared the crest. Then
filled with terror, Rachel felt thembegin their dead slide down the other side
and out onto the final plateau.the last eighty feet of the MIne d acier.

As they skidded toward the cliff, Rachel could feel the drag of Corky on the
tether, and she knew they were all slow ng down. She knew it was too little too
|late. The end of the glacier raced toward them and Rachel |et out a hel pl ess
scream

Then it happened.

The edge of the ice slid out fromunderneath them The [ast thing Rache
remenbered was falling.
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The West brooke Pl ace Apartnments are |ocated at 2201 N Street NWand pronpote
thensel ves as one of the few unquestionably correct addresses in Washi ngton.
Gabrielle hurried through the gilded revolving door into the marbl e | obby, where
a deafening waterfall reverberated

The doorman at the front desk | ooked surprised to see her. “Ms. Ashe? | didn't
know you were stopping by tonight.”

“I"’mrunning late.” Gabrielle quickly signed in. The clock overhead read 6:22
P. M

The doorman scratched his head. “The senator gave ne a list, but you weren't—=
“They al ways forget the people who help them nost.” She gave a harried smle and
strode past himtoward the el evator

Now t he doorman | ooked uneasy. “l| better call up.”

“Thanks,” Gabrielle said, as she boarded the el evator and headed up. The
senator’s phone is off the hook.

Ri ding the elevator to the ninth floor, Gabrielle exited and made her way down
the el egant hallway. At the end, outside Sexton’'s doorway, she could see one of
hi s bul ky personal safety escorts—glorified bodyguards—sitting in the hall. He

| ooked bored. Gabrielle was surprised to see security on duty, although
apparently not as surprised as the guard was to see her. He junped to his feet
as she approached.

“1 know,” Gabrielle called out, still halfway down the hall. “It’'s a P.E. night.
He doesn’t want to be disturbed.”

The guard nodded enphatically. “He gave me very strict orders that no visitors—=
“It’s an energency.”



The guard physically bl ocked the doorway. “He's in a private neeting.”

“Real | y?” Gabrielle pulled the red envel ope fromunder her arm She flashed the
Wi te House seal in the man's face. “lI was just in the Oval Ofice. | need to
give the senator this informati on. Watever old pals he's schnmoozing tonight are
going to have to do without himfor a few m nutes. Now, let me in.”

The guard withered slightly at the sight of the Wite House seal on the

envel ope.

Don’t nmake ne open this, Gabrielle thought.

“Leave the folder,” he said. “I'Il take it into him’

“The hell you will. | have direct orders fromthe Wite House to hand-deliver

this. If I don't talk to himimrediately, we can all start |ooking for jobs
tonorrow norni ng. Do you understand?”’

The guard | ooked deeply conflicted, and Gabrielle sensed the senator had indeed
been unusual | y adamant toni ght about having no visitors. She noved in for the
kill. Holding the White House envelope directly in his face, Gabrielle | owered
her voice to a whisper and uttered the six words all Wshi ngton security
personnel feared nost.

“You do not understand the situation.”

Security personnel for politicians never understood the situation, and they
hated that fact. They were hired guns, kept in the dark, never sure whether to
stand firmin their orders or risk losing their jobs by mul e-headedly ignoring
some obvious crisis.

The guard swal | owed hard, eyeing the Wiite House envel ope again. “Ckay, but |I'm
telling the senator you demanded to be let in.”

He unl ocked the door, and Gabrielle pushed past him before he changed his m nd
She entered the apartnent and quietly closed the door behind her, relocking it.
Now i nside the foyer, Gabrielle could hear nuffled voices in Sexton' s den down
the hall —aen’ s voices. Tonight’'s P.E. was obviously not the private meeting
implied by Sexton’s earlier call

As Gabrielle noved down the hall toward the den, she passed an open cl oset where
a half dozen expensive nmen’s coats hung inside—distinctive wool and tweed.
Several briefcases sat on the floor. Apparently work stayed in the hall tonight.
Gabrielle woul d have wal ked right past the cases except that one of the
bri ef cases caught her eye. The nanepl ate bore a distinctive conmpany |ogo. A
bright red rocket.

She paused, kneeling down to read it:

SPACE AMERI CA, | NC.

Puzzl ed, she exami ned the other briefcases.

BEAL AEROSPACE. M CROCOSM | NC. ROTARY ROCKET COMPANY. KI STLER AEROSPACE
Marjorie Tench's raspy voice echoed in her mnd. Are you aware that Sexton is
accepting bribes fromprivate aerospace conpani es?

Gabrielle' s pulse began racing as she gazed down the darkened hallway toward the
archway that led into the senator’s den. She knew she should speak up, announce
her presence, and yet she felt herself inching quietly forward. She noved to
within a few feet of the archway and stood soundl essly in the shadows..listening
to the conversati on beyond.
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Wil e Delta-Three stayed behind to collect Norah Mangor’s body and the sled, the
other two soldiers accelerated down the glacier after their quarry.

On their feet they wore El ektroTread—powered skis. Mdel ed after the consuner
Fast Trax notorized skis, the classified ElektroTreads were essentially snow
skis with mniaturized tank treads affixed—+i ke snownobiles worn on the feet.
Speed was controlled by pushing the tips of the index finger and thunb together,



conpressing two pressure plates inside the right-hand glove. A powerful gel
battery was nol ded around the foot, doubling as insulation and allow ng the skis
to run silently. Ingeniously, the kinetic energy generated by gravity and the
spinning treads as the wearer glided down a hill was automatically harvested to
recharge the batteries for the next incline.

Keeping the wind at his back, Delta-One crouched |ow, skinmm ng seaward as he
surveyed the glacier before him His night vision systemwas a far cry fromthe
Patri ot nodel used by the Marines. Delta-One was |ooking through a hands-free
face mount with a 40 x 90 mm si x-el ement lens, three-el enent Magnification

Doubl er, and Super Long Range IR The world outside appeared in a transl ucent
tint of cool blue, rather than the usual green—the col or schene especially
designed for highly reflective terrains like the Arctic.

As he approached the first berm Delta-One’'s goggles reveal ed several bright
stripes of freshly disturbed snow, rising up and over the bermlike a neon arrow
in the night. Apparently the three escapees had either not thought to unhook
their makeshift sail or had been unable to. Either way, if they had not rel eased
by the final berm they were now sonmewhere out in the ocean. Delta-One knew his
quarry’s protective clothing would | engthen the usual life expectancy in the

wat er, but the relentless offshore currents would drag them out to sea. Drowning
woul d be inevitable.

Despite his confidence, Delta-One had been trained never to assume. He needed to
see bodi es. Crouching | ow, he pressed his fingers together and accel erated up
the first incline.

M chael Tolland |lay notionless, taking stock of his bruises. He was battered,

but he sensed no broken bones. He had little doubt the gel-filled Mark | X had
saved him any substantial trauma. As he opened his eyes, his thoughts were slow
to focus. Everything seened softer here..quieter. The wind still how ed, but with
|l ess ferocity.

We went over the edge—didn't we?

Focusi ng, Tolland found he was |ying on ice, draped across Rachel Sexton, al npst
at right angles, their | ocked carabiners twisted. He could feel her breathing
beneath him but he could not see her face. He rolled off her, his nuscles
barely respondi ng.

“Rachel ..?” Tolland wasn't sure if his lips were nmaki ng sound or not.

Tolland recalled the final seconds of their harrowi ng ri de—the upward drag of
the bal |l oon, the payl oad cabl e snapping, their bodies plumeting down the far
side of the berm sliding up and over the final nound, skimrng toward the
edge—the ice running out. Tolland and Rachel had fallen, but the fall had been
oddly short. Rather than the expected plunge to the sea, they had fallen only
ten feet or so before hitting another slab of ice and sliding to a stop with the
dead wei ght of Corky in tow.

Now, raising his head, Tolland | ooked toward the sea. Not far away, the ice
ended in a sheer cliff, beyond which he could hear the sounds of the ocean
Looki ng back up the glacier, Tolland strained to see into the night. Twenty
yards back, his eyes net a high wall of ice, which seened to hang above them It
was then that he realized what had happened. Sonehow they had slid off the main
glacier onto a lower terrace of ice. This section was flat, as |large as a hockey
rink, and had partially collapsed—preparing to cleave off into the ocean at any
nonent .

Ice calving, Tolland thought, eyeing the precarious platformof ice on which he
was now lying. It was a broad square slab that hung off the glacier like a

col ossal bal cony, surrounded on three sides by precipices to the ocean. The
sheet of ice was attached to the glacier only at its back, and Tolland could see
the connection was anything but permanent. The boundary where the | ower terrace
clung to the MIne Ice Shelf was marked by a gaping pressure fissure al nost four
feet across. Gravity was well on its way to winning this battle.



Al most nore frightening than seeing the fissure was Tolland’s seeing the
nmot i onl ess body of Corky Marlinson crunpled on the ice. Corky lay ten yards away
at the end of a taut tether attached to them

Tolland tried to stand up, but he was still attached to Rachel. Repositioning

hi msel f, he began detaching their interlocking carabiners.

Rachel | ooked weak as she tried to sit up. “We didn’t.go over?” Her voice was
bewi | der ed.

“We fell onto a | ower block of ice,
fromher. “1’ve got to help Corky.”
Pai nfully, Tolland attenpted to stand, but his legs felt feeble. He grabbed the
tether and heaved. Corky began sliding toward them across the ice. After a dozen
or so pulls, Corky was lying on the ice a few feet away.

Corky Marlinson | ooked beaten. He'd |lost his goggles, suffered a bad cut on his
cheek, and his nose was bleeding. Tolland' s worries that Corky m ght be dead
were quickly allayed when Corky rolled over and | ooked at Tolland with an angry
gl are.

“Jesus,” he stammered. “VWhat the hell was that little trick!”

Tolland felt a wave of relief.

Rachel sat up now, wi ncing. She | ooked around. “We need to.get off of here. This
bl ock of ice looks like it's about to fall.”

Toll and couldn’t have agreed nore. The only question was how.

They had no tine to consider a solution. A familiar high-pitched whir becane
audi bl e above them on the glacier. Tolland' s gaze shot up to see two white-clad
figures ski effortlessly up onto the edge and stop in unison. The two nen stood
there a noment, peering down at their battered prey |ike chess masters savoring
checkmate before the final kill.

Tol l and said, finally unfastening hinself

Delta-One was surprised to see the three escapees alive. He knew, however, this
was a tenporary condition. They had fallen onto a section of the glacier that
had al ready begun its inevitable plunge to the sea. This quarry could be

di sabl ed and killed in the sane manner as the other wonan, but a far cleaner
solution had just presented itself. A way in which no bodies would ever be

f ound.

Gazi ng downward over the lip, Delta-One focused on the gaping crevasse that had
begun to spread |like a wedge between the ice shelf and the clinging block of
ice. The section of ice on which the three fugitives sat was dangerously
perched.ready to break away and fall into the ocean any day now.

Wy not today...

Here on the ice shelf, the night was rocked every few hours by deafening
boons—the sound of ice cracking off parts of the glacier and plumeting into the
ocean. Wo woul d take notice?

Feeling the fam liar warmrush of adrenaline that acconpanied the preparation
for a kill, Delta-One reached in his supply pack and pulled out a heavy,

| emon- shaped object. Standard issue for mlitary assault teans, the object was
called a flash-bang—a “nonl ethal” concussi on grenade that tenporarily

di soriented an eneny by generating a blinding flash and deaf eni ng concussi on
wave. Toni ght, however, Delta-One knew this flash-bang woul d nost certainly be
| et hal .

He positioned hinmself near the edge and wondered how far the crevasse descended
before tapering to a close. Twenty feet? Fifty feet? He knew it didn't matter
His plan would be effective regardl ess.

Wth calmbred fromthe performance of countless executions, Delta-One dialed a
ten-second delay into the grenade’s screwdial, slid out the pin, and threw the
grenade down into the chasm The bonb plumeted into the darkness and

di sappear ed.

Then Del ta-One and his partner cleared back up onto the top of the berm and

wai ted. This would be a sight to behold.



Even in her delirious state of mnd, Rachel Sexton had a very good idea what the
attackers had just dropped into the crevasse. Whether M chael Tolland al so knew
or whether he was reading the fear in her eyes was uncl ear, but she saw himgo
pal e, shooting a horrified glance down at the nammoth slab of ice on which they
were stranded, clearly realizing the inevitable.

Like a stormcloud Iit by an internal flash of lightning, the ice beneath Rache
illumnated fromw thin. The eerie white translucence shot out in al

directions. For a hundred yards around them the glacier flashed white. The
concussion cane next. Not a rumble |like an earthquake, but a deafening shock
wave of gut-churning force. Rachel felt the inpact tearing up through the ice
into her body.

Instantly, as if a wedge had been driven between the ice shelf and the bl ock of
ice supporting them the cliff began to shear off with a sickening crack
Rachel s eyes locked with Tolland's in a freeze-frame of terror. Corky let out a
scream near by.

The bottom dr opped out.

Rachel felt weightless for an instant, hovering over the nultimllion-pound

bl ock of ice. Then they were riding the iceberg down—plunmeting into the frigid
sea.
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The deafening grating of ice against ice assaulted Rachel’'s ears as the massive
slab slid down the face of the MIne Ice Shelf, sending towering plunes of spray
into the air. As the slab splashed downward, it slowed, and Rachel’s previously
wei ght | ess body crashed down onto the top of the ice. Tolland and Corky | anded
hard near by.

As the block’s downward nonentum plunged it deeper into the sea, Rachel could
see the foam ng surface of the ocean racing upward with a kind of taunting

decel eration, like the ground beneath a bungee-junper whose cord was a few feet
too long. Rising.rising..and then it was there. Her chil dhood ni ghtmare was back.
The ice.the water.the darkness. The dread was al nost primal.

The top of the slab slipped below the waterline, and the frigid Arctic Ocean
poured over the edges in a torrent. As the ocean rushed in all around her,

Rachel felt herself sucked under. The bare skin on her face tightened and burned
as the saltwater hit. The flooring of ice disappeared beneath her, and Rache
fought her way back to the surface, buoyed by the gel in her suit. She took in a
mout hf ul of saltwater, sputtering to the surface. She could see the others

fl oundering nearby, all of themtangled in tethers. Just as Rachel righted
hersel f, Tolland yelled out.

“It"s com ng back up!”

As his words echoed above the tunult, Rachel felt an eerie upwelling in the

wat er beneath her. Like a massive |oconotive straining to reverse direction, the
slab of ice had groaned to a stop underwater and was now beginning its ascent
directly beneath them Fathons bel ow, a sickening | ow frequency runbl e resonated
upward through the water as the gigantic submerged sheet began scraping its way
back up the face of the glacier.

The sl ab rose fast, accelerating as it cane, swooping up fromthe darkness.
Rachel felt herself rising. The ocean roiled all around as the ice net her body.
She scranbled in vain, trying to find her balance as the ice propelled her
skyward along with mllions of gallons of seawater. Buoying upward, the giant
sheet bobbed above the surface, heaving and teetering, |ooking for its center of
gravity. Rachel found herself scrambling in waist-deep water across the
enornmous, flat expanse. As the water began pouring off the surface, the current
swal | oned Rachel and dragged her toward the edge. Sliding, splayed flat on her



stomach, Rachel could see the edge | oom ng fast.

Hol d on! Rachel’s nother’s voice was calling the same way it had when Rachel was
just a child floundering beneath the icy pond. Hold on! Don’t go under

The wrenchi ng yank on her harness expelled what |ittle air Rachel had left in
her lungs. She jerked to a dead stop only yards from the edge. The nption spun
her in place. Ten yards away, she could see Corky's linp body, still tethered to
her, also jolting to a stop. They had been flow ng off the sheet in opposite
directions and his nonentum had stopped her. As the water ran off and grew nore
shal | ow, anot her dark form appeared over near Corky. He was on his hands and
knees, grasping Corky’s tether and vonmiting sal twater.

M chael Tol | and.

As the | ast of the wake drained past her and flowed off the iceberg, Rachel |ay

interrified silence, listening to the sounds of the ocean. Then, feeling the
onset of deadly cold, she dragged herself onto her hands and knees. The ’'berg
was still bobbing back and forth, like a giant ice cube. Delirious and in pain,

she crawl ed back toward the others.

Hi gh above on the glacier, Delta-One peered through his night-vision goggles at
the water churning around the Arctic Ocean’s newest tabul ar iceberg. Although he
saw no bodies in the water, he was not surprised. The ocean was dark, and his
quarry’s weat her suits and skull caps were bl ack

As he passed his gaze across the surface of the enornous floating sheet of ice,
he had a hard tinme keeping it in focus. It was receding quickly, already headi ng
out to sea in the strong offshore currents. He was about to turn his gaze back
to the sea when he saw sonet hi ng unexpected. Three specks of black on the ice.
Are those bodies? Delta-One tried to bring theminto focus.

“See sonething?” Delta-Two asked.

Del t a- One said nothing, focusing in with his magnifier. In the pale tint of the
i ceberg, he was stunned to see three human fornms huddl ed notionl ess on the
island of ice. Whether they were alive or dead, Delta-One had no idea. It hardly
mattered. If they were alive, even in weather suits, they' d be dead within the
hour; they were wet, a stormwas conming in, and they were drifting seaward into
one of the nost deadly oceans on the planet. Their bodi es woul d never be found.
“Just shadows,” Delta-One said, turning fromthe cliff. “Let’s get back to
base.”
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Senat or Sedgewi ck Sexton set his snifter of Courvoisier on the mantel pi ece of
hi s West brook apartment and stoked the fire for several nonents, gathering his
thoughts. The six nen in the den with himsat in silence now.waiting. The smal
talk was over. It was tine for Senator Sexton to make his pitch. They knew it.
He knew it.

Politics was sal es.

Establish trust. Let them know you understand their problens.

“As you may know,” Sexton said, turning toward them “over the past nonths,
have met with many nmen in your same position.” He smled and sat down, joining
themon their level. “You are the only ones | have ever brought into ny hone.
You are extraordinary nmen, and | am honored to neet you.”

Sexton folded his hands and let his eyes circle the room nmeking personal
contact with each of his guests. Then he focused in on his first mark—the
heavyset man in the cowboy hat.

“Space I ndustries of Houston,” Sexton said. “I’'mglad you cane.”

The Texan grunted. “I hate this town.”

“l don't blame you. WAshington has been unfair to you.”

The Texan stared out from beneath the rimof his hat but said nothing.



“Twel ve years back,” Sexton began, “you nade an offer to the U S. governnent.

You proposed to build thema U S. space station for a nere five billion
dollars.”
“Yeah, | did. | still have the blueprints.”

“And yet NASA convinced the government that a U. S. space station should be a
NASA project.”

“Right. NASA started building al nost a decade ago.”

“A decade. And not only is the NASA space station not yet fully operational, but
the project so far has cost twenty tines your bid. As an Anmerican taxpayer, | am
si ckened.”

A grunbl e of agreement circled the room Sexton let his eyes nove, reconnecting
with the group

“1 amwell aware,” the senator said, addressing everyone now, “that several of
your conpani es have offered to | aunch private space shuttles for as little as
fifty million dollars per flight.”

More nods.

“And yet NASA undercuts you by charging only thirty-eight mllion dollars per
flight.even though their actual per flight cost is over one hundred and fifty
mllion dollars!”

“1t’s how they keep us out of space,” one of the nmen said. “The private sector
cannot possibly conmpete with a company that can afford to run shuttle flights at
a four hundred percent loss and still stay in business.”

“Nor should you have to,” Sexton said.

Nods al | around.

Sexton turned now to the austere entrepreneur beside him a man whose file
Sexton had read with interest. Like many of the entrepreneurs funding Sexton’s
canpaign, this man was a former mlitary engi neer who had become disillusioned
with | ow wages and gover nnent bureaucracy and had abandoned his mlitary post to
seek his fortune in aerospace.

“Kistler Aerospace,” Sexton said, shaking his head in despair. “Your conpany has
desi gned and manufactured a rocket that can | aunch payloads for as little as two
thousand dol |l ars per pound conpared to NASA's costs of ten thousand dol |l ars per
pound.” Sexton paused for effect. “And yet you have no clients.”

“Why would | have any clients?” the man replied. “Last week NASA undercut us by
chargi ng Motorola only eight hundred and twel ve dollars per pound to |launch a
tel ecomm satellite. The governnment |aunched that satellite at a nine hundred
percent | oss!”

Sext on nodded. Taxpayers were unwittingly subsidizing an agency that was ten
times less efficient than its conpetition. “It has become painfully clear,” he
said, his voice darkening, “that NASA is working very hard to stifle conpetition
in space. They crowd out private aerospace businesses by pricing services bel ow
mar ket val ue.”

“It’'s the Wal - Marting of space,” the Texan said

Damm good anal ogy, Sexton thought. 1’1l have to remenber that. Wal-Mart was
notorious for noving into a new territory, selling products bel ow market val ue,
and driving all local conpetition out of business.

“1’” m goddammed sick and tired,” the Texan said, “of having to pay nmillions in
busi ness taxes so Uncle Samcan use that noney to steal nmy clients!”

“l hear you,” Sexton said. “l understand.”

“It"'s the lack of corporate sponsorships that's killing Rotary Rocket,” a

sharply dressed man said. “The | aws agai nst sponsorship are crimnal!”

“l couldn’t agree nore.” Sexton had been shocked to | earn that another way NASA
entrenched its nonopoly of space was by passing federal nmandates banning

adverti sements on space vehicles. Instead of allow ng private conpanies to
secure fundi ng through corporate sponsorshi ps and advertising | ogos—+he way, for
exanpl e, professional race car drivers di d—space vehicles could only display the
words USA and the conpany nane. In a country that spent $185 billion a year on



advertising, not one advertising dollar ever found its way into the coffers of
private space compani es.

“1t’s robbery,” one of the nmen snapped. “My conpany hopes to stay in business

Il ong enough to launch the country’s first tourist-shuttle prototype next My. W
expect enormous press coverage. The Ni ke Corporation just offered us seven
mllion in sponsorship dollars to paint the N ke swoosh and ‘Just do it!’ on the
side of the shuttle. Pepsi offered us twice that for ‘Pepsi: The choice of a new
generation.’ But according to federal law, if our shuttle displays advertising,
we are prohibited fromlaunching it!”

“That’s right,” Senator Sexton said. “And if elected, I will work to abolish
that antisponsorship legislation. That is a promi se. Space should be open for
advertising the way every square inch of earth is open to advertising.”

Sexton gazed out now at his audience, his eyes locking in, his voice grow ng
solem. “We all need to be aware, however, that the biggest obstacle to
privatization of NASA is not |laws, but rather, it is public perception. Most
Americans still hold a romanticized view of the American space program They
still believe NASA is a necessary governnent agency.”

“1t’s those goddammed Hol | ywood novi es!” one man said. “How many

NASA- saves-t he-worl d-from a-kill er-asteroid novies can Hol | ywood make, for
Christ’s sake? It’s propaganda!”

The plethora of NASA novies com ng out of Hollywood, Sexton knew, was sinply a
matter of economcs. Following the wildly popular novie Top Gun—a Tom Cruise jet
pi |l ot bl ockbuster that played like a two-hour advertisement for the U S.
Navy—NASA realized the true potential of Hollywod as a public relations

power house. NASA quietly began offering film conpanies free filmng access to
all of NASA's dramatic facilities—taunchpads, m ssion control, training
facilities. Producers, who were accustomed to payi ng enornous on-site |icensing
fees when they filmed anywhere el se, junped at the opportunity to save nillions
in budget costs by nmaking NASA thrillers on “free” sets. O course, Hollywood
only got access if NASA approved the script.

“Public brai nwashing,” a Hi spanic grunted. “The novies aren’t half as bad as the
publicity stunts. Sending a senior citizen into space? And now NASA is planning
an all-fermale shuttle crew? Al for publicity!”

Sexton sighed, his tone turning tragic. “True, and | know | don't have to rem nd
you what happened back in the eighties when the Departnent of Education was
bankrupt and cited NASA as wasting mllions that could be spent on educati on.
NASA devised a PR stunt to prove NASA was education-friendly. They sent a public
school teacher into space.” Sexton paused. “You all remenber Christa MAuliffe.”
The room fell silent.

“Gentl enen,” Sexton said, stopping dramatically in front of the fire. “1 believe
it is tinme Americans understood the truth, for the good of all of our futures.
It's time Americans understand that NASA is not |eading us skyward, but rather
is stifling space exploration. Space is no different than any other industry,
and keeping the private sector grounded verges on a crimnal act. Consider the
conmputer industry, in which we see such an expl osion of progress that we can
barely keep up from week to week! Why? Because the conputer industry is a
free-market system It rewards efficiency and vision with profits. Inmagine if
the conputer industry were government-run? We would still be in the dark ages.
We're stagnating in space. We should put space exploration into the hands of the
private sector where it belongs. Anericans would be stunned by the growth, jobs,
and realized dreans. | believe we should let the free-nmarket system spur us to
new heights in space. If elected, I will nmake it my personal mssion to unlock
the doors to the final frontier and |l et them swi ng wi de open.”

Sexton lifted his snifter of cognac.

“My friends, you cane here tonight to decide if | am soneone worthy of your
trust. | hope | amon the way to earning it. In the same way it takes investors
to build a conpany, it takes investors to build a presidency. In the same way



corporate stockhol ders expect returns, you as political investors expect
returns. My nessage to you tonight is sinple: Invest in nme, and I will never
forget you. Ever. Qur nissions are one and the sane.”

Sext on extended his glass toward themin a toast.

“Wth your help, nmy friends, soon | will be in the Wite House.and you w Il al
be | aunchi ng your dreamns.”

Only fifteen feet away, Gabrielle Ashe stood in the shadows, rigid. Fromthe den
came the harnonious clink of crystal snifters and the crackle of the fire.
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In a panic, the young NASA technician dashed through the habi sphere. Sonet hing
terrible has happened! He found Adm ni strator Ekstrom al one near the press area.
“Sir,” the technician gasped, running up. “There’s been an accident!”

Ekstrom turned, |ooking distant, as if his thoughts were already deeply troubled
with other matters. “What did you say? An accident? Where?”

“In the extraction pit. A body just floated up. Dr. Wailee Mng.”

Ekstrom s face was blank. “Dr. M ng? But..

“We pulled himout, but it was too |ate. He's dead.”

“For Christ’'s sake. How | ong has he been in there?”

“We think about an hour. It |ooks like he fell in, sank to the bottom but when
hi s body bloated, he floated up again.”

Ekstrom s reddi sh skin turned crimson. “Goddam it! \Wo el se knows about this?”
“Nobody, sir. Only two of us. We fished himout, but we thought we better tel
you before—=

“You did the right thing.” Ekstrom exhal ed a weighty sigh. “Stow Dr. M ng' s body
i medi ately. Say nothing.”

The technician felt perplexed. “But, sir, |2
Ekstrom put a large hand on the man’'s shoulder. “Listen to me carefully. This is
a tragic accident, one | deeply regret. O course | will deal with it
appropriately when the tine cones. Now, however, is not the tinme.”

“You want nme to hide his body?”

Ekstrom s cold Nordic eyes bore down. “Think about it. W could tell everyone,
but what woul d that acconplish? We're about an hour off fromthis press
conference. Announcing that we’'ve had a fatal accident woul d overshadow the

di scovery and have a devastating effect on norale. Dr. M ng nade a carel ess

nm stake; | have no intention of making NASA pay for it. These civilian
scientists have taken enough of the spotlight without nmy letting one of their
slipshod errors cast a shadow over our public nonent of glory. Dr. Mng's
accident remains a secret until after the press conference. Do you understand?”
The man nodded, pale. “1’Il stow his body.”
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M chael Tolland had been at sea enough times to know the ocean took victins

wi thout renorse or hesitation. As he lay in exhaustion on the expansive sheet of
ice, he could just make out the ghostly outline of the towering MIne Ice Shelf
receding in the distance. He knew the powerful Arctic current flow ng off the

El i zabet han | sl ands spiraled in an enornous | oop around the polar ice cap and
woul d eventually skirt land in northern Russia. Not that it mattered. That woul d
be nonths from now

We’ ve got maybe thirty mnutes.forty-five at the nost.



W thout the protective insulation of their gel-filled suits, Tolland knew they
woul d be dead al ready. Thankfully, the Mark | Xs had kept them dry—the nost
critical aspect of surviving cold weather. The thermal gel around their bodies
had not only cushioned their fall, but it was now helping their bodies retain
what little heat they had left.

Soon hypotherm a would set in. It would start with a vague nunbness in |linbs as
the blood retreated to the body’s core to protect the critical internal organs.
Delirious hallucinations would come next, as the pulse and respiration slowed,
cheating the brain of oxygen. Then, the body would make a final effort to
conserve its remai ning heat by shutting down all operations except the heart and
respiration. Unconsciousness would follow. In the end, heart and respiration
centers in the brain would stop functioning altogether.

Toll and turned his gaze toward Rachel, wi shing he could do sonething to save
her .

The numbness spreadi ng through Rachel Sexton’'s body was | ess painful than she
woul d have i magi ned. Al nost a wel cone anesthetic. Nature s norphine. She had

| ost her goggles in the collapse, and she could barely open her eyes against the
col d.

She coul d see Tolland and Corky on the ice nearby. Tolland was | ooking at her,
eyes filled with regret. Corky was noving but obviously in pain. His right
cheekbone was smashed and bl oody.

Rachel s body trenbled wildly as her mind searched for answers. \Wo? Why? Her

t houghts were nuddl ed by a grow ng heavi ness inside her. Nothing was making
sense. She felt |ike her body was slowy shutting down, lulled by an invisible
force pulling her to sleep. She fought it. A fiery anger ignited within her now,
and she tried to fan the fl anes.

They tried to kill us! She peered out at the threatening sea and sensed their
attackers had succeeded. We're already dead. Even now, know ng she woul d
probably not live to learn the whole truth about the deadly ganme being pl ayed
out on the MIne Ice Shelf, Rachel suspected she already knew who to bl ane.

Adm ni strator Ekstrom had the npbst to gain. He was the one who sent them out on
the ice. He had ties to the Pentagon and Special Ops. But what did Ekstrom have
to gain by inserting the neteorite beneath the ice? Wat did anyone have to

gai n?

Rachel flashed on Zach Herney, wondering if the President was a coconspirator or
an unknowi ng pawn? Herney knows nothing. He's innocent. The President obviously
had been duped by NASA. Now Herney was only about an hour away from nmaking
NASA' s announcenent. And he would do so armed with a video docunentary
cont ai ni ng endorsenents fromfour civilian scientists.

Four dead civilian scientists.

Rachel could do nothing to stop the press conference now, but she vowed that
whoever was responsible for this attack would not get away with it.

Summoni ng her strength, Rachel tried to sit up. Her linbs felt like granite, al
her joints screaming in pain as she bent her legs and arnms. Slowy, she pulled
herself to her knees, steadying herself on the flat ice. Her head spun. Al
around her the ocean churned. Tolland |lay nearby, gazing up at her with
inquisitive eyes. Rachel sensed he probably thought she was kneeling in prayer
She was not, of course, although prayer probably had as good a chance of saving
them as what she was about to attenpt.

Rachel s right hand funbl ed across her wai st and found the ice ax still bungeed
to her belt. Her stiff fingers gripped the handle. She inverted the ax,
positioning it like an upside down T. Then, with all her energy, she drove the

butt downward into the ice. Thud. Again. Thud. The blood felt |ike cold npol asses
in her veins. Thud. Tolland | ooked on in obvious confusion. Rachel drove the ax
down agai n. Thud

Tolland tried to lift himself onto his el bow. “Ra..chel?”



She did not answer. She needed all her energy. Thud. Thud.

“l don’t think.,” Tolland said, “this far north.that the SAA.coul d hear..

Rachel turned, surprised. She had forgotten Tolland was an oceanographer and

m ght have sone idea what she was up to. Right idea.but I'’mnot calling the SAA
She kept poundi ng.

The SAA stood for a Suboceanic Acoustic Array, a relic of the Cold War now used
by oceanographers worldwide to Iisten for whal es. Because underwater sounds
carried for hundreds of mles, the SAA network of fifty-nine underwater

m crophones around the world could listen to a surprisingly |arge percentage of
the planet’s oceans. Unfortunately, this renote section of the Arctic was not
part of that percentage, but Rachel knew there were others out there |listening
to the ocean fl oor—-ethers that few on earth knew existed. She kept pounding. Her
message was sinple and clear.

THUD. THUD. THUD

THUD..THUD..THUD...

THUD. THUD. THUD

Rachel had no del usions that her actions would save their lives; she could
already feel a frosty tightness gripping her body. She doubted she had a half
hour of life left in her. Rescue was beyond the real mof possibility now But
this was not about rescue.

THUD. THUD. THUD

THUD..THUD..THUD...

THUD. THUD. THUD

“There’s..no tinme.” Tolland said.

It’s not.about us, she thought. It's about the information in my pocket. Rachel
pictured the incrimnating GPR printout inside the Velcro pocket of her Mark I X
suit. | need to get the GPR printout into the hands of the NRO..and soon.

Even in her delirious state, Rachel was certain her nessage would be received.
In the md-eighties, the NRO had replaced the SAAwith an array thirty tines as

powerful . Total gl obal coverage: Classic Wzard, the NROs $12 million ear to
the ocean floor. In the next few hours the Cray superconputers at the NRO NSA
listening post in Menwith Hill, England, would flag an anonal ous sequence in one

of the Arctic’ s hydrophones, decipher the pounding as an SCS, triangul ate the
coordi nates, and dispatch a rescue plane from Thule Air Force Base in G eenl and.
The plane would find three bodies on an iceberg. Frozen. Dead. One would be an
NRO enpl oyee..and she woul d be carrying a strange pi ece of thernmal paper in her
pocket .

A GPR printout.

Norah Mangor’s final |egacy.

VWen the rescuers studied the printout, the mysterious insertion tunnel beneath
the neteorite would be reveal ed. Fromthere, Rachel had no i dea what woul d
happen, but at |east the secret would not die with them here on the ice.
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Every president’s transition into the White House involves a private tour of
three heavily guarded warehouses containing priceless collections of past Wite
House furniture: desks, silverware, bureaus, beds, and other itens used by past
presidents as far back as George Washington. During the tour, the transitioning
president is invited to select any heirloons he |likes and use them as

furni shings inside the White House during his term Only the bed in the Lincoln
Bedroomis a permanent \White House fixture. lronically, Lincoln never slept in
it.

The desk at which Zach Herney was currently sitting inside the Oval Ofice had
once belonged to his idol, Harry Truman. The desk, though small by nmodern



standards, served as a daily rem nder to Zach Herney that the “buck” did indeed
stop here, and that Herney was ultimately responsible for any shortcom ngs of
hi s admi nistration. Herney accepted the responsibility as an honor and did his
best to instill in his staff the notivations to do whatever it took to get the
j ob done.

“M. President?” his secretary called out, peering into the office. “Your cal
just went through.”

Her ney waved. “Thank you.”

He reached for his phone. He woul d have preferred some privacy for this call
but he sure as hell was not going to get any of that right now Two nakeup
speci alists hovered |ike gnats, poking and prinping at his face and hair
Directly in front of his desk, a television crew was setting up, and an endl ess
swarm of advi sers and PR people scurried around the office, excitedly discussing

strategy.

T m nus one hour ...

Herney pressed the illum nated button on his private phone. “Lawence? You
t here?”

“I"m here.” The NASA adninistrator’s voi ce sounded consuned, distant.

“Everything okay up there?”

“Storms still nmoving in, but my people tell me the satellite link will not be
affected. We're good to go. One hour and counting.”

“Excellent. Spirits high, | hope.”

“Very high. My staff’s excited. In fact, we just shared sonme beers.”

Herney | aughed. “dad to hear it. Look, | wanted to call and thank you before we
do this thing. Tonight's going to be one hell of a night.”

The adm ni strator paused, sounding uncharacteristically uncertain. “That it
will, sir. We’ve been waiting a long tinme for this.”

Her ney hesitated. “You sound exhausted.”

“l need sonme sunlight and a real bed.”

“One nore hour. Smile for the caneras, enjoy the nonent, and then we’'ll get a
pl ane up there to bring you back to D.C.”

“Looking forward to it.” The man fell silent again

As a skilled negotiator, Herney was trained to listen, to hear what was being
said between the lines. Something in the administrator’s voice sounded off
sonmehow. “You sure everything s okay up there?”

“Absol utely. Al systems go.” The adm nistrator seemed eager to change the
subject. “Did you see the final cut of Mchael Tolland s docunentary?”’

“Just watched it,” Herney said. “He did a fantastic job.”

“Yes. You made a good call bringing himin.”

“Still mad at ne for involving civilians?”

“Hell, yes.” The adm nistrator grow ed good-naturedly, his voice with the usua
strength to it.

It made Herney feel better. Ekstrom s fine, Herney thought. Just a little tired.

“Ckay, I’'Il see you in an hour via satellite. We'll give "emsonething to talk
about .”

“Ri ght.”

“Hey, Lawrence?” Herney's voice grew | ow and sol enm now. “You' ve done a hell of
a thing up there. I won't ever forget it.”

Qut si de the habi sphere, buffeted by wind, Delta-Three struggled to right and
repack Norah Mangor’'s toppled equi pnent sled. Once all the equi pment was back
onboard, he battened down the vinyl top and draped Mangor’s dead body across the
top, tying her down. As he was preparing to drag the sled off course, his two
partners came skinmng up the glacier toward him

“Change of plans,” Delta-One called out above the wind. “The other three went
over the edge.”

Del ta- Three was not surprised. He al so knew what it neant. The Delta Force’s



plan to stage an acci dent by arrangi ng four dead bodies on the ice shelf was no
| onger a viable option. Leaving a | one body woul d pose nore questions than
answers. “Sweep?” he asked

Del t a- One nodded. “1’I|l recover the flares and you two get rid of the sled.”
Whil e Delta-One carefully retraced the scientists’ path, collecting every | ast
clue that anyone had been there at all, Delta-Three and his partner npved down

the glacier with the | aden equi pment sled. After struggling over the berns, they
finally reached the precipice at the end of the MIne Ice Shelf. They gave a
push, and Norah Mangor and her sled slipped silently over the edge, plummeting
into the Arctic Ccean.

Cl ean sweep, Delta-Three thought.

As they headed back to base, he was pleased to see the wind obliterating the
tracks made by their skis.
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The nucl ear subrmarine Charlotte had been stationed in the Arctic Ccean for five
days now. Its presence here was highly classified.

A Los Angel es—cl ass sub, the Charlotte was designed to “listen and not be
heard.” Its forty-two tons of turbine engines were suspended on springs to
danpen any vi bration they m ght cause. Despite its requirenment for stealth, the
LA-cl ass sub had one of the largest footprints of any reconnai ssance sub in the
water. Stretching nore than 360 feet fromnose to stern, the hull, if placed on
an NFL football field, would crush both goal posts and then sone. Seven tinmes the
length of the U S. Navy's first Holl and-class submarine, the Charlotte displaced
6,927 tons of water when fully submerged and coul d crui se at an astoundi ng
thirty-five knots.

The vessel’s normal cruising depth was just bel ow the thernocline, a natura
tenperature gradient that distorted sonar reflections fromabove and made the
sub invisible to surface radar. Wth a crew of 148 and max dive depth of over
fifteen hundred feet, the vessel represented the state-of-the-art subnersible
and was the oceanic workhorse of the United States Navy. Its evaporative

el ectrol ysis oxygenation system two nuclear reactors, and engi neered provisions
gave it the ability to circumavigate the gl obe twenty-one tinmes w thout
surfaci ng. Human waste fromthe crew, as on nobst cruise ships, was conpressed
into sixty-pound bl ocks and ejected into the ocean—the huge bricks of feces
jokingly referred to as “whale turds.”

The technician sitting at the oscillator screen in the sonar room was one of the
best in the world. His nind was a dictionary of sounds and waveforns. He could
di stingui sh between the sounds of several dozen Russian subnmarine propellers,
hundreds of marine aninals, and even pinpoint underwater vol canoes as far away
as Japan.

At the moment, however, he was listening to a dull, repetitive echo. The sound,
al t hough easily distinguishable, was npst unexpected.

“You aren’t going to believe what’'s com ng through nmy |istening cans,
to his catal og assistant, handi ng over the headphones.

Hi s assistant donned the headphones, an incredul ous | ook crossing his face. “My
God. It’s clear as day. What do we do?”

The sonar man was already on the phone to the captain

When the submarine’s captain arrived in the sonar room the technician piped a
live sonar feed over a small set of speakers.

The captain |istened, expressionless.

THUD. THUD. THUD

THUD..THUD..THUD...

Sl ower. Slower. The pattern was beconing | ooser. Mre and nore faint.

he said



“What are the coordinates?” the captain denanded.
The technician cleared his throat. “Actually, sir, it’s comng fromthe surface
about three nmiles to our starboard.”
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In the darkened hal |l way outside Senator Sexton’s den, Gabrielle Ashe’'s |legs were
trembling. Not so nuch out of exhaustion from standing notionless, but from

di sillusionment over what she was listening to. The meeting in the next room was
still going, but Gabrielle didn't have to hear another word. The truth seened
pai nful ly obvi ous.

Senator Sexton is taking bribes fromprivate space agencies. Marjorie Tench had
been telling the truth.

The revul sion Gabrielle felt spreadi ng through her now was one of betrayal. She
had believed in Sexton. She'd fought for him How can he do this? Gabrielle had
seen the senator lie publicly fromtine to tinme to protect his private life, but
that was politics. This was breaking the | aw

He's not even elected yet, and he’s already selling out the Wite House!
Gabriell e knew she could no | onger support the senator. Promising to deliver the

NASA privatization bill could be done only with a contenptuous disregard for
both the law and the denpcratic system Even if the senator believed it would be
in everyone's best interest, to sell that decision flat out, in advance, slanmred

the door on the checks and bal ances of government, ignoring potentially
persuasi ve argunents from Congress, advisers, voters, and | obbyists. Most

i mportant, guaranteeing the privatization of NASA, Sexton had paved the way for
endl ess abuses of that advanced know edge—nsi der trading the nost

common-bl atantly favoring the wealthy, inside cadre at the expense of honest
public investors.

Feeling sick to her stomach, Gabrielle wondered what she shoul d do.

A tel ephone rang sharply behind her, shattering the silence of the hallway.
Startled, Gabrielle turned. The sound was coming fromthe closet in the foyer—a
cel |l phone in the pocket of one of the visitors’ coats.

“’Scuse nme, friends,” a Texas draw said in the den. “That's ne.”

Gabrielle could hear the man get up. He's conming this way! Weeling, she dashed

back up the carpet the way she’d cone. Halfway up the hall, she cut left,
ducking into the darkened kitchen just as the Texan exited the den and turned up
the hall. Gabrielle froze, nmotionless in the shadows.

The Texan strode by wi thout noticing.

Over the sound of her pounding heart, Gabrielle could hear himrustling in the
closet. Finally, he answered the ringing phone.

“Yeah?.\WWen?..Real | y? W' Il switch it on. Thanks.” The man hung up and headed
back toward the den, calling out as he went. “Hey! Turn on the television
Sounds |i ke Zach Herney’s giving an urgent press conference tonight. Eight

o' clock. Al channels. Either we're declaring war on China, or the Internationa
Space Station just fell into the ocean.”

“Now woul dn’t that be sonmething to toast!” someone called out.

Everyone | aughed.

Gabrielle felt the kitchen spinning around her now. An eight P.M press
conference? Tench, it seenmed, had not been bluffing after all. She had given
Gabrielle until 8:00 PPM to give her an affidavit admtting the affair.

Di stance yourself fromthe senator before it’s too late, Tench had told her.
Gabrielle had assunmed the deadline was so the Wiite House could |eak the
information to tonorrow s papers, but now it seened the White House intended to
go public with the allegations thensel ves

An urgent press conference? The nore Gabrielle considered it, though, the



stranger it seenmed. Herney is going live with this nmess? Personally?

The tel evision came on in the den. Blaring. The news announcer’s voi ce was
bursting with excitenment. “The White House has offered no clues as to the topic
of tonight’s surprise presidential address, and specul ati on abounds. Sone
political analysts now think that follow ng the President’s recent absence on
the canpaign trail, Zach Herney nay be preparing to announce he will not be
running for a second term”

A hopeful cheer arose in the den.

Absurd, Gabrielle thought. Wth all the dirt the White House had on Sexton right
now, there was no way in hell the President was throwing in the towel tonight.
This press conference is about sonething else. Gabrielle had a sinking feeling
she’ d al ready been warned what it was.

Wth rising urgency, she checked her watch. Less than an hour. She had a

deci sion to make, and she knew exactly to whom she needed to talk. Clutching the
envel ope of photos under her arm she quietly exited the apartnment.

In the hallway, the bodyguard | ooked relieved. “I heard sone cheering inside
Sounds |ike you were a hit.”

She smiled curtly and headed for the el evator.

Qutside in the street, the settling night felt unusually bitter. Flagging a cab,
she clinbed in and tried to reassure herself she knew exactly what she was

doi ng.

“ABC tel evision studios,” she told the driver. “And hurry.”
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As M chael Tolland lay on his side on the ice, he rested his head on an
outstretched arm which he could no |Ionger feel. Although his eyelids felt
heavy, he fought to keep them open. Fromthis odd vantage point, Tolland took in
the final inages of his world—now just sea and ice—+n a strange sideways tilt.
It seened a fitting end to a day in which nothing had been what it seened.

An eerie cal mhad begun to settle over the floating raft of ice. Rachel and
Corky had both fallen silent, and the pounding had stopped. The farther fromthe
glacier they floated, the calmer the wi nd becane. Tolland heard his own body
getting quieter too. Wth the tight skullcap over his ears, he could hear his
own breathing anplified in his head. It was getting sl ower.shallower. Hi s body
was no | onger able to fight off the conpressing sensation that acconpanied his
own blood racing fromhis extremties |ike a crew abandoning ship, flow ng
instinctively to his vital organs in a last-ditch effort to keep hi m conscious.
A losing battle, he knew.

Strangely, there was no pain anynore. He had passed through that stage. The
sensati on now was that of having been inflated. Nunbness. Floating. As the first
of his reflexive operations—blinki ng—began to shut down, Tolland s vision

bl urred. The aqueous hunor that circul ated between his cornea and | ens was
freezing repeatedly. Tolland gazed back toward the blur of the MIne Ice Shelf,
now only a faint white formin the hazy noonlight.

He felt his soul admtting defeat. Teetering on the brink between presence and
absence, he stared out at the ocean waves in the distance. The wi nd how ed al
around him

It was then that Tolland began hal | uci nati ng. Strangely, in the final seconds
bef ore unconsci ousness, he did not hallucinate rescue. He did not hallucinate
warm and conforting thoughts. His final delusion was a terrifying one.

A leviathan was rising fromthe water beside the iceberg, breaching the surface
wi th an omi nous hiss. Like some nythical sea nonster, it cane—sleek, black, and
lethal, with water foanming around it. Tolland forced hinself to blink his eyes.
Hi s vision cleared slightly. The beast was cl ose, bunping up against the ice



like a huge shark butting a small boat. Massive, it towered before him its skin
shi mering and wet.

As the hazy i mage went black, all that was left were the sounds. Metal on netal
Teeth gnashing at the ice. Comi ng closer. Draggi ng bodi es away.

Rachel ...

Tolland felt hinmself being grabbed roughly.

And then everything went blank.
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Gabrielle Ashe was at a full jog when she entered the third-fl oor production
room of ABC News. Even so, she was noving slower than everyone else in the room
The intensity in production was at a fever pitch twenty-four hours a day, but at
the monment the cubicle grid in front of her | ooked |like the stock exchange on
speed. W d-eyed editors screamed to one another over the tops of their
conpartnents, fax-waving reporters darted fromcubicle to cubicle conparing
notes, and frantic interns inhaled Snickers and Mouuntain Dew between errands.
Gabrielle had come to ABC to see Yol anda Col e.

Usual Iy Yol anda could be found in production’s high-rent district—the

gl ass-wal l ed private offices reserved for the decision makers who actually

requi red sonme quiet to think. Tonight, however, Yolanda was out on the floor, in
the thick of it. When she saw Gabrielle, she |l et out her usual shriek of

exuber ance.

“Gabs!” Yol anda was wearing a batik body-wap and tortoi seshell glasses. As

al ways, several pounds of garish costune jewelry were draped off her like
tinsel. Yol anda waddl ed over, waving. “Hug!”

Yol anda Col e had been a content editor with ABC News in Washi ngton for sixteen
years. A freckle-faced Pole, Yolanda was a squat, balding woman whom everyone
affectionately called “Mdther.” Her matronly presence and good hunor di sguised a
street-savvy ruthlessness for getting the story. Gabrielle had net Yol anda at a
Worren in Politics nentoring sem nar she’'d attended shortly after her arrival in
Washi ngton. They’' d chatted about Gabrielle’ s background, the chall enges of being
a woman in D.C., and finally about Elvis Presley—a passion they were surprised
to discover they shared. Yol anda had taken Gabrielle under her wi ng and hel ped
her make connections. Gabrielle still stopped by every nonth or so to say hello
Gabrielle gave her a big hug, Yolanda's enthusiasmalready lifting her spirits.
Yol anda stepped back and | ooked Gabrielle over. “You |look |ike you aged a
hundred years, girl! Wat happened to you?”

Gabrielle | owered her voice. “I'"min trouble, Yolanda.”

“That’s not the word on the street. Sounds |like your man is on the rise.”

“Is there sone place we can talk in private?”

“Bad timng, honey. The President is holding a press conference in about half an
hour, and we still haven't a clue what it’s all about. |I've got to line up
expert comrentary, and I'mflying blind.”

“1 know what the press conference is about.”

Yol anda | owered her gl asses, |ooking skeptical. “Gabrielle, our correspondent
inside the White House is in the dark on this one. You say Sexton’s canpai gn has
advance know edge?”

“No, |I'msaying | have advance know edge. G ve me five mnutes. I'Il tell you
everything.”

Yol anda gl anced down at the red White House envelope in Gabrielle s hand.
“That’s a White House internal. Were' d you get that?”

“In a private nmeeting with Marjorie Tench this afternoon.”

Yol anda stared a long nonent. “Follow me.”

I nside the privacy of Yolanda's glass-walled cubicle, Gabrielle confided in her



trusted friend, confessing to a one-night affair with Sexton and the fact that
Tench had phot ographi c evi dence.
Yol anda smi | ed broadly and shook her head | aughi ng. Apparently she had been in

Washi ngton journalismso |long that nothing shocked her. “Ch, Gabs, | had a hunch
you and Sexton had probably hooked up. Not surprising. He's got a reputation

and you're a pretty girl. Too bad about the photos. | wouldn’t worry about it,

t hough.”

Don’t worry about it?

Gabrielle explained that Tench had accused Sexton of taking illegal bribes from

space conpani es and that Gabrielle had just overheard a secret SFF neeting
confirm ng that fact! Again Yol anda' s expression conveyed little surprise or
concern—until Gabrielle told her what she was thinking of doing about it.

Yol anda now | ooked troubled. “Gabrielle, if you want to hand over a |ega
document saying you slept with a U S. senator and stood by while he |ied about
it, that's your business. But I'mtelling you, it’'s a very bad nove for you. You
need to think long and hard about what it could mean for you.”

“You' re not listening. | don’t have that kind of tine!”

“l am listening, and sweetheart, whether or not the clock is ticking, there are
certain things you just do not do. You do not sell out a U S. senator in a sex

scandal. It’'s suicide. I'mtelling you, girl, if you take down a presidentia
candi date, you better get in your car and drive as far fromD.C. as possible.
You' Il be a marked woman. A | ot of people spend a | ot of noney to put candi dates

at the top. There's big finances and power at stake here—the kind of power
people kill for.”

Gabrielle fell silent now

“Personal ly,” Yol anda said, “l think Tench was | eaning on you in hopes you'd
pani ¢ and do sonet hing dumb—ike bail out and confess to the affair.” Yol anda
pointed to the red envelope in Gabrielle’ s hands. “Those shots of you and Sexton
don’t mean squat unless you or Sexton adnmit they're accurate. The Wite House

knows if they |leak those photos, Sexton will just claimthey’ re phony and throw
them back in the president’s face.”
“1 thought of that, but still the canpaign finance bribery issue is—=

“Honey, think about it. If the Wite House hasn’'t gone public yet with bribery
al l egations, they probably don’t intend to. The President is pretty serious
about no negative canpai gning. My guess is he decided to save an aerospace

i ndustry scandal and sent Tench after you with a bluff in hopes he m ght scare
you out of hiding on the sex thing. Make you stab your candidate in the back.”
Gabrielle considered it. Yolanda was nmaki ng sense, and yet sonmething still felt
odd. Gabrielle pointed through the glass at the bustling news room *“Yol anda,
you guys are gearing up for a big presidential press conference. If the
President is not going public about bribery or sex, what’s it all about?”

Yol anda | ooked stunned. “Hold on. You think this press conference is about you
and Sexton?”

“Or the bribery. Or both. Tench told me |I had until eight tonight to sign a
confession or else the President was going to announce—=

Yol anda’ s | aughter shook the entire glass cubicle. “Ch please! Wiit! You're
killing nme!”

Gabrielle was in no nmood for joking. “Wat!”

“Gabs, listen,” Yol anda managed, between |aughs, “trust me on this. |’ve been
dealing with the Wi te House for sixteen years, and there’'s no way Zach Herney
has call ed together the global nedia to tell them he suspects Senator Sexton is
accepting shady camnpaign financing or sleeping with you. That’s the kind of
information you | eak. Presidents don't gain popularity by interrupting regularly
schedul ed programr ng to bitch and nmpan about sex or alleged infractions of

cl oudy canpai gn finance | aws.”

“Cl oudy?” Gabrielle snapped. “Flat out selling your decision on a space bill for
mllions in ad noney is hardly a cloudy issue!”



“Are you sure that's what he is doing?” Yolanda's tone hardened now. “Are you
sure enough to drop your skirt on national TV? Think about it. It takes a |ot of
alliances to get anything done these days, and canpaign finance is conplex
stuff. Maybe Sexton’'s neeting was perfectly |egal.”

“He’s breaking the law,” Gabrielle said. Isn't he?

“Or so Marjorie Tench would have you believe. Candi dates accept

behi nd-t he-scenes donations all the time frombig corporations. It may not be
pretty, but it’s not necessarily illegal. In fact, nost |egal issues deal not

wi th where the noney conmes from but how the candi date chooses to spend it.”
Gabrielle hesitated, feeling uncertain now.

“Gabs, the White House played you this afternoon. They tried to turn you agai nst
your candi date, and so far you' ve called their bluff. If | were |ooking for
sonmeone to trust, | think I'd stick with Sexton before junping ship to soneone
like Marjorie Tench.”

Yol anda’ s phone rang. She answered, noddi ng, uh-huh-ing, taking notes.
“Interesting,” she finally said. “I’'lIl be right there. Thanks.”

Yol anda hung up and turned with an arched brow. “Gabs, sounds like you' re off
the hook. Just as | predicted.”

“What's going on?”

“l don't have a specific yet, but | can tell you this nuch-t+he president’s press
conference has nothing to do with sex scandal s or canpaign finance.”

Gabrielle felt a flash of hope and wanted badly to believe her. “How do you know
t hat ?”

“Sonmeone on the inside just |eaked that the press conference is NASA-rel ated.”
Gabrielle sat up suddenly. “NASA?”

Yol anda wi nked. “This could be your lucky night. My bet is President Herney is
feeling so much pressure from Senator Sexton that he’s decided the White House
has no choice but to pull the plug on the International Space Station. That
explains all the global nedia coverage.”

A press conference killing the space station? Gabrielle could not imagine.

Yol anda stood up. “That Tench attack this afternoon? It was probably just a
last-ditch effort to get a foothold over Sexton before the President had to go
public with the bad news. Nothing |like a sex scandal to take the attention away

from anot her presidential flop. Anyhow, Gabs, |’'ve got work to do. My advice to
you—get yourself a cup of coffee, sit right here, turn on ny television, and
ride this out like the rest of us. W' ve got twenty mnutes until show tine, and

I"’mtelling you, there is no way the President is going Dunpster-diving tonight.
He's got the whole world watching. Whatever he has to say carries sonme serious

wei ght.” She gave a reassuring wi nk. “Now give ne the envel ope.”

“What ?”

Yol anda hel d out a demandi ng hand. “These pictures are getting |locked in my desk
until this is over. | want to be sure you don't do sonething idiotic.”

Reluctantly, Gabrielle handed over the envel ope.

Yol anda | ocked the photos carefully in a desk drawer and pocketed the keys.
“You' || thank ne, Gabs. | swear it.” She playfully ruffled Gabrielle’ s hair on
her way out. “Sit tight. | think good news is on the way.”

Gabrielle sat alone in the glass cubicle and tried to |let Yolanda's upbeat
attitude lift her nood. Al Gabrielle could think of, though, was the
self-satisfied smrk on the face of Marjorie Tench this afternoon. Gabrielle
could not inmagine what the President was about to tell the world, but it was
definitely not going to be good news for Senator Sexton
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Rachel Sexton felt |ike she was being burned alive



It’s raining fire!

She tried to open her eyes, but all she could nake out were foggy shapes and
blinding lights. It was raining all around her. Scal ding hot rain. Poundi ng down
on her bare skin. She was |lying on her side and could feel hot tiles beneath her
body. She curled nore tightly into the fetal position, trying to protect herself
fromthe scalding liquid falling from above. She snelled chem cals. Chlorine,
maybe. She tried to crawl away, but she could not. Powerful hands pressed down
on her shoul ders, hol ding her down.

Let me go! |’ m burning!

Instinctively, she again fought to escape, and again she was rebuffed, the
strong hands cl anpi ng down. “Stay where you are,” a man’s voi ce said. The accent
was Anmerican. Professional. “It will be over soon.”

What will be over? Rachel wondered. The pain? My life? She tried to focus her
vision. The lights in this place were harsh. She sensed the roomwas snall.
Cranped. Low ceilings.

“1"m burning!” Rachel’s scream was a whi sper

“You're fine,” the voice said. “This water is |ukewarm Trust ne.
Rachel realized she was nostly undressed, wearing only her soaked underwear. No
enbarrassnment registered; her mind was filled with too many ot her questions.

The menories were coming back nowin a torrent. The ice shelf. The GPR The
attack. Who? Where am 1 ? She tried to put the pieces together, but her mind felt
torpid, like a set of clogged gears. From out of the nuddl ed confusion canme a

si ngl e thought: M chael and Corky.where are they?

Rachel tried to focus her bleary vision but saw only the men standi ng over her.
They were all dressed in the sane blue junpsuits. She wanted to speak, but her
mout h refused to formulate a single word. The burning sensation in her skin was
now gi ving way to sudden deep waves of aching that rolled through the nuscles
like seismic trenors.

“Let it happen,” the man over her said. “The bl ood needs to flow back into your
nmuscul ature.” He spoke |ike a doctor. “Try to nove your |linbs as nuch as you
can.”

The pain racking Rachel’s body felt as if every nuscle was being beaten with a
hamer. She lay there on the tile, her chest contracting, and she could barely
br eat he.

“Move your legs and arns,” the man insisted. “No matter what it feels |ike.”
Rachel tried. Each novenent felt |like a knife being thrust into her joints. The
jets of water grew hotter again. The scal di ng was back. The crushing pain went
on. At the precise instant she thought she could not w thstand another nmonment,
Rachel felt someone giving her an injection. The pain seened to subside quickly,
|l ess and less violent, releasing. The trenors slowed. She felt herself breathing
agai n.

A new sensation was spreadi ng through her body now, the eerie bite of pins and
needl es. Everywher e—st abbi ng—shar per and sharper. MIlions of tiny needl e-point

j abs, intensifying whenever she noved. She tried to hold notionless, but the
water jets continued to buffet her. The man above her was hol di ng her arns,

movi ng t hem

God that hurts! Rachel was too weak to fight. Tears of exhaustion and pain
poured down her face. She shut her eyes hard, blocking out the world.

Finally, the pins and needl es began to dissipate. The rain from above stopped.
VWen Rachel opened her eyes, her vision was clearer

It was then that she saw them

Corky and Tolland | ay nearby, quivering, half-naked and soaked. From the | ooks
of angui sh on their faces, Rachel sensed that they had just endured simlar
experiences. Mchael Tolland s brown eyes were bl oodshot and gl assy. When he saw
Rachel, he nanaged a weak smile, his blue |ips trenbling.

Rachel tried to sit up, to take in their bizarre surroundings. The three of them
were lying in a trenmbling twi st of half-naked |inbs on the floor of a tiny

”



shower room
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Strong arms |ifted her.

Rachel felt the powerful strangers drying her body and w apping her in blankets.
She was being placed on a nmedical bed of some sort and vigorously nassaged on
her arms, legs, and feet. Another injection in her arm

“Adrenal i ne,” someone said.

Rachel felt the drug coursing through her veins like a life force, invigorating
her nuscles. Although she still felt an icy holl owness tight like a drumin her
gut, Rachel sensed the blood slowWy returning to her |inbs.

Back fromthe dead

She tried to focus her vision. Tolland and Corky were |ying nearby, shivering in
bl ankets as the nmen massaged their bodies and gave theminjections as well

Rachel had no doubt that this mysterious assenbl age of men had just saved their
lives. Many of them were soaking wet, apparently having junped into the showers
fully clothed to help. Wio they were or how they had gotten to Rachel and the
others in tine was beyond her. It made no difference at the nonent. We're alive
“Where..are we?” Rachel managed, the sinple act of trying to speak bringing on a
crashi ng headache.

The man massagi ng her replied, “You' re on the nedical deck of a Los Angel es

cl ass—=

“On deck!” someone call ed out.

Rachel sensed a sudden commmotion all around her, and she tried to sit up. One of
the men in blue hel ped, propping her up, and pulling the blankets up around her
Rachel rubbed her eyes and saw soneone striding into the room

The newconer was a powerful African-American man. Handsome and authoritative.
Hi s uniformwas khaki. “At ease,” he declared, noving toward Rachel, stopping
over her and gazing down at her with strong black eyes. “Harold Brown,” he said,
hi s voi ce deep and conmandi ng. “Captain of the U S.S. Charlotte. And you are?”
U S.S. Charlotte, Rachel thought. The nane seened vaguely famliar. “Sexton..,”
she replied. “1’m Rachel Sexton.”

The man | ooked puzzl ed. He stepped cl oser, studying her nore carefully. “I’'Il be
damed. So you are.”

Rachel felt lost. He knows ne? Rachel was certain she did not recognize the man,
al t hough as her eyes dropped fromhis face to the patch on his chest, she saw
the fam liar enmblem of an eagle clutching an anchor surrounded by the words U. S.
NAVY.

It now regi stered why she knew the nane Charlotte

“Wel come aboard, Ms. Sexton,” the captain said. “You ve gisted a nunber of this

ship’s recon reports. | know who you are.”
“But what are you doing in these waters?” she stammered.
Hi s face hardened sonewhat. “Frankly, M. Sexton, | was about to ask you the

same question.”

Tol l and sat up slowy now, opening his nouth to speak. Rachel silenced himwith
a firm shake of her head. Not here. Not now. She had no doubt the first thing
Tol l and and Corky would want to talk about was the neteorite and the attack, but
this was certainly not a topic to discuss in front of a Navy submarine crew. In
the world of intelligence, regardless of crisis, CLEARANCE renmi ned king; the
nmeteorite situation remained highly classified.

“l need to speak to NRO director WIlliam Pickering,” she told the captain. “In
private, and imediately.”

The captain arched his eyebrows, apparently unaccustoned to taking orders on his
own ship.



“l have classified information | need to share.”
The captain studied her a long nonent. “Let’s get your body tenperature back

and then 1’1 put you in contact with the NRO director.”

“It’s urgent, sir. | —= Rachel stopped short. Her eyes had just seen a clock on
the wall over the pharnmaceutical closet.

19: 51 HOURS.

Rachel blinked, staring. “lIs.is that clock right?”

“You're on a navy vessel, ma'am Qur clocks are accurate.”

“And is that.Eastern tinme?”

“7:51 P.M Eastern Standard. We’'re out of Norfolk.”

My God! she thought, stunned. It's only 7:51P.M ? Rachel had the inpression
hours had passed since she passed out. It was not even past eight o' clock? The

Presi dent has not yet gone public about the meteorite! | still have time to stop
him She inmediately slid down off the bed, w apping the blanket around her. Her
legs felt shaky. “lI need to speak to the President right away.”

The captain | ooked confused. “The president of what?”

“Of the United States!”

“1 thought you wanted W Iiam Pi ckering.”

“l don’t have time. | need the President.”

The captain did not nove, his huge frame bl ocking her way. “My understanding is
that the President is about to give a very inportant |ive press conference.
doubt he’'s taking personal phone calls.”

Rachel stood as straight as she could on her wobbly | egs and fixed her eyes on
the captain. “Sir, you do not have the clearance for me to explain the
situation, but the President is about to nmeke a terrible mstake. | have

i nformati on he desperately needs to hear. Now. You need to trust ne.”

The captain stared at her a long nonent. Frowning, he checked the clock again.
“Nine minutes? | can’t get you a secure connection to the White House in that

short a tine. All | could offer is a radi ophone. Unsecured. And we’'d have to go
to antenna depth, which will take a few=>

“Do it! Now”
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The Wit e House tel ephone switchboard was | ocated on the |ower |evel of the East
W ng. Three swi tchboard operators were always on duty. At the monment, only two
were seated at the controls. The third operator was at a full sprint toward the
Briefing Room In her hand, she carried a cordless phone. She'd tried to patch
the call through to the Oval O fice, but the President was already en route to
the press conference. She’'d tried to call his aides on their cellulars, but
before televised briefings, all cellular phones in and around the Briefing Room
were turned off so as not to interrupt the proceedings.

Runni ng a cordl ess phone directly to the President at a tinme like this seened
questionabl e at best, and yet when the White House’s NRO liaison called claimng
she had enmergency information that the President nust get before going live, the
operator had little doubt she needed to junp. The question now was whet her she
woul d get there in tine.

In a small nmedical office onboard the U . S.S. Charlotte, Rachel Sexton clutched a
phone receiver to her ear and waited to talk to the President. Tolland and Corky
sat nearby, still |ooking shaken. Corky had five stitches and a deep bruise on
hi s cheekbone. All three of them had been hel ped into Thinsulate therm

under wear, heavy navy flight suits, oversized wool socks, and deck boots. Wth a
hot cup of stale coffee in her hand, Rachel was starting to feel alnost human
agai n.



“What’'s the hol dup?” Tolland pressed. “It’s seven fifty-six!”

Rachel could not inmagine. She had successfully reached one of the Wite House
operators, explained who she was and that this was an energency. The operator
seened synpat hetic, had placed Rachel on hold, and was now, supposedly, nmaking
it her top priority to patch Rachel through to the President.

Four m nutes, Rachel thought. Hurry up!

Cl osi ng her eyes, Rachel tried to gather her thoughts. It had been one hell of a

day. I'mon a nuclear submarine, she said to herself, knowi ng she was damed
lucky to be anywhere at all. According to the submarine captain, the Charlotte
had been on a routine patrol in the Bering Sea tw days ago and had picked up
anomal ous underwat er sounds coning fromthe MIne Ice Shelf—drilling, jet noise,

lots of encrypted radio traffic. They had been redirected and told to lie
quietly and listen. An hour or so ago, they’'d heard an explosion in the ice
shelf and noved in to check it out. That was when they heard Rachel’s SOS call
“Three minutes left!” Tolland sounded anxi ous now as he nonitored the clock.
Rachel was definitely getting nervous now. What was taking so | ong? Why hadn’t
the President taken her call? If Zach Herney went public with the data as it
st ood—

Rachel forced the thought from her mnd and shook the receiver. Pick up

As the Wite House operator dashed toward the stage entrance of the Briefing
Room she was nmet with a gathering throng of staff menbers. Everyone here was
tal king excitedly, making final preparations. She could see the President twenty
yards away waiting at the entrance. The makeup people were still prinping.
“Coming through!” the operator said, trying to get through the crowd. “Call for
the President. Excuse ne. Comi ng through!”

“Live in two minutes!” a nedia coordinator called out.

Cl ut ching the phone, the operator shoved her way toward the President. “Call for
the President!” she panted. “Coming through!”

A towering roadbl ock stepped into her path. Marjorie Tench. The senior adviser’'s

Il ong face grimaced down in disapproval. “Wat’s going on?”
“l have an energency!” The operator was breathless. “.phone call for the
Presi dent.”

Tench | ooked incredul ous. “Not now, you don’t!”

“1t’s from Rachel Sexton. She says it’'s urgent.”

The scowl that darkened Tench’'s face appeared to be nore one of puzzlement than
anger. Tench eyed the cordl ess phone. “That’s a house line. That's not secure.”
“No, ma’am But the incoming call is open anyway.

She’ s on a radi ophone. She needs to speak to the President right away.”

“Live in ninety seconds!”

Tench’s cold eyes stared, and she held out a spider-like hand. “Gve me the
phone.”

The operator’s heart was pounding now. “Ms. Sexton wants to speak to President
Herney directly. She told nme to postpone the press conference until she’d tal ked
to him | assured—=

Tench stepped toward the operator now, her voice a seething whisper. “Let nme
tell you how this works. You do not take orders fromthe daughter of the
President’s opponent, you take themfrommme. | can assure you, this is as close
as you are getting to the President until | find out what the hell is going on.”
The operator |ooked toward the President, who was now surrounded by m crophone
techni ci ans, stylists, and several staff nenbers tal king himthrough fina

revi sions of his speech.

“Sixty seconds!” the tel evision supervisor yell ed.

Onboard the Charlotte, Rachel Sexton was pacing wildly in the tight space when
she finally heard a click on the tel ephone line
A raspy voice cane on. “Hello0?”



“President Herney?” Rachel blurted.

“Marjorie Tench,” the voice corrected. “I amthe President’s senior adviser.
VWhoever this is, | nmust warn you that prank calls against the Wite House are in
viol ation of =2

For Christ’s sake! “This is not a prank! This is Rachel Sexton. |I’'m your NRO

l'i ai son and—=

“l am aware of who Rachel Sexton is, nma’am And | am doubtful that you are she.
You' ve called the Wiite House on an unsecured line telling ne to interrupt a
maj or presidential broadcast. That is hardly proper MO for someone wth—=
“Listen,” Rachel fumed, “I briefed your whole staff a couple of hours ago on a
meteorite. You sat in the front row You watched ny briefing on a tel evision
sitting on the President’s desk! Any questions?”

Tench fell silent a nonent. “Ms. Sexton, what is the nmeaning of this?”

“The neaning is that you have to stop the President! H's neteorite data is al
wong! We've just learned the nmeteorite was inserted from beneath the ice shelf.
I don’t know by whom and | don’'t know why! But things are not what they seem up
here! The President is about to endorse sone seriously errant data, and

strongly advi se—=

“Wait one goddamed m nute!” Tench | owered her voice. “Do you realize what you
are sayi ng?”

“Yes! | suspect the NASA administrator has orchestrated sone kind of |arge-scale
fraud, and President Herney is about to get caught in the mnmiddle. You ve at

| east got to postpone ten minutes so | can explain to himwhat's been going on
up here. Soneone tried to kill me, for God' s sake!”

Tench’s voice turned to ice. “Ms. Sexton, let ne give you a word of warning. |If
you are having second thoughts about your role in helping the Wite House in
thi s canpai gn, you should have thought of that |ong before you personally
endorsed that meteorite data for the President.”

“What!” |Is she even listening?

“I"’mrevolted by your display. Using an unsecured line is a cheap stunt.
Inmplying the neteorite data has been faked? What kind of intelligence officia
uses a radiophone to call the Wite House and tal k about classified information?
Qobvi ously you are hopi hg soneone intercepts this nmessage.”

“Norah Mangor was killed over this! Dr. Mng is also dead. You ve got to warn—=2
“Stop right there! | don’t know what you're playing at, but | will remnd
you—and anyone el se who happens to be intercepting this phone call—+hat the

Wi te House possesses videotaped depositions from NASA's top scientists, severa
renowned civilian scientists, and yourself, M. Sexton, all endorsing the
nmeteorite data as accurate. Why you are suddenly changi ng your story, | can only
i mgi ne. Whatever the reason, consider yourself relieved of your Wite House
post as of this instant, and if you try to taint this discovery with any nore
absurd all egations of foul play, | assure you the Wite House and NASA wi |l sue
you for defamation so fast you won't have a chance to pack a suitcase before you
go to jail.”

Rachel opened her mouth to speak, but no words cane.

“Zach Herney has been generous to you,” Tench snapped, “and frankly this smacks

of a cheap Sexton publicity stunt. Drop it right now, or we'll press charges.
swear it.”

The |ine went dead.

Rachel’s mouth was still hangi ng open when the captain knocked on the door

“Ms. Sexton?” the captain said, peering in. “We're picking up a faint signa
from Canadi an National Radi o. President Zach Herney has just begun his press
conference.”
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Standing at the podiumin the Wite House Briefing Room Zach Herney felt the
heat of the media |ights and knew the world was watching. The targeted blitz
perfornmed by the Wiite House Press O fice had created a contagion of nmedia buzz.
Those who did not hear about the address via television, radio, or on-line news
i nvari ably heard about it from nei ghbors, coworkers, and famly. By 8:00 P.M,
anyone not living in a cave was specul ati ng about the topic of the President’s
address. In bars and living roons over the globe, nmillions | eaned toward their
tel evisions in apprehensive wonder.

It was during moments |ike these—facing the world—that Zach Herney truly felt
the weight of his office. Anyone who said power was not addictive had never
really experienced it. As he began his address, however, Herney sensed sonething
was am ss. He was not a maen prone to stage fright, and so the tingle of
apprehension now tightening in his core startled him

It's the magni tude of the audience, he told hinself. And yet he knew sonething
el se. Instinct. Something he had seen

It had been such a little thing, and yet...

He told hinmself to forget it. It was nothing. And yet it stuck

Tench.

Monents ago, as Herney was preparing to take the stage, he had seen Marjorie
Tench in the yellow hallway, talking on a cordl ess phone. This was strange in
itself, but it was nade nore so by the Wite House operator standi ng beside her
her face white with apprehension. Herney could not hear Tench’'s phone
conversation, but he could see it was contentious. Tench was arguing with a
vehemence and anger the President had sel dom seen—even from Tench. He paused a
moment and caught her eye, inquisitive.

Tench gave himthe thunbs-up. Herney had never seen Tench give anyone the

t hunbs-up. It was the last image in Herney's nmind as he was cued onto the stage

On the blue rug in the press area inside the NASA habi sphere on Ell esnere

I sl and, Adm nistrator Lawrence Ekstrom was seated at the center of the |ong
synposi um table, flanked by top NASA officials and scientists. On a |arge

moni tor facing themthe President’s opening statenment was being piped in live.
The remni nder of the NASA crew was huddl ed around other nmonitors, teemng with
excitenment as their commander-in-chief launched into his press conference.

“Good evening,” Herney was sayi ng, sounding uncharacteristically stiff. “To ny
fell ow countrynmen, and to our friends around the world..

Ekstrom gazed at the huge charred mass of rock displayed promnently in front of
him Hi s eyes noved to a standby nonitor, where he watched hinsel f, flanked by
his npost austere personnel, against a backdrop of a huge Anerican flag and NASA
| ogo. The dramatic lighting made the setting | ook |ike some kind of neonpdern
pai nti ng—the twel ve apostles at the |ast supper. Zach Herney had turned this
whole thing into a political sideshow Herney had no choice. Ekstromstill felt
like a televangelist, packaging God for the masses.

In about five minutes the President would introduce Ekstrom and his NASA staff.
Then, in a dramatic satellite linkup fromthe top of the world, NASA would join
the President in sharing this news with the world. After a brief account of how
the discovery was nade, what it nmeant for space science, and sone nutua
backpatting, NASA and the President would hand duty off to celebrity scientist
M chael Toll and, whose docunentary would roll for just under fifteen nmi nutes.
Afterward, with credibility and enthusiasmat its peak, Ekstrom and the

Presi dent woul d say their good-nights, pronmising nore information to cone in the
days ahead via endl ess NASA press conferences.

As Ekstrom sat and waited for his cue, he felt a cavernous shame settling inside
him He' d known he would feel it. He'd been expecting it.

He'd told lies.endorsed untruths.

Sonehow, though, the lies seened inconsequential now Ekstrom had a bigger



wei ght on his mnd

In the chaos of the ABC production room Gabrielle Ashe stood shoul der to

shoul der with dozens of strangers, all necks craned toward the bank of

tel evision nonitors suspended fromthe ceiling. A hush fell as the nonent
arrived. Gabrielle closed her eyes, praying that when she opened them she woul d
not be | ooking at images of her own naked body.

The air inside Senator Sexton's den was alive with excitenent. Al of his
visitors were standing now, their eyes glued to the | arge-screen television
Zach Herney stood before the world, and incredibly, his greeting had been
awkward. He seenmed nonentarily uncertain.

He | ooks shaky, Sexton thought. He never | ooks shaky.

“Look at him” sonmebody whi spered. “It has to be bad news.”

The space station? Sexton wondered.

Herney | ooked directly into the canmera and took a deep breath. “My friends, |
have puzzled for many days now over how best to nmake this announcenent..

Three easy words, Senator Sexton willed him We blewit.

Her ney spoke for a moment about how unfortunate it was that NASA had becone such
an issue in this election and how, that being the case, he felt he needed to
preface the timng of his inpending statenent with an apol ogy.

“l would have preferred any other nmonment in history to make this announcenent,”
he said. “The political charge in the air tends to nake doubters out of
dreaners, and yet as your President, | have no choice but to share with you what
I have recently learned.” He snmiled. “It seens the magic of the cosnpbs is
somet hi ng whi ch does not work on any human schedul e..not even that of a
president.”

Everyone in Sexton’s den seened to recoil in unison. \Wat?

“Two weeks ago,” Herney said, “NASA's new Polar Orbiting Density Scanner passed
over the MIne Ice Shelf on Ellesnere Island, a rempte | andmass | ocat ed above
the Eightieth Parallel in the high Arctic Ocean.”

Sexton and the others exchanged confused | ooks.

“This NASA satellite,” Herney continued, “detected a |l arge, high-density rock
buried two hundred feet under the ice.” Herney smled now for the first tine,
finding his stride. “On receiving the data, NASA i nmedi ately suspected PODS had
found a neteorite.”

“A nmeteorite?” Sexton sputtered, standing. “This is news?”

“NASA sent a teamup to the ice shelf to take core sanples. It was then that
NASA nede..” He paused

“Frankly, they nmade the scientific discovery of the century.”

Sexton took an incredul ous step toward the tel evision. No.. His guests shifted
uneasily.

“Ladi es and gentlenen,” Herney announced, “several hours ago, NASA pulled from
the Arctic ice an eight-ton nmeteorite, which contains.” The President paused
again, giving the whole world tinme to lean forward. “A neteorite which contains
fossils of alife-form Dozens of them Unequivocal proof of extraterrestria
life.”

On cue, a brilliant image illum nated on the screen behind the President—a
perfectly delineated fossil of an enornous buglike creature enbedded in a
charred rock.

In Sexton's den, six entrepreneurs junped up in w de-eyed horror. Sexton stood
frozen in place

“My friends,” the President said, “the fossil behind nme is 190 mllion years
old. It was discovered in a fragnment of a nmeteorite called the Jungersol Fal
which hit the Arctic Ocean al nost three centuries ago. NASA's exciting new PODS
satellite discovered this meteorite fragment buried in an ice shelf. NASA and
this adm nistrati on have taken enornous care over the past two weeks to confirm



every aspect of this nmomentous discovery before making it public. In the next

hal f hour you will be hearing from numerous NASA and civilian scientists, as
wel |l as viewing a short docunentary prepared by a fam liar face whom |’ m sure
you all wll recognize. Before | go any further, though, | absolutely nust

wel come, live via satellite from above the Arctic Circle, the man whose

| eadership, vision, and hard work is solely responsible for this historic
moment. It is with great honor that | present NASA adm ni strator Law ence
Ekstrom”

Herney turned to the screen on perfect cue.

The image of the neteorite dranmatically dissolved into a regal -1 ooking panel of
NASA scientists seated at a long table, flanked by the dom nant frane of

Lawr ence Ekstrom

“Thank you, M. President.” Ekstroms air was stern and proud as he stood up and
| ooked directly into the canera. “It gives me great pride to share with all of
you, this—NASA s finest hour.”

Ekstrom spoke passionately about NASA and the discovery. Wth a fanfare of
patriotismand triunph, he segued flaw essly to a docunentary hosted by civilian
sci ence—cel ebrity M chael Toll and.

As he wat ched, Senator Sexton fell to his knees in front of the television, his
fingers clutching at his silver mane. No! God, no
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Marjorie Tench was |livid as she broke away fromthe jovial chaos outside the
Briefi ng Room and marched back to her private corner in the West Wng. She was
in no mood for celebration. The phone call from Rachel Sexton had been nost
unexpect ed.

Most di sappoi nting.

Tench sl amed her office door, stalked to her desk, and dialed the Wite House
operator. “WIIliam Pickering. NRO."”

Tench Iit a cigarette and paced the room as she waited for the operator to track
down Pickering. Normally, he m ght have gone hone for the night, but with the
White House's big windup into tonight's press conference, Tench guessed

Pi ckering had been in his office all evening, glued to his television screen,
wondering what could possibly be going on in the world about which the NRO
director did not have prior know edge.

Tench cursed herself for not trusting her instincts when the President said he
wanted to send Rachel Sexton to M| ne. Tench had been wary, feeling it was an
unnecessary risk. But the President had been convincing, persuading Tench that
the White House staff had grown cynical over the past weeks and woul d be suspect
of the NASA discovery if the news came fromin-house. As Herney had prom sed
Rachel Sexton’s endorsenent had squel ched suspicions, prevented any skeptical

i n-house debate, and forced the Wiite House staff to nove forward with a unified
front. Invaluable, Tench had to admt. And yet now Rachel Sexton had changed her
tune.

The bitch called ne on an unsecured |ine.

Rachel Sexton was obviously intent on destroying the credibility of this

di scovery, and Tench’s only solace was knowi ng the President had captured
Rachel’s earlier briefing on videotape. Thank God. At |east Herney had t hought
to obtain that small insurance. Tench was starting to fear they were going to
need it.

At the nonent, however, Tench was trying to stemthe bleeding in other ways.
Rachel Sexton was a smart wonan, and if she truly intended to go head-to-head
with the Wiite House and NASA, she would need to recruit some powerful allies.
Her first logical choice would be WIliam Pickering. Tench al ready knew how



Pickering felt about NASA. She needed to get to Pickering before Rachel did.
“Ms. Tench?” the transparent voice on the line said. “WIIiam Pickering, here.
To what do | owe this honor?”

Tench could hear the television in the background—NASA conmentary. She coul d

al ready sense in his tone that he was still reeling fromthe press conference
“Do you have a minute, director?”

“l expected you' d be busy celebrating. Quite a night for you. Looks |ike NASA
and the President are back in the fight.”

Tench heard stark amazement in his voice, conbined with a tinge of acrinmony—the
latter no doubt on account of the man’s | egendary distaste for hearing breaking
news at the sane time as the rest of the world.

“1 apol ogi ze,” Tench said, trying to build an i mediate bridge, “that the Wite
House and NASA were forced to keep you unapprised.”

“You are aware,” Pickering said, “that the NRO detected NASA activity up there a
coupl e weeks ago and ran an inquiry.”

Tench frowned. He's pissed. “Yes, | know. And yet—

“NASA told us it was nothing. They said they were running sonme kind of extrene
envi ronment training exercises. Testing equiprment, that sort of thing.”

Pi ckering paused. “We bought the lie.”

“Let’s not call it alie,” Tench said. “Mire of a necessary m sdirection.

Consi dering the magni tude of the discovery, | trust you understand NASA' s need
to keep this quiet.”

“From the public, perhaps.”

Pouting was not in the repertoire of men Ilike WIIliam Pickering, and Tench
sensed this was as close as he would get. “lI only have a minute,” Tench said
working to retain her dom nant position, “but | thought | should call and warn
you.”

“Warn me?” Pickering waxed wy nmonmentarily. “Has Zach Herney deci ded to appoint
a new, NASA-friendly NRO director?”

“Of course not. The President understands your criticisms of NASA are sinply

i ssues of security, and he is working to plug those holes. I'mactually calling
about one of your enployees.” She paused. “Rachel Sexton. Have you heard from
her this evening?”

“No. | sent her to the White House this norning at the President’s request.

You’ ve obvi ously kept her busy. She has yet to check in.”

Tench was relieved to have gotten to Pickering first. She took a drag on her
cigarette and spoke as calmy as possible. “l suspect you nmay be getting a cal
from Ms. Sexton sonetine soon.”

“Good. |’ve been expecting one. |I’ve got to tell you, when the President’s press
conference began, | was concerned Zach Herney m ght have convinced Ms. Sexton to
participate publicly. 1'’m pleased to see he resisted.”

“Zach Herney is a decent person,” Tench said, “which is nmore than | can say for
Rachel Sexton.”

There was a | ong pause on the line. “I hope | misunderstood that.”

Tench sighed heavily. “No, sir, I'mafraid you did not. I'd prefer not to talk
specifics on the phone, but Rachel Sexton, it seenms, has decided she wants to
underm ne the credibility of this NASA announcenent. | have no idea why, but
after she reviewed and endorsed NASA's data earlier this afternoon, she has
suddenly pulled an about-face and is spouting sone of the npbst inprobable

al | egati ons i magi nabl e of NASA treachery and fraud.”

Pi ckering sounded i ntense now. “Excuse nme?”

“Troubling, yes. | hate to be the one to tell you this, but Ms. Sexton contacted
me two m nutes before the press conference and warned me to cancel the whole
t hing.”

“On what grounds?”
“Absurd ones, frankly. She said she’'d found serious flaws in the data.”
Pickering’ s long silence was nore wary than Tench woul d have liked. “Flaws?” he



finally said.

“Ridicul ous, really, after two full weeks of NASA experinmentation and—=

“1 find it very hard to believe someone |ike Rachel Sexton would have told you
to postpone the President’s press conference unless she had a danm good reason.”
Pi ckering sounded troubled. “Maybe you should have |istened to her.”

“Ch, please!” Tench blurted, coughing. “You saw the press conference. The
meteorite data was confirnmed and reconfirnmed by countless specialists. Including
civilians. Doesn’t it seem suspicious to you that Rachel Sexton—the daughter of
the only man whom thi s announcenment hurts—s suddenly changi ng her tune?”

“It seens suspicious, Ms. Tench, only because | happen to know that M. Sexton

and her father are barely civil to one another. | cannot inmagi ne why Rache
Sext on woul d, after years of service to the President, suddenly decide to switch
canps and tell lies to support her father.”

“Ambition, perhaps? | really don’t know. Maybe the opportunity to be first
daughter..” Tench let it hang.

Pickering’ s tone hardened instantly. “Thin ice, Ms. Tench. Very thin.”

Tench scow ed. What the hell did she expect? She was accusing a prom nent memnber
of Pickering s staff of treason against the President. The man was going to be
def ensi ve.

“Put her on,” Pickering demanded. “I'd like to speak to Ms. Sexton myself.”
“I"’mafraid that's inpossible,” Tench replied. “She’s not at the White House.”
“VWere is she?”

“The President sent her to MIne this norning to exam ne the data firsthand. She
has yet to return.”

Pi ckering sounded livid now. “I was never informed—=
“l do not have time for hurt pride, director. | have sinply called as a
courtesy. | wanted to warn you that Rachel Sexton has decided to pursue her own

agenda with respect to tonight’'s announcenent. She will be |ooking for allies.
If she contacts you, you would be wise to know that the Wiite House is in
possession of a video taken earlier today in which she endorsed this neteorite
data in its entirety in front of the President, his cabinet, and his entire
staff. If now, for whatever notives she nmight have, Rachel Sexton attenpts to
besnirch the good name of Zach Herney or of NASA, then | swear to you the Wite
House will see to it she falls hard and far.” Tench waited a nmoment, to be sure
her neaning had settled in. “lI expect you to repay the courtesy of this call by
informng ne imediately if Rachel Sexton contacts you. She is attacking the
President directly, and the White House intends to detain her for questioning
bef ore she does any serious damage. | will be waiting for your call, director.
That’s all. Good night.”

Marjorie Tench hung up, certain that WIIliam Pickering had never been talked to
like that in his |life. At |east now he knew she was seri ous.

On the top floor of the NRO, WIIliam Pickering stood at his wi ndow and stared
into the Virginia night. The call from Marjorie Tench had been deeply troubling.
He chewed at his Iip as he tried to assenble the pieces in his nind.

“Director?” his secretary said, knocking quietly. “You have another phone call.”
“Not now,” Pickering said absently.

“I't’s Rachel Sexton.”

Pi ckering wheel ed. Tench was apparently a fortune-teller. “Okay. Patch her

t hrough, right away.”

“Actually, sir, it’s an encrypted AV stream Do you want to take it in the
conference roon®?”

An AV strean? “\Were is she calling fron®?”

The secretary told him

Pickering stared. Bew | dered, he hurried down the hall toward the conference
room This was sonmething he had to see.
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The Charlotte’'s “dead roont—designed after a simlar structure at Bel

Laboratori es—was what was formally known as an anechoi c chanber. An acoustica

cl ean room containing no parallel or reflective surfaces, it absorbed sound with
99.4 percent efficiency. Because of the acoustically conductive nature of netal
and water, conversations onboard submari nes were al ways vul nerable to
interception by nearby eavesdroppers or parasitic suction mcs attached to the
outer hull. The dead roomwas, in effect, a tiny chanber inside the subnmarine
fromwhich absolutely no sound could escape. All conversations inside this

i nsul ated box were entirely secure.

The chanber | ooked like a walk-in closet whose ceiling, walls, and floor had
been conpletely covered with foam spires jutting inward fromall directions. It
rem nded Rachel of a cramped underwater cave where stalagmtes had run wld,
growi ng off every surface. Mst unsettling, however, was the apparent |ack of a
floor.

The floor was a taut, neshed chicken-wire grid strung horizontally across the
roomlike a fishing net, giving the inhabitants the feeling that they were
suspended nmidway up the wall. The nesh was rubberized and stiff beneath the
feet. As Rachel gazed down through the webbed flooring, she felt |like she was
crossing a string bridge suspended over a surrealistic fractalized | andscape.
Three feet below, a forest of foam needl es pointed om nously upward.

Instantly upon entering Rachel had sensed the disorientating |ifel essness to the
air, as if every bit of energy had been sucked out. Her ears felt as if they'd
been stuffed with cotton. Only her breath was audible inside her head. She
called out, and the effect was that of speaking into a pillow. The walls
absorbed every reverberation, nmaking the only perceivable vibrations those

i nsi de her head.

Now t he captain had departed, closing the padded door behind him Rachel, Corky,
and Tolland were seated in the center of the roomat a small U-shaped table that
stood on long nmetal stilts that descended through the mesh. On the table were

af fi xed several gooseneck m crophones, headphones, and a video console with a
fish-eye canera on top. It | ooked like a mni-United Nations synmposi um

As soneone who worked in the U S. intelligence community—the world s forenpst
manuf acturers of hard | aser m crophones, underwater parabolic eavesdroppers, and
ot her hypersensitive listening devices—Rachel was well aware there were few

pl aces on earth where one could have a truly secure conversation. The dead room
was apparently one of those places. The mics and headphones on the tabl e enabled
a face-to-face “conference call” in which people could speak freely, know ng the
vi brations of their words could not escape the room Their voices, upon entering
the m crophones, would be heavily encrypted for their |long journey through the
at nosphere.

“Level check.” The voice materialized suddenly inside their headphones, causing
Rachel, Tolland, and Corky to junp. “Do you read ne, M. Sexton?”

Rachel | eaned into the m crophone. “Yes. Thank you.” Whoever you are.

“l have Director Pickering on the line for you. He's accepting AV. | am signing
off now. You will have your data stream nmonentarily.”

Rachel heard the line go dead. There was a distant whirr of static and then a
rapi d series of beeps and clicks in the headphones. Wth startling clarity, the
video screen in front of themsprang to |life, and Rachel saw Director Pickering
in the NRO conference room He was alone. His head snapped up and he | ooked into
Rachel ' s eyes.

She felt oddly relieved to see him

“Ms. Sexton,” he said, his expression perplexed and troubled. “What in the world
is going on?”



“The neteorite, sir,” Rachel said. “I think we may have a serious problem”
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Inside the Charlotte’s dead room Rachel Sexton introduced M chael Toll and and
Corky Marlinson to Pickering. Then she took charge and | aunched into a quick
account of the day’s incredible chain of events.

The NRO director sat notionless as he |istened.

Rachel told him about the biolum nescent plankton in the extraction pit, their
journey onto the ice shelf and discovery of an insertion shaft beneath the
meteorite, and finally of their sudden attack by a mlitary team she suspected
was Special Ops.

W liam Pickering was known for his ability to listen to disturbing information
wi thout so nuch as flinching an eye, and yet his gaze grew nore and nore
troubl ed with each progression in Rachel’s story. She sensed di sbelief and then
rage when she tal ked about Norah Mangor’s murder and their own near-death
escape. Although Rachel wanted to voice her suspicions of the NASA

admi ni strator’s invol venent, she knew Pi ckering well enough not to point fingers
wi t hout evi dence. She gave Pickering the story as cold hard facts. Wen she was
finished, Pickering did not respond for several seconds.

“Ms. Sexton,” he finally said, “all of you.” He npved his gaze to each of them
“1f what you're saying is true, and | cannot inagi ne why three of you would lie
about this, you are all very lucky to be alive.”

They all nodded in silence. The President had called in four civilian
scientists..and two of them were now dead.

Pi ckering heaved a di sconsol ate sigh, as if he had no idea what to say next. The
events clearly made little sense. “Is there any way,” Pickering asked, “that
this insertion shaft you're seeing in that GPR printout is a natural
phenonmenon?”

Rachel shook her head. “It’s too perfect.” She unfol ded the soggy GPR printout
and held it up in front of the canera. “Flaw ess.”

Pi ckering studied the imge, scowming in agreenent. “Don’t let that out of your
hands.”

“l called Marjorie Tench to warn her to stop the President,” Rachel said. “But
she shut me down.”

“l know. She told ne.”

Rachel | ooked up, stunned. “Marjorie Tench called you?” That was fast.

“Just now. She’'s very concerned. She feels you are attenpting sone kind of stunt
to discredit the President and NASA. Perhaps to help your father.”

Rachel stood up. She waved the GPR printout and notioned to her two conpanions.
“We were alnost killed! Does this |Iook like sonme kind of stunt? And why woul d

| =

Pi ckering held up his hands. “Easy. What Ms. Tench failed to tell ne was that
there were three of you.”

Rachel could not recall if Tench had even given her tine to nention Corky and
Tol | and.

“Nor did she tell me you had physical evidence,” Pickering said. “l was
skeptical of her clainms before | spoke to you, and now | am convinced she is
m staken. | do not doubt your claims. The question at this point is what it al
means.”

There was a |long silence.

Wl liam Pickering rarely |ooked confused, but he shook his head, seem ng |ost.
“Let’s assume for the nmoment that sonmeone did insert this neteorite beneath the
ice. That begs the obvious issue of why. If NASA has a neteorite with fossils in
it, why would they, or anyone else for that matter, care where it is found?”



“1t appears,” Rachel said, “that the insertion was performed such that PODS
woul d make the discovery, and the neteorite would appear to be a fragment froma
known inpact.”

“The Jungersol Fall,” Corky pronpted.

“But of what value is the neteorite’ s association with a known inpact?”

Pi ckering demanded, sounding al nrost mad. “Aren’t these fossils an astoundi ng

di scovery anywhere and anytine? No matter what neteoritic event they are

associ ated wi th?”

Al'l three nodded

Pi ckering hesitated, |ooking displeased. “Unless..of course..

Rachel saw the wheels turning behind the director’s eyes. He had found the

si npl est explanation for placing the neteorite concurrent with the Jungerso
strata, but the sinplest explanation was also the nost troubling.

“Unl ess,” Pickering continued, “the careful placement was intended to |end
credibility to totally false data.” He sighed, turning to Corky. “Dr. Marlinson,
what is the possibility that this neteorite is a counterfeit.”

“Counterfeit, sir?”

“Yes. A fake. Manufactured.”

“A fake meteorite?” Corky gave an awkward | augh. “Utterly inpossible! That

nmet eorite was exanm ned by professionals. Myself included. Chemi cal scans,
spectrograph, rubidiumstrontiumdating. It is unlike any kind of rock ever seen
on earth. The neteorite is authentic. Any astrogeol ogi st would agree.”

Pi ckering seened to consider this a long tine, gently stroking his tie. “And yet
taking into account the amobunt NASA has to gain fromthis discovery right now,
the apparent signs of tanpering with evidence, and your being attacked.the first
and only logical conclusion | can drawis that this neteorite is a well-executed
fraud.”

“lnpossi bl e!” Corky sounded angry now. “Wth all respect, sir, neteorites are
not sone Hol | ywood special effect that can be conjured up in a lab to fool a
bunch of unsuspecting astrophysicists. They are chemically conplex objects with
uni que crystalline structures and el enent ratios!”

“l am not challenging you, Dr. Marlinson. | amsinply followi ng a | ogical chain
of analysis. Considering soneone wanted to kill you to keep you fromrevealing
it was inserted under the ice, I"'minclined to entertain all kinds of wld

scenari os here. What specifically makes you certain this rock is indeed a
nmeteorite?”

“Specifically?” Corky's voice cracked in the headphones. “A flaw ess fusion
crust, the presence of chondrules, a nickel ratio unlike anything ever found on
earth. If you're suggesting that soneone tricked us by manufacturing this rock
in a lab, then all | can say is that the | ab was about 190 million years old.”
Corky dug in his pocket and pulled out a stone shaped like a CD. He held it in
front of the canera. “We chenmically dated sanples like this with nunerous

met hods. Rubi dium strontiumdating is not sonething you can fake!”

Pi ckering | ooked surprised. “You have a sanpl e?”

Corky shrugged. “NASA had dozens of them floating around.”

“You nean to tell me,” Pickering said, |ooking at Rachel now, “that NASA

di scovered a neteorite they think contains life, and they're letting people walk
off with sanpl es?”

“The point,” Corky said, “is that the sanple in nmy hands is genuine.” He held
the rock close to the camera. “You could give this to any petrol ogi st or

geol ogi st or astronomer on earth, they would run tests, and they would tell you
two things: one, it is 190 mllion years old; and two, it is chemcally
dissimlar fromthe kind of rock we have here on earth.”

Pi ckering | eaned forward, studying the fossil enbedded in the rock. He seened
monmentarily transfixed. Finally, he sighed. “I amnot a scientist. Al | can say
is that if that nmeteorite is genuine, which it appears it is, | would like to
know why NASA didn't present it to the world at face value? Wiy has soneone



carefully placed it under the ice as if to persuade us of its authenticity?”

At that noment, inside the Wiite House, a security officer was dialing Marjorie
Tench.

The seni or adviser answered on the first ring. *Yeah?”

“Ms. Tench,” the officer said, “lI have the information you requested earlier.
The radi ophone call that Rachel Sexton placed to you earlier this evening. W
have the trace.”

“Tell me.”

“Secret Service ops says the signal originated aboard the naval submarine U S. S.
Charlotte.”

“What !

“They don’t have coordi nates, ma’am but they are certain of the vessel code.”
“Ch, for Christ’s sake!” Tench slamed down the receiver without another word.
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The muted acoustics of the Charlotte’s dead roomwere starting to make Rache
feel mldly nauseated. On-screen, WIIliam Pickering s troubled gaze noved now to
M chael Tolland. “You're quiet, M. Tolland.”

Tol l and gl anced up |like a student who had been call ed on unexpectedly. “Sir?”
“You just gave quite a convincing docunentary on television,” Pickering said.
“What’'s your take on the nmeteorite now?”

“Well, sir,” Tolland said, his disconfort obvious, “I have to agree with Dr
Marlinson. | believe the fossils and neteorite are authentic. I'mfairly wel
versed in dating techniques, and the age of that stone was confirmed by multiple
tests. The nickel content as well. These data cannot be forged. There exists no
doubt the rock, formed 190 mllion years ago, exhibits nonterrestrial nicke
rati os and contai ns dozens of confirmed fossils whose formation is also dated at
190 million years. | can think of no other possible explanation than that NASA
has found an authentic neteorite.”

Pickering fell silent now. Hi s expression was one of quandary, a |ook Rachel had
never before seen on WIIliam Pickering

“What should we do, sir?” Rachel asked. “Obviously we need to alert the
President there are problems with the data.”

Pickering frowned. “Let’s hope the President doesn’'t already know "~

Rachel felt a knot rise in her throat. Pickering s inplication was clear

Presi dent Herney could be involved. Rachel strongly doubted it, and yet both the
Presi dent and NASA had plenty to gain here.

“Unfortunately,” Pickering said, “with the exception of this GPR printout
revealing an insertion shaft, all of the scientific data points to a credible
NASA di scovery.” He paused, dire. “And this issue of your being attacked.! He

| ooked up at Rachel. “You nmentioned special ops.”

“Yes, sir.” She told him again about the Inprovised Minitions and tactics.

Pi ckering | ooked nore and nore unhappy by the nmoment. Rachel sensed her boss was
contenpl ati ng the nunmber of people who might have access to a small mlitary
kill force. Certainly the President had access. Probably Marjorie Tench too, as
seni or adviser. Quite possibly NASA adninistrator Lawence Ekstromwith his ties
to the Pentagon. Unfortunately, as Rachel considered the nyriad of

possibilities, she realized the controlling force behind the attack coul d have
been al nost anyone with high-level political clout and the right connections.

“l could phone the President right now,” Pickering said, “but | don’t think
that’s wise, at least until we know who’s involved. My ability to protect you
becomes limted once we involve the Wiite House. In addition, |I’mnot sure what

I would tell him If the neteorite is real, which you all feel it is, then your



al l egation of an insertion shaft and attack doesn’'t make sense; the President
woul d have every right to question the validity of my claim” He paused as if
cal culating the options. “Regardl ess.whatever the truth is or who the players
are, sone very powerful people will take hits if this information goes public. I
suggest we get you to safety right away, before we start rocking any boats.”

Get us to safety? The comment surprised Rachel. “I think we're fairly safe on a
nucl ear submarine, sir.”

Pi ckering | ooked skeptical. “Your presence on that submarine won’'t stay secret
long. I"'mpulling you out imrediately. Frankly, 1'll feel better when the three

of you are sitting in my office.”
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Senat or Sexton huddl ed al one on his couch feeling |like a refugee. H s Westbrooke
Pl ace apartnent that had only an hour ago been filled with new friends and
supporters now | ooked forsaken, scattered with the rubble of snifters and

busi ness cards, abandoned by men who had quite literally dashed out the door
Now Sexton crouched in solitude before his television, wanting nore than
anything to turn it off and yet being unable to pull hinself fromthe endless
medi a anal yses. This was Washington, and it didn't take long for the analysts to
rush through their pseudoscientific and phil osophical hyperbole and |ock in on
the ugly stuff—+the politics. Like torture masters rubbing acid in Sexton's
wounds, the newscasters were stating and restating the obvious.

“Hours ago, Sexton's canpai gn was soaring,” one analyst said. “Now, with NASA's
di scovery, the senator’s canpai gn has crashed back to earth.”

Sexton wi nced, reaching for the Courvoisier and taking a hit right out of the
bottl e. Toni ght, he knew, would be the |ongest and | oneliest night of his life.
He despi sed Marjorie Tench for setting himup. He despised Gabrielle Ashe for
ever nentioning NASA in the first place. He despised the President for being so
goddammed | ucky. And he despised the world for |aughing at him

“Obviously, this is devastating for the senator,” the analyst was saying. “The
Presi dent and NASA have cl aimed an i ncal cul able triunmph with this discovery.
News like this would revitalize the President’s canpai gn regardl ess of Sexton's
position on NASA, but with Sexton's adm ssion today that he would go so far as
to abolish NASA funding outright if need be.well, this presidential announcenent
is a one-two punch from which the senator will not recover.”

I was tricked, Sexton said. The \Wite House fucking set ne up

The anal yst was smiling now “All of the credibility NASA has lost with
Anericans recently has just been restored in spades. There's a real feeling of
national pride out there on the streets right now”

“As there should be. They |ove Zach Herney, and they were losing faith. You ve
got to admit, the President was |ying down and took some pretty big hits
recently, but he’'s conme out of it snelling Iike a rose.”

Sexton thought of the CNN debate that afternoon and hung his head, thinking he
m ght be sick to his stomach. Al of the NASA inertia he had so carefully built
up over the last nmonths had not only come to a screeching halt, but it had
beconme an anchor around his neck. He |ooked |ike a fool. He'd been brazenly

pl ayed by the White House. He was already dreading all the cartoons in
tomorrow s paper. His nane would be the punch Iine to every joke in the country.
Qbvi ously, there would be no nore quiet SFF canpai gn fundi ng. Everything had
changed. All of the nmen who had been in his apartnment had just seen their dreans
go down the toilet. The privatization of space had just struck a brick wall
Taki ng another hit of cognac, the senator stood up and wal ked unevenly to his
desk. He gazed down at the unhooked phone receiver. Knowing it was an act of
masochi stic self-flagellation, he slowmy replaced the phone receiver inits



cradl e and began counting the seconds.

One.two... The phone rang. He let the machine pick up

“Senat or Sexton, Judy Oiver fromCNN |'d like to give you an opportunity to
react to the NASA discovery this evening. Please call ne.” She hung up.

Sexton started counting again. One...The phone started ringing. He ignored it,
letting the machine get it. Another reporter

Hol di ng his bottle of Courvoisier, Sexton wandered toward the sliding door of
his balcony. He pulled it aside and stepped out into the cool air. Leaning
against the railing, he gazed out across town to the illuninated facade of the
White House in the distance. The lights seemed to twinkle gleefully in the w nd.
Bast ards, he thought. For centuries we’'ve been | ooking for proof of life in the
heavens. Now we find it in the same fucking year as my election? This wasn’t
propitious, this was goddammed cl ai rvoyant. Every apartnment wi ndow for as far as
Sexton could see had a television on. Sexton wondered where Gabrielle Ashe was
tonight. This was all her fault. She’'d fed himNASA failure after NASA failure.
He raised the bottle to take another swi g.

Goddamed Gabrielle.she’s the reason I'min this so deep.

Across town, standing am d the chaos of the ABC production room Gabrielle Ashe
felt nunb. The President’s announcenent had cone out of left field, |eaving her
suspended in a sem catatonic haze. She stood, |ock-kneed in the center of the
production room floor, staring up at one of the television nonitors while
pandenoni um raged around her.

The initial seconds of the announcenment had brought dead silence to the newsroom
floor. It had | asted only nonments before the place erupted into a deafening
carnival of scranbling reporters. These people were professionals. They had no
time for personal reflection. There would be tine for that after the work was
done. At the nmonent, the world wanted to know nore, and ABC had to provide it.
This story had everythi ng—sci ence, history, political drama—an enotional nother
| ode. Nobody in the media was sl eeping tonight.

“Gabs?” Yol anda’s voice was synpathetic. “Let’s get you back into ny office

bef ore soneone realizes who you are and starts grilling you on what this nmeans
for Sexton’s canpaign.’

Gabrielle felt herself guided through a haze into Yolanda’s glass-walled office.
Yol anda sat her down and handed her a glass of water. She tried to force a
smle. “Look on the bright side, Gabs. Your candidate’ s canpaign is fucked, but
at | east you're not.”

“Thanks. Terrific.”

Yol anda’s tone turned serious. “Gabrielle, | know you feel like shit. Your

candi date just got hit by a Mack truck, and if you ask nme, he’'s not getting up.
At least not intine to turn this thing around. But at |east nobody’s spl ashing
your picture all over the television. Seriously. This is good news. Herney won't
need a sex scandal now. He's | ooking far too presidential right nowto talk
sex.”

It seened a small consol ation to Gabrielle.

“As for Tench's allegations of Sexton's illegal canpaign finance.” Yol anda shook
her head. “l have ny doubts. Granted, Herney is serious about no negative
canpai gni ng. And granted, a bribery investigation would be bad for the country.
But is Herney really so patriotic that he would forgo a chance to crush his
opposition, sinply to protect national norale? My guess is Tench stretched the
truth about Sexton’s finances in an effort to scare. She ganbl ed, hoping you' d
junp ship and give the President a free sex scandal. And you’'ve got to admt,
Gabs, toni ght would have been a hell of a night for Sexton's nmorals to cone into
question!”

Gabriell e nodded vaguely. A sex scandal would have been a one-two punch from

whi ch Sexton’s career never would have recovered..ever.

“You outl asted her, Gabs. Marjorie Tench went fishing, but you didn’'t bite.



You're home free. There’'ll be other elections.”

Gabriell e nodded vaguely, unsure what to believe anynore.

“You' ve got to admit,” Yol anda said, “the White House played Sexton
brilliantly—uring himdown the NASA path, getting himto conmt, coaxing himto
put all his eggs in the NASA basket.”

Totally ny fault, Gabrielle thought.

“And this announcenent we just watched, my God, it was genius! The inportance of
the discovery entirely aside, the production values were brilliant. Live feeds
fromthe Arctic? A Mchael Tolland docunentary? Good God, how can you conpete?
Zach Herney nailed it tonight. There’'s a reason the guy is President.”

And will be for another four years...

“l’ve got to get back to work, Gabs,” Yolanda said. “You sit right there as |ong
as you want. Get your feet under you.” Yol anda headed out the door. “Hon, 1'1II
check back in a few mnutes.”

Al one now, Gabrielle sipped her water, but it tasted foul. Everything did. It’'s
all nmy fault, she thought, trying to ease her conscience by rem nding herself of
all the glum NASA press conferences of the past year —the space station setbacks,
the postponement of the X-33, all the failed Mars probes, continuous budget
bai l outs. Gabriell e wondered what she coul d have done differently.

Not hi ng, she told herself. You did everything right.

I't had sinply backfired.
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The thundering navy SeaHawk chopper had been scranbl ed under a covert operation
status out of Thule Air Force Base in northern Greenland. It stayed |ow, out of
radar range, as it shot through the gale w nds across seventy nmiles of open sea.
Then, executing the bizarre orders they had been given, the pilots fought the

wi nd and brought the craft to a hover above a pre-ordai ned set of coordinates on
the enmpty ocean.

“Where’s the rendezvous?” the copilot yelled, confused. They had been told to
bring a chopper with a rescue winch, so he anticipated a search-and-retrieve
operation. “You sure these are the right coordi nates?” He scanned the choppy
seas with a searchlight, but there was nothing bel ow them except —

“Holy shit!” The pilot pulled back on the stick, jolting upward.

The bl ack nmountain of steel rose before them out of the waves w thout warning. A
gar gantuan unmar ked submarine blew its ballast and rose on a cloud of bubbles
The pil ots exchanged uneasy | aughs. “CGuess that's them”

As ordered, the transaction proceeded under conplete radio silence. The
doubl ewi de portal on the peak of the sail opened and a seaman flashed them
signals with a strobe light. The chopper then noved over the sub and dropped a
three-man rescue harness, essentially three rubberized | oops on a retractable
cable. Wthin sixty seconds, the three unknown “dangl ers” were sw nging beneath
the chopper, ascending slowy against the downdraft of the rotors.

When the copilot haul ed them aboard—+wo nmen and a woman—the pilot flashed the
sub the “all clear.” Wthin seconds, the enornous vessel disappeared beneath the
wi ndswept sea, |leaving no trace it had ever been there.

Wth the passengers safely aboard, the chopper pilot faced front, dipped the
nose of the chopper, and accel erated south to conplete his mssion. The storm
was closing fast, and these three strangers were to be brought safely back to
Thul e AFB for further jet transport. Were they were headed, the pilot had no
idea. All he knew was that his orders had been from high up, and he was
transporting very precious cargo.
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VWen the MIne stormfinally exploded, unleashing its full force on the NASA
habi sphere, the done shuddered as if ready to |lift off the ice and | aunch out to
sea. The steel stabilizing cables pulled taut against their stakes, vibrating

li ke huge guitar strings and letting out a doleful drone. The generators outside
stuttered, causing the lights to flicker, threatening to plunge the huge room
into total blackness.

NASA admi ni strator Law ence Ekstrom strode across the interior of the donme. He
wi shed he were getting the hell out of here tonight, but that was not to be. He
woul d remai n anot her day, giving additional on-site press conferences in the
nmor ni ng and overseeing preparations to transport the neteorite back to

Washi ngton. He wanted nothing nore at the nonent than to get sone sleep; the
day’'s unexpected problenms had taken a I ot out of him

Ekstrom s thoughts turned yet again to Wailee M ng, Rachel Sexton, Norah Mangor
M chael Tolland, and Corky Marlinson. Sone of the NASA staff had begun noti cing
the civilians were m ssing.

Rel ax, Ekstromtold hinmself. Everything is under control

He breathed deeply, remi nding hinself that everyone on the planet was excited

about NASA and space right now Extraterrestrial life hadn’t been this exciting
a topic since the famus “Roswel | incident” back in 1947—the alleged crash of an
alien spaceship in Roswell, New Mexico, which was now the shrine to nillions of

UFO conspiracy theorists even today.

During Ekstrom s years working at the Pentagon, he had | earned that the Roswell

i ncident had been nothing nore than a military accident during a classified
operation called Project Mgul—+he flight test of a spy balloon being designed
to listen in on Russian atomic tests. A prototype, while being tested, had
drifted off course and crashed in the New Mexico desert. Unfortunately, a
civilian found the weckage before the mlitary did.

Unsuspecting rancher Wl liam Brazel had stunbled across a debris field of

radi cal synthesized neoprene and |ightweight netals unlike anything he d ever
seen, and he immediately called in the sheriff. Newspapers carried the story of
the bizarre weckage, and public interest grew fast. Fueled by the mlitary's
deni al that the weckage was theirs, reporters |aunched investigations, and the
covert status of Project Mogul cane into serious jeopardy. Just as it seened the
sensitive issue of a spy balloon was about to be reveal ed, sonething wonderfu
happened.

The nedi a drew an unexpected concl usion. They decided the scraps of futuristic
subst ance could only have cone froman extraterrestrial source—ereatures nore
scientifically advanced than humans. The mlitary's denial of the incident
obviously had to be one thing only—a cover-up of contact with aliens! Although
baffled by this new hypothesis, the air force was not about to | ook a gift horse
in the mouth. They grabbed the alien story and ran with it; the world' s
suspicion that aliens were visiting New Mexico was far less a threat to nationa
security than that of the Russians catching wind of Project Mogul

To fuel the alien cover story, the intelligence comunity shrouded the Roswell
incident in secrecy and began orchestrating “security |eaks” —gui et murmurings of
alien contacts, recovered spaceshi ps, and even a nysterious “Hangar 18" at
Dayton’s Wight-Patterson Air Force Base where the government was keeping alien
bodi es on ice. The world bought the story, and Roswell fever swept the gl obe.
From that nmonment on, whenever a civilian mistakenly spotted an advanced U. S.
mlitary aircraft, the intelligence community sinply dusted off the old
conspiracy.

That’s not an aircraft, that’s an alien spaceshi p!

Ekstrom was anmazed to think this sinple deception was still working today. Every
tinme the media reported a sudden flurry of UFO sightings, Ekstrom had to |augh



Chances were sone |lucky civilian had caught a glinpse of one of the NRO s
fifty-seven fast-noving, unmanned reconnai ssance aircraft known as d oba
Hawks—ebl ong, renote-controlled aircraft that |ooked like nothing else in the
sky.

Ekstrom found it pathetic that countless tourists still made pilgrinages to the
New Mexico desert to scan the night skies with their video caneras. Occasionally
one got lucky and captured “hard evidence” of a UFG-bright lights flitting
around the sky with nore maneuverability and speed than any aircraft humans had
ever built. Wat these people failed to realize, of course, was that there

exi sted a twelve-year | ag between what the governnent could build and what the
public knew about. These UFO-gazers were sinmply catching a glinpse of the next
generation of U S. aircraft being devel oped out at Area 51-Amny of which were
the brainstorns of NASA engineers. O course, intelligence officials never
corrected the msconception; it was obviously preferable that the world read
about anot her UFO sighting than to have people learn the U S. nilitary's true
flight capabilities.

But everything has changed now, Ekstrom thought. In a few hours, the
extraterrestrial myth would becone a confirnmed reality, forever.
“Admi ni strator?” A NASA technician hurried across the ice behind him “You have
an emergency secure call in the PSC.”

Ekstrom si ghed, turning. Wat the hell could it be now? He headed for the
comuni cations trailer.

The technician hurried al ong beside him “The guys manning t he radar in the PSC
were curious, sir..”

“Yeah?” Ekstrom s thoughts were still far away.

“The fat-body sub stationed off the coast here? W were wondering why you didn’'t
mention it to us.”

Ekstrom gl anced up. “1’m sorry?”

“The submarine, sir? You could have at |l east told the guys on radar. Additiona
seaboard security is understandable, but it took our radar team off guard.”
Ekstrom st opped short. “Wat subnarine?”

The technician stopped now too, clearly not expecting the adm nistrator’s
surprise. “She’s not part of our operation?”

“No! Where is it?”

The technician swall owed hard. “About three mles out. W caught her on radar by
chance. Only surfaced for a couple mnutes. Pretty big blip. Had to be a
fat-body. We figured you' d asked the navy to stand watch over this op w thout
telling any of us.”

Ekstrom stared. “I nost certainly did not!”

Now the technician's voice wavered. “Well, sir, then | guess | should informyou
that a sub just rendezvoused with an aircraft right off the coast here. Looked
li ke a personnel change. Actually, we were all pretty inpressed anyone woul d
attenpt a wet-dry vertical in this kind of wnd.”

Ekstromfelt his nuscles stiffen. Wat the hell is a submarine doing directly
of f the coast of Ell esnmere Island w thout ny know edge? “Did you see what
direction the aircraft flew after rendezvous?”’

“Back toward Thule air base. For connecting transport to the mainland,

assune.”

Ekstrom said nothing the rest of the way to the PSC. Wen he entered the cranped
dar kness, the hoarse voice on the line had a familiar rasp.

“We’ve got a problem” Tench said, coughing as she spoke. “It’s about Rache
Sexton.”
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Senat or Sexton was not sure how |l ong he had been staring into space when he
heard t he poundi ng. When he realized the throbbing in his ears was not fromthe
al cohol but rather from someone at his apartnent door, he got up fromthe couch
stowed the bottle of Courvoisier, and made his way to the foyer.

“Who is it?” Sexton yelled, in no nood for visitors.

Hi s bodyguard’s voice called in with the identity of Sexton s unexpected guest.
Sexton sobered instantly. That was fast. Sexton had hoped not to have to have
this conversation until norning.

Taki ng a deep breath and straightening his hair, Sexton opened the door. The
face before himwas all too famliar—+tough and | eathery despite the man’s
seventy-sonmet hing years. Sexton had net with himonly this norning in the white
Ford Wndstar mnivan in a hotel parking garage. Was it only this nmorning?
Sext on wondered. God, how things had changed since then.

“May | cone in?” the dark-haired man asked.

Sexton stepped aside, allow ng the head of the Space Frontier Foundation to
pass.

“Did the neeting go well?” the man asked, as Sexton closed the door.

Did it go well? Sexton wondered if the man lived in a cocoon. “Things were
terrific until the President came on television.”

The ol d man nodded, | ooking displeased. “Yes. An incredible victory. It wll
hurt our cause greatly.”

Hurt our cause? Here was an optimist. Wth NASA' s triunph tonight, this guy
woul d be dead and buried before the Space Frontier Foundation attained their
goal s of privatization.

“For years | have suspected proof was forthconming,” the old man said. “I did not
know how or when, but sooner or later we had to know for sure.”

Sexton was stunned. “You're not surprised?”

“The mat hermatics of the cosnobs virtually requires other life-fornms,” the nman
said, nmoving toward Sexton’s den. “I amnot surprised that this discovery has
been made. Intellectually, | amthrilled. Spiritually, I amin awe. Politically,

I am deeply disturbed. The timng could not be worse.”

Sext on wondered why the man had cone. It sure as hell wasn't to cheer him up.
“As you know,” the man said, “SFF nmenber conpani es have spent millions trying to
open the frontier of space to private citizens. Recently, nmuch of that noney has
gone to your canpaign.”

Sexton felt suddenly defensive. “lI had no control over tonight's fiasco. The
White House baited me to attack NASA!”
“Yes. The President played the gane well. And yet, all may not be lost.” There

was an odd glint of hope in the old man's eyes.

He's senile, Sexton decided. All was definitely lost. Every station on

tel evision right now was tal ki ng about the destruction of the Sexton canpaign
The ol d man showed hinmself into the den, sat on the couch, and fixed his tired
eyes on the senator. “Do you recall,” the man said, “the problenms NASA initially
had with the anomaly software onboard the PODS satellite?”

Sext on could not imagine where this was headed. What the hell difference does
that make now? PODS found a goddammed neteorite with fossils!

“1f you renenber,” the man said. “The onboard software did not function properly
at first. You nade a big deal of it in the press.”

“As | should have!” Sexton said, sitting down opposite the nan. “It was anot her
NASA failure!”
The man nodded. “1 agree. But shortly after that, NASA held a press conference

announci ng they had cone up with a work-around-sone sort of patch for the
software.”

Sexton hadn't actually seen the press conference, but he’'d heard it was short,
flat, and hardly newsworthy—the PODS project |eader giving a dull technica
description of how NASA had overcome a minor glitch in PODS s anonml y-detection
sof tware and gotten everything up and running.



“l have been watching PODS with interest ever since it failed,” the man said. He
produced a vi deocassette and wal ked to Sexton’s television, putting the video in
the VCR. “This should interest you.”

The video began to play. It showed the NASA press room at headquarters in

Washi ngton. A well-dressed man was taking the podium and greeting the audi ence.
The subtitle beneath the podi um read:

CHRI S HARPER, Secti on Manager

Polar Orbiting Density Scanner Satellite (PODS)

Chris Harper was tall, refined, and spoke with the quiet dignity of a European
American who still clung proudly to his roots. His accent was erudite and
pol i shed. He was addressing the press with confidence, giving them sone bad news
about PODS

“Al t hough the PODS satellite is in orbit and functioning well, we have a m nor
setback with the onboard conputers. A minor programming error for which I take
full responsibility. Specifically, the FIRfilter has a faulty voxel index,

whi ch neans the PODS s anonal y-detection software is not functioning properly.
We're working on a fix.”

The crowd sighed, apparently accustoned to NASA | etdowns. “Wiat does that nean
for the current effectiveness of the satellite?” sonmeone asked.

Harper took it like a pro. Confident and matter-of-fact. “lmagine a perfect set
of eyes without a functioning brain. Essentially the PODS satellite is seeing
twenty-twenty, but it has no idea what it’s |ooking at. The purpose of the PODS
mssion is to |l ook for nelt pockets in the polar ice cap, but without the
conputer to analyze the density data PODS receives fromits scanners, PODS
cannot discern where the points of interest are. W should have the situation
remedi ed after the next shuttle mssion can nmake an adjustnment to the onboard

conputer.”

A groan of disappointnent rose in the room

The old man gl anced over at Sexton. “He presents bad news pretty well, doesn’t
he?”

“He’s from NASA,” Sexton grunbled. “That’'s what they do.”

The VCR tape went blank for an instant and then switched to anot her NASA press
conf erence.

“This second press conference,” the old nman said to Sexton, “was given only a
few weeks ago. Quite late at night. Few people saw it. This time Dr. Harper is
announci ng good news.”

The footage | aunched. This tine Chris Harper |ooked dishevel ed and uneasy. “I am
pl eased to announce,” Harper said, sounding anything but pleased, “that NASA has
found a work-around for the PODS satellite’s software problem” He funbl ed
through an expl anati on of the work-around—somnet hing about redirecting the raw
data from PODS and sending it through conputers here on earth rather than
relying on the onboard PODS computer. Everyone seened inpressed. It all sounded
quite feasible and exciting. Wien Harper was done, the room gave him an

ent husi astic round of appl ause.

“So we can expect data soon?” soneone in the audi ence asked.

Har per nodded, sweating. “A couple of weeks.”

Mor e appl ause. Hands shot up around the room

“That’s all | have for you now,” Harper said, looking ill as he packed up his
papers. “PODS is up and running. W' Il have data soon.” He practically ran off
t he stage.

Sexton scowl ed. He had to adnit, this was odd. Why did Chris Harper | ook so
confortabl e giving bad news and so unconfortabl e giving good news? It should
have been in reverse. Sexton hadn’'t actually seen this press conference when it
ai red, although he’'d read about the software fix. The fix, at the tinme, seened
an i nconsequenti al NASA sal vage; the public perception remined uni npressed—PODS
was just another NASA project that had mal functi oned and was bei ng awkwardly
patched together with a | ess than ideal solution.



The old man turned off the television. “NASA claimed Dr. Harper was not feeling

wel | that night.” He paused. “I happen to think Harper was |lying.”
Lyi ng? Sexton stared, his fuzzy thoughts unable to piece together any |ogica
rational e for why Harper would have |ied about the software. Still, Sexton had

told enough lies in his life to recognize a poor liar when he saw one. He had to
adm t, Dr. Harper sure | ooked suspicious.

“Per haps you don’t realize?” the old man said. “This little announcenment you
just heard Chris Harper give is the single npst inportant press conference in
NASA history.” He paused. “That convenient software fix he just described is
what allowed PODS to find the neteorite.”

Sexton puzzled. And you think he was |lying about it? “But, if Harper was |ying,
and the PODS software isn't really working, then how the hell did NASA find the
meteorite?”

The old man sniled. “Exactly.”
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The U.S. mlitary's fleet of “repo” aircraft repossessed during drug-trade
arrests consisted of over a dozen private jets, including three reconditioned
As used for transporting military VIPs. A half hour ago, one of those G4s had
lifted off the Thule runway, fought its way above the storm and was now
poundi ng southward into the Canadi an ni ght en route to Washi ngton. Onboard,
Rachel Sexton, M chael Tolland, and Corky Marlinson had the eight-seat cabin to
thensel ves, | ooking |ike some kind of disheveled sports teamin their matching
blue U S.S. Charlotte junmpsuits and caps.

Despite the roar of the G umman engi nes, Corky Marlinson was asleep in the rear
Tol l and sat near the front, |ooking exhausted as he gazed out the wi ndow at the
sea. Rachel was beside him know ng she could not sleep even if she’d been
sedated. Her mnd churned through the mystery of the nmeteorite, and, nost
recently, the dead room conversation with Pickering. Before signing off,

Pi ckering had given Rachel two additional pieces of disturbing informtion.
First, Marjorie Tench claimed to possess a video recording of Rachel’s private
deposition to the Wiite House staff. Tench was now threatening to use the video
as evidence if Rachel tried to go back on her confirmation of the neteorite
data. The news was particularly unsettling because Rachel had specifically told
Zach Herney that her remarks to the staff were for in-house use only. Apparently
Zach Herney had ignored that request.

The second bit of troubling news dealt with a CNN debate her father had attended
earlier in the afternoon. Apparently, Marjorie Tench had nade a rare appearance
and deftly baited Rachel’s father into crystallizing his position agai nst NASA
More specifically, Tench had cajoled himinto crudely proclainng his skepticism

that extraterrestrial life would ever be found.
Eat his hat? That’'s what Pickering said her father had offered to do if NASA
ever found extraterrestrial life. Rachel wondered how Tench had managed to coax

out that propitious little sound bite. Clearly, the Wite House had been setting
the stage carefully—ruthlessly lining up all the dom noes, preparing for the big
Sexton col | apse. The President and Marjorie Tench, |ike some sort of politica
tag teamwestling duo, had maneuvered for the kill. Wile the President

remai ned dignified outside the ring, Tench had noved in, circling, cunningly
lining up the senator for the presidential body slam

The President had told Rachel he’d asked NASA to del ay announcing the di scovery
in order to provide time to confirmthe accuracy of the data. Rachel now
realized there were other advantages to waiting. The extra tinme had given the
White House tine to dole out the rope with which the senator woul d hang hinsel f.
Rachel felt no synpathy for her father, and yet she now realized that beneath



the warm and fuzzy exterior of President Zach Herney, a shrewd shark |urked. You
did not becone the nost powerful man in the world without a killer instinct. The
question now was whether this shark was an innocent bystander—er a pl ayer.
Rachel stood, stretching her |legs. As she paced the aisle of the plane, she felt
frustrated that the pieces to this puzzle seenmed so contradictory. Pickering,
with his trademark chaste | ogic, had concluded the neteorite nust be fake. Corky
and Tolland, with scientific assurance, insisted the neteorite was authentic.
Rachel only knew what she had seen-a charred, fossilized rock being pulled from
the ice.

Now, as she passed besi de Corky, she gazed down at the astrophysicist, battered
fromhis ordeal on the ice. The swelling on his cheek was goi ng down now, and
the stitches | ooked good. He was asl eep, snoring, his pudgy hands clutching the
di sk-shaped neteorite sanple |like sone kind of security blanket.

Rachel reached down and gently slipped the neteorite sanple away from him She
held it up, studying the fossils again. Renpve all assunptions, she told
hersel f, forcing herself to reorganize her thoughts. Reestablish the chain of
substantiation. It was an old NRO trick. Rebuilding a proof fromscratch was a
process known as a “null start”-sonething all data anal ysts practiced when the
pieces didn't quite fit.

Reassenbl e the proof.

She began paci ng agai n.

Does this stone represent proof of extraterrestrial |ife?

Proof, she knew, was a conclusion built on a pyramid of facts, a broad base of
accepted informati on on which nore specific assertions were nade.

Renpve all the base assunptions. Start again.

What do we have?

A rock.

She pondered that for a nmoment. A rock. A rock with fossilized creatures.
wal ki ng back toward the front of the plane, she took her seat beside M chae
Tol | and.

“Mke, let’s play a gane.”

Tol l and turned fromthe w ndow, |ooking distant, apparently deep in his own

t houghts. “A ganme?”

She handed himthe neteorite sanple. “Let’s pretend you' re seeing this

fossilized rock for the first time. |I’ve told you nothing about where it came
fromor howit was found. What would you tell nme it is?”
Tol | and heaved a di sconsol ate sigh. “Funny you should ask. | just had the

strangest thought..!

Hundreds of miles behind Rachel and Tolland, a strange-Ilooking aircraft stayed
low as it tore south above a deserted ocean. Onboard, the Delta Force was
silent. They had been pulled out of locations in a hurry, but never like this.
Their controller was furious.

Earlier, Delta-One had informed the controller that unexpected events on the ice
shel f had left his teamwith no option but to exercise force—force that had

i ncluded killing four civilians, including Rachel Sexton and M chael Toll and.
The controller reacted with shock. Killing, although an authorized |ast resort,
obvi ously never had been part of the controller’s plan.

Later, the controller’s displeasure over the killings turned to outright rage

when he | earned the assassinati ons had not gone as pl anned.

“Your team failed!” the controller seethed, the androgynous tone hardly masking
the person’s rage. “Three of your four targets are still alive!”

I npossi bl e! Delta-One had thought. “But we wi tnessed—

“They made contact with a subrmarine and are now en route to Washi ngton.”
“What "

The controller’s tone turned lethal. “Listen carefully. | am about to give you
new orders. And this tine you will not fail.”
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Senat or Sexton was actually feeling a flicker of hope as he wal ked his
unexpected visitor back out to the elevator. The head of the SFF, as it turned
out, had not conme to chastise Sexton, but rather to give hima pep talk and tel
himthe battle was not yet over.

A possible chink in NASA' s arnor.

The vi deot ape of the bizarre NASA press conference had convi nced Sexton that the
old man was right—PODS m ssion director Chris Harper was |ying. But why? And if
NASA never fixed the PODS software, how did NASA find the neteorite?

As they wal ked to the elevator, the old man said, “Sometines all it takes to
unravel sonething is a single strand. Perhaps we can find a way to eat away at
NASA's victory fromw thin. Cast a shadow of distrust. Who knows where it wll

| ead?” The old man | ocked his tired eyes on Sexton. “1 amnot ready to | ay down
and die, senator. And | trust nor are you.”

“Cf course not,” Sexton said, nmustering resolve in his voice. “W' ve conme too
far.”

“Chris Harper |ied about fixing PODS,” the man said as he boarded the el evator.
“And we need to know why.”

“1 will get that information as fast as | can,” Sexton replied. | have just the
per son.

“Good. Your future depends on it.”

As Sexton headed back toward his apartnment, his step was a little lighter, his
head a little clearer. NASA |ied about PODS. The only question was how Sexton
could prove it.

Hi s thoughts had already turned to Gabrielle Ashe. Wherever she was at the
monment, she had to be feeling Ilike shit. Gabrielle had no doubt seen the press
conference and was now standi ng on a | edge somewhere getting ready to junp. Her
proposi ti on of making NASA a nmjor issue in Sexton's campaign had turned out to
be the bi ggest nistake of Sexton’s career.

She owes ne, Sexton thought. And she knows it.

Gabrielle already had proven she had a knack for obtaining NASA secrets. She has
a contact, Sexton thought. She’'d been scoring insider information for weeks now.
Gabrielle had connections she was not sharing. Connections she could punp for

i nformati on on PODS. Moreover, tonight Gabrielle would be notivated. She had a
debt to repay, and Sexton suspected she would do anything to regain his favor.
As Sexton arrived back at his apartnment door, his bodyguard nodded. *“Evening,

senator. | trust | did the right thing by letting Gabrielle in earlier? She said
it was critical she talk to you.”
Sexton paused. “I’msorry?”

“Ms. Ashe? She had inportant information for you earlier tonight. That’s why

let her in.”

Sexton felt his body stiffen. He | ooked at his apartnment door. What the hell is
this guy tal king about?

The guard’ s expression changed to one of confusion and concern. “Senator, are
you okay? You renmenber, right? Gabrielle arrived during your neeting. She tal ked
to you, right? She nust have. She was in there quite a while.”

Sexton stared a |l ong nonment, feeling his pulse skyrocket. This noron | et
Gabrielle into my apartment during a private SFF neeting? She stuck around

i nside and then departed wi thout a word? Sexton could only inagi ne what
Gabrielle mght have overheard. Swallowi ng his anger, he forced a smle to his
guard. “Oh, yes! I'msorry. |I'mexhausted. Had a couple of drinks, too. Ms. Ashe
and | did indeed speak. You did the right thing.”

The guard | ooked relieved.



“Did she say where she went when she |eft?”

The guard shook his head. “She was in a big hurry.”

“Ckay, thanks.”

Sexton entered his apartnent fum ng. How conplicated were nmy goddamm directions?
No visitors! He had to assunme if Gabrielle had been inside for any |ength of
time and then snuck out without a word, she nust have heard things she was not
meant to hear. Tonight of all nights.

Senat or Sexton knew above all he could not afford to | ose Gabrielle Ashe's
trust; wonen could beconme vengeful and stupid when they felt deceived. Sexton
needed to bring her back. Tonight nore than ever, he needed her in his canp.
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On the fourth floor of the ABC tel evision studios, Gabrielle Ashe sat alone in
Yol anda’s gl ass-wall ed office and stared at the fraying carpet. She had al ways
pri ded herself on good instincts and knowi ng whom she could trust. Now, for the
first time in years, Gabrielle felt alone, uncertain which way to turn.

The sound of her cell phone lifted her gaze fromthe carpet. Reluctant, she

pi cked up. “Gabrielle Ashe.”

“Gabrielle, it's nme.”

She recogni zed the tinbre of Senator Sexton’s voice i mmedi ately, although he
sounded surprisingly cal mconsidering what had just transpired.

“1t’s been one hell of a night over here,” he said, “so just let me talk. I'm
sure you saw the President’s conference. Christ, did we play the wong cards.
I"msick over it. You' re probably blanmi ng yourself. Don"t. Wo the hell would
have guessed? Not your fault. Anyhow, listen up. | think there nmay be a way to
get our feet back under us.”

Gabrielle stood up, unable to i magi ne what Sexton could be tal king about. This
was hardly the reaction she had expect ed.

“l had a neeting tonight,” Sexton said, “with representatives from private space
i ndustries, and—=

“You did?” Gabrielle blurted, stunned to hear himadnmt it. “lI nmean.l had no
i dea.”
“Yeah, nothing major. | would have asked you to sit in, but these guys are

touchy about privacy. Sonme of them are donating nmoney to nmy canpaign. It’'s not
sonmet hing they like to advertise.”

Gabrielle felt totally disarmed. “But.isn’t that illegal?”

“lIllegal ? Hell no! All the donations are under the two-thousand-dollar cap

Smal | pot atoes. These guys barely make a dent, but | listen to their gripes
anyway. Call it an investnent in the future. |I’m quiet about it because,

frankly, the appearances aren’'t so great. If the Wite House caught wind, they'd
spin the hell out of it. Anyhow, |ook, that’s not the point. | called to tel

you that after tonight’s neeting, | was talking to the head of the SFF...

For several seconds, although Sexton was still talking, all Gabrielle could hear

was the blood rushing in shame to her face. Wthout the slightest challenge from
her, the senator had calmy admtted tonight’s neeting with private space
conpani es. Perfectly legal. And to think what Gabrielle had al nost consi dered
doi ng! Thank God Yol anda had stopped her. | alnost junmped ship to Marjorie
Tench!

“..and so | told the head of the SFF,” the senator was saying, “that you m ght be
able to get that information for us.”

Gabrielle tuned back in. “Ckay.”

“The contact from whom you’' ve been getting all your inside NASA information
these past few nmonths? | assume you still have access?”

Marjorie Tench. Gabrielle cringed knowi ng she could never tell the senator that



the informant had been manipulating her all along. “Um. think so,” Gabrielle
l'ied.

“Good. There's sone information | need fromyou. Right away.”

As she |istened, Gabrielle realized just how badly she had been underestimati ng
Senat or Sedgewi ck Sexton lately. Some of the man’s luster had worn off since
she’ d first begun following his career. But tonight, it was back. In the face of
what appeared to be the ultimte death blow to his canpai gn, Sexton was plotting
a counterattack. And although it had been Gabrielle who | ed himdown this

i nauspi ci ous path, he was not punishing her. Instead, he was giving her a chance
to redeem hersel f.

And redeem hersel f she woul d.

What ever it took
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W liam Pickering gazed out his office window at the distant |ine of headlights
on Leesburg H ghway. He often thought about her when he stood up here al one at
the top of the world.

Al'l this power.and | couldn’t save her.

Pi ckering’s daughter, Diana, had died in the Red Sea while stationed aboard a
smal | navy escort ship, training to becone a navigator. Her ship had been
anchored in safe harbor on a sunny afternoon when a handnade dory | oaded with
expl osi ves and powered by two suicide terrorists notored slowy across the

har bor and expl oded on contact with the hull. Diana Pickering and thirteen other
young Anerican sol diers had been killed that day.

W liam Pickering had been devastated. The angui sh overwhel med hi mfor weeks.
When the terrorist attack was traced to a known cell whomthe ClA had been
tracki ng unsuccessfully for years, Pickering s sadness turned into rage. He had
mar ched into Cl A headquarters and demanded answers.

The answers he got were hard to swall ow.

Apparently the ClI A had been prepared to nove on this cell nonths before and was
sinmply waiting for the high-res satellite photos so that they could plan a

pi npoint attack on the terrorists’ mountain hideout in Afghani stan. Those photos
were schedul ed to be taken by the $1.2 billion NRO satellite code-nanmed Vortex
2, the sanme satellite that had been blown up on the |launchpad by its NASA | aunch
vehi cl e. Because of the NASA accident, the ClA strike had been postponed, and
now Di ana Pickering had died

Pickering’s mind told himthat NASA had not been directly responsible, but his
heart found it hard to forgive. The investigation of the rocket explosion
reveal ed that the NASA engi neers responsible for the fuel injections system had
been forced to use second-rate materials in an effort to stay on budget.

“For nonmanned flights,” Lawence Ekstrom explained in a press conference, “NASA
strives for cost-effectiveness above all. In this case, the results were
admittedly not optimal. We will be looking into it.”

Not optimal. Diana Pickering was dead.

Furthernore, because the spy satellite was classified, the public never |earned
that NASA had disintegrated a $1.2 billion NRO project, and along with it,
indirectly, numerous American |ives.

“Sir?” Pickering' s secretary’'s voice canme over his intercom startling him
“Line one. It’s Marjorie Tench.”

Pi ckering shook hinself out of his daze and | ooked at his tel ephone. Agai n? The
blinking light on line one seemed to pulse with an irate urgency. Pickering
frowned and took the call.

“Pi ckering here.”

Tench’s voice was seething mad. “Wat did she tell you?”



“1"m sorry?”

“Rachel Sexton contacted you. What did she tell you? She was on a submarine, for
God' s sake! Explain that!”

Pi ckering could tell imediately that denying the fact was not an option; Tench
had been doi ng her homewor k. Pickering was surprised she’d found out about the
Charlotte, but she’'d apparently thrown her weight around until she got sonme
answers. “Ms. Sexton contacted ne, yes.”

“You arranged a pickup. And you didn't contact ne?”

“l arranged transport. That is correct.” Two hours renmmined until Rachel Sexton
M chael Tolland, and Corky Marlinson were scheduled to arrive at the nearby

Bol lings Air Force Base.

“And yet you chose not to informne?”

“Rachel Sexton has nmade some very di sturbing accusations.”

“Regarding the authenticity of the neteorite..and some kind of attack on her
life?”

“Anmong ot her things.”

“Obviously, she is lying.”

“You are aware she is with two others who corroborate her story?”

Tench paused. “Yes. Most disturbing. The Wite House is very concerned by their
clainmns.”

“The White House? Or you personal ly?”

Her tone turned razor sharp. “As far as you are concerned, director, there is no
di fference tonight.”

Pi ckering was uni npressed. He was no stranger to blustering politicians and
support staff trying to establish footholds over the intel comunity. Few put up
as strong a front as Marjorie Tench. “Does the President know you' re calling
me?”

“Frankly, director, |I’m shocked that you woul d even entertain these lunatic
ravings.”
You didn’t answer ny question. “l see no logical reason for these people to lie.

I have to assume they are either telling the truth, or they have nmade an honest
m st ake.”

“M stake? Clains of attacks? Flaws in the neteorite data that NASA never saw?
Pl ease! This is an obvious political ploy.”

“1f so, the notives escape ne.”

Tench sighed heavily and | owered her voice. “Director, there are forces at work
here of which you m ght not be aware. W can speak about that at length |ater

but at the monment | need to know where Ms. Sexton and the others are. | need to
get to the bottomof this before they do any | asting damage. \Where are they?”
“That is not information | am confortable sharing. | will contact you after they
arrive.”

“Wong. | will be there to greet them when they arrive.”

You and how many Secret Service agents? Pickering wondered. “If | informyou of

their arrival time and location, will we all have a chance to chat like friends,
or do you intend to have a private arny take theminto custody?”

“These people pose a direct threat to the President. The White House has every
right to detain and question them”

Pi ckering knew she was right. Under Title 18, Section 3056 of the United States
Code, agents of the U S. Secret Service can carry firearns, use deadly force,
and make “un-warranted” arrests sinply on suspicion that a person has conmtted
or is intending to conmt a felony or any act of aggression agai nst the

presi dent. The service possessed carte bl anche. Regul ar detai nees incl uded
unsavory loiterers outside the White House and school kids who sent threatening
e-mail pranks.

Pi ckering had no doubt the service could justify draggi ng Rachel Sexton and the
others into the basenent of the White House and keeping themthere indefinitely.
It would be a dangerous play, but Tench clearly realized the stakes were huge.



The question was what woul d happen next if Pickering allowed Tench to take
control. He had no intention of finding out.

“I will do whatever is necessary,” Tench declared, “to protect the President
fromfal se accusations. The nmere inplication of foul play will cast a heavy
shadow on the Wite House and NASA. Rachel Sexton has abused the trust the

Presi dent gave her, and | have no intention of seeing the President pay the
price.”

“And if | request that Ms. Sexton be pernmitted to present her case to an

of ficial panel of inquiry?”

“Then you woul d be disregarding a direct presidential order and giving her a
platformfrom which to make a goddamn political mess! | will ask you one nore
time, director. Where are you flying thenP”

Pi ckering exhal ed a | ong breath. Wether or not he told Marjorie Tench that the
pl ane was coming into Bollings Air Force Base, he knew she had the neans to find
out. The question was whether or not she would do it. He sensed fromthe

determ nation in her voice that she would not rest. Marjorie Tench was scared.
“Marjorie,” Pickering said, with unm stakable clarity of tone. “Soneone is lying
tome. O this | amcertain. Either it is Rachel Sexton and two civilian
scientists—er it is you. | believe it is you.”

Tench expl oded. “How dare—=

“Your indignity has no resonance with ne, so save it. You would be wise to know
that | have absolute proof NASA and the Wite House broadcast untruths tonight.”
Tench fell suddenly silent.

Pickering let her reel a moment. “I’mnot |ooking for a political neltdown any
more than you are. But there have been lies. Lies that cannot stand. If you want
me to help you, you ve got to start by being honest with ne.”

Tench sounded tenpted but wary. “If you're so certain there were |lies, why
haven’t you stepped forward?”

“l don't interfere in political matters.”

Tench muttered sonething that sounded a lot like “bullshit.”

“Are you trying to tell ne, Marjorie, that the President’s announcenent tonight
was entirely accurate?”

There was a long silence on the line.

Pi ckering knew he had her. “Listen, we both knowthis is a tinme bomb waiting to
explode. But it’s not too |ate. There are conproni ses we can nake.”

Tench said nothing for several seconds. Finally she sighed. “W should neet.”
Touchdown, Pickering thought.
“1 have sonething to show you,’
light on this matter.”

“1"11 come to your office.”
“No,” she said hurriedly. “It’s late. Your presence here would raise concerns.
I"d prefer to keep this matter between us.”

Pickering read between the lines. The President knows nothing about this.
“You're wel cone to come here,” he said.

Tench sounded distrusting. “Let’'s nmeet sonmewhere di screet.”

Pi ckering had expected as nuch.

“The FDR Menorial is convenient to the White House,” Tench said. “It will be
enpty at this tinme of night.”

Pi ckering considered it. The FDR Menorial sat m dway between the Jefferson and
Lincoln nmenorials, in an extrenely safe part of town. After a |ong beat,

Pi ckering agreed.

“One hour,” Tench said, signing off. “And cone al one

Tench said. “And | believe it will shed sone

I medi at el y upon hangi ng up, Marjorie Tench phoned NASA admi ni strator Ekstrom
Her voice was tight as she relayed the bad news.
“Pickering could be a problem?”
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Gabrielle Ashe was brimring with new hope as she stood at Yol anda Cole’s desk in
the ABC production room and dialed directory assistance.

The al |l egati ons Sexton had just conveyed to her, if confirned, had shocking
potential. NASA |lied about PODS? Gabrielle had seen the press conference in
question and recalled thinking it was odd, and yet she'd forgotten all about it;
PODS was not a critical issue a few weeks ago. Toni ght, however, PODS had becone
the issue.

Now Sexton needed inside informati on, and he needed it fast. He was relying on
Gabrielle’s “informant” to get the information. Gabrielle had assured the
senator she would do her best. The problem of course, was that her informant
was Marjorie Tench, who would be no help at all. So Gabrielle would have to get
the information anot her way.

“Directory assistance,” the voice on the phone said.

Gabrielle told them what she needed. The operator cane back with three |istings
for a Chris Harper in Washington. Gabrielle tried themall.

The first number was a law firm The second had no answer. The third was now

ringing.

A woman answered on the first ring. “Harper residence.”

“Ms. Harper?” Gabrielle said as politely as possible. “lI hope |I haven't woken
you?”

“Heavens no! | don’t think anyone’'s asleep tonight.” She sounded excited.

Gabrielle could hear the television in the background. Meteorite coverage.
“You're calling for Chris, | assune?”

Gabrielle’ s pul se qui ckened. “Yes, nma’am”

“I"’mafraid Chris isn't here. He raced off to work as soon as the President’s
address was over.” The wonman chuckled to herself. “Of course, | doubt there’s
any work going on. Most likely a party. The announcenent cane as quite a
surprise to him you know. To everyone. Qur phone’s been ringing all night. |
bet the whole NASA crew s over there by now.”

“E Street conplex?” Gabrielle asked, assunmi ng the woman neant NASA headquarters.
“Righto. Take a party hat.”

“Thanks. I'1l track him down over there.”

Gabrielle hung up. She hurried out onto the production roomfloor and found

Yol anda, who was just finishing prepping a group of space experts who were about
to give enthusiastic commentary on the neteorite

Yol anda sni |l ed when she saw Gabrielle conming. “You | ook better,’
“Starting to see the silver lining here?”

“l just talked to the senator. His nmeeting tonight wasn’t what | thought.”

“l told you Tench was playing you. How s the senator taking the neteorite news?”
“Better than expected.”

she sai d.

Yol anda | ooked surprised. “I figured he’'d junped in front of a bus by now”
“He thinks there may be a snag in the NASA data.”
Yol anda | et out a dubious snort. “Did he see the sane press conference | just

saw? How much more confirmation and reconfirmati on can anyone need?”

“1”m going over to NASA to check on sonething.”

Yol anda’ s pencil ed eyebrows raised in cautionary arches. “Senator Sexton's

ri ght-hand aide is going to march i nto NASA headquarters? Toni ght? Can you say
‘public stoning ?”

Gabrielle told Yol anda about Sexton's suspicion that the PODS secti on manager

Chris Harper had |ied about fixing the anonmaly software.

Yol anda clearly wasn't buying it. “W covered that press conference, Gabs, and
Il admit, Harper was not hinmself that night, but NASA said he was sick as a

dog.”



“Senator Sexton is convinced he lied. Others are convinced too. Powerfu
peopl e.”

“If the PODS anomal y-detection software wasn’t fixed, how did PODS spot the
meteorite?”

Sexton’s point exactly, Gabrielle thought. “lI don’t know. But the senator wants
me to get him sone answers.”

Yol anda shook her head. “Sexton is sending you into a hornet’s nest on a
desperate pipe dream Don't go. You don’'t owe hima thing.”

“l totally screwed up his campaign.”

“Rotten luck screwed up his canpaign.”

“But if the senator is right and the PODS section manager actually |ied—=>
“Honey, if the PODS section nanager lied to the world, what nmekes you think
he’ll tell you the truth.”

Gabrielle had considered that and was already forrmulating her plan. “If | find a
story over there, 1'Il call you.”

Yol anda gave a skeptical laugh. “If you find a story over there, 1'I|l eat ny
hat.”
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Erase everything you know about this rock sanple.

M chael Tolland had been struggling with his own disquieting rum nations about
the meteorite, but now, with Rachel’s probing questions, he was feeling an added
unease over the issue. He | ooked down at the rock slice in his hand.

Pretend sonmeone handed it to you with no explanation of where it was found or
what it is. What woul d your analysis be?

Rachel s question, Tolland knew, was |oaded, and yet as an anal ytical exercise,
it proved powerful. By discarding all the data he had been given on his arriva
at the habi sphere, Tolland had to adnit that his analysis of the fossils was
prof oundly biased by a singular prem se—that the rock in which the fossils were
found was a neteorite.

VWat if | had NOT been told about the neteorite? he asked hinself. Although
still unable to fathom any other explanation, Tolland allowed hinself the | eeway
of hypothetically renpving “the meteorite” as a pre-supposition, and when he
did, the results were somewhat unsettling. Now Tolland and Rachel, joined by a
groggy Corky Marlinson, were discussing the ideas.

“So,” Rachel repeated, her voice intense, “Mke, you' re saying that if sonmeone
handed you this fossilized rock with no expl anati on what soever, you woul d have
to conclude it was fromearth.”

“Of course,” Tolland replied. “Wat else could | conclude? It’'s a far greater
leap to assert you' ve found extraterrestrial life than it is to assert you' ve
found a fossil of sone previously undiscovered terrestrial species. Scientists
di scover dozens of new species every year.”

“Two-foot-long lice?” Corky demanded, sounding incredul ous. “You would assume a
bug that big is fromearth?”

“Not now, maybe,” Tolland replied, “but the species doesn’'t necessarily have to
be currently living. It's a fossil. It’s 170 million years old. About the sane
age as our Jurassic. Alot of prehistoric fossils are oversized creatures that

| ook shocki ng when we discover their fossilized remi ns—enornmous w nged
reptiles, dinosaurs, birds.”

“Not to be the physicist here, M ke,” Corky said, “but there's a serious flawin
your argunent. The prehistoric creatures you just naned—di nosaurs, reptiles,

bi rds—they all have internal skeletons, which gives themthe capability to grow
to large sizes despite the earth’s gravity. But this fossil.” He took the sanple
and held it up. “These guys have exo skel etons. They' re arthropods. Bugs. You



yoursel f said that any bug this big could only have evolved in a | ow-gravity
environment. Otherwise its outer skeleton would have col |l apsed under its own
wei ght . ”

“Correct,” Tolland said. “This species would have col | apsed under its own wei ght
if it wal ked around on earth.”

Corky's brow furrowed with annoyance. “Well, M ke, unless sone caveman was
running an antigravity louse farm | don’'t see how you coul d possi bly concl ude a
two-foot-long bug is earthly in origin.”

Tolland smiled inwardly to think Corky was m ssing such a sinple point.
“Actually, there is another possibility.” He focused closely on his friend.
“Corky, you' re used to | ooking up. Look down. There's an abundant antigravity
environment right here on earth. And it’'s been here since prehistoric tines.”
Corky stared. “What the hell are you tal king about?”

Rachel al so | ooked surprised.

Tol I and pointed out the wi ndow at the nmoonlit sea glistening beneath the plane.
“The ocean.”

Rachel let out a |ow whistle. “OfF course.”

“Water is a lowgravity environment,” Tolland expl ai ned. “Everything weighs |ess
underwat er. The ocean supports enornous fragile structures that coul d never
exi st on land—ellyfish, giant squid, ribbon eels.”

Corky acqui esced, but only slightly. “Fine, but the prehistoric ocean never had
gi ant bugs.”

“Sure, it did. And it still does, in fact. People eat them everyday. They're a
delicacy in npst countries.”

“M ke, who the hell eats giant sea bugs!”

“Anyone who eats |obsters, crabs, and shrinp.”

Corky stared.

“Crustaceans are essentially giant sea bugs,” Tolland explained. “They're a
suborder of the phylum Arthropoda—ice, crabs, spiders, insects, grasshoppers,
scorpions, |lobsters—they're all related. They're all species with jointed
appendages and external skeletons.”

Corky suddenly | ooked ill.

“Froma classification standpoint, they look a lot |ike bugs,” Tolland
expl ai ned. “Horseshoe crabs resenble giant trilobites. And the claws of a

| obster resenble those of a |large scorpion.”

Corky turned green. “Okay, |’'ve eaten ny |last |obster roll.”

Rachel | ooked fascinated. “So arthropods on |land stay small because the gravity
selects naturally for smallness. But in the water, their bodies are buoyed up,
so they can grow very large.”

“Exactly,” Tolland said. “An Al askan king crab could be wongly classified as a
giant spider if we had limted fossil evidence.”

Rachel s excitenent seenmed to fade now to concern. “M ke, again barring the

i ssue of the nmeteorite’ s apparent authenticity, tell me this: Do you think the
fossils we saw at M| ne could possibly have come fromthe ocean? Earth’s ocean?”
Tolland felt the directness of her gaze and sensed the true wei ght of her

question. “Hypothetically, I would have to say yes. The ocean floor has sections
that are 190 nillion years old. The sane age as the fossils. And theoretically
the oceans could have sustained life-forms that | ooked like this.”

“Ch please!” Corky scoffed. “lI can’t believe what |'m hearing here. Barring the

issue of the meteorite’ s authenticity? The neteorite is irrefutable. Even if
earth has ocean floor the same age as that neteorite, we sure as hell don't have
ocean floor that has fusion crust, anomal ous nickel content, and chondrul es.
You're grasping at straws.”

Tol | and knew Corky was right, and yet inmagining the fossils as sea creatures had
robbed Tol |l and of some of his awe over them They seened sonmehow nore famliar
now.

“M ke,” Rachel said, “why didn’t any of the NASA scientists consider that these



fossils mght be ocean creatures? Even from an ocean on another planet?”

“Two reasons, really. Pelagic fossil sanples—those fromthe ocean floor—tend to
exhibit a plethora of intermingled species. Anything living in the mllions of
cubic feet of life above the ocean floor will eventually die and sink to the
bottom This means the ocean floor beconmes a graveyard for species fromevery
depth, pressure, and tenperature environnent. But the sanple at M| ne was

cl ean—a single species. It |ooked nore |ike something we mght find in the
desert. A brood of simlar animals getting buried in a sandstorm for exanple.”
Rachel nodded. “And the second reason you guessed | and rather than sea?”
Tol | and shrugged. “Gut instinct. Scientists have al ways believed space, if it
wer e popul ated, woul d be popul ated by insects. And from what we’ ve observed of
space, there’'s a lot nmore dirt and rock out there than water.”

Rachel fell silent.

“Al t hough..,” Toll and added. Rachel had himthinking now “I’ll adnmit there are
very deep parts of the ocean floor that oceanographers call dead zones. W don’t
really understand them but they are areas in which the currents and food
sources are such that almost nothing lives there. Just a few species of
bottomdwel | i ng scavengers. So fromthat standpoint, | suppose a single-species
fossil is not entirely out of the question.”

“Hel 1 0?” Corky grunbl ed. “Renenber the fusion crust? The nmid-Ievel nickel
content? The chondrul es? Wiy are we even tal king about this?”

Tol l and did not reply.

“This issue of the nickel content,” Rachel said to Corky. “Explain this to ne
agai n. The nickel content in earth rocks is either very high or very low, but in
nmeteorites the nickel content is within a specific nmdrange w ndow?”

Corky bobbed his head. “Precisely.”

“And so the nickel content in this sanple falls precisely within the expected
range of val ues.”

“Very cl ose, yes.”

Rachel | ooked surprised. “Hold on. Close? Wat’'s that supposed to nean?”

Corky | ooked exasperated. “As | explained earlier, all neteorite mneral ogies
are different. As scientists find new nmeteorites, we constantly need to update
our calcul ations as to what we consider an acceptable nickel content for
meteorites.”

Rachel | ooked stunned as she held up the sanple. “So, this neteorite forced you
to reeval uate what you consi der acceptable nickel content in a neteorite? It
fell outside the established m drange nickel w ndow?”

“Only slightly,” Corky fired back

“Why didn’t anyone nention this?”

“It’s a noni ssue. Astrophysics is a dynanic science which is constantly being

updat ed. ”
“During an incredibly inmportant anal ysis?”’
“Look,” Corky said with a huff, “I can assure you the nickel content in that

sanple is a helluva ot closer to other neteorites than it is to any earth
rock.”

Rachel turned to Tolland. “Did you know about this?”

Tol | and gave a reluctant nod. It hadn’t seenmed a mmjor issue at the tine. “lI was
told this meteorite exhibited slightly higher nickel content than seen in other
met eorites, but the NASA specialists seened unconcerned.”

“For good reason!” Corky interjected. “The m neral ogi cal proof here is not that
the nickel content is conclusively nmeteoritelike, but rather that it is

concl usively non-—earth-like.”

Rachel shook her head. “Sorry, but in ny business that's the kind of faulty

|l ogic that gets people killed. Saying a rock is non—earth-|ike doesn’t prove
it’s a meteorite. It sinply proves that it’s not |ike anything we' ve ever seen
on earth.”

“What the hell’s the difference!”



“Not hi ng,” Rachel said. “If you' ve seen every rock on earth.”

Corky fell silent a nonent. “Okay,” he finally said, “ignore the nickel content
if it makes you nervous. W still have a flaw ess fusion crust and chondrul es.”
“Sure,” Rachel said, sounding uni npressed. “Two out of three ain’t bad.”
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The structure housing the NASA central headquarters was a mammopt h gl ass
rectangle located at 300 E Street in Washington, D.C. The buil ding was spi dered
with over two hundred nmiles of data cabling and thousands of tons of conputer
processors. It was honme to 1,134 civil servants who oversee NASA's $15 billion
annual budget and the daily operations of the twelve NASA bases nationw de.
Despite the late hour, Gabrielle was not at all surprised to see the building s
foyer filling with people, an apparent convergence of excited nmedia crews and
even nore excited NASA personnel. Gabrielle hurried inside. The entryway
resenbl ed a nuseum dom nated dramatically by full-size replicas of fanmous

m ssion capsul es and satellites suspended overhead. Tel evision crews were
staking clains on the expansive marble floor, seizing w de-eyed NASA enpl oyees
who canme through the door.

Gabrielle scanned the crowd, but did not see anyone who | ooked |ike PODS m ssion
director Chris Harper. Half the people in the | obby had press passes and hal f
had NASA photo IDs around their necks. Gabrielle had neither. She spotted a
young woman with a NASA ID and hurried over to her.

“H. I'’m1looking for Chris Harper?”’
The woman eyed Gabrielle strangely, as if she recognized her from somewhere and
couldn't quite place it. “I saw Dr. Harper go through a while ago. | think he

headed upstairs. Do | know you?”

“l don't think so,” Gabrielle said, turning away. “How do | get upstairs?”
“Do you work for NASA?”

“No, | don’t.”

“Then you can’t get upstairs.”

“Oh. Is there a phone | nmight use to—=

“Hey,” the woman sai d, |ooking suddenly angry. “I know who you are. |’ve seen
you on television with Senator Sexton. | can't believe you would have the
nerve—

Gabrielle was al ready gone, disappearing into the crowd. Behind her, she could
hear the woman angrily telling others Gabrielle was here.

Terrific. Two seconds through the door, and |I’m already on the Myst Wanted List.
Gabrielle kept her head down as she hurried to the far side of the | obby. A
bui l ding directory was nounted on the wall. She scanned the listings, |ooking
for Chris Harper. Nothing. The directory showed no names at all. It was arranged
by department.

PODS? she wondered, scanning the list for anything that had to do with the Pol ar
O biting Density Scanner. She saw nothing. She was afraid to gl ance over her
shoul der, half expecting to see a crew of angry NASA enpl oyees com ng to stone
her. Al she saw on the list that | ooked even renptely pronmi sing was on the
fourth floor:

EARTH SCI ENCE ENTERPRI SE, PHASE |

Earth Observi ng System ( EQS)

Keepi ng her head turned away fromthe crowd, Gabrielle nmade her way toward an

al cove that housed a bank of elevators and a water fountain. She searched for
the elevator call buttons, but saw only slits. Dam. The el evators were security
control | ed—key card |ID access for enployees only.

A group of young nen canme hurrying toward the el evators, talking exuberantly.
They wore NASA photo IDs around their necks. Gabrielle quickly bent over the



fountain, watching behind her. A pinple-faced man inserted his IDinto the slot
and opened the el evator. He was | aughing, shaking his head in amazenent.

“The guys in SETI nust be going nuts!” he said as everyone boarded the el evator.
“Their horn carts traced drift fields under two hundred mlliJanskys for twenty
years, and the physical proof was buried in the ice here on earth the whole
time!”

The el evator doors closed, and the nmen di sappeared.

Gabrielle stood up, w ping her mouth, wondering what to do. She | ooked around
for an interoffice phone. Nothing. She wondered if she could sonehow steal a key
card, but sonething told her that was probably unw se. Whatever she did, she
knew she had to do it fast. She could now see the woman she’'d first spoken to
out in the | obby, noving through the crowd with a NASA security officer

A trim bald man cane around the corner, hustling toward the el evators.
Gabriell e again bent over the fountain. The nman did not seemto notice her.
Gabrielle watched in silence as the man | eaned forward and inserted his ID card
into the slit. Another set of elevator doors slid open, and the man stepped on
Screw it, Gabrielle thought, making up her mind. Now or never.

As the elevator slid closed, Gabrielle spun fromthe fountain and ran over
sticking her hand out and catching the door. The doors bounced back open, and
she stepped in, her face bright with excitenment. “You ever seen it |ike this?”
she gushed to the startled bald man. “My God. It’s crazy!”

The man gave her an odd | ook.

“The guys at SETI nust be going nuts!” Gabrielle said. “Their horn carts traced
drift fields under two hundred nilliJanskys for twenty years, and the physica
proof was buried in the ice here on earth the whole tine!”

The man | ooked surprised. “Well .yes, it’s quite.” He glanced at her neck
apparently troubled not to see an ID. “I’msorry, do you—=

“Fourth floor please. Cane in such a hurry | barely renenbered to put on ny
underwear!” She | aughed, stealing a quick look at the guy’'s ID: JAVES THEI SEN
Fi nance Adm ni strati on.

“Do you work here?” The nman | ooked unconfortable. “M ss..?”

Gabrielle let her mouth fall slack. “Jim 1’mhurt! Nothing Iike making a woman
feel unmenorable!”

The man went pale for a noment, |ooking uneasy, and running an enbarrassed hand
across his head. “I'"msorry. Al this excitement, you know. | admt, you do | ook
very fam liar. What program are you working on?”

Shit. Gabrielle flashed a confident snmile. “ECS.”

The man pointed to the illum nated fourth floor button. “Obviously. | mean
specifically, which project?”

Gabrielle felt her pul se quicken. She could only think of one. *PODS.”

The man | ooked surprised. “Really? | thought 1'd nmet everyone on Dr. Harper’'s
team”

She gave an enbarrassed nod. “Chris keeps ne hidden away. |’ mthe idiot
programrer who screwed up voxel index on the anomaly software.”

Now it was the bald man whose jaw dropped. “That was you?”

Gabrielle fromed. “I haven't slept in weeks.”

“But Dr. Harper took all the heat for that!”

“l know. Chris is that kind of guy. At least he got it straightened out. Wat an
announcenent tonight, though, isn't it? This nmeteorite. I'mjust in shock!”

The el evator stopped on the fourth floor. Gabrielle junped out. “Geat seeing
you, Jim Gve ny best to the boys in budgeting!’

“Sure,” the man stammered as the doors slid shut. “Nice seeing you again.”
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Zach Herney, like nost presidents before him survived on four or five hours of
sleep a night. Over the |last few weeks, however, he had survived on far |less. As
the excitement of the evening’s events slowy began to ebb, Herney felt the late
hour settling in his |inbs.

He and sone of his upper level staff were in the Roosevelt Room enjoying

cel ebratory chanmpagne and watchi ng the endl ess | oop of press conference replays,
Tol | and docunentary excerpts, and pundit recaps on network tel evision. On-screen
at the nmoment, an exuberant network correspondent stood in front of the Wite
House gri ppi ng her m crophone.

“Beyond the mind-nunbi ng repercussions for manki nd as a species,” she announced,
“this NASA discovery has some harsh political repercussions here in Washi ngton
The unearthing of these meteoric fossils could not have cone at a better tinme
for the enbattl ed President.” Her voice grew somber. “Nor at a worse tine for
Senat or Sexton.” The broadcast cut to a replay of the now infanpbus CNN debate
fromearlier in the day.

“After thirty-five years,” Sexton declared, “I think it’'s pretty obvious we're
not going to find extraterrestrial life!”

“And if you're wong?” Marjorie Tench replied.

Sexton rolled his eyes. “Ch, for heavens sake, Ms. Tench, if I"'mwong I'll eat

my hat.”

Everyone in the Roosevelt Room | aughed. Tench’s cornering of the senator could
have played as cruel and heavy-handed in retrospect, and yet viewers didn't seem
to notice; the haughty tone of the senator’s response was so smug that Sexton
appeared to be getting exactly what he deserved.

The President | ooked around the roomfor Tench. He had not seen her since before
his press conference, and she was not here now. Odd, he thought. This is her
celebration as nmuch as it is mne

The news report on television was wapping up, outlining yet again the Wite
House's quantum political |eap forward and Senator Sexton’s disastrous slide.
What a difference a day nakes, the President thought. In politics, your world
can change in an instant.

By dawn he woul d realize just how true those words coul d be.
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Pickering could be a problem Tench had said.

Admi ni strator Ekstrom was too preoccupied with this new information to notice
that the storm outside the habi sphere was ragi ng harder now. The how i ng cabl es
had increased in pitch, and the NASA staff was nervously mlling and chatting
rather than going to sleep. Ekstrom s thoughts were lost in a different storm-an
expl osi ve tenpest brew ng back in Washington. The |ast few hours had brought
many problems, all of which Ekstromwas trying to deal with. And yet one problem
now | ooned | arger than all the others conbined

Pi ckering could be a problem

Ekstrom coul d think of no one on earth against whomhe' ' d |l ess rather match wits
than Wl liam Pickering. Pickering had ridden Ekstrom and NASA for years now,
trying to control privacy policy, |lobbying for different nmission priorities, and
railing against NASA's escal ating failure ratio.

Pickering' s disgust with NASA, Ekstrom knew, went far deeper than the recent
loss of his billion-dollar NRO SIG NT satellite in a NASA | aunchpad expl osi on,
or the NASA security |eaks, or the battle over recruiting key aerospace
personnel . Pickering’ s grievances agai nst NASA were an ongoi ng drama of

di sillusionnent and resentnent.

NASA’ s X- 33 space plane, which was supposed to be the shuttle replacement, had
run five years overdue, neani ng dozens of NRO satellite maintenance and | aunch



prograns were scrapped or put on hold. Recently, Pickering s rage over the X-33
reached a fever pitch when he di scovered NASA had cancel ed the project entirely,
swal | owi ng an estinated $900 nmillion |oss.

Ekstrom arrived at his office, pulled the curtain aside, and entered. Sitting
down at his desk he put his head in his hands. He had sonme decisions to nake.
What had started as a wonderful day was becomi ng a nightnmare unraveling around
him He tried to put hinself in the m ndset of WIliam Pickering. Wat would the
man do next? Someone as intelligent as Pickering had to see the inportance of
this NASA discovery. He had to forgive certain choices nmade in desperation. He
had to see the irreversible damage that would be done by polluting this nmoment
of triunph.

What woul d Pickering do with the information he had? Would he let it ride, or
woul d he make NASA pay for their shortcom ngs?

Ekstrom scowl ed, having little doubt which it would be

After all, WIIliam Pickering had deeper issues with NASA.an ancient persona
bitterness that went far deeper than politics.
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Rachel was quiet now, staring blankly at the cabin of the &4 as the plane headed
south al ong the Canadi an coastline of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Tolland sat
nearby, talking to Corky. Despite the majority of evidence suggesting the
meteorite was authentic, Corky’'s adm ssion that the nickel content was “outside
the preestablished m drange val ues” had served to rekindl e Rachel’s initial
suspicion. Secretly planting a neteorite beneath the ice only nmade sense as part

of a brilliantly conceived fraud.
Nonet hel ess, the remaining scientific evidence pointed toward the neteorite’s
validity.

Rachel turned fromthe w ndow, glancing down at the disk-shaped neteorite sanple
in her hand. The tiny chondrul es shinmered. Tolland and Corky had been

di scussing these netallic chondrules for some tinme now, talking in scientific
terms well over Rachel’s head—equilibrated olivine |evels, netastable glass
matri ces, and netanorphi c rehonbgenati on. Nonet hel ess, the upshot was clear:
Corky and Tolland were in agreerment that the chondrul es were decidedly neteoric.
No fudgi ng of that data.

Rachel rotated the di sk-shaped specinmen in her hand, running a finger over the
rimwhere part of the fusion crust was visible. The charring | ooked relatively
fresh—ertainly not three hundred years ol d-although Corky had expl ai ned that
the meteorite had been hernetically sealed in ice and avoi ded at nospheri c
erosion. This seenmed | ogical. Rachel had seen prograns on tel evision where hunan
remains were dug fromthe ice after four thousand years and the person’s skin

| ooked al nost perfect.

As she studied the fusion crust, an odd thought occurred to her—an obvi ous piece
of data had been omitted. Rachel wondered if it had sinply been an oversight in
all the data that was thrown at her or did someone sinply forget to nmention it.
She turned suddenly to Corky. “Did anyone date the fusion crust?”’

Corky gl anced over, |ooking confused. “Wat?”

“Did anyone date the burn. That is, do we know for a fact that the burn on the
rock occurred at exactly the time of the Jungersol Fall?”

“Sorry,” Corky said, “that’s inpossible to date. Oxidation resets all the
necessary isotopic narkers. Besides, radioi sotope decay rates are too slow to
measur e anything under five hundred years.”

Rachel considered that a nmonment, understandi ng now why the burn date was not
part of the data. “So, as far as we know, this rock could have been burned in
the M ddle Ages or |ast weekend, right?”



Tol I and chuckl ed. “Nobody sai d science had all the answers.”

Rachel let her mind wander aloud. “A fusion crust is essentially just a severe
burn. Technically speaking, the burn on this rock could have happened at any
time in the past half century, in any nunber of different ways.”

“Wong,” Corky said. “Burned in any nunber of different ways? No. Burned in one
way. Falling through the atnmosphere.”

“There’s no other possibility? How about in a furnace?”

“A furnace?” Corky said. “These sanples were exani ned under an el ectron

m croscope. Even the cleanest furnace on earth would have left fuel residue al
over the stone—Auclear, chemcal, fossil fuel. Forget it. And how about the
striations from streaking through the atnosphere? You wouldn't get those in a
furnace.”

Rachel had forgotten about the orientation striations on the neteorite. It did
i ndeed appear to have fallen through the air. “How about a vol cano?” she
ventured. “Ejecta thrown violently froman eruption?”

Corky shook his head. “The burn is far too clean.”

Rachel gl anced at Tol | and.

The oceanographer nodded. “Sorry, |’'ve had some experience with vol canoes, both
above and bel ow water. Corky’s right. Volcanic ejecta is penetrated by dozens of
t oxi ns—ar bon di oxi de, sul fur dioxide, hydrogen sulfide, hydrochloric acid-al
of which woul d have been detected in our electronic scans. That fusion crust,
whether we like it or not, is the result of a clean atnospheric friction burn.”
Rachel sighed, |ooking back out the wi ndow. A clean burn. The phrase stuck with
her. She turned back to Tolland. “What do you nean by a clean burn?”

He shrugged. “Sinply that under an el ectron microscope, we see no remants of
fuel elenments, so we know heating was caused by kinetic energy and friction,
rather than chemical or nuclear ingredients.”

“If you didn’t find any foreign fuel elenents, what did you find? Specifically,
what was the conposition of the fusion crust?”

“We found,” Corky said, “exactly what we expected to find. Pure atnospheric

el enents. Nitrogen, oxygen, hydrogen. No petroleuns. No sulfurs. No volcanic
acids. Nothing peculiar. Al the stuff we see when neteorites fall through the
at nosphere.”

Rachel | eaned back in her seat, her thoughts focusing now

Corky leaned forward to | ook at her. “Please don't tell me your new theory is
that NASA took a fossilized rock up in the space shuttle and sent it hurtling
toward earth hopi ng nobody would notice the fireball, the massive crater, or the
expl osi on?”

Rachel had not thought of that, although it was an interesting prem se. Not
feasible, but interesting all the sane. Her thoughts were actually closer to
honme. All natural atmospheric elenents. Clean burn. Striations fromracing
through the air. A faint light had gone off in a distant corner of her mnd
“The ratios of the atnmospheric elements you saw,” she said. “Wre they exactly
the same ratios you see on every other neteorite with a fusion crust?”

Corky seemed to hedge slightly at the question. “Wiy do you ask?”

Rachel saw him hesitate and felt her pul se quicken. “The ratios were off,
weren't they?”

“There is a scientific explanation.”

Rachel s heart was suddenly pounding. “Did you by any chance see an unusually
hi gh content of one element in particular?”

Tol l and and Corky exchanged startled |ooks. “Yes,” Corky said, “but—=

“Was it ionized hydrogen?”

The astrophysicist’s eyes turned to saucers. “How could you possibly know that!”
Toll and al so | ooked utterly amazed.

Rachel stared at them both. “Why didn’'t anyone nention this to nme?”

“Because there’'s a perfectly sound scientific explanation!” Corky decl ared.
“I"'mall ears,” Rachel said



“There was surplus ionized hydrogen,” Corky said, “because the neteorite passed
through the atnosphere near the North Pole, where the earth’s magnetic field
causes an abnormally high concentration of hydrogen ions.”

Rachel frowned. “Unfortunately, | have another explanation.”
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The fourth floor of NASA headquarters was | ess inpressive than the | obby—ong
sterile corridors with office doors equally spaced along the walls. The corridor
was deserted. Lam nated signs pointed in all directions.

LANDSAT 7

TERRA

ACRI MBAT

JASON 1

AQUA

PODS

Gabrielle followed the signs for PODS. W nding her way down a series of |ong
corridors and intersections, she cane to a set of heavy steel doors. The stenci
read:

POLAR ORBI TI NG DENSI TY SCANNER ( PODS)

Secti on Manager, Chris Harper

The doors were | ocked, secured both by key card and a PIN pad access. Gabrielle
put her ear to the cold netal door. For a nonent, she thought she heard talking.
Argui ng. Maybe not. She wondered if she should just bang on the door unti
someone inside let her in. Unfortunately, her plan for dealing with Chris Harper
required a bit nore subtlety than banging on doors. She | ooked around for

anot her entrance but saw none. A custodial al cove stood adjacent to the door,
and Gabrielle stepped in, searching the dimy Iit niche for a janitor’'s key ring
or key card. Nothing. Just broons and nops.

Returning to the door, she put her ear to the netal again. This tinme she
definitely heard voices. Getting |louder. And footsteps. The |l atch engaged from
i nsi de.

Gabrielle had no time to hide as the netal door burst open. She junped to the
side, plastering herself against the wall behind the door as a group of people
hurried through, talking |loudly. They sounded angry.

“What the hell is Harper’s problenf? | thought he’d be on cloud nine!”

“On a night Iike tonight,” another said as the group passed by, “he wants to be
al one? He shoul d be cel ebrating!”

As the group noved away from Gabrielle, the heavy door started sw nging cl osed
on pneumatic hinges, revealing her |ocation. She remained rigid as the men
conti nued down the hall. Waiting as |ong as she possibly could, until the door
was only inches fromclosing, Gabrielle lunged forward and caught the door
handle with just inches to spare. She stood notionless as the nen turned the
corner down the hall, too engaged in their conversation to | ook back

Heart pounding, Gabrielle pulled open the door and stepped into the dimy Iit
area beyond. She quietly closed the door.

The space was a wi de open work area that rem nded her of a college physics

| aboratory: conputers, work islands, electronic gear. As her eyes becane
accustoned to the darkness, Gabrielle could see blueprints and sheets of

cal cul ations scattered around. The entire area was dark except for an office on
the far side of the |ab, where a |ight shone under the door. Gabrielle wal ked
over quietly. The door was closed, but through the w ndow she could see a man
sitting at a conputer. She recognized the man fromthe NASA press conference.
The namepl ate on the door read:

Chri s Harper



Secti on Manager, PODS

Havi ng conme this far, Gabrielle suddenly felt apprehensive, wondering if she
could actually pull this off. She reminded herself how certain Sexton was that
Chris Harper had lied. | would bet ny canpaign on it, Sexton had said
Apparently there were others who felt the same, others who were waiting for
Gabrielle to uncover the truth so they could close in on NASA, attenpting to
gain even a tiny foothold after tonight’'s devastating devel opments. After the
way Tench and the Herney administration had played Gabrielle this afternoon, she
was eager to help

Gabrielle raised her hand to knock on the door but paused, Yol anda' s voice
runni ng through her mind. If Chris Harper lied to the world about PODS, what
makes you think he'll tell YOU the truth?

Fear, Gabrielle told herself, having alnpst fallen victimto it herself today.
She had a plan. It involved a tactic she’'d seen the senator use on occasion to
scare information out of political opponents. Gabrielle had absorbed a | ot under
Sexton’s tutelage, and not all of it attractive or ethical. But tonight she
needed every advantage. If she could persuade Chris Harper to admt he had

| ied—for whatever reason—Gabrielle would open a snall door of opportunity for
the senator’ s canpai gn. Beyond that, Sexton was a nan who, if given an inch to
maneuver, could wiggle his way out of alnobst any jam

Gabrielle s plan for dealing with Harper was sonething Sexton called
“overshooting”—an interrogation technique invented by the early Roman
authorities to coax confessions fromcrinnals they suspected were |lying. The
met hod was deceptively sinple:

Assert the information you want confessed

Then al |l ege sonething far worse

The object was to give the opponent a chance to choose the | esser of two
evils—n this case, the truth.

The trick was exuding confidence, sonething Gabrielle was not feeling at the
monment. Taking a deep breath, Gabrielle ran through the script in her mnd, and
then knocked firmy on the office door.

“l told you I’ m busy!” Harper called out, his English accent famli ar

She knocked agai n. Louder

“l told you I"mnot interested in com ng down!”

This tinme she banged on the door with her fist.

Chris Harper canme over and yanked open the door. “Bloody hell, do you—= He

st opped short, clearly surprised to see Gabrielle

“Dr. Harper,” she said, infusing her voice with intensity.

“How did you get up here?”

Gabrielle' s face was stern. “Do you know who | an®?”

“COf course. Your boss has been slamming my project for nmonths. How did you get
in?”

“Senat or Sexton sent ne.
Har per’ s eyes scanned the |ab behind Gabrielle. “Where is your staff escort?”
“That’s not your concern. The senator has influential connections.”

“I'n this building?” Harper | ooked dubious.

“You’ ve been dishonest, Dr. Harper. And |I'’mafraid the senator has called a
speci al senatorial justice board to | ook into your lies.”

A pall crossed Harper’s face. “What are you tal ki ng about ?”

“Smart people like yourself don’t have the luxury of playing stupid, Dr. Harper.
You're in trouble, and the senator sent ne up here to offer you a deal. The
senator’s canpai gn took a huge hit tonight. He's got nothing left to | ose, and
he’s ready to take you down with himif he needs to.”

“What the devil are you tal king about?”

Gabrielle took a deep breath and nade her play. “You lied in your press
conference about the PODS anonal y-detection software. We know that. A |ot of
peopl e know that. That’'s not the issue.” Before Harper could open his nmouth to



argue, Gabrielle steamed onward. “The senator could blow the whistle on your
lies right now, but he’'s not interested. He's interested in the bigger story. |
think you know what |’ mtal ki ng about.”

“No, |—=

“Here’s the senator’s offer. He'll keep his nouth shut about your software lies
if you give himthe name of the top NASA executive with whom you re enmbezzling
funds.”

Chris Harper’s eyes seened to cross for a monment. “Wat? |’ m not enbezzling!”

“1 suggest you watch what you say, sir. The senatorial conmittee has been
col l ecting docunmentation for months now. Did you really think you two would slip
by undetected? Doctoring PODS paperwork and redirecting allocated NASA funds to
private accounts? Lying and enbezzling can put you in jail, Dr. Harper.”

“l did no such thing!”

“You' re saying you didn't lie about PODS?”

“No, I'"'msaying | bloody well didn't embezzle noney!”

“So, you're saying you did |ie about PODS.”

Har per stared, clearly at a |loss for words.

“Forget about the lying,” Gabrielle said, waving it off. “Senator Sexton is not
interested in the issue of your lying in a press conference. W' re used to that.
You guys found a neteorite, nobody cares how you did it. The issue for himis
the enmbezzl ement. He needs to take down someone high in NASA. Just tell himwho
you're working with, and he' |l steer the investigation clear of you entirely.
You can make it easy and tell us who the other person is, or the senator wll
make it ugly and start tal king about anonmal y-detection software and phony

wor k- ar ounds. ”

“You're bluffing. There are no enbezzl ed funds.”

“You’re an awful liar, Dr. Harper. |’ve seen the docunmentation. Your name is on
all the incrimnating paperwork. Over and over.”

“l swear | know not hing about any enbezzl enent!”

Gabrielle let out a disappointed sigh. “Put yourself in my position, Dr. Harper.
I can only draw two conclusions here. Either you' re lying to me, the sane way
you lied in that press conference. O you're telling the truth, and soneone
powerful in the agency is setting you up as a fall guy for his own nisdealings.
The proposition seened to give Harper pause

Gabrielle checked her watch. “The senator’s deal is on the table for an hour.
You can save yourself by giving himthe nane of the NASA exec with whom you're
enbezzling taxpayers’ noney. He doesn’t care about you. He wants the big fish
OQbviously the individual in question has sone power here at NASA; he or she has
managed to keep his or her identity off the paper trail, allowing you to be the
fall guy.”

Har per shook his head. “You're lying.”

“Whuld you like to tell that to a court?”

“Sure. I'll deny the whole thing.”

“Under oath?” Gabrielle grunted in disgust. “Suppose you' |l also deny you |ied
about fixing the PODS software?” Gabrielle’s heart was poundi ng as she stared
straight into the man’s eyes. “Think carefully about your options here, Dr.

Har per. Anerican prisons can be npbst unpl easant.”

Har per gl ared back, and Gabrielle willed himto fold. For a nonent she thought
she saw a glimer of surrender, but when Harper spoke, his voice was |like steel
“Ms. Ashe,” he declared, anger simrering in his eyes, “you are clutching at thin
air. You and | both know there is no enbezzl ement going on at NASA. The only
liar in this roomis you.”

Gabrielle felt her nuscles go rigid. The man's gaze was angry and sharp. She
wanted to turn and run. You tried to bluff a rocket scientist. Wat the hell did
you expect? She forced herself to hold her head high. “All | know, " she said,
feigning utter confidence and indifference to his position, “is the
incrimnating docunments |’ve seen—eoncl usive evidence that you and anot her are



enbezzl i ng NASA funds. The senat or sinply asked me to cone here toni ght and

of fer you the option of giving up your partner instead of facing the inquiry
alone. | will tell the senator you prefer to take your chances with a judge. You
can tell the court what you told nme—you' re not enbezzling funds and you didn’'t
lie about the PODS software.” She gave a grimsmile. “But after that |ame press
conference you gave two weeks ago, sonehow | doubt it.” Gabrielle spun on her
heel and strode across the darkened PODS | aboratory. She wondered if maybe she’d
be seeing the inside of a prison instead of Harper

Gabrielle held her head high as she wal ked of f, waiting for Harper to call her
back. Silence. She pushed her way through the nmetal doors and strode out into
the hal lway, hoping the elevators up here were not key-card operated like the

| obby. She’d | ost. Despite her best efforts, Harper wasn’t biting. Maybe he was
telling the truth in his PODS press conference, Gabrielle thought.

A crash resounded down the hall as the netal doors behind her burst open. “Ms.
Ashe,” Harper’s voice called out. “lI swear | know nothing about any

enbezzl enent. |’ m an honest man!”

Gabrielle felt her heart skip a beat. She forced herself to keep wal ki ng. She
gave a casual shrug and called out over her shoulder. “And yet you lied in your
press conference.”

Silence. Gabrielle kept noving down the hallway.

“Hol d on!” Harper yelled. He cane jogging up beside her, his face pale. “This
enbezzl ement thing,” he said, lowering his voice. “I think I know who set ne
up.”

Gabrielle stopped dead in her tracks, wondering if she had heard himcorrectly.
She turned as slowy and casually as she could. “You expect ne to believe
someone is setting you up?”

Har per sighed. “1 swear | know nothing about embezzlement. But if there's

evi dence agai nst ne..!

“Mounds of it.”

Har per sighed. “Then it’'s all been planted. To discredit me if need be. And
there’s only one person who woul d have done that.”

“Who?”

Har per | ooked her in the eye. “Lawence Ekstrom hates ne.”

Gabrielle was stunned. “The adnmi nistrator of NASA?”

Har per gave a grimnod. “He's the one who forced ne to lie in that press
conference.”
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Even with the Aurora aircraft’s m sted-nmethane propul sion system at half power,
the Delta Force was hurtling through the night at three tinmes the speed of
sound—ever two thousand miles an hour. The repetitive throb of the Pul se

Det onati on Wave Engi nes behind them gave the ride a hypnotic rhythm A hundred
feet below, the ocean churned wldly, whipped up by the Aurora s vacuum wake,

whi ch sucked fifty-foot rooster tails skyward in |long parallel sheets behind the
pl ane.

This is the reason the SR-71 Bl ackbird was retired, Delta-One thought.

The Aurora was one of those secret aircraft that nobody was supposed to know

exi sted, but everyone did. Even the Discovery channel had covered Aurora and its
testing out at Groom Lake in Nevada. Whether the security |eaks had conme from
the repeated “skyquakes” heard as far away as Los Angel es, or the unfortunate
eyewi tness sighting by a North Sea oil-rig driller, or the adm nistrative gaffe
that left a description of Aurora in a public copy of the Pentagon budget,
nobody woul d ever know. It hardly mattered. The word was out: The U S. nilitary
had a pl ane capable of Mach 6 flight, and it was no |onger on the draw ng board.



It was in the skies overhead.

Built by Lockheed, the Aurora |ooked like a flattened American football. It was
110 feet long, sixty feet wide, snoothly contoured with a crystalline patina of
thermal tiles much like the space shuttle. The speed was primarily the result of
an exotic new propul sion system known as a Pul se Detonation Wave Engi ne, which
burned a clean, msted, liquid hydrogen and left a telltale pulse contrail in
the sky. For this reason, it only flew at night.

Tonight, with the luxury of enornpus speed, the Delta Force was taking the |ong
way home, out across the open ocean. Even so, they were overtaking their quarry.
At this rate, the Delta Force would be arriving on the eastern seaboard i n under
an hour, a good two hours before its prey. There had been di scussion of tracking
and shooting down the plane in question, but the controller rightly feared a
radar capture of the incident or the burned weckage m ght bring on a massive
investigation. It was best to let the plane |and as schedul ed, the controller
had decided. Once it becane clear where their quarry intended to land, the Delta
Force would nove in

Now, as Aurora streaked over the desol ate Labrador Sea, Delta-One’'s CrypTal k

i ndi cated an inconming call. He answered.

“The situation has changed,” the electronic voice informed them *“You have

anot her mark before Rachel Sexton and the scientists |and.”

Anot her mark. Delta-One could feel it. Things were unraveling. The controller’s
ship had sprung another |eak, and the controller needed themto patch it as fast
as possi ble. The ship would not be | eaking, Delta-One rem nded hinself, if we
had hit our marks successfully on the MIne Ice Shelf. Delta-One knew damm wel
he was cl eaning up his own ness.

“A fourth party has becone involved,” the controller said.

“Who?”

The controll er paused a nonent-and then gave them a nane.

The three nmen exchanged startled |ooks. It was a nane they knew well

No wonder the controller sounded reluctant! Delta-One thought. For an operation
conceived as a “zero-casualty” venture, the body count and target profile was
clinbing fast. He felt his sinews tighten as the controller prepared to inform
them exactly how and where they would elininate this new individual

“The stakes have increased considerably,” the controller said. “Listen closely.

I will give you these instructions only once.”
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Hi gh above northern Maine, a 4 jet continued speeding toward Washi ngt on
Onboard, M chael Tolland and Corky Marlinson | ooked on as Rachel Sexton began to
explain her theory for why there might be increased hydrogen ions in the fusion
crust of the meteorite.

“NASA has a private test facility called Plum Brook Station,” Rachel expl ained,
hardly able to believe she was going to tal k about this. Sharing classified
information out of protocol was not sonething she had ever done, but considering
the circunstances, Tolland and Corky had a right to know this. “Plum Brook is
essentially a test chanber for NASA' s nost radi cal new engi ne systems. Two years
ago | wrote a gist about a new design NASA was testing there—sonmething called an
expander cycle engine.”

Corky eyed her suspiciously. “Expander cycle engines are still in the
theoretical stage. On paper. Nobody’'s actually testing. That’'s decades away.”
Rachel shook her head. “Sorry, Corky. NASA has prototypes. They're testing.”
“What ?” Corky | ooked skeptical. “ECE's run on |iquid oxygen-hydrogen, which
freezes in space, nmaking the engine worthless to NASA. They said they were not
even going to try to build an ECE until they overcane the freezing fue



probl em’

“They overcame it. They got rid of the oxygen and turned the fuel into a

‘sl ush-hydrogen’ m xture, which is sonme kind of cryogenic fuel consisting of
pure hydrogen in a sem frozen state. It’s very powerful and very cl ean burning.
It’s also a contender for the propul sion systemif NASA runs missions to Mars.”
Corky | ooked amazed. “This can't be true.”

“I't better be true,” Rachel said. “I wote a brief about it for the President.
My boss was up in arns because NASA wanted to publicly announce sl ush-hydrogen
as a big success, and Pickering wanted the White House to force NASA to keep

sl ush- hydrogen cl assified.”

“\W\hy 2"

“Not inportant,” Rachel said, having no intention of sharing nore secrets than
she had to. The truth was that Pickering' s desire to classify slush-hydrogen’s
success was to fight a growing national security concern few knew exi sted—the
al armi ng expansi on of China's space technol ogy. The Chinese were currently
devel oping a deadly “for-hire” launch platform which they intended to rent out
to high bidders, nmost of whomwould be U S. enemes. The inplications for U S
security were devastating. Fortunately, the NRO knew Chi na was pursuing a dooned
propul si on-fuel nodel for their launch platform and Pickering saw no reason to
tip them of f about NASA' s nore prom sing slush-hydrogen propellant.

“So,” Tolland said, |ooking uneasy, “you’'re saying NASA has a cl ean-burning
propul sion systemthat runs on pure hydrogen?”

Rachel nodded. “1 don't have figures, but the exhaust tenperatures of these
engi nes are apparently several times hotter than anything ever before devel oped.
They’ re requiring NASA to develop all kinds of new nozzle materials.” She
paused. “A large rock, placed behind one of these slush-hydrogen engi nes, would
be scal ded by a hydrogen-rich blast of exhaust fire coming out at an
unprecedented tenperature. You' d get quite a fusion crust.”

“Conme on nowl” Corky said. “Are we back to the fake neteorite scenario?”
Tol | and seenmed suddenly intrigued. “Actually, that’s quite an idea. The setup
woul d be nore or less like leaving a boulder on the | aunchpad under the space
shuttle during liftoff.”

“God save nme,” Corky muttered. “I’mairborne with idiots.”

“Corky,” Tolland said. “Hypothetically speaking, a rock placed in an exhaust
field woul d exhibit simlar burn features to one that fell through the

at nosphere, wouldn’'t it? You' d have the same directional striations and backfl ow
of the nelting material.”

Corky grunted. “I suppose.”

“And Rachel ' s cl ean- burning hydrogen fuel would | eave no chenmical residue. Only
hydrogen. Increased | evels of hydrogen ions in the fusion pocking.”

Corky rolled his eyes. “Look, if one of these ECE engines actually exists, and
runs on sl ush-hydrogen, | suppose what you're tal king about is possible. But
it’s extrenely far-fetched.”

“Why?” Tol | and asked. “The process seens fairly sinple.”

Rachel nodded. “All you need is a 190-million-year-old fossilized rock. Blast it
in a slush-hydrogen-engi ne exhaust fire, and bury it in the ice. Instant
meteorite.”

“To a tourist, maybe,” Corky said, “but not to a NASA scientist! You still
haven't expl ai ned the chondrul es!”

Rachel tried to recall Corky's explanation of how chondrules formed. “You said
chondrul es are caused by rapid heating and cooling events in space, right?”
Corky sighed. “Chondrules formwhen a rock, chilled in space, suddenly becones
superheated to a partial -nelt stage—sonewhere near 1550 Cel sius. Then the rock
must cool again, extrenely rapidly, hardening the liquid pockets into

chondrul es.”

Tol l and studied his friend. “And this process can’t happen on earth?”

“l nmpossi ble,” Corky said. “This planet does not have the tenperature variance to



cause that kind of rapid shift. You' re tal king here about nuclear heat and the
absolute zero of space. Those extrenes sinply don't exist on earth.”

Rachel considered it. “At |least not naturally.”

Corky turned. “What’'s that supposed to nmean?”

“Why couldn’t the heating and cooling event have occurred here on earth
artificially?” Rachel asked. “The rock could have been bl asted by a

sl ush- hydrogen engi ne and then rapidly cooled in a cryogenic freezer.”

Corky stared. “Manufactured chondrul es?”

“I't’s an idea.”

“A ridiculous one,” Corky replied, flashing his neteorite sanple. “Perhaps you
forget? These chondrules were irrefutably dated at 190 million years.” His tone
grew patroni zing. “To the best of my know edge, Ms. Sexton, 190 million years
ago, nobody was running slush-hydrogen engi nes and cryogenic coolers.”

Chondrul es or not, Tolland thought, the evidence is piling up. He had been
silent now for several mnutes, deeply troubled by Rachel’s newest revel ation
about the fusion crust. Her hypothesis, though staggeringly bold, had opened al
ki nds of new doors and gotten Tolland thinking in new directions. If the fusion
crust is explainable.what other possibilities does that present?

“You're quiet,” Rachel said, beside him

Tol | and gl anced over. For an instant, in the nmuted |ighting of the plane, he saw
a softness in Rachel’s eyes that rem nded himof Celia. Shaking off the
menories, he gave her a tired sigh. “Ch, | was just thinking..

She smled. “About neteorites?”

“What el se?”

“Runni ng through all the evidence, trying to figure out what's left?”

“Sonmet hing like that.”

“Any thoughts?”

“Not really. I"mtroubled by how much of the data has collapsed in |ight of

di scovering that insertion shaft beneath the ice.”

“Hi erarchical evidence is a house of cards,” Rachel said. “Pull out your primry
assunption, and everything gets shaky. The location of the neteorite find was a
primary assunption.”

I"ll say. “When | arrived at MIne, the adm nistrator told me the nmeteorite had
been found inside a pristine matrix of three-hundred-year-old ice and was nore
dense than any rock found anywhere in the area, which | took as |ogical proof
that the rock had to fall from space.”

“You and the rest of us.”

“The mi drange ni ckel content, though persuasive, is apparently not conclusive.”
“It’s close,” Corky said nearby, apparently listening in.

“But not exact.”

Corky acquiesced with a reluctant nod.

“And,” Tolland said, “this never before seen species of space bug, though
shockingly bizarre, inreality could be nothing nore than a very old, deepwater
crustacean.”

Rachel nodded. “And now the fusion crust..

“l hate to say it,” Tolland said, glancing at Corky, “but it’'s starting to fee
like there's nore negative evidence than positive.”

“Science is not about hunches,” Corky said. “lIt’s about evidence. The chondrul es
in this rock are decidedly nmeteoric. | agree with you both that everything we’ ve
seen is deeply disturbing, but we cannot ignore these chondrul es. The evi dence
in favor is conclusive, while the evidence against is circunstantial.”

Rachel frowned. “So where does that |eave us?”

“Nowhere,” Corky said. “The chondrules prove we are dealing with a neteorite.
The only question is why soneone stuck it under the ice.”

Tol l and wanted to believe his friend s sound |ogic, but sonmething just felt

wWr ong.



“You don’t | ook convinced, Mke,” Corky said.

Tol | and gave his friend a bew |l dered sigh. “I don't know. Two out of three
wasn’t bad, Corky. But we’'re down to one out of three. | just feel like we're
m ssing somet hing.”
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I got caught, Chris Harper thought, feeling a chill as he pictured an American
prison cell. Senator Sexton knows | |ied about the PODS software

As the PODS section nanager escorted Gabrielle Ashe back into his office and
closed the door, he felt his hatred of the NASA adm nistrator grow deeper by the
instant. Toni ght Harper had | earned just how deep the adm nistrator’s lies truly
ran. In addition to forcing Harper to |ie about having fixed PODS s software,
the adm ni strator had apparently set up sonme insurance just in case Harper got
cold feet and decided not to be a team player.

Evi dence of enbezzl ement, Harper thought. Blackmail. Very sly. After all, who
woul d believe an enmbezzler trying to discredit the single greatest nmonent in
Ameri can space history? Harper had already witnessed to what | engths the NASA
adm ni strator would go to save Anerica’'s space agency, and now with the
announcenent of a neteorite with fossils, the stakes had skyrocket ed.

Har per paced for several seconds around the w detable on which sat a scal e nodel
of the PODS satellite—a cylindrical prismwi th nultiple antennae and | enses
behind reflective shields. Gabrielle sat down, her dark eyes watching, waiting.
The nausea in Harper’s gut rem nded hi mof how he had felt during the infanous
press conference. He'd put on a | ousy show that night, and everyone had
questioned him about it. He'd had to |ie again and say he was feeling ill that
ni ght and was not himself. His coll eagues and the press shrugged off his

| ackl uster performance and qui ckly forgot about it.

Now the |ie had cone back to haunt him

Gabrielle Ashe's expression softened. “M. Harper, with the adnm nistrator as an

enemny, you will need a powerful ally. Senator Sexton could well be your only
friend at this point. Let’s start with the PODS software lie. Tell ne what
happened.”

Har per sighed. He knew it was tinme to tell the truth. | bloody well should have

”

told the truth in the first place! “The PODS | aunch went snoothly,
“The satellite settled into a perfect polar orbit just as planned.”

Gabrielle Ashe | ooked bored. She apparently knew all this. “CGo on.”

“Then came the trouble. When we geared up to start searching the ice for density
anonal i es, t he onboard anonml y-detecti on software failed.”

“Uh..bhuh.”

Har per’s words cane faster now. “The software was supposed to be able to rapidly
exam ne thousands of acres of data and find parts of the ice that fell outside
the range of normal ice density. Primarily the software was | ooking for soft
spots in the ice—global warm ng indicators—but if it stunbled across other
density incongruities, it was programed to flag those as well. The plan was for
PODS to scan the Arctic Circle over several weeks and identify any anomalies
that we could use to neasure global warning.’

“But wi thout functioning software,” Gabrielle said, “PODS was no good. NASA
woul d have had to exam ne images of every square inch of the Arctic by hand,

| ooking for trouble spots.”

Har per nodded, reliving the nightmare of his programring gaffe. “It would take
decades. The situation was terrible. Because of a flaw in nmy programm ng, PODS
was essentially worthless. Wth the election com ng up and Senat or Sexton being
so critical of NASA." He sighed.

“Your mistake was devastating to NASA and the President.”

he began.



“It couldn’t have cone at a worse tine. The administrator was livid. | prom sed
him 1l could fix the problemduring the next shuttle mssion—a sinple matter of
swappi ng out the chip that held the PODS software system But it was too little
too late. He sent ne honme on | eave—but essentially | was fired. That was a nonth
ago.”

“And yet you were back on television two weeks ago announcing you' d found a

wor k- around. ”

Har per slunped. “A terrible mstake. That was the day | got a desperate cal
fromthe adm nistrator. He told nme something had come up, a possible way to
redeemnyself. | cane into the office inmmediately and net with him He asked ne
to hold a press conference and tell everyone |I’'d found a work-around for the
PODS software and that we would have data in a few weeks. He said he’'d explain
it tone later.”

“And you agreed.”

“No, | refused! But an hour later, the adm nistrator was back in ny office—with
the White House senior adviser!”

“What!” Gabrielle | ooked astounded by this. “Marjorie Tench?”

An awful creature, Harper thought, nodding. “She and the adm nistrator sat nme
down and told ne ny nmistake had quite literally put NASA and the President on
the brink of total collapse. Ms. Tench told nme about the senator’s plans to
privatize NASA. She told ne | owed it to the President and space agency to nake
it all right. Then she told nme how.”

Gabrielle | eaned forward. “Go on.”

“Marjorie Tench informed ne that the Wiite House, by sheer good fortune, had
intercepted strong geol ogi c evidence that an enornobus neteorite was buried in
the MIne Ice Shelf. One of the biggest ever. A neteorite of that size would be
a mpjor find for NASA.”

Gabrielle | ooked stunned. “Hold on, so you’ re saying soneone already knew the
nmeteorite was there before PODS di scovered it?”

“Yes. PODS had nothing to do with the discovery. The adm ni strator knew the
meteorite existed. He sinply gave ne the coordinates and told me to reposition
PODS over the ice shelf and pretend PODS made the discovery.”

“You're kidding me.”

“That was my reaction when they asked me to participate in the sham They
refused to tell nme how they’'d found out the neteorite was there, but Ms. Tench
insisted it didn't matter and that this was the ideal opportunity to sal vage ny
PODS fiasco. If | could pretend the PODS satellite |ocated the neteorite, then
NASA coul d prai se PODS as a much needed success and boost the President before
the election.”

Gabrielle was awestruck. “And of course you couldn’t claim PODS had detected a
meteorite until you’ d announced that the PODS anonmal y-detection software was up
and running.”

Har per nodded. “Hence the press conference lie. | was forced into it. Tench and
the admi nistrator were ruthless. They reminded ne |1'd | et everyone down—the
Presi dent had funded nmy PODS project, NASA had spent years on it, and now |’'d
rui ned the whole thing with a progranm ng bl under.”

“So you agreed to help.”

“l didn’t have a choice. My career was essentially over if | didn't. And the
reality was that if | hadn't muffed the software, PODS woul d have found that
meteorite on its own. So, it seened a small lie at the tine. | rationalized it
by telling nyself that the software would be fixed in a few nonths when the
space shuttle went up, so | would sinply be announcing the fix a little early.”
Gabrielle let out a whistle. “Atiny lie to take advantage of a neteoric
opportunity.”

Har per was feeling ill just talking about it. “So.l did it. Follow ng the

admi nistrator’s orders, | held a press conference announcing that 1'd found a
wor k- around for ny anomal y-detection software, | waited a few days, and then



repositioned PODS over the adm nistrator’s neteorite coordi nates. Then,
following the proper chain of command, | phoned the EOS director and reported
that PODS had | ocated a hard density anomaly in the MIne Ice Shelf. | gave him
the coordinates and told himthe anomaly appeared to be dense enough to be a
meteorite. Excitedly, NASA sent a small teamup to MIne to take sone dril
cores. That's when the operation got very hush-hush.”

“So, you had no idea the neteorite had fossils until tonight?”

“Nobody here did. We're all in shock. Now everyone is calling me a hero for
finding proof of extraterrestrial biofornms, and | don't know what to say.”
Gabrielle was silent a |long moment, studying Harper with firm black eyes. “But
if PODS didn't |ocate the nmeteorite in the ice, how did the admi nistrator know
the neteorite was there?”

“Someone el se found it first.”

“Someone el se? Who?”

Har per sighed. “A Canadi an geol ogi st naned Charl es Brophy—a researcher on

El | esnere |Island. Apparently he was doi ng geol ogic ice soundings on the MIne

I ce Shelf when he by chance di scovered the presence of what appeared to be a
huge nmeteorite in the ice. He radioed it in, and NASA happened to intercept the
transm ssion.”

Gabrielle stared. “But isn't this Canadian furious that NASA is taking all the
credit for the find?”

“No,” Harper said, feeling a chill. “Conveniently, he's dead.”
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M chael Tolland cl osed his eyes and listened to the drone of the G4 jet engine.
He had given up trying to think anynmore about the neteorite until they got back
to Washi ngton. The chondrul es, according to Corky, were conclusive; the rock in
the MIne Ice Shelf could only be a neteorite. Rachel had hoped to have a
conclusive answer for WIIliam Pickering by the tinme they | anded, but her thought
experiments had run into a dead end with the chondrul es. As suspicious as the
met eorite evidence was, the neteorite appeared to be authentic.

So be it.

Rachel had obviously been shaken by the trauma in the ocean. Tolland was amazed,
t hough, by her resilience. She was focused now on the issue at hand—trying to
find a way to debunk or authenticate the neteorite, and trying to assess who had
tried to kill them

For nmost of the trip, Rachel had been in the seat beside Tolland. He' d enjoyed
talking to her, despite the trying circunstances. Several mnutes ago, she’'d
headed back to the restroom and now Tolland was surprised to find hinself

m ssing her beside him He wondered how long it had been since he’'d mssed a
wormen’ s presence—a worman ot her than Celi a.

“M. Tolland?”

Tol I and gl anced up

The pilot was sticking his head into the cabin. “You asked ne to tell you when
we were in tel ephone range of your ship? | can get you that connection if you
want . "

“Thanks.” Tolland made his way up the aisle.

I nside the cockpit, Tolland placed a call to his crew He wanted to let them
know he woul d not be back for another day or two. Of course, he had no intention
of telling them what trouble he’d run into.

The phone rang several tinmes, and Tolland was surprised to hear the ship’'s

SHI NCOM 2100 conmuni cations system pick up. The outgoi ng nmessage was not the
usual professional-sounding greeting but rather the rowdy voice of one of
Tolland’ s crew, the onboard joker



“Hiya, hiya, this is the Goya,” the voice announced. “W’'re sorry nobody’s here
right now, but we’'ve all been abducted by very large lice! Actually, we’'ve taken
tenporary shore | eave to cel ebrate Mke's huge night. Gosh, are we proud! You
can | eave your nane and nunber, and naybe we’'l|l be back tonorrow when we're
sober. Ciao! Co, ET!”

Tol | and | aughed, missing his crew already. Cbviously they'd seen the press
conference. He was glad they’'d gone ashore; he’'d abandoned themrather abruptly
when the President called, and their sitting idle at sea was crazy. Although the
message said everyone had gone ashore, Tolland had to assune they would not have
left his ship unattended, particularly in the strong currents where it was now
anchor ed.

Tol | and pressed the nuneric code to play any internal voice mail nmessages they'd
left for him The |ine beeped once. One nessage. The voice was the sanme rowdy

cr ewnenber .

“H Mke, hell of a show If you' re hearing this, you' re probably checking your
messages from sone swanky Wite House party and wondering where the hell we are
Sorry we abandoned ship, buddy, but this was not a dry-cel ebration kind of

night. Don’t worry, we anchored her really good and | eft the porch Iight on
We're secretly hoping she gets pirated so you'll |let NBC buy you that new boat!
Just kidding, man. Don’t worry, Xavia agreed to stay onboard and nmind the fort.
She said she preferred tinme alone to partying with a bunch of drunken
fishmongers? Can you believe that?”

Tol I and chuckl ed, relieved to hear soneone was aboard watching the ship. Xavia
was responsible, definitely not the partying type. A respected marine geol ogi st,
Xavia had the reputation for speaking her mnd with a caustic honesty.

“Anyhow, M ke,” the nmessage went on, “tonight was incredible. Kind of nakes you
proud to be a scientist, doesn't it? Everyone’'s tal king about how good this

| ooks for NASA. Screw NASA, | say! This |ooks even better for us! Amazing Seas
rati ngs nust have gone up a fewnillion points tonight. You're a star, man. A
real one. Congrats. Excellent job.”

There was hushed tal king on the Iine, and the voice came back. “OCh, yeah, and
speaki ng of Xavia, just so you don't get too big a head, she wants to razz you
about sonething. Here she is.”

Xavi a's razor voice canme on the machine. “Mke, Xavia, you' re a God, yada yada.
And because | |ove you so nuch, |’'ve agreed to baby-sit this antediluvian w eck
of yours. Frankly, it will be nice to be away fromthese hoodl uns you cal
scientists. Anyhow, in addition to baby-sitting the ship, the crew has asked ne,
in nmy role as onboard bitch, to do everything in ny power to keep you from
turning into a conceited bastard, which after tonight | realize is going to be
difficult, but I had to be the first to tell you that you nmade a boo-boo in your
docunmentary. Yes, you heard me. A rare Mchael Tolland brain fart. Don’'t worry,
there are only about three people on earth who will notice, and they're al

anal -retentive marine geologists with no sense of hunor. Alot |ike nme. But you
know what they say about us geol ogi st s—al ways | ooking for faults!” She | aughed.
“Anyhow, it’s nothing, a mnuscule point about nmeteorite petrology. | only
mention it to ruin your night. You mght get a call or two about it, so I

thought 1’d give you the heads-up so you don’t end up sounding |ike the nbron we

all know you really are.” She laughed again. “Anyhow, |’m not nuch of a party
animal, so |'’m staying onboard. Don’t bother calling nme; | had to turn on the
machi ne because the goddammed press have been calling all night. You're a rea
star tonight, despite your screwup. Anyhow, I'IIl fill you in on it when you get
back. Ciao.”

The line went dead.
M chael Tolland frowned. A mistake in nmy docunentary?

Rachel Sexton stood in the restroomof the & and | ooked at herself in the
mrror. She |ooked pale, she thought, and nore frail than she d inagi ned.



Tonight’s scare had taken a | ot out of her. She wondered how long it would be
before she woul d stop shivering, or before she would go near an ocean. Renpvi ng
her U.S.S. Charlotte cap, she let her hair down. Better, she thought, feeling
more |ike herself.

Looki ng into her eyes, Rachel sensed a deep weariness. Beneath it, though, she
saw the resolve. She knew that was her nother’s gift. Nobody tells you what you
can and can’t do. Rachel wondered if her npther had seen what happened toni ght.
Soneone tried to kill me, Mom Soneone tried to kill all of us...

Rachel’s nmind, as it had for several hours now, scrolled through the list of
names.

Law ence Ekstrom.Marjorie Tench..President Zach Herney. All had notives. And,
more chillingly, all had neans. The President is not involved, Rachel told
hersel f, clinging to her hope that the President she respected so rmuch nore than
her own father was an innocent bystander in this nysterious incident.

We still know nothing

Not who..not if..not why.

Rachel had wanted to have answers for WIIliam Pickering but, so far, all she'd
managed to do was raise nobre questions.

When Rachel left the restroom she was surprised to see M chael Tolland was not
in his seat. Corky was dozing nearby. As Rachel |ooked around, M ke stepped out
of the cockpit as the pilot hung up a radi ophone. H's eyes were wide with
concern.

“What is it?” Rachel asked.

Tol l and’ s voice was heavy as he told her about the phone nessage.

A mistake in his presentation? Rachel thought Tolland was overreacting. “It’'s
probably nothing. She didn't tell you specifically what the error was?”
“Something to do with nmeteorite petrol ogy.”

“Rock structure?”

“Yeah. She said the only people who would notice the m stake were a few ot her
geol ogi sts. It sounds |like whatever error | nmade was related to the conposition
of the meteorite itself.”

Rachel drew a quick breath, understandi ng now. “Chondrul es?”

“l don’t know, but it seens pretty coincidental.”

Rachel agreed. The chondrul es were the one remai ni ng shred of evidence that
categorically supported NASA's claimthat this was i ndeed a neteorite.

Corky cane over, rubbing his eyes. “Wiat’s going on?”

Tolland filled himin.

Corky scow ed, shaking his head. “lIt’s not a problemw th the chondrules, M ke.
No way. Al of your data came from NASA. And fromme. It was flaw ess.”

“What ot her petrologic error could I have nmade?”

“Who the hell knows? Besides, what do marine geol ogi sts know about chondrul es?”
“l have no idea, but she’s damed sharp.”

“Consi dering the circunstances,” Rachel said, “I think we should talk to this
woman before we talk to Director Pickering.”
Tol | and shrugged. “l called her four tines and got the machi ne. She's probably

in the hydrolab and can’'t hear a damm thing anyway. She won't get ny nessages
until norning at the earliest.” Tolland paused, checking his watch. “Although..!
“Al t hough what ?”

Tol | and eyed her intensely. “How inportant do you think it is that we talk to
Xavia before we talk to your boss?”

“1f she has sonething to say about chondrules? I1’'d say it’s critical. Mke,”
Rachel said, “at the nmoment, we’ve got all kinds of contradictory data. WIliam
Pickering is a man accustoned to having clear answers. Wien we neet him |'d

|l ove to have something substantial for himto act on.”

“Then we should nake a stop.”

Rachel did a double take. “On your ship?”

“It’s off the coast of New Jersey. Alnost directly on our way to Washi ngton. W



can talk to Xavia, find out what she knows. Corky still has the neteorite
sanple, and if Xavia wants to run sonme geologic tests on it, the ship has a
fairly well-equipped lab. | can’t inmagine it would take us nore than an hour to
get sonme concl usive answers.”

Rachel felt a pulse of anxiety. The thought of having to face the ocean again so
soon was unnerving. Conclusive answers, she told herself, tenpted by the
possibility. Pickering will definitely want answers.
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Del ta- One was glad to be back on solid ground.

The Aurora aircraft, despite running at only one-half power and taking a
circuitous ocean route, had conpleted its journey in under two hours and
afforded the Delta Force a healthy head start to take up position and prepare
thensel ves for the additional kill the controller had requested.

Now, on a private mlitary runway outside D.C., the Delta Force left the Aurora
behi nd and boarded their new transport—-a waiting OH 58D Ki owa Warri or

hel i copter

Yet again, the controller has arranged for the best, Delta-One thought.

The Kiowa Warrior, originally designed as a |ight observation helicopter, had
been “expanded and i nproved” to create the nmilitary’'s newest breed of attack
hel i copter. The Kiowa boasted infrared thermal imging capability enabling its
desi gnator/laser range finder to provide autononmous designation for |aser-guided
preci sion weapons |ike Air-to-Air Stinger nmissiles and the AGW 1148 Hellfire

M ssile System A high-speed digital signal processor provided sinultaneous

mul titarget tracking of up to six targets. Few enenies had ever seen a Ki owa up
close and survived to tell the tale.

Delta-One felt a famliar rush of power as he clinbed into the Kiowa pilot’s
seat and strapped hinself in. He had trained on this craft and flown it in
covert ops three tinmes. OF course, never before had he been gunning for a

prom nent American official. The Kiowa, he had to admit, was the perfect
aircraft for the job. Its Rolls-Royce Allison engine and twin semrigid bl ades
were “silent running,” which essentially neant targets on the ground could not
hear the chopper until it was directly over them And because the aircraft was
capable of flying blind without lights and was painted flat black with no
reflective tail numbers, it was essentially invisible unless the target had
radar.

Silent black helicopters.

The conspiracy theorists were going nuts over these. Sone clainmed the invasion
of silent black helicopters was proof of “New Wirld Order storm troopers” under
the authority of the United Nations. Ohers clained the choppers were silent
alien probes. Still others who saw the Kiowas in tight formation at night were
deceived into thinking they were | ooking at fixed running Iights on a nuch
larger craft—a single flying saucer that was apparently capable of vertica
flight.

Wong again. But the mlitary |oved the diversion.

During a recent covert mssion, Delta-One had flown a Kiowa armed with the nopst
secretive new U.S. military technol ogy—an ingeni ous hol ographi c weapon ni cknaned
S&M Despite conjuring associations with sadomasochi sm S&M stood for “snoke and
m rrors” —hol ographic i mages “projected” into the sky over eneny territory. The
Ki owa had used S&M technol ogy to project holograns of U S. aircraft over an
eneny anti-aircraft installation. The panicked anti-aircraft gunners fired

mani acal ly at the circling ghosts. Wien all of their ammnition was gone, the
United States sent in the real thing.

As Delta-One and his nen lifted off the runway, Delta-One could still hear the



words of his controller. You have another mark. It seened an egregi ous
under - statenment considering their new target’'s identity. Delta-One remn nded

hi msel f, however, that it was not his place to question. His team had been given
an order, and they would carry it out in the exact nmethod instructed—as shocki ng
as that method was.

I hope to hell the controller is certain this is the right nove.

As the Kiowa lifted off the runway, Delta-One headed southwest. He had seen the
FDR Menorial tw ce, but tonight would be his first time fromthe air
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“This meteorite was originally discovered by a Canadi an geol ogi st?” Gabrielle
Ashe stared in astonishment at the young programer, Chris Harper. “And this
Canadi an is now dead?”

Har per gave a gri m nod.

“How | ong have you known this?” she demanded.

“A coupl e of weeks. After the adm nistrator and Marjorie Tench forced ne to
perjure nyself in the press conference, they knew | couldn’t go back on ny word.
They told me the truth about how the meteorite was really discovered.”

PODS is not responsible for finding the nmeteorite! Gabrielle had no i dea where
all of this information would |ead, but clearly it was scandal ous. Bad news for
Tench. Great news for the senator.

“As | nmentioned,” Harper said, |ooking somber now, “the true way the nmeteorite
was di scovered was through an intercepted radio transm ssion. Are you famliar
with a programcalled | NSPI RE? The | nteractive NASA Space Physics |onosphere
Radi o Experinent.”

Gabrielle had heard of it only vaguely.

“Essentially,” Harper said, “it's a series of very |ow frequency radi o receivers
near the North Pole that |isten to the sounds of the earth—plasna wave em ssions
fromthe northern |ights, broadband pulses fromlightning storms, that sort of
thing.”

“Okay.”

“A few weeks ago, one of INSPIRE s radio receivers picked up a stray

transmi ssion fromEllesnere |Island. A Canadi an geol ogi st was calling for help at
an exceptionally |low frequency.” Harper paused. “In fact, the frequency was so

| ow t hat nobody other than NASA's VLF receivers could possibly have heard it. W
assumed t he Canadi an was | ong-wavi ng.”

“1"m sorry?”

“Broadcasting at the | owest possible frequency to get maxi mum di stance on his
transm ssion. He was in the m ddle of nowhere, renmenber; a standard frequency
transni ssion probably woul d not have made it far enough to be heard.”

“What did his nessage say?”

“The transm ssion was short. The Canadi an said he had been out doing ice

soundi ngs on the MIne Ice Shelf, had detected an ultradense anomaly buried in
the ice, suspected it was a giant nmeteorite, and while taking nmeasurenents had
becone trapped in a storm He gave his coordi nates, asked for rescue fromthe
storm and signed off. The NASA |istening post sent a plane from Thule to rescue
him They searched for hours and finally discovered him mles off course, dead
at the bottomof a crevasse with his sled and dogs. Apparently he tried to
outrun the storm got blinded, went off course, and fell into a crevasse.”
Gabrielle considered the information, intrigued. “So suddenly NASA knew about a
met eorite that nobody el se knew about ?”

“Exactly. And ironically, if ny software had been working properly, the PODS
satellite woul d have spotted that same neteorite—a week before the Canadi an
did.”



The coi nci dence gave Gabrielle pause. “A neteorite buried for three hundred
years was al nost discovered twice in the sane week?”

“l know. Alittle bizarre, but science can be |like that. Feast or fami ne. The
point is that the administrator felt |like the nmeteorite should have been our

di scovery anyway—f | had done ny job correctly. He told ne that because the
Canadi an was dead, nobody would be the wiser if | sinply redirected PODS to the
coordi nates the Canadian had transmtted in his SOS. Then | could pretend to
di scover the nmeteorite fromscratch, and we could sal vage sonme respect from an
enbarrassing failure.”

“And that’s what you did.”

“As | said, | had no choice. | had | et down the mission.” He paused. *Tonight,
t hough, when | heard the President’s press conference and found out the
meteorite |'d pretended to di scover contained fossils..

“You were stunned.”

“Bl oody well floored, I'd say!”

“Do you think the adninistrator knew the neteorite contained fossils before he
asked you to pretend PODS found it?”

“l can't imagine how. That neteorite was buried and untouched until the first
NASA team got there. My best guess is that NASA had no idea what they'd really
found until they got a teamup there to drill cores and x-ray. They asked me to
lie about PODS, thinking they’d have a noderate victory with a big nmeteorite.
Then when they got there, they realized just howbig a find it really was.”

Gabrielle's breath was shallow with excitenent. “Dr. Harper, will you testify
that NASA and the White House forced you to |lie about the PODS software?”
“l don't know.” Harper |ooked frightened. “lI can’t inmagi ne what kind of danage

that would do to the agency.to this discovery.”

“Dr. Harper, you and | both know this neteorite renmains a wonderful discovery,
regardl ess of how it came about. The point here is that you lied to the American
peopl e. They have a right to know that PODS is not everything NASA says it is.”
“l don’'t know. | despise the adnministrator, but ny coworkers.they are good

peopl e.”

“And t hey deserve to know they are being deceived.”

“And this evidence agai nst nme of enbezzl enent?”

“You can erase that fromyour nmind,” Gabrielle said, having al nost forgotten her
con. “I will tell the senator you know nothing of the enbezzlenent. It is sinply
a frame job—nsurance set up by the adm nistrator to keep you qui et about PODS.”
“Can the senator protect nme?”

“Fully. You've done nothing wong. You were sinply follow ng orders. Besides,
with the information you've just given ne about this Canadi an geol ogist, | can’t
i magi ne the senator will even need to raise the issue of enbezzlenent at all. W
can focus entirely on NASA's mi sinformation regardi ng PODS and the neteorite.
Once the senator breaks the information about the Canadi an, the adm nistrator
won’'t be able to risk trying to discredit you with lies.”

Harper still | ooked worried. He fell silent, somber as he pondered his options
Gabrielle gave hima noment. She’d realized earlier that there was another
troubling coincidence to this story. She wasn’t going to nention it, but she
could see Dr. Harper needed a final push.

“Do you have dogs, Dr. Harper?”

He gl anced up. “1'm sorry?”

“l just thought it was odd. You told me that shortly after this Canadi an

geol ogi st radioed in the neteorite coordinates, his sled dogs ran blindly into a
crevasse?”

“There was a storm They were off course.”

Gabrielle shrugged, letting her skepticismshow “Yeah..okay.”

Har per clearly sensed her hesitation. “Wat are you sayi ng?”

“l don’'t know. There's just a |ot of coincidence surrounding this discovery. A
Canadi an geol ogi st transmits neteorite coordinates on a frequency that only NASA



can hear? And then his sled dogs run blindly off a cliff?” She paused. “You
obvi ously understand that this geologist’s death paved the way for this entire
NASA triunph.”

The col or drained from Harper’'s face. “You think the adni nistrator would kil
over this nmeteorite.”

Big politics. Big nobney, Gabrielle thought. “Let me talk to the senator and
we'll be in touch. |Is there a back way out of here?”

Gabrielle Ashe left a pale Chris Harper and descended a fire stairwell into a
deserted alley behind NASA. She flagged down a taxi that had just dropped off
nmor e NASA cel ebrators.

“West brooke Pl ace Luxury Apartments,” she told the driver. She was about to make
Senat or Sexton a much happi er man.
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Wondering what she had agreed to, Rachel stood near the entrance of the 4
cockpit, stretching a radio transceiver cable into the cabin so she could place
her call out of earshot of the pilot. Corky and Toll and | ooked on. Although
Rachel and NRO director Wl Iliam Pickering had planned to naintain radio silence
until her arrival at Bollings Air Force Base outside of D.C., Rachel now had
informati on she was certain Pickering would want to hear inmediately. She had
phoned his secure cellular, which he carried at all tines.

When W Iliam Pickering came on the Iine, he was all business. “Speak with care
pl ease. | cannot guarantee this connection.”

Rachel understood. Pickering's cellular, |ike nost NRO field phones, had an

i ndi cator that detected unsecured incom ng calls. Because Rachel was on a

radi ophone, one of the |east secure comruni cati on nodes avail able, Pickering's
phone had warned him This conversation would need to be vague. No nanes. No

| ocati ons.

“My voice is ny identity,” Rachel said, using the standard field greeting in
this situation. She had expected the director’s response would be displ easure
that she had risked contacting him but Pickering’ s reaction sounded positive.
“Yes, | was about to nmake contact with you nyself. We need to redirect. |I'm
concerned you nmay have a wel coming party.”

Rachel felt a sudden trepidation. Someone is watching us. She could hear the
danger in Pickering's tone. Redirect. He would be pleased to know she had call ed
to make that exact request, albeit for entirely different reasons.

“The issue of authenticity,” Rachel said. “W’ve been discussing it. W may have
a way to confirmor deny categorically.”

“Excel l ent. There have been devel opments, and at |east then | would have solid
ground on which to proceed.”

“The proof involves our making a quick stop. One of us has access to a

| aboratory facility—=

“No exact locations, please. For your own safety.”

Rachel had no intention of broadcasting her plans over this line. “Can you get
us clearance to | and at GAS AC?”

Pi ckering was silent a nmonment. Rachel sensed he was trying to process the word.
GAS- AC was an obscure NRO gisting shorthand for the Coast Guard’'s Group Air
Station Atlantic City. Rachel hoped the director would know it.

“Yes,” he finally said. “lI can arrange that. |Is that your final destination?”
“No. We will require further helicopter transport.”

“An aircraft will be waiting.”

“Thank you.”

“1 recomrend you exercise extrene caution until we know nore. Speak to no one.



Your suspicions have drawn deep concern anpng powerful parties.”

Tench, Rachel thought, wi shing she had managed to nake contact with the
President directly.

“l amcurrently in my car, en route to nmeet the woman in question. She has
requested a private nmeeting in a neutral location. It should reveal nuch.”
Pickering is driving sonmewhere to neet Tench? Whatever Tench was going to tel

hi m must be inportant if she refused to tell himon the phone.

Pickering said, “Do not discuss your final coordinates with anyone. And no nore
radi o contact. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir. We'll be at GAS-AC in an hour.”

“Transport will be arranged. Wen you reach your ultimte destination, you can
call nme via nore secure channels.” He paused. “l cannot overstate the inportance
of secrecy to your safety. You have made powerful enem es tonight. Take
appropriate caution.” Pickering was gone.

Rachel felt tense as she closed the connection and turned to Tolland and Corky.
“Change of destination?” Tolland said, |ooking eager for answers.

Rachel nodded, feeling reluctant. “The Coya.”

Corky sighed, glancing down at the neteorite sanple in his hand. “I still can't

i magi ne NASA coul d possibly have.” He faded off, |ooking nore worried with every
passi ng m nute.

We’ Il know soon enough, Rachel thought.

She went into the cockpit and returned the radio transceiver. G ancing out the
wi ndscreen at the rolling plateau of noonlit clouds racing beneath them she had
the unsettling feeling they were not going to |ike what they found onboard

Tol  and’ s shi p.
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Wl liam Pickering felt an unusual solitude as he drove his sedan down the
Leesburg H ghway. It was alnmost 2:00 A.M, and the road was enpty. It had been
years since he'd been driving this late.

Marjorie Tench's raspy voice still grated on his m nd. Meet ne at the FDR
Merori al .

Pickering tried to recall the last tinme he had seen Marjorie Tench
face-to-face—never a pleasant experience. It had been two nonths ago. At the
Wi te House. Tench was seated opposite Pickering at a | ong oak tabl e surrounded
by menmbers of the National Security Council, Joint Chiefs, CIA President

Her ney, and the admi nistrator of NASA

“Gentl enen,” the head of the ClIA had said, |looking directly at Marjorie Tench
“Yet again, | ambefore you to urge this adm nistration to confront the ongoi ng
security crisis of NASA.”

The decl aration took no one in the roomby surprise. NASA's security woes had
beconme a tired issue in the intelligence conmunity. Two days previously, nore
than three hundred high-resolution satellite photos fromone of NASA s

eart h-observing satellites had been stolen by hackers out of a NASA dat abase.
The phot os—+nadvertently revealing a classified U S. mlitary training facility
in North Africa—had turned up on the black market, where they had been purchased
by hostile intelligence agencies in the Mddle East.

“Despite the best of intentions,” the CIA director said with a weary voi ce,
“NASA continues to be a threat to national security. Sinply put, our space
agency is not equipped to protect the data and technol ogi es they devel op.”

“l realize,” the President replied, “that there have been indiscretions.
Danmagi ng | eaks. And it troubles nme deeply.” He notioned across the table to the
stern face of NASA administrator Lawence Ekstrom “W are yet again | ooking
into ways to tighten NASA' s security.”



“Wth due respect,” the CIA director said, “whatever security changes NASA
implements will be ineffective as | ong as NASA operations renmain outside the
unbrella of the United States intelligence conmunity.”

The statenent brought an uneasy rustle fromthose assenbl ed. Everyone knew where
this was headed.

“As you know,” the CIA director went on, his tone sharpening, “all U S.
government entities who deal with sensitive intelligence information are
governed by strict rules of secrecy—nilitary, CI A, NSA NRG-all of them nust

abi de by stringent |aws regarding the conceal nent of the data they glean and the
technol ogi es they develop. | ask you all, yet again, why NASA—+the agency
currently producing the | argest portion of cutting-edge aerospace, imaging,
flight, software, reconnai ssance, and tel ecomtechnol ogies used by the mlitary
and intelligence comunity—exists outside this unbrella of secrecy.”

The President heaved a weighty sigh. The proposal was clear. Restructure NASA to
become part of the U S nilitary intelligence comunity. Although simlar
restructurings had happened with other agencies in the past, Herney refused to
entertain the idea of placing NASA under the auspices of the Pentagon, the ClA,
the NRO, or any other mlitary directive. The National Security Council was
starting to splinter on the issue, many siding with the intelligence community.
Lawr ence Ekstrom never | ooked pl eased at these neetings, and this was no
exception. He shot an acrinmonious glare toward the CIA director. “At the risk of
repeating nyself, sir, the technol ogi es NASA devel ops are for nonnmilitary,
acadenmic applications. If your intelligence community wants to turn one of our
space tel escopes around and | ook at China, that’s your choice.”

The ClI A director |ooked |ike he was about to boil over

Pi ckering caught his eye and stepped in. “Larry,” he said, careful to keep an
even tone, “every year NASA kneels before Congress and begs for noney. You're
runni ng operations with too little funding, and you' re paying the price in
failed mssions. If we incorporate NASA into the intelligence comunity, NASA

will no longer need to ask Congress for help. You would be funded by the bl ack
budget at significantly higher levels. It’s a win-win. NASA wi |l have the noney
it needs to run itself properly, and the intelligence community will have peace
of m nd that NASA technol ogies are protected.”

Ekstrom shook his head. “On principle, | cannot endorse painting NASA with that
brush. NASA i s about space science; we have nothing to do with national
security.”

The CI A director stood up, sonething never done when the President was seated.
Nobody stopped him He glared down at the administrator of NASA. “Are you
telling me you think science has nothing to do with national security? Larry,
they are synonynous, for God’s sake! It is only this country' s scientific and
technol ogi cal edge that keeps us secure, and whether we like it or not, NASA is
pl ayi ng a bigger and bigger part in devel oping those technol ogi es.
Unfortunately, your agency |eaks |ike a sieve and has proven tine and again that
its security is a liability!”

The roomfell silent.

Now t he admi nistrator of NASA stood up and | ocked eyes with his attacker. “So
you suggest |ocking twenty thousand NASA scientists in airtight mlitary |abs
and meking them work for you? Do you really think NASA' s newest space tel escopes
woul d have been conceived had it not been for our scientists’ personal desire to
see deeper into space? NASA nakes astonishing breakthroughs for one reason
only—eur enpl oyees want to understand the cosnps nore deeply. They are a
community of dreaners who grew up staring at starry skies and asking thensel ves
what was up there. Passion and curiosity are what drive NASA' s innovation, not
the pronmise of mlitary superiority.”

Pickering cleared his throat, speaking softly, trying to |ower the tenperatures
around the table. “Larry, I'’mcertain the director is not talking about
recruiting NASA scientists to build mlitary satellites. Your NASA mi ssion



statenent woul d not change. NASA woul d carry on business as usual, except you
woul d have increased funding and increased security.” Pickering turned now to
the President. “Security is expensive. Everyone in this roomcertainly realizes
that NASA's security leaks are a result of underfunding. NASA has to toot its
own horn, cut corners on security measures, run joint projects w th other
countries so they can share the price tag. | am proposing that NASA renmain the
superb, scientific, nonmlitary entity it currently is, but with a bigger
budget, and sone discretion.”

Several nenbers of the security council nodded in quiet agreenent.

Presi dent Herney stood slowy, staring directly at WIlliam Pickering, clearly
not at all armused with the way Pickering had just taken over. “Bill, let nme ask
you this: NASA is hoping to go to Mars in the next decade. How will the
intelligence community feel about spending a hefty portion of the black budget
running a mission to Mars—a mission that has no i medi ate national security
benefits?”

“NASA wi || be able to do as they please.”

“Bullshit,” Herney replied flatly.

Everyone’s eyes shot up. President Herney sel dom used profanity.

“1f there is one thing |I’ve learned as president,” Herney declared, “it’s that
those who control the dollars control the direction. | refuse to put NASA s
purse strings in the hands of those who do not share the objectives for which

t he agency was founded. | can only inmagi ne how nuch pure science would get done
with the military deciding which NASA m ssions are viable.”

Herney’s eyes scanned the room Slowy, purposefully, he returned his rigid gaze
to WIIliamPickering.

“Bill,” Herney sighed, “your displeasure that NASA is engaged in joint projects
with foreign space agencies is painfully shortsighted. At |east someone is
wor ki ng constructively with the Chinese and Russi ans. Peace on this planet will
not be forged by mlitary strength. It will be forged by those who cone together
despite their governments’ differences. If you ask me, NASA's joint nissions do
more to pronote national security than any billion-dollar spy satellite, and
with a hell of a lot better hope for the future.”

Pickering felt an anger welling deep within him How dare a politician talk down
to me this way! Herney's idealismplayed fine in a boardroom but in the rea
world, it got people kill ed.

“Bill,” Marjorie Tench interrupted, as if sensing Pickering was about to

expl ode, “we know you lost a child. We know this is a personal issue for you.”
Pi ckering heard nothing but condescension in her tone

“But pl ease renenber,” Tench said, “that the White House is currently hol di ng
back a fl oodgate of investors who want us to open space to the private sector
If you ask me, for all its m stakes, NASA has been one hell of a friend to the
intel conmunity. You all mght just want to count your bl essings.”

A runmble strip on the shoul der of the highway jolted Pickering' s nmnd back to
the present. His exit was coming up. As he approached the exit for D.C., he
passed a bl oody deer |ying dead by the side of the road. He felt an odd
hesitation..but he kept driving.

He had a rendezvous to keep.
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The Franklin Delano Roosevelt Menorial is one of the largest nenmorials in the
nation. Wth a park, waterfalls, statuary, alcoves, and basin, the nmenorial is
divided into four outdoor galleries, one for each of FDR s terms in office.
Anmle fromthe nenorial, a |lone Kiowa Warrior coasted in, high over the city,



its running lights dimred. In a town boasting as many VIPs and nedia crews as
D.C., helicopters in the skies were as conmon as birds flying south. Delta-One
knew that as long as he stayed well outside what was known as “the done” —a
bubbl e of protected airspace around the Wite House—he should draw little
attention. They would not be here | ong.

The Kiowa was at twenty-one hundred feet when it slowed adjacent to, but not
directly over, the darkened FDR Menorial. Delta-One hovered, checking his
position. He | ooked to his left, where Delta-Two was nanning the night vision
tel escopic viewi ng system The video feed showed a greenish image of the entry
drive of the nenorial. The area was deserted.

Now t hey woul d wait.

This would not be a quiet kill. There were sonme people you sinply did not kil
quietly. Regardless of the nethod, there would be repercussions. |nvestigations.
Inquiries. In these cases, the best cover was to make a | ot of noi se.

Expl osions, fire, and snoke made it appear you were meking a statenment, and the
first thought would be foreign terrorism Especially when the target was a

hi gh-profile official.

Del t a- One scanned the night-vision transm ssion of the tree-shrouded nenoria
bel ow. The parking ot and entry road were enpty. Soon, he thought. The | ocation
of this private neeting, though in an urban area, was fortuitously desol ate at
this hour. Delta-One turned his eyes fromthe screen to his own weapons
controls.

The Hellfire system woul d be the weapon of choice tonight. A |aser-guided,

anti -arnor mssile, the Hellfire provided fire-and-forget capability. The
projectile could home in on a |aser spot that was projected from ground
observers, other aircraft, or the launching aircraft itself. Tonight, the

m ssile woul d be gui ded autononmously through the | aser designator in a
mast - mount ed sight. Once the Kiowa's designator had“painted” the target with a
| aser beam the Hellfire nmissile would be self-directing. Because the Hellfire
could be fired either fromthe air or ground, its enploynment here tonight woul d
not necessarily inply an aircraft’s involvenent. In addition, the Hellfire was a
popul ar munition anong bl ack-nmarket arnms dealers, so terrorist activity could
certainly be blaned.

“Sedan,” Delta-Two said.

Del ta- One gl anced at the transm ssion screen. A nondescript, black |uxury sedan
was approaching on the access road exactly on schedule. This was the typica

nmot or pool car of |arge governnment agencies. The driver dinmed the car’s
headl i ghts on entering the menorial. The car circled several tinmes and then
parked near a grove of trees. Delta-One watched the screen as his partner
trained the telescopic night vision on the driver’s side wi ndow. After a nonent,
the person’s face cane into view.

Del t a- One drew a qui ck breath.

“Target confirned,” his partner said.

Del t a- One | ooked at the night-vision screen—with its deadly crucifix of
cross-hairs—and he felt like a sniper ainmng at royalty. Target confirned.
Delta-Two turned to the left side avionics conpartnment and activated the |aser
designator. He ainmed, and two thousand feet bel ow, a pinpoint of |ight appeared
on the roof of the sedan, invisible to the occupant. “Target painted,” he said.
Del ta- One took a deep breath. He fired

A sharp hissing sound sizzled beneath the fusel age, followed by a remarkably di m
trail of light streaking toward the earth. One second later, the car in the
parking lot blew apart in a blinding eruption of flanmes. Twi sted netal flew
everywhere. Burning tires rolled into the woods.

“Kill conplete,” Delta-One said, already accelerating the helicopter away from
the area. “Call the controller.”

Less than two nmiles away, President Zach Herney was preparing for bed. The Lexan



bul | et -proof w ndows of “the residence” were an inch thick. Herney never heard
t he bl ast.
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The Coast Guard Group Air Station Atlantic City is located in a secure section
of WIlliamJ. Hughes Federal Aviation Adm nistration Technical Center at the
Atlantic City International Airport. The group’s area of responsibility includes
the Atlantic seaboard from Asbury Park to Cape May.

Rachel Sexton jolted awake as the plane’'s tires screeched down on the tarnmac of
the lone runway nestl ed between two enormous cargo buildings. Surprised to find
she had fallen asl eep, Rachel groggily checked her watch.

2:13A.M She felt like she’'d been asleep for days

A war m onboard bl anket was tucked carefully around her, and M chael Tolland was
al so just waking up beside her. He gave her a weary snile.

Corky staggered up the aisle and frowned when he saw them “Shit, you guys are
still here? | woke up hoping tonight had been a bad dream”

Rachel knew exactly how he felt. |I’'m headed back out to sea.

The plane taxied to a stop, and Rachel and the others clinbed out onto a barren
runway. The night was over-cast, but the coastal air felt heavy and warm 1In
conparison to Ellesnmere, New Jersey felt like the tropics.

“Over here!” a voice called out.

Rachel and the others turned to see one of the Coast Guard’s classic,
crimson-col ored HH-65 Dol phin helicopters waiting nearby. Framed by the
brilliant white stripe on the chopper’s tail, a fully suited pilot waved them
over.

Tol | and gave Rachel an inpressed nod. “Your boss certainly gets things done.”
You have no idea, she thought.

Corky slunped. “Already? No di nner stop?”

The pil ot wel comed them over and hel ped them aboard. Never asking their nanes,
he spoke exclusively in pleasantries and safety precautions. Pickering had
apparently made it clear to the Coast Guard that this flight was not an
advertised m ssion. Nonethel ess, despite Pickering s discretion, Rachel could
see that their identities had renmained a secret for only a natter of seconds;
the pilot failed to hide his w de-eyed doubl e take upon seeing tel evision
celebrity M chael Tolland

Rachel was already feeling tense as she buckled herself in beside Tolland. The
Aerospati al e engi ne overhead shrieked to |life, and the Dol phin' s saggi ng
thirty-nine-foot rotors began to flatten out into a silver blur. The whine
turned to a roar, and it lifted off the runway, clinbing into the night.

The pilot turned in the cockpit and called out, “lI was informed you would tel
me your destination once we were airborne.”

Tol I and gave the pilot the coordinates of an offshore |ocation about thirty

m | es southeast of their current position.

His ship is twelve mles off the coast, Rachel thought, feeling a shiver.

The pilot typed the coordinates into his navigation system Then he settled in
and gunned the engi nes. The chopper tipped forward and banked sout heast.

As the dark dunes of the New Jersey coast slipped away beneath the aircraft,
Rachel turned her eyes away fromthe bl ackness of the ocean spreadi ng out
beneath her. Despite the wariness of being back over the water again, she tried
to take confort in know ng she was acconpani ed by a man who had nmade the ocean a
lifetime friend. Tolland was pressed close beside her in the narrow fusel age
hi s hi ps and shoul ders touching hers. Neither nade any attenpt to shift
positions.

“l1 know | shouldn’t say this,

the pilot sputtered suddenly, as if ready to



burst with excitenment, “but you're obviously Mchael Tolland, and |I’'ve got to
say, well, we’ve been watching you on TV all night! The nmeteorite! It’'s

absol utely incredible! You nust be in awe!”

Tol I and nodded patiently. “Speechless.”

“The docurmentary was fantastic! You know, the networks keep playing it over and
over. None of tonight's duty pilots wanted this gig because everyone wanted to
keep watching television, but | drew short straw. Can you believe it! Short
strawl And here | aml |f the boys had any idea |'d be flying the actual—=

“We appreciate the ride,” Rachel interrupted, “and we need you to keep our
presence here to yourself. Nobody' s supposed to know we’re here.”

“Absol utely, ma’am M orders were very clear.” The pilot hesitated, and then
hi s expression brightened. “Hey, we aren’t by any chance heading for the Goya
are we?”

Tol | and gave a reluctant nod. “We are.”

“Holy shit!” the pilot exclained. “Excuse ne. Sorry, but |’ve seen her on your
show. The twin-hull, right? Strange-I|ooking beast! |’ve never actually been on a
SWATH design. | never dreaned yours would be the first!”

Rachel tuned the man out, feeling a rising uneasiness to be heading out to sea.
Tolland turned to her. “You okay? You could have stayed onshore. | told you
that.”

I should have stayed onshore, Rachel thought, know ng pride would never have |et
her. “No thanks, I'mfine.”

Tolland smiled. “1'Il keep an eye on you.”

“Thanks.” Rachel was surprised how the warnth in his voice nmade her feel nore
secure

“You’' ve seen the Goya on television, right?”

She nodded. “lt’s a.um.an interesting-Iooking ship.”

Tol I and | aughed. *“Yeah. She was an extrenely progressive prototype in her day,
but the design never quite caught on.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Rachel joked, picturing the ship's bizarre profile.

“Now NBC is pressuring me to use a newer ship. Sonething.l don’t know, flashier,
sexi er. Another season or two, and they’'ll make nme part with her.” Tolland
sounded nel ancholy at the thought.

“You wouldn’t | ove a brand-new ship?”

“l don’t know..a | ot of nenories onboard the Goya.”

Rachel smled softly. “Well, as ny nmomused to say, sooner or |ater we' ve al
got to let go of our past.”

Tolland’ s eyes held hers for a long nmoment. “Yeah, | know.”
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“Shit,” the taxi driver said, |ooking over his shoulder at Gabrielle. “Looks

l'i ke an accident up ahead. We ain’'t going nowhere. Not for a while.”

Gabrielle glanced out the wi ndow and saw the spinning lights of emergency
vehicles piercing the night. Several policenmen stood in the road ahead, halting
traffic around the Mall

“Must be a hell of an accident,’
near the FDR Menori al

Gabrielle frowned at the flickering glow. Now, of all times. She needed to get
to Senator Sexton with this new information about PODS and t he Canadi an

geol ogi st. She wondered if NASA' s |ies about how they found the nmeteorite woul d
be a big enough scandal to breathe life back into Sexton's campai gn. Maybe not
for nost politicians, she thought, but this was Sedgew ck Sexton, a man who had
built his canmpaign on anplifying the failures of others.

Gabrielle was not always proud of the senator’s ability to put negative ethica

the driver said, notioning toward sone flames



spin on opponents’ political msfortunes, but it was effective. Sexton's nastery
of innuendo and indignity could probably turn this one conpartmentalized NASA
fib into a sweeping question of character that infected the entire space
agency—and by associ ation, the President.

Qutside the wi ndow, the flanes at the FDR Menorial seemed to clinb higher. Some
nearby trees had caught fire, and the fire trucks were now hosing them down. The
taxi driver turned on the car radio and began channel - surfing.

Si ghing, Gabrielle closed her eyes and felt the exhaustion roll over her in
waves. When she’d first cone to WAashington, she’d dreamed of working in politics
forever, maybe sonmeday in the Wiite House. At the nmonment, however, she felt I|ike
she’ d had enough politics for a lifetine—+the duel with Marjorie Tench, the | ewd
phot ographs of herself and the senator, all of NASA's lies...

A newscaster on the radi o was sayi ng sonething about a car bonb and possible
terrorism

|I"ve got to get out of this town, Gabrielle thought for the first tine since
coming to the nation’s capital
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The controller seldomfelt weary, but today had taken its toll. Nothing had gone
as antici pated—the tragic discovery of the insertion shaft in the ice, the
difficulties of keeping the information a secret, and now the growing |ist of
victims.

Nobody was supposed to die..except the Canadi an

It seened ironic that the nost technically difficult part of the plan had turned
out to be the least problematic. The insertion, conpleted nonths ago, had come
off without a hitch. Once the anomaly was in place, all that renmi ned was to
wait for the Polar Orbiting Density Scanner (PODS) satellite to | aunch. PODS was
slated to scan enormous sections of the Arctic Circle, and sooner or |ater the
anonmal y software onboard woul d detect the neteorite and give NASA a mgjor find.
But the dammed software didn't work.

When the controller |earned that the anomaly software had failed and had no
chance of being fixed until after the election, the entire plan was in jeopardy.
Wt hout PODS, the nmeteorite would go undetected. The controller had to cone up
with some way to surreptitiously alert soneone in NASA to the nmeteorite’s

exi stence. The solution involved orchestrating an emergency radi o transm ssion
froma Canadi an geol ogist in the general vicinity of the insertion. The
geol ogi st, for obvious reasons, had to be killed i mediately and his death nmade
to | ook accidental. Throwi ng an innocent geol ogist froma helicopter had been

t he begi nning. Now things were unraveling fast.

Wai |l ee M ng. Norah Mangor. Both dead.

The bold kill that had just taken place at the FDR Menori al .

Soon to be added to the list were Rachel Sexton, M chael Tolland, and Dr.

Mar | i nson.

There is no other way, the controller thought, fighting the growi ng renorse. Far
too nmuch is at stake.
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The Coast Guard Dol phin was still two mles fromthe Goya's coordi nates and
flying at three thousand feet when Tolland yelled up to the pilot.

“Do you have Ni ght Sight onboard this thing?”

The pil ot nodded. “lI'’ma rescue unit.”



Tol | and had expected as much. Ni ghtSight was Raytheon’s marine thermal inmaging
system capable of |ocating weck survivors in the dark. The heat given off by a
swi nmer’ s head woul d appear as a red speck on an ocean of bl ack.

“Switch it on,” Tolland said.

The pilot | ooked confused. “Why? You m ssing someone?”

“No. | want everyone to see sonething.”

“We won’t see a thing on thermal fromthis high up unless there’s a burning oi
slick.”

“Just switch it on,” Tolland said.

The pil ot gave Tolland an odd | ook and then adjusted sone dials, commuanding the
thermal | ens beneath the chopper to survey a three-ml|le swatch of ocean in front
of them An LCD screen on his dashboard [it up. The inmage canme into focus.

“Holy shit!” The helicopter lurched nonentarily as the pilot recoiled in
surprise and then recovered, staring at the screen

Rachel and Corky | eaned forward, |ooking at the inmage with equal surprise. The

bl ack background of the ocean was illum nated by an enornmous swirling spiral of
pul sating red.
Rachel turned to Tolland with trepidation. “It |looks like a cyclone.”

“It is,” Tolland said. “A cyclone of warmcurrents. About a half mle across.”
The Coast Guard pilot chuckled in amazenment. “That's a big one. W see these now
and then, but | hadn't heard about this one yet.”

“Just surfaced | ast week,” Tolland said. “Probably won’t |ast nore than anot her
few days.”

“What causes it?” Rachel asked, understandably perplexed by the huge vortex of
swirling water in the m ddle of the ocean.

“Magma dome,” the pilot said.

Rachel turned to Tolland, |ooking wary. “A vol cano?”

“No,” Tolland said. “The East Coast typically doesn’t have active vol canoes, but
occasionally we get rogue pockets of magma that well up under the seafloor and
cause hot spots. The hot spot causes a reverse tenperature gradi ent—hot water on
the bottom and cooler water on top. It results in these giant spiral currents.
They’ re cal |l ed megapl unes. They spin for a couple of weeks and then dissipate.”
The pilot |ooked at the pulsating spiral on his LCD screen. “Looks like this
one’s still going strong.” He paused, checking the coordinates of Tolland' s
ship, and then | ooked over his shoulder in surprise. “M. Tolland, it |ooks like
you're parked fairly near the mddle of it.”

Tol | and nodded. “Currents are a little slower near the eye. Eighteen knots. Like
anchoring in a fast-nmoving river. Qur chain’ s been getting a real workout this
week. "
“Jesus,
| aughed.

Rachel did not |augh. “Mke, you didn't nention this negaplune, mgma done,
hot-current situation.”

He put a reassuring hand on her knee. “It’s perfectly safe, trust nme.”

Rachel frowned. “So this docunentary you were meking out here was about this
magma dome phenomenon?”

“Megapl unes and Sphyrna nokarran.”

“That’'s right. You nmentioned that earlier.”

Tol | and gave a coy smile. “Sphyrna nokarran | ove warmwater, and right now,
every last one for a hundred mles is congregating in this mle-w de circle of
heat ed ocean.”

the pilot said. “Eighteen-knot current? Don’t fall overboard!” He

“Neat.” Rachel gave an uneasy nod. “And what, pray tell, are Sphyrna nokarran?”
“Ugliest fish in the sea.”
“Fl ounder ?”

Tol | and | aughed. “Great hamer head shark.”
Rachel stiffened beside him “You' ve got hammerhead sharks around your boat?”
Tol | and wi nked. “Rel ax, they’re not dangerous.”



“You woul dn’t say that unless they were dangerous.”

Tol | and chuckl ed. “1 guess you're right.” He called playfully up to the pilot.
“Hey, how long has it been since you guys saved anyone froman attack by a
hanmer head?”

The pil ot shrugged. “Gosh. W haven’'t saved anyone from a hammerhead in
decades.”

Tolland turned to Rachel. “See. Decades. No worries.”

“Just last nonth,” the pilot added, “we had an attack where sone idiot skin
di ver was chunmi ng—=

“Hol d on!” Rachel said. “You said you hadn’'t saved anyone in decades!”
“Yeah,” the pilot replied. “Saved anyone. Usually, we're too | ate. Those
bastards kill in a hurry.”
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Fromthe air, the flickering outline of the Goya | oomed on the horizon. At half
a mle, Tolland could make out the brilliant deck lights that his crewrenber

Xavia had wisely left glow ng. Wen he saw the lights, he felt |ike a weary
traveler pulling into his driveway.

“1 thought you said only one person was onboard,” Rachel said, |ooking surprised
to see all the lights.

“Don’t you leave a |ight on when you' re hone al one?”

“One light. Not the entire house.”

Tolland smiled. Despite Rachel’s attenpts to be |ighthearted, he could tell she
was extrenely apprehensive about being out here. He wanted to put an arm around
her and reassure her, but he knew there was nothing he could say. “The lights
are on for security. Makes the ship | ook active.”

Corky chuckled. “Afraid of pirates, Mke?”

“Nope. Biggest danger out here is the idiots who don’t know how to read radar
Best defense against getting rammed is to make sure everyone can see you.”

Corky squinted down at the glowi ng vessel. “See you? It |ooks like a Carnival
Cruise line on New Year’s Eve. Obviously, NBC pays your electric.”
The Coast Guard chopper slowed and banked around the huge illum nated ship, and

the pilot began maneuvering toward the helipad on the stern deck. Even fromthe
air, Tolland could make out the raging current pulling at the ship’s hul

struts. Anchored fromits bow, the Goya was ained into the current, straining at
its massive anchor line |ike a chained beast.

“She really is a beauty,” the pilot said, |aughing.

Tol | and knew the conment was sarcastic. The Goya was ugly. “Butt-ugly” according
to one television reviewer. One of only seventeen SWATH shi ps ever built, the
Goya’'s Smal | - WAt er pl ane- Area Twi n- Hul | was anything but attractive

The vessel was essentially a massive horizontal platformfloating thirty feet
above the ocean on four huge struts affixed to pontoons. From a di stance, the
ship | ooked like a lowslung drilling platform Up close, it resenbled a deck
barge on stilts. The crew quarters, research | abs, and navigation bridge were
housed in a series of tiered structures on top, giving one the rough inpression
of a giant floating coffee table supporting a hodgepodge of multistaged

bui | di ngs.

Despite its less than stream i ned appearance, the Goya’'s design enjoyed
significantly less water-plane area, resulting in increased stability. The
suspended pl atform enabl ed better filmng, easier |lab work, and fewer seasick
scientists. Although NBC was pressuring Tolland to | et them buy hi m sonething
newer, Tolland had refused. Granted, there were better ships out there now, even
nmore stable ones, but the Goya had been his hone for alnpst a decade now—the
ship on which he had fought his way back after Celia s death. Sone nights he



still heard her voice in the wind out on deck. |If and when the ghosts ever
di sappeared, Tolland woul d consi der another ship
Not vyet.

When the chopper finally set down on the Goya s stern deck, Rachel Sexton felt
only half-relieved. The good news was that she was no |l onger flying over the
ocean. The bad news was that she was now standing on it. She fought off the
shaky sensation in her |egs as she clinmbed onto the deck and | ooked around. The
deck was surprisingly cranped, particularly with the helicopter on its pad.
Movi ng her eyes toward the bow, Rachel gazed at the ungainly, stacked edifice
that made up the bulk of the ship.

Tol l and stood cl ose beside her. “I know,” he said, talking |oudly over the sound
of the raging current. “It | ooks bigger on television.”

Rachel nodded. “And nore stable.”

“This is one of the safest ships on the sea. | prom se.” Tolland put a hand on

her shoul der and gui ded her across the deck

The warnth of his hand did nore to cal m Rachel’s nerves than anything he could
have sai d. Nonethel ess, as she | ooked toward the rear of the ship, she saw the
roiling current stream ng out behind them as though the ship was at ful
throttle. We're sitting on a negaplune, she thought.

Centered on the forenost section of rear deck, Rachel spied a fanmiliar, one-man
Triton submersi bl e hanging on a giant w nch. The Triton—naned for the G eek god
of the sea—tooked nothing like its predecessor, the steel-encased Alvin. The
Triton had a hem spherical acrylic done in front, making it look nmore like a
giant fishbowl than a sub. Rachel could think of few things nmore terrifying than
subnergi ng hundreds of feet into the ocean with nothing between her face and the
ocean but a sheet of clear acrylic. O course, according to Tolland, the only
unpl easant part of riding in the Triton was the initial deployment—-being slowy
wi nched down through the trap door in the Goya' s deck, hanging |ike a pendul um
thirty feet above the sea.

“Xavia is probably in the hydrolab,” Tolland said, noving across the deck. “This
way. "

Rachel and Corky foll owed Tolland across the stern deck. The Coast Guard pil ot
remained in his chopper with strict instructions not to use the radio.

“Have a |l ook at this,” Tolland said, pausing at the stern railing of the ship
Hesitantly, Rachel neared the railing. They were very high up. The water was a
good thirty feet below them and yet Rachel could still feel the heat rising off
the water.

“It’s about the tenperature of a warm bath,” Tolland said over the sound of the
current. He reached toward a switch-box on the railing. “Watch this.” He flipped
a switch.

A wide arc of light spread through the water behind the ship, illumnating it
fromwithin like a lit swinmm ng pool. Rachel and Corky gasped in unison

The water around the ship was filled with dozens of ghostly shadows. Hovering
only feet below the illum nated surface, armes of sleek, dark forms swamin
paral l el against the current, their unm stakabl e hamer-shaped skulls waggi ng
back and forth as if to the beat of sone prehistoric rhythm

“Christ, Mke,” Corky stanmered. “So glad you shared this with us.”

Rachel’s body went rigid. She wanted to step back fromthe railing, but she
could not nove. She was transfixed by the petrifying vista.

“Incredi ble, aren’'t they?” Tolland said. H's hand was on her shoul der again,
conforting. “They' ||l tread water in the warm spots for weeks. These guys have
the best noses in the sea—enhanced tel encephal on ol factory | obes. They can snell
blood up to a mle away.”

Corky | ooked skeptical. “Enhanced tel encephal on ol factory | obes?”

“Don’t believe nme?” Tolland began rooting around in an al um num cabi net adj acent
to where they were standing. After a nonent, he pulled out a snall, dead fish



“Perfect.” He took a knife fromthe cooler and cut the linp fish in severa

pl aces. It started to drip bl ood.

“M ke, for God' s sake,” Corky said. “That’s disgusting.”

Tol l and tossed the bl oody fish overboard and it fell thirty feet. The instant it
hit the water, six or seven sharks darted in a tunbling ferocious braw, their
rows of silvery teeth gnashing wildly at the bloody fish. In an instant, the
fish was gone

Aghast, Rachel turned and stared at Tolland, who was al ready hol di ng anot her
fish. Same kind. Sane size.

“This tinme, no blood,” Tolland said. Wthout cutting the fish, he threwit in
the water. The fish splashed down, but nothi ng happened. The hammer heads seened
not to notice. The bait carried away on the current, having drawn no interest
what soever.

“They attack only on sense of snell,” Tolland said, |eading themaway fromthe
railing. “In fact, you could swimout here in total safety—provided you didn’'t
have any open wounds.”

Corky pointed to the stitches on his cheek

Toll and frowned. “Right. No swinmng for you.”
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Gabrielle Ashe’'s taxi was not noving.

Sitting at a roadbl ock near the FDR Menorial, Gabrielle |ooked out at the
energency vehicles in the distance and felt as if a surrealistic fog bank had
settled over the city. Radio reports were conming in now that the expl oded car
m ght have contained a high-level governnment official

Pul l'ing out her cell phone, she dialed the senator. He was no doubt starting to
wonder what was taking Gabrielle so |ong.

The line was busy.

Gabrielle | ooked at the taxi's clicking nmeter and frowned. Sone of the other
cars stuck here were pulling up onto the curbs and turning around to find
alternative routes.

The driver |ooked over his shoulder. “You wanna wait? Your dine.”

Gabrielle saw nore official vehicles arriving now. “No. Let’'s go around.”

The driver grunted in the affirmative and began naneuvering the awkward
mul ti point turn. As they bounced over the curbs, Gabrielle tried Sexton again.
Still busy.

Several minutes later, having nade a wi de | oop, the taxi was traveling up C
Street. Gabrielle saw the Philip A Hart O fice Building |oom ng. She had
intended to go straight to the senator’s apartnment, but with her office this
cl ose...

“Pull over,” she blurted to the driver. “Right there. Thanks.” She pointed

The cab stopped.

Gabrielle paid the amount on the neter and added ten dollars. “Can you wait ten
nm nut es?”

The cabbi e | ooked at the nmoney and then at his watch. “Not a mnute | onger.”
Gabrielle hurried off. 1'lIl be out in five.

The deserted marble corridors of the Senate office building felt al nost

sepul chral at this hour. Gabrielle s nuscles were tense as she hurried through
the gauntlet of austere statues lining the third-floor entryway. Their stony
eyes seened to follow her |ike silent sentinels.

Arriving at the main door of Senator Sexton’s five-roomoffice suite, Gabrielle
used her key card to enter. The secretarial |obby was dimy lit. Crossing
through the foyer, she went down a hallway to her office. She entered, flicked
on the fluorescent lights, and strode directly to her file cabinets.



She had an entire file on the budgeting of NASA's Earth Observing System
including plenty of information on PODS. Sexton would certainly want all the
data he could possibly get on PODS as soon as she told hi mabout Harper.

NASA |ied about PODS

As Gabrielle fingered her way through her files, her cell phone rang.

“Senat or ?” she answered.

“No, Gabs. It’'s Yolanda.” Her friend s voice had an unusual edge to it. “You
still at NASA?”

“No. At the office.”

“Find anythi ng at NASA?”

You have no idea. Gabrielle knew she couldn’t tell Yolanda anything until she'd
tal ked to Sexton; the senator woul d have very specific ideas about how best to
handl e the information. “1'Il tell you all about it after | talk to Sexton.
Headi ng over to his place now.’

Yol anda paused. “Gabs, you know this thing you were sayi ng about Sexton's
canpai gn finance and the SFF?”

“l told you | was wong and—=

“l just found out two of our reporters who cover the aerospace industry have
been working on a simlar story.”

Gabrielle was surprised. “Meaning?”

“l don’t know. But these guys are good, and they seempretty convinced that
Sexton is taking kickbacks fromthe Space Frontier Foundation. | just figured I
should call you. | know | told you earlier that the idea was insane. Marjorie
Tench as a source seened spotty, but these guys of ours.l don’t know, you m ght
want to talk to them before you see the senator.”

“If they're so convinced, why haven’t they gone to press?’ Gabrielle sounded
nmor e defensive than she wanted to

“They have no solid evidence. The senator apparently is good at covering his
tracks.”

Most politicians are. “There’s nothing there, Yolanda. | told you the senator
adm tted taking SFF donations, but the gifts are all under the cap.”

“l know that’s what he told you, Gabs, and |’mnot claimng to know what's true
or false here. | just felt obliged to call because | told you not to trust
Marjorie Tench, and now | find out people other than Tench think the senator may
be on the dole. That’'s all.”

“Who were these reporters?” Gabrielle felt an unexpected anger simering now.
“No names. | can set up a neeting. They're smart. They understand canpai gn
finance |l aw..” Yol anda hesitated. “You know, these guy actually believe Sexton is
hurting for cash—bankrupt even.”

In the silence of her office, Gabrielle could hear Tench's raspy accusations
echoing. After Katherine died, the senator squandered the vast mpjority of her
| egacy on bad investnments, personal conforts, and buying hinself what appears to
be certain victory in the primaries. As of six nonths ago, your candi date was
br oke.

“Qur nen would love to talk to you,” Yol anda sai d.

| bet they would, Gabrielle thought. “I"Il call you back.”

“You sound pissed.”

“Never at you, Yolanda. Never at you. Thanks.”

Gabrielle hung up.

Dozing on a chair in the hallway outside Senator Sexton's Westbrooke apartnent,
a security guard awoke with a start at the sound of his cellular phone. Bolting
up in his chair, he rubbed his eyes and pulled his phone fromhis blazer pocket.
“Yeah?”

“Onen, this is Gabrielle.”

Sexton’s guard recogni zed her voice. “Ch, hi.”

“l need to talk to the senator. Wuld you knock on his door for ne? His line is



busy.”

“I't’s kind of late.”

“He’s awake. |'m sure of it.
“Anot her one?”

“Same one. Just get himon the phone, Ownen. There's sonmething | really need to
ask him?”

The guard si ghed, standing up. “Ckay, okay. |’'Il knock.” He stretched and nade
his way toward Sexton’s door. “But I'monly doing it because he was glad | |et
you in earlier.” Reluctantly, he raised his fist to knock

“What did you just say?” Gabrielle demanded.

The guard’s fist stopped in nmidair. “I said the senator was glad | let you in
earlier. You were right. It was no problemat all.”

“You and the senator tal ked about that?” Gabrielle sounded surprised.

“Yeah. So what ?”

“No, | just didn't think.”

“Actually, it was kind of weird. The senator needed a couple of seconds to even
remenber you’d been in there. | think the boys were tossing back a few”

“When did you two talk, Owen?”

“Right after you left. |Is something wong?”

A normentary silence. “No..no. Nothing. Look, now that | think of it, let’s not
bother the senator this instant. I'Il keep trying his house line, and if | don't
have any luck, 1'lIl call you back and you can knock.”

The guard rolled his eyes. “Watever you say, M. Ashe.”

“Thanks, Omen. Sorry to bother you.”

“No problem” The guard hung up, flopped back in his chair, and went to sleep
Alone in her office, Gabrielle stood notionless for several seconds before
hangi ng up the phone. Sexton knows | was inside his apartment.and he never
mentioned it to me?

Toni ght’ s ethereal strangeness was getting nurkier. Gabrielle flashed on the
senator’s phone call to her while she was at ABC. The senator had stunned her
wi th his unprovoked adm ssion that he was neeting with space conpani es and
accepting noney. H s honesty had brought her back to him Shaned her even. His
conf essi on now seened one hell of a |lot |Iess noble.

Soft noney, Sexton had said. Perfectly | egal

Suddenly, all the vague m sgivings Gabrielle had ever felt about Senator Sexton
seened to resurface all at once

Qut si de, the taxi was honking.

Gabriell e sounded anxious. “It’s an emergency.”
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The bridge of the Goya was a Plexiglas cube situated two | evel s above the nmain
deck. From here Rachel had a 360-degree view of the surroundi ng darkened sea, an
unnerving vista she | ooked at only once before blocking it out and turning her
attention to the matter at hand.

Havi ng sent Tolland and Corky to find Xavia, Rachel prepared to contact

Pi ckering. She’d promised the director she would call himwhen they arrived, and
she was eager to know what he had learned in his nmeeting with Marjorie Tench

The Goya’s SHI NCOM 2100 digital comrunications systemwas a platformw th which
Rachel was fanmiliar enough. She knew if she kept her call short, her

conmuni cati on shoul d be secure.

Dialing Pickering’s private nunber, she waited, clutching the SH NCOM 2100
receiver to her ear and waiting. She expected Pickering to pick up on the first
ring. But the line just kept ringing.

Six rings. Seven. Eight...

Rachel gazed out at the darkened ocean, her inability to reach the director



doing nothing to quell her uneasi ness about being at sea.

Ni ne rings. Ten rings. Pick up!

She paced, waiting. What was going on? Pickering carried his phone with him at
all tinmes, and he had expressly told Rachel to call him

After fifteen rings, she hung up

Wth growi ng apprehension, she picked up the SHI NCOM recei ver and di al ed agai n.
Four rings. Five rings.

Where is he?

Finally, the connection clicked open. Rachel felt a surge of relief, but it was
short-lived. There was no one on the line. Only silence.

“Hell 0,” she pronpted. “Director?”

Three quick clicks

“Hel | 0?” Rachel said.

A burst of electronic static shattered the line, blasting in Rachel’s ear. She
yanked the receiver away from her head in pain. The static abruptly stopped. Now
she coul d hear a series of rapidly oscillating tones that pulsed in half-second
intervals. Rachel’s confusion quickly gave way to realization. And then fear
“Shit!”

Weel i ng back to the controls on the bridge, she slamred the receiver down in
its cradle, severing the connection. For several nonents she stood terrified,
wondering if she’d hung up in tinme.

Anmi dshi ps, two decks bel ow, the Goya’'s hydrol ab was an expansi ve work space
segnented by |long counters and islands packed to the gills with electronic

gear —bottom profilers, current analyzers, wet sinks, fume hoods, a walk-in
speci men cool er, PCs, and a stack of organizer crates for research data and the
spare electronics to keep everything running.

When Tol | and and Corky entered, the Goya's onboard geol ogi st, Xavia, was
reclining in front of a blaring television. She didn't even turn around.

“Did you guys run out of beer money?” she called over her shoul der, apparently
t hi nki ng sone of her crew had returned.

“Xavia,” Tolland said. “It’'s Mke.”

The geol ogi st spun, swallowi ng part of a prepackaged sandwi ch she was eating.
“M ke?” she stammered, clearly stunned to see him She stood up, turned down the
tel evisi on, and cane over, still chewing. “I thought some of the guys had cone
back from bar-hoppi ng. What are you doi ng here?” Xavia was heavyset and
dark-skinned, with a sharp voice and a surly air about her. She notioned to the
tel evision, which was broadcasting replays of Tolland’ s on-site nmeteorite
docunmentary. “You sure didn't hang around on the ice shelf very long, did you?”
Somet hi ng canme up, Tolland thought. “Xavia, |’msure you recogni ze Corky
Marlinson.”

Xavi a nodded. “An honor, sir.”

Corky was eyeing the sandwich in her hand. “That | ooks good.”

Xavi a gave himan odd | ook.

“1 got your nessage,” Tolland said to Xavia. “You said | nade a m stake in my
presentation? | want to talk to you about it.”

The geol ogist stared at himand let out a shrill laugh. “That’s why you re back?
Oh, Mke, for God's sake, | told you, it was nothing. | was just pulling your
chai n. NASA obviously gave you sone old data. Inconsequential. Seriously, only
three or four marine geologists in the world m ght have noticed the oversight!”
Tol l and held his breath. “This oversight. Does it by any chance have anything to
do wi th chondrul es?”

Xavia's face went blank with shock. “My God. One of those geologists called you

al ready?”
Tol I and sl unped. The chondrul es. He | ooked at Corky and then back to the marine
geol ogist. “Xavia, | need to know everything you can tell me about these

chondrul es. What was the m stake | made?”



Xavia stared at him apparently now sensing he was dead serious. “Mke, it’'s
really nothing. | read a small article in a trade journal a while back. But I
don’t understand why you're so worried about this.”

Tol | and si ghed. “Xavia, as strange as this may sound, the | ess you know tonight,
the better. Al I"masking is for you to tell us what you know about chondrul es,
and then we'll need you to examine a rock sanple for us.”

Xavi a | ooked nystified and vaguely perturbed to be out of the loop. “Fine, let
me get you that article. It’s in nmy office.” She set her sandwi ch down and
headed for the door.

Corky called after her. “Can | finish that?”

Xavi a paused, sounding incredul ous. “You want to finish nmy sandw ch?”

“Well, | just thought if you—=>

“Get your own danmm sandwi ch.” Xavia left.

Tol | and chuckl ed, notioning across the lab toward a specinen cooler. “Bottom
shel f, Corky. Between the sambuca and squid sacs.”

Qut si de on deck, Rachel descended the steep stairway fromthe bridge and strode
toward the chopper pad. The Coast Guard pilot was dozing but sat up when Rachel
rapped on the cockpit.

“Done al ready?” he asked. “That was fast.”

Rachel shook her head, on edge. “Can you run both surface and air radar?”

“Sure. Ten-mle radius.”

“Turn it on, please.”

Looki ng puzzled, the pilot threw a couple of switches and the radar screen lit
up. The sweep arm spun | azy circles.

“Anyt hi ng?” Rachel asked.

The pilot let the arm make several conplete rotations. He adjusted some controls
and watched. It was all clear. “Couple of small ships way out on the periphery,
but they' re heading away fromus. We're clear. Mles and niles of open sea in
all directions.”

Rachel Sexton sighed, although she did not feel particularly relieved. “Do ne a
favor, if you see anything approachi ng—boats, aircraft, anything—will you let ne
know i mredi atel y?”

“Sure thing. |Is everything okay?”

“Yeah. I'd just like to know if we're having conmpany.”

The pilot shrugged. “1’Il watch the radar, ma’am |If anything blips, you'll be
the first to know.”

Rachel’s senses were tingling as she headed for the hydrol ab. When she entered,
Corky and Toll and were standing alone in front of a conputer nonitor and chew ng
sandwi ches.

Corky called out to her with his nouth full. “Wat’'ll it be? Fishy chicken
fishy bol ogna, or fishy egg sal ad?”

Rachel barely heard the question. “Mke, how fast can we get this information
and get off this ship?”

104

Tol | and paced the hydrolab, waiting with Rachel and Corky for Xavia s return
The news about the chondrul es was al nost as disconforting as Rachel’s news about
her attenpted contact with Pickering.

The director didn't answer.

And soneone tried to pul se-snitch the Goya's |ocation

“Rel ax,” Tolland told everyone. “W’'re safe. The Coast Guard pilot is watching
the radar. He can give us plenty of warning if anyone is headed our way.”

Rachel nodded in agreement, although she still |ooked on edge

“M ke, what the hell is this?” Corky asked, pointing at a Sparc conputer



moni t or, which di splayed an om nous psychedelic inage that was pul sati ng and
churning as though alive.

“Acoustic Doppler Current Profiler,” Tolland said. “It’s a cross section of the
currents and tenperature gradients of the ocean underneath the ship.”

Rachel stared. “That’s what we’'re anchored on top of ?”

Tolland had to admit, the i mage | ooked frightening. At the surface, the water
appeared as a swirling bluish green, but tracing downward, the colors slowy
shifted to a nmenacing red-orange as the tenperatures heated up. Near the bottom
over a mle down, hovering above the ocean floor, a blood-red, cyclone vortex
raged.

“That’ s the nmegaplume,” Tolland said.

Corky grunted. “Looks |ike an underwater tornado.”

“Sanme principle. Oceans are usually colder and nore dense near the bottom but
here the dynanics are reversed. The deepwater is heated and lighter, so it rises
toward the surface. Meanwhile, the surface water is heavier, so it races
downward in a huge spiral to fill the void. You get these drainlike currents in
the ocean. Enornmous whirl pools.”

“What’'s that big bunp on the seafloor?” Corky pointed at the flat expanse of
ocean floor, where a | arge donme-shaped nmound rose up |ike a bubble. Directly
above it swirled the vortex.
“That mound is a nmagnma done,
beneath the ocean floor.”
Corky nodded. “Like a huge zit.”

“I'n a manner of speaking.”

“And if it pops?”

Tol I and frowned, recalling the fanbus 1986 nmegapl unme event off the Juan de Fuca
Ri dge, where thousands of tons of twelve hundred degrees Cel sius magma spewed up
into the ocean all at once, magnifying the plume’s intensity alnost instantly.
Surface currents anplified as the vortex expanded rapidly upward. \Wat happened
next was sonething Tolland had no intention of sharing with Corky and Rache

thi s evening.

“Atl antic magma dones don’t pop,” Tolland said. “The cold water circul ating over
the mound continually cools and hardens the earth’s crust, keeping the nagm
safely under a thick |layer of rock. Eventually the | ava underneath cools, and
the spiral disappears. Megaplunes are generally not dangerous.”

Corky pointed toward a tattered nmamgazine sitting near the conputer. “So you're
saying Scientific American publishes fiction?”

Tol l and saw t he cover, and wi nced. Soneone had apparently pulled it fromthe
Goya’'s archive of old science nagazi nes: Scientific American, February 1999. The
cover showed an artist’s rendering of a supertanker swirling out of control in
an enornmous funnel of ocean. The headi ng read: MEGAPLUMES—G ANT Kl LLERS FROM THE
DEEP?

Tol l and | aughed it off. “Totally irrelevant. That article is tal king about

megapl umes in earthquake zones. It was a popul ar Bernuda Triangl e hypothesis a
few years back, explaining ship disappearances. Technically speaking, if there's
sone sort of cataclysmic geologic event on the ocean floor, which is unheard of
around here, the dome could rupture, and the vortex could get big enough
to.well, you know.!

“No, we don’t know,” Corky said.

Tol | and shrugged. “Rise to the surface.”

“Terrific. So glad you had us aboard.”

Xavi a entered carrying sone papers. “Admiring the negapl une?”

“Oh, yes,” Corky said sarcastically. “Mke was just telling us how if that
little mund ruptures, we all go spiraling around in a big drain.”

“Drain?” Xavia gave a cold | augh. “Mre like getting flushed down the world' s

| argest toilet.”

Tolland said. “It’s where lava is pushing up



Qutsi de on the deck of the Goya, the Coast Guard helicopter pilot vigilantly

wat ched the EMS radar screen. As a rescue pilot he had seen his share of fear in
peopl e’ s eyes; Rachel Sexton had definitely been afraid when she asked himto
keep an eye out for unexpected visitors to the Goya.

What kind of visitors is she expecting? he wondered.

Fromall the pilot could see, the sea and air for ten nmles in all directions
contai ned nothing that | ooked out of the ordinary. A fishing boat eight niles
of f. An occasional aircraft slicing across an edge of their radar field and then
di sappearing again toward some unknown destinati on.

The pil ot sighed, gazing out now at the ocean rushing all around the ship. The
sensation was a ghostly one—that of sailing full speed despite being anchored.
He returned his eyes to the radar screen and watched. Vigilant.
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Onboard the Goya, Tolland had now i ntroduced Xavia and Rachel. The ship's

geol ogi st was | ooking increasingly baffl ed by the distinguished entourage
standi ng before her in the hydrolab. In addition, Rachel’s eagerness to run the
tests and get off the ship as fast as possible was clearly nmaking Xavia uneasy.
Take your time, Xavia, Tolland willed her. We need to know everyt hi ng.

Xavia was tal king now, her voice stiff. “In your docunentary, M ke, you said
those little netallic inclusions in the rock could formonly in space.”

Tolland already felt a trenor of apprehension. Chondrules formonly in space.
That’ s what NASA told ne.

“But according to these notes,
entirely true.”

Corky glared. “OF course it's true!”

Xavia scowl ed at Corky and waved the notes. “Last year a young geol ogi st naned
Lee Pol |l ock out of Drew University was using a new breed of marine robot to do
Pacific deepwater crust sanpling in the Mariana Trench and pulled up a | oose
rock that contained a geologic feature he had never seen before. The feature was
quite simlar in appearance to chondrules. He called them ' pl agi ocl ase stress

i ncl usi ons’—tiny bubbles of netal that apparently had been rehonogeni zed duri ng
deep ocean pressurization events. Dr. Pollock was anmazed to find netallic
bubbles in an ocean rock, and he fornulated a unique theory to explain their
presence.”

Corky grunmbled. “lI suppose he would have to.”

Xavia ignored him “Dr. Pollock asserted that the rock formed in an ultradeep
oceani ¢ environment where extrene pressure mnetanorphosed a pre-existing rock,
permtting sone of the disparate netals to fuse.”

Tol l and considered it. The Mariana Trench was seven mles down, one of the |ast
truly unexpl ored regions on the planet. Only a handful of robotic probes had
ever ventured that deep, and nost had col |l apsed well before they reached the
bottom The water pressure in the trench was enornous—an astoundi ng ei ghteen

t housand pounds per square inch, as opposed to a nmere twenty-four pounds on the
ocean’s surface. Oceanographers still had very little understandi ng of the

geol ogi c forces at the deepest ocean floor. “So, this guy Pollock thinks the
Mari ana Trench can make rocks wi th chondrul elike features?”

" Xavia said, holding up the pages, “that’s not

“It’s an extrenely obscure theory,” Xavia said. “In fact, it’s never even been
formally published. | only happened to stunble across Poll ock’s personal notes
on the Web by chance | ast nmonth when | was doi ng research on fluid-rock
interactions for our upcom ng megapl une show. Ot herw se, | never would have

heard of it.”
“The theory has never been published,” Corky said, “because it’s ridiculous. You
need heat to form chondrul es. There’'s no way water pressure could rearrange the



crystalline structure of a rock.”

“Pressure,” Xavia fired back, “happens to be the single biggest contributor to
geol ogi ¢ change on our planet. Alittle sonething called a metanorphic rock?
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Corky scow ed

Toll and realized Xavia had a point. Although heat did play a role in some of
earth’s metanor phi ¢ geol ogy, npst netanorphic rocks were fornmed by extrene
pressure. Incredibly, rocks deep in the earth’s crust were under so nuch
pressure that they acted nore like thick nolasses than solid rock, beconing

el astic and undergoi ng cheni cal changes as they did. Nonetheless, Dr. Pollock’s

theory still seened like a stretch

“Xavia,” Tolland said. “l’ve never heard of water pressure alone chenmically
altering a rock. You're the geol ogist, what's your take?”

“Well,” she said, flipping through her notes, “it sounds |ike water pressure

isn't the only factor.” Xavia found a passage and read Poll ock’s notes verbatim
““Qceanic crust in the Mariana Trench, already under enornmous hydrostatic
pressurization, can find itself further conpressed by tectonic forces fromthe
region’s subduction zones.’”

Of course, Tolland thought. The Mariana Trench, in addition to being crushed
under seven mles of water, was a subduction zone—the conpression |ine where the
Pacific and I ndian plates noved toward one another and collided. Conbined
pressures in the trench could be enornous, and because the area was so renote
and dangerous to study, if there were chondrules down there, chances of anyone
knowi ng about it were very slim

Xavi a kept reading. “‘Conbined hydrostatic and tectonic pressures could
potentially force crust into an elastic or semliquid state, allowing |ighter
elements to fuse into chondrul elike structures thought to occur only in space.
Corky rolled his eyes. “Inpossible.”

LRt

Tol |l and gl anced at Corky. “lIs there any alternative expl anation for the
chondrules in the rock Dr. Pollock found?”
“Easy,” Corky said. “Pollock found an actual nmeteorite. Meteorites fall into the

ocean all the time. Pollock would not have suspected it was a nmeteorite because
the fusion crust would have eroded away from years under the water, making it
look like a normal rock.” Corky turned to Xavia. “I don’t suppose Pollock had
the brains to neasure the nickel content, did he?”

“Actually, yes,” Xavia fired back, flipping through the notes again. “Poll ock
writes: ‘1l was surprised to find the nickel content of the specinmen falling
within a m drange val ue not usually associated with terrestrial rocks.’”
Tol | and and Rachel exchanged startled | ooks.

Xavi a continued reading. “‘Although the quantity of nickel does not fall within
the nornmally acceptable m drange wi ndow for neteoritic origin, it is
surprisingly close.’””

Rachel | ooked troubled. “How close? Is there any way this ocean rock could be
m staken for a nmeteorite?”

Xavi a shook her head. “l1'mnot a chem cal petrologist, but as |I understand it,
there are nunmerous chenmical differences between the rock Pollock found and
actual nmeteorites.”

“What are those differences?” Tolland pressed.

Xavia turned her attention to a graph in her notes. “According to this, one
difference is in the chem cal structure of the chondrul es thenselves. It |ooks
like the titanium zirconiumratios differ. The titanium zirconiumratio in the
chondrul es of the ocean sanple showed ul tradepleted zirconium” She | ooked up
“Only two parts per million.”

“Two pprP” Corky blurted. “Meteorites have thousands of times that!”

“Exactly,” Xavia replied. “Wich is why Pollock thinks his sanple’s chondrul es
are not from space.”

Tol I and | eaned over and whi spered to Corky, “Did NASA happen to nmeasure the



titanium zirconiumratio in the MIne rock?”

“COf course not,” Corky sputtered. “Nobody woul d ever neasure that. It's like

| ooking at a car and neasuring the tires’ rubber content to confirmyou' re

| ooking at a car!”

Tol | and heaved a sigh and | ooked back at Xavia. “If we give you a rock sanple
with chondrules in it, can you run a test to determ ne whether these inclusions
are neteoric chondrul es or..one of Pollock’s deep ocean conpression things?”
Xavi a shrugged. “l suppose. The electron m croprobe’s accuracy should be cl ose
enough. What's this all about, anyway?”’

Tol land turned to Corky. “Gve it to her.”

Corky reluctantly pulled the neteorite sanple fromhis pocket and held it out
for Xavia.

Xavia's brow furrowed as she took the stone di sk. She eyed the fusion crust and
then the fossil enbedded in the rock. “My God!” she said, her head rocketing
upward. “This isn’t part of..?”

“Yeah,” Tolland said. “Unfortunately it is.
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Al one in her office, Gabrielle Ashe stood at the wi ndow, wondering what to do
next. Less than an hour ago, she had | eft NASA feeling full of excitenent to
share Chris Harper’'s PODS fraud with the senator.

Now, she wasn’t so sure.

According to Yol anda, two independent ABC reporters suspected Sexton of taking
SFF bribes. Furthernore, Gabrielle had just |earned that Sexton actually knew
she had snuck into his apartnment during the SFF neeting, and yet he had said
nothing to her about it?

Gabrielle sighed. Her taxi had | ong since departed, and although she would cal
another in a few mnutes, she knew there was sonmething she had to do first.

Am | really going to try this?

Gabrielle frowed, knowi ng she didn't have a choice. She no | onger knew whomto
trust.

St eppi ng out of her office, she made her way back into the secretarial |obby and
into a wide hallway on the opposite side. At the far end she could see the
massi ve oak doors of Sexton’s office flanked by two flags—& d Gory on the right
and the Delaware flag on the left. H's doors, |ike those of npbst senate offices
in the building, were steel reinforced and secured by conventional keys, an

el ectronic key pad entry, and an al arm system

She knew if she could get inside, even if for only a few m nutes, all the
answers woul d be reveal ed. Myving now toward the heavily secured doors,
Gabrielle had no illusions of getting through them She had ot her plans.

Ten feet from Sexton’s office, Gabrielle turned sharply to the right and entered
the | adies’ room The fluorescents came on automatically, reflecting harshly off
the white tile. As her eyes adjusted, Gabrielle paused, seeing herself in the
mrror. As usual, her features | ooked softer than she’d hoped. Delicate al npost.
She always felt stronger than she | ooked.

Are you sure you are ready to do this?

Gabrielle knew Sexton was eagerly awaiting her arrival for a conmplete rundown on
the PODS situation. Unfortunately, she also now realized that Sexton had deftly
mani pul ated her tonight. Gabrielle Ashe did not |ike being managed. The senator
had kept things from her tonight. The question was how much. The answers, she
knew, lay inside his office—fust on the other side of this restroomwall.

“Five minutes,” Gabrielle said aloud, nustering her resolve.

Movi ng toward the bathroom s supply closet, she reached up and ran a hand over
the door frame. A key clattered to the floor. The cleaning crews at Philip A



Hart were federal enployees and seenmed to evaporate every tine there was a
strike of any sort, leaving this bathroomw thout toilet paper and tanpons for
weeks at a time. The wonen of Sexton's office, tired of being caught with their
pants down, had taken matters into their own hands and secured a supply room key
for “energencies.”

Toni ght qualifies, she thought.

She opened the closet.

The interior was cranped, packed with cleansers, nops, and shelves of paper
supplies. A nonth ago, Gabrielle had been searching for paper towels when she’'d
made an unusual discovery. Unable to reach the paper off the top shelf, she'd
used the end of a broomto coax a roll to fall. In the process, she’ d knocked
out a ceiling tile. Wen she clinbed up to replace the tile, she was surprised
to hear Senator Sexton’'s voice

Crystal clear

From t he echo, she realized the senator was talking to hinmself while in his
office's private bathroom which apparently was separated fromthis supply

cl oset by nothing nore than renovabl e, fiberboard ceiling tiles.

Now, back in the closet tonight for far nore than toil et paper, Gabrielle kicked
of f her shoes, clinbed up the shelves, popped out the fiberboard ceiling tile,
and pull ed herself up. So much for national security, she thought, wondering how
many state and federal |aws she was about to break.

Lowering herself through the ceiling of Sexton's private restroom Gabrielle

pl aced her stockinged feet on his cold, porcelain sink and then dropped to the
floor. Holding her breath, she exited into Sexton's private office.

His oriental carpets felt soft and warm
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Thirty mles away, a black Kiowa gunship chopper tore over the scrub pine
treetops of northern Del aware. Delta-One checked the coordinates |ocked in the
auto navigation system

Al t hough Rachel’s shi pboard transm ssion device and Pickering' s cell phone were
encrypted to protect the contents of their comunication, intercepting content
had not been the goal when the Delta Force pul se-snitched Rachel’s call from
sea. Intercepting the caller’s position had been the goal. d obal Positioning
Systenms and conputerized triangul ati on made pinpointing transm ssion coordinates
a significantly easier task than decrypting the actual content of the call
Del t a- One was al ways anused to think that nmost cell phone users had no idea that
every tinme they made a call, a governnment listening post, if so inclined, could
detect their position to within ten feet anywhere on earth—a small hitch the
cel | phone companies failed to advertise. Tonight, once the Delta Force had

gai ned access to the reception frequencies of WIlliam Pickering’ s cellular
phone, they could easily trace the coordinates of his inconmng calls.

Flying now on a direct course toward their target, Delta-One closed to within
twenty miles. “Unbrella prinmed?” he asked, turning to Delta-Two, who was manni ng
the radar and weapons system

“Affirmative. Awaiting five-nmle range.”

Five mles, Delta-One thought. He had to fly this bird well within his target’s
radar scopes to get within range to use the Kiowa s weapons systems. He had
little doubt that soneone onboard the Goya was nervously watching the skies, and
because the Delta Force's current task was to elimnate the target without
giving thema chance to radio for help, Delta-One now had to advance on his prey
wi t hout alarm ng them

At fifteen mles out, still safely out of radar range, Delta-One abruptly turned
the Kiowa thirty-five degrees off course to the west. He clinbed to three



thousand feet—snall airplane range—and adjusted his speed to 110 knots.

On the deck of the Goya, the Coast Guard helicopter’s radar scope beeped once as
a new contact entered the ten-mle perinmeter. The pilot sat up, studying the
screen. The contact appeared to be a small cargo pl ane headed west up the coast.
Probably for Newark

Al though this plane’'s current trajectory would bring it within four mles of the
Goya, the flight path obviously was a matter of chance. Nonethel ess, being
vigilant, the Coast Guard pilot watched the blinking dot trace a sl ow nmoving
110-knot line across the right side of his scope. At its closest point, the

pl ane was about four miles west. As expected, the plane kept novi ng—headi ng away
fromthem now.

4.1 miles. 4.2 nmles.

The pil ot exhal ed, relaxing.

And then the strangest thing happened.

“Urbrell a now engaged,” Delta-Two called out, giving the thunbs-up fromhis
weapons control seat on the port side of the Kiowa gunship. “Barrage, nodul ated
noi se, and cover pulse are all activated and | ocked.”

Del t a- One took his cue and banked hard to the right, putting the craft on a
direct course with the Goya. This maneuver would be invisible to the ship’s
radar.

“Sure beats bales of tinfoil!” Delta-Two called out.

Del t a- One agreed. Radar jamm ng had been invented in WN I when a savvy British
ai rman began throw ng bal es of hay wapped in tinfoil out of his plane while on
bonmbi ng runs. The Gernmans’ radar spotted so many reflective contacts they had no
i dea what to shoot. The techni ques had been inproved on substantially since

t hen.

The Kiowa’s onboard “unbrella” radar-jamm ng systemwas one of the mlitary’'s
nmost deadly el ectronic conbat weapons. By broadcasting an unbrella of background
noi se into the atnosphere above a given set of surface coordinates, the Kiowa
could erase the eyes, ears, and voice of their target. Moments ago, all radar
screens aboard the Goya had nost certainly gone blank. By the tine the crew
realized they needed to call for help, they would be unable to transmt. On a
ship, all communi cations were radi o-or m crowave- based—no solid phone lines. If
the Kiowa got close enough, all of the Goya's conmmunications systens woul d stop
functioning, their carrier signals blotted out by the invisible cloud of thermal
noi se broadcast in front of the Kiowa |like a blinding headlight.

Perfect isolation, Delta-One thought. They have no defenses.

Their targets had made a fortunate and cunning escape fromthe MIne lIce Shelf,
but it would not be repeated. In choosing to | eave shore, Rachel Sexton and

M chael Tol |l and had chosen poorly. It would be the |ast bad decision they ever
made.

I nside the White House, Zach Herney felt dazed as he sat up in bed holding the
tel ephone receiver. “Now? Ekstromwants to speak to me now?” Herney squinted
again at the bedside clock. 3:17A. M

“Yes, M. President,” the comunications officer said. “He says it’'s an

enmer gency.”
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Wil e Corky and Xavi a huddl ed over the el ectron m croprobe neasuring the
zirconium content in the chondrules, Rachel followed Tolland across the lab into
an adj oi ning room Here Tolland turned on another conputer. Apparently the
oceanographer had one nore thing he wanted to check



As the conputer powered up, Tolland turned to Rachel, his nouth poised as if he
wanted to say sonething. He paused.

“What is it?” Rachel asked, surprised how physically drawn to himshe felt, even
in the mdst of all this chaos. She wi shed she could block it all out and be
with him—ust for a mnute.

“l owe you an apol ogy,” Tolland said, |ooking renorseful.

“For what ?”

“On the deck? The hamrerheads? | was excited. Sonmetinmes | forget how frightening
the ocean can be to a |lot of people.”

Face-to-face with him Rachel felt Iike a teenager standing on the doorstep with

a new boyfriend. “Thanks. No problemat all. Really.” Sonething inside her
sensed Tol |l and wanted to kiss her.
After a beat, he turned shyly away. “I know. You want to get to shore. W should

get to work.”

“For now.” Rachel snmiled softly.

“For now,” Tolland repeated, taking a seat at the conputer.

Rachel exhal ed, standi ng cl ose behind now, savoring the privacy of the snal

| ab. She watched Toll and navigate a series of files. “What are we doi ng?”
“Checking the database for big ocean lice. | want to see if we can find any
prehistoric marine fossils that resenble what we saw in the NASA neteorite.” He
pull ed up a search page with bold letters across the top: PRQIECT DI VERSI TAS
Scrol ling through the nenus, Tolland expl ained, “Diversitas is essentially a
conti nuously updated i ndex of oceanic biodata. When a marine biol ogi st discovers
a new ocean species or fossil, he can toot his horn and share his find by

upl oadi ng data and photos to a central databank. Because there’'s so nmuch new
data di scovered on a weekly basis, this is really the only way to keep research
up-to-date.”

Rachel watched Toll and navigating the menus. “So you’'re accessing the Wb now?”
“No. Internet access is tricky at sea. W store all this data onboard on an
enornmous array of optical drives in the other room Every tine we're in port, we
tie into Project Diversitas and update our databank with the newest finds. This
way, we can access data at sea without a Wb connection, and the data is never
nmore than a nonth or two out of date.” Tolland chuckl ed as he began typing
search keywords into the conputer. “You ve probably heard of the controversia
nmusic file-sharing programcall ed Napster?”

Rachel nodded.

“Diversitas is considered the marine biologist's version of Napster. W call it
LOBSTER—+tonely Cceani c Biol ogists Sharing Totally Eccentric Research.”

Rachel |aughed. Even in this tense situation, Mchael Tolland exuded a wy hunor
that eased her fears. She was beginning to realize she’d had entirely too little
laughter in her life lately.

“Qur database is enornous,” Tolland said, conpleting the entry of his
descriptive keywords. “Over ten tera-bytes of descriptions and photos. There’s
information in here nobody has ever seen—and nobody ever will. Ocean species are
sinmply too numerous.” He clicked the “search” button. “Okay, let’'s see if anyone
has ever seen an oceanic fossil simlar to our little space bug.”

After a few seconds, the screen refreshed, revealing four listings of fossilized
animals. Tolland clicked on each listing one by one and exam ned the photos.
None | ooked remptely like the fossils in the MIne neteorite.

Toll and frowned. “Let’s try something else.” He renmpbved the word “fossil” from
his search string and hit “search.” “W’'ll search all living species. Maybe we
can find a living descendant that has sonme of the physiological characteristics
of the MIne fossil.”

The screen refreshed.

Agai n Tolland frowned. The conmputer had returned hundreds of entries. He sat a
monent, stroking his now stubbl e-darkened chin. “Okay, this is too nmuch. Let’s
refine the search.”



Rachel watched as he accessed a drop-down nmenu marked “habitat.” The |ist of
options | ooked endl ess: tide pool, marsh, |agoon, reef, md-oceanic ridge,

sul fur vents. Tolland scrolled down the |list and chose an option that read:
DESTRUCTI VE MARG NS/ OCEANI C TRENCHES

Smart, Rachel realized. Tolland was limiting his search only to species that
lived near the environnent where these chondrul eli ke features were hypothesi zed
to form

The page refreshed. This tine Tolland smled. “Great. Only three entries.”
Rachel squinted at the first name on the list. Limulus poly.something.

Tol land clicked the entry. A photo appeared; the creature | ooked |like an

oversi zed horseshoe crab without a tail

“Nope,” Tolland said, returning to the previ ous page.

Rachel eyed the second itemon the list. Shrinpus Uglius From Hellus. She was
confused. “Is that name for real ?”

Tol | and chuckled. “No. It’'s a new species not yet classified. The guy who

di scovered it has a sense of hunmor. He's suggesting Shrinpus Uglius as the

of ficial taxonom cal classification.” Tolland clicked open the photo, revealing
an exceptionally ugly shrinplike creature with whiskers and fluorescent pink
ant ennae.

“Aptly nanmed,” Tolland said. “But not our space bug.” He returned to the index.
“The final offering is.” He clicked on the third entry, and the page came up.
“Bat hynonous gi ganteus..” Tolland read al oud as the text appeared. The phot ograph
| oaded. A full-color close-up

Rachel junped. “My God!” The creature staring back at her gave her chills.

Toll and drew a | ow breath. “Oh boy. This guy |ooks kind of famliar.”

Rachel nodded, speechl ess. Bat hynonous gi ganteus. The creature resenbl ed a gi ant
swinmng louse. It |ooked very simlar to the fossil species in the NASA rock
“There are sone subtle differences,” Tolland said, scrolling dowmn to sone
anat om cal diagrans and sketches. “But it’s damm cl ose. Especially considering

it has had 190 mllion years to evolve.”

Close is right, Rachel thought. Too cl ose.

Tol |l and read the description on the screen: “'Thought to be one of the ol dest
species in the ocean, the rare and recently classified species Bathynonous
giganteus is a deepwater scavengi ng isopod resenbling a large pill bug. Up to

two feet in length, this species exhibits a chitinous exoskel eton segnmented into
head, thorax, abdomen. It possesses paired appendages, antennae, and conpound
eyes |like those of |land-dwelling insects. This bottom dwelling forager has no
known predators and lives in barren pelagic environnents previously thought to
be uni nhabitable.” Tolland glanced up. “Wich could explain the | ack of other
fossils in the sanplel”

Rachel stared at the creature on-screen, excited and yet uncertain she

conpl etely understood what all of this meant.

“lmagi ne,” Tolland said excitedly, “that 190 mllion years ago, a brood of these
Bat hynomous creatures got buried in a deep ocean nud slide. As the nud turns
into rock, the bugs get fossilized in stone. Sinultaneously, the ocean floor,
which is continuously noving like a slow conveyer belt toward the oceanic
trenches, carries the fossils into a high-pressure zone where the rock forns
chondrul es!” Tolland was tal king faster now. “And if part of the fossilized
chondrul i zed crust broke off and ended up on the trench’s accretionary wedge,
which is not at all unconmon, it would be in a perfect position to be

di scovered!”

“But if NASA..,” Rachel stamered. “I nmean, if this is all a lie, NASA nust have
known t hat sooner or |ater someone would find out this fossil resenmbles a sea
creature, right? | nmean we just found out!”

Tol | and began printing the Bat hynonous photos on a laser printer. “l don’t know.
Even if soneone stepped forward and pointed out the sinmilarities between the
fossils and a living sea | ouse, their physiologies are not identical. It al nost



proves NASA's case nore strongly.”

Rachel suddenly understood. “Pansperm a.” Life on earth was seeded from space.
“Exactly. Simlarities between space organi snms and earth organi sms nake

excel lent scientific sense. This sea |ouse actually strengthens NASA's case.”
“Except if the neteorite’ s authenticity is in question.”

Tol | and nodded. “Once the meteorite cones into question, then everything
col |l apses. Qur sea louse turns fromNASA friend to NASA linchpin.”

Rachel stood in silence as the Bathynonous pages rolled out of the printer. She
tried to tell herself this was all an honest NASA nistake, but she knew it was
not. People who nade honest mistakes didn't try to kill people.

The nasal voice of Corky echoed suddenly across the |ab. “Inpossible!”

Bot h Tol | and and Rachel turned.

“Measure the dam ratio again! It nmakes no sense!”

Xavia came hurrying in with a conputer printout clutched in her hand. Her face
was ashen. “M ke, | don't know how to say this.” Her voice cracked. “The
titaniunfzirconiumratios we're seeing in this sanple?” She cleared her throat.
“It’s pretty obvious that NASA nade a huge m stake. Their nmeteorite is an ocean
rock.”

Tol | and and Rachel |ooked at each other but neither spoke a word. They knew.
Just like that, all the suspicions and doubts had swelled up like the crest of a
wave, reaching the breaking point.

Tol I and nodded, a sadness in his eyes. “Yeah. Thanks, Xavia.”

“But | don’t understand,” Xavia said. “The fusion crust.the location in the
ice—=

“We' Il explain on the way to shore,” Tolland said. “W’'re |eaving.”

Qui ckly, Rachel collected all the papers and evidence they now had. The evi dence
was shockingly concl usive: the GPR printout showing the insertion shaft in the
M1l ne Ice Shelf; photos of a living sea | ouse resenbling NASA's fossil; Dr.
Pol l ock’s article on ocean chondrul es; and m croprobe data show ng ul tradepl et ed
zirconiumin the neteorite.

The concl usi on was undeni abl e. Fraud.

Tol | and | ooked at the stack of papers in Rachel’s hands and heaved a nel ancholy
sigh. “Well, 1'd say WIliam Pickering has his proof.”

Rachel nodded, again wondering why Pickering had not answered his phone.

Tolland lifted the receiver of a nearby phone, holding it out for her. “You want
to try himagain fromhere?”

“No, let’'s get nmoving. I'Il try to contact himfromthe chopper.” Rachel had

al ready decided if she could not make contact with Pickering, she’d have the
Coast Guard fly themdirectly to the NRO, only about 180 ml es.

Tol | and began to hang up the phone, but he paused. Looking confused, he |istened
to the receiver, frowning. “Bizarre. No dial tone.”

“What do you nean?” Rachel said, wary now.

“Weird,” Tolland said. “Direct COVSAT |ines never |ose carrier—=

“M. Tolland?” The Coast Guard pilot cane rushing into the lab, his face white.
“VWhat is it?” Rachel demanded. “Is someone comi ng?”

“That’s the problem” the pilot said. “lI don’t know. All onboard radar and
conmmuni cati ons have just gone dead.”

Rachel stuffed the papers deep inside her shirt. “Get in the helicopter. W're

| eavi ng. NOW”
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Gabrielle s heart was racing as she crossed the darkened office of Senator
Sexton. The room was as expansive as it was el egant—ernate wood- panel ed wal | s,
oil paintings, Persian carpets, |leather rivet chairs, and a gargantuan mahogany



desk. The roomwas |it only by the eerie neon glow of Sexton’'s conputer screen
Gabrielle noved toward his desk

Senat or Sexton had enbraced the “digital office” to maniacal proportions,
eschewi ng the overflow of file cabinets for the conpact, searchable sinplicity
of his personal comnputer, into which he fed enornous amounts of
informati on—di gitized neeting notes, scanned articles, speeches, brainstorns.
Sexton’s conmputer was his sacred ground, and he kept his office |ocked at al
times to protect it. He even refused to connect to the Internet for fear of
hackers infiltrating his sacred digital vault.

A year ago Gabrielle would never have believed any politician would be stupid
enough to store copies of self-incrim nating docunents, but Washi ngton had
taught her a lot. Information is power. Gabrielle had been amazed to | earn that
a common practice anong politicians who accepted questionabl e canpai gn
contributions was to keep actual proof of those donations—etters, bank records,
recei pts, logs—all hidden away in a safe place. This counterblackmail tactic,
euphem stically known in WAshi ngton as “Si amese insurance,” protected candi dates
fromdonors who felt their generosity somehow aut horized themto assert undue
political pressure on a candidate. If a contributor got too demandi ng, the
candi date could sinply produce evidence of the illegal donation and rem nd the
donor that both parties had broken the law. The evidence ensured that candi dates
and donors were joined at the hip forever—ike Sianmese tw ns.

Gabrielle slipped behind the senator’s desk and sat down. She took a deep
breath, looking at his conmputer. If the senator is accepting SFF bribes, any
evi dence woul d be in here.

Sexton’s computer screensaver was an ongoi ng slideshow of the Wite House and
its grounds created for himby one of his gung-ho staffers who was big into

vi sual i zation and positive thinking. Around the imges crawl ed a ticker-tape
banner that read: President of the United States Sedgew ck Sexton..President of
the United States Sedgew ck Sexton..President of the...

Gabrielle jostled the nmouse, and a security dial ogue box cane up.

ENTER PASSWORD

She expected this. It would not be a problem Last week, Gabrielle had entered
Sexton’s office just as the senator was sitting down and | ogging onto his
computer. She saw himtype three short keystrokes in rapid succession.

“That’s a password?” she chal |l enged from the doorway as she wal ked in

Sexton gl anced up. “Wat?”

“And here | thought you were concerned about security,” Gabrielle scol ded

good- naturedly. “Your password’'s only three keys? | thought the tech guys told
us all to use at least six.”

“The tech guys are teenagers. They should try renenbering six randomletters
when they’'re over forty. Besides, the door has an alarm Nobody can get in.”
Gabrielle wal ked toward him smling. “What if soneone slipped in while you're
in the | oo?”

“And tried every comnbination of passwords?” He gave a skeptical laugh. “I’m sl ow
in the bathroom but not that slow”

“Di nner at Davide says | can guess your password in ten seconds.”

Sexton | ooked intrigued and anused. “You can’t afford Davide, Gabrielle.”

“So you're saying you' re chicken?”

Sext on appeared al nost sorry for her as he accepted the challenge. “Ten
seconds?” He | ogged off and notioned for Gabrielle to sit down and give it a
try. “You know | only order the saltinmbocca at Davide. And that ain’t cheap.”
She shrugged as she sat down. “It’s your noney.”

ENTER PASSWORD

“Ten seconds,” Sexton ren nded.

Gabrielle had to | augh. She would need only two. Even fromthe doorway she could
see that Sexton had entered his three-key password in very rapid succession
using only his index finger. Cbviously all the sane key. Not w se. She could



al so see that his hand had been positioned over the far left side of his
keyboard—utting the possible al phabet down to only about nine letters. Choosing
the letter was sinple; Sexton had always |loved the triple alliteration of his
title. Senator Sedgew ck Sexton.

Never underestimate the ego of a politician.

She typed SSS, and the screensaver evaporat ed.

Sexton’s jaw hit the floor.

That had been | ast week. Now, as Gabrielle faced his conputer again, she was
certain Sexton would not have taken time yet to figure out how to set up a
different password. Why would he? He trusts ne inplicitly.

She typed in SSS.

I NVALI D PASSWORD—ACCESS DENI ED

Gabrielle stared in shock.

Apparently she had overestimated her senator’s |level of trust.
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The attack came without warning. Low out of the southwest sky above the Goya,
the lethal silhouette of a gunship helicopter bore down |ike a giant wasp.

Rachel had no doubt what it was, or why it was here.

Through the darkness, a staccato burst fromthe nose of the chopper sent a
torrent of bullets chewing across the Goya' s fiberglass deck, slashing a line
across the stern. Rachel dove for cover too late and felt the searing slash of a
bull et graze her arm She hit the ground hard, then rolled, scranbling to get
behi nd the bul bous transparent done of the Triton submersible.

A thundering of rotors exploded overhead as the chopper swooped past the ship.
The noi se evaporated with an eerie hiss as the chopper rocketed out over the
ocean and began a wi de bank for a second pass.

Lying trenbling on the deck, Rachel held her arm and | ooked back at Toll and and
Corky. Apparently having lunged to cover behind a storage structure, the two nen
were now staggering to their feet, their eyes scanning the skies in terror.
Rachel pulled herself to her knees. The entire world suddenly seened to be

nmovi ng in sl ow notion.

Crouched behind the transparent curvature of the Triton sub, Rachel |ooked in
panic toward their only nmeans of escape—the Coast CGuard helicopter. Xavia was
already clinbing into the chopper’s cabin, frantically waving for everyone to
get aboard. Rachel could see the pilot lunging into the cockpit, wldly throw ng
switches and | evers. The bl ades began to turn..ever so slowy.

Too slowy.

Hurry!

Rachel felt herself standing now, preparing to run, wondering if she could make
it across the deck before the attackers made another pass. Behind her, she heard
Corky and Tol |l and dashing toward her and the waiting helicopter. Yes! Hurry!
Then she saw it.

A hundred yards out, up in the sky, materializing out of enpty darkness, a
pencil-thin beam of red light slanted across the night, searching the Goya's
deck. Then, finding its mark, the beam canme to a stop on the side of the waiting
Coast Guard chopper

The image took only an instant to register. In that horrific nonent, Rachel felt
all the action on the deck of the Goya blur into a collage of shapes and sounds.
Tol Il and and Corky dashing toward her —Xavia notioning wildly in the

hel i copter—+the stark red | aser slicing across the night sky.

It was too | ate.

Rachel spun back toward Corky and Tol | and, who were running full speed now
toward the helicopter. She |lunged outward into their path, arns outstretched



trying to stop them The collision felt like a train weck as the three of them
crashed to the deck in a tangle of arms and | egs.

In the distance, a flash of white |ight appeared. Rachel watched in disbelief
and horror as a perfectly straight Iine of exhaust fire foll owed the path of the
| aser beamdirectly toward the helicopter.

When the Hellfire mssile slammed into the fusel age, the helicopter exploded
apart like a toy. The concussion wave of heat and noi se thundered across the
deck as flam ng shrapnel rained down. The helicopter’s flam ng skel eton | urched
backward on its shattered tail, teetered a nonent, and then fell off the back of
the ship, crashing into the ocean in a hissing cloud of steam

Rachel cl osed her eyes, unable to breathe. She could hear the flam ng weckage
gurgling and sputtering as it sank, being dragged away fromthe Goya by the
heavy currents. In the chaos, Mchael Tolland s voice was yelling. Rachel felt
hi s powerful hands trying to pull her to her feet. But she could not nove.

The Coast Guard pilot and Xavia are dead.

We’' re next.
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The weat her on the MIne Ice Shelf had settled, and the habi sphere was qui et.
Even so, NASA admi ni strator Lawence Ekstrom had not even tried to sleep. He had
spent the hours alone, pacing the done, staring into the extraction pit, running
hi s hands over the grooves in the giant charred rock

Finally, he’'d made up his mnd

Now he sat at the videophone in the habisphere’s PSC tank and | ooked into the
weary eyes of the President of the United States. Zach Herney was wearing a

bat hrobe and did not |ook at all anmused. Ekstrom knew he woul d be significantly
| ess anused when he | earned what Ekstrom had to tell him

When Ekstrom finished tal king, Herney had an unconfortable | ook on his face-as
if he thought he must still be too asleep to have understood correctly.

“Hol d on,” Herney said. “W nust have a bad connection. Did you just tell nme
that NASA intercepted this nmeteorite’s coordi nates froman energency radio
transm ssi on—and then pretended that PODS found the neteorite?”

Ekstrom was silent, alone in the dark, willing his body to awake fromthis

ni ght mare.

The silence clearly did not sit well with the President. “For Christ’s sake
Larry, tell me this isn't truel”

Ekstrom s nmouth went dry. “The neteorite was found, M. President. That is al
that’'s relevant here.”

“l said tell nme this is not true!”

The hush swelled to a dull roar in Ekstrom s ears. | had to tell him Ekstrom
told hinself. It’'s going to get worse before it gets better. “M. President, the
PODS failure was killing you in the polls, sir. Wien we intercepted a radio

transm ssion that nentioned a large neteorite lodged in the ice, we saw a chance
to get back in the fight.”

Her ney sounded stunned. “By faking a PODS di scovery?”

“PODS was going to be up and running soon, but not soon enough for the election.
The polls were slipping, and Sexton was sl amr ng NASA, so..!

“Are you insane! You lied to nme, Larry!”

“The opportunity was staring us in the face, sir. | decided to take it. W
intercepted the radio transm ssion of the Canadi an who nmade the neteorite

di scovery. He died in a storm Nobody el se knew the neteorite was there. PODS
was orbiting in the area. NASA needed a victory. We had the coordinates.”

“Why are you telling nme this now?”

“1 thought you should know.”



“Do you know what Sexton would do with this information if he found out?”
Ekstrom preferred not to think about it.

“He’d tell the world that NASA and the Wite House lied to the Anerican peopl e!
And you know what, he’'d be right!”

“You did not lie, sir, I did. And I will step down if-—=2

“Larry, you're missing the point. I've tried to run this presidency on truth and
decency! Goddam it! Tonight was clean. Dignified. Now | find out |I lied to the
wor | d?”

“Only a small lie, sir.”

“There’s no such thing, Larry,” Herney said, steam ng

Ekstromfelt the tiny roomclosing in around him There was so nuch nore to tel
the President, but Ekstromcould see it should wait until morning. “l’'msorry to
have woken you, sir. | just thought you should know. "

Across town, Sedgew ck Sexton took another hit of cognac and paced his apartnment
with rising irritation.
Where the hell is Gabrielle?
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Gabrielle Ashe sat in the darkness at Senator Sexton's desk and gave his
conputer a despondent scow .

I NVALI D PASSWORD—ACCESS DENI ED

She had tried several other passwords that seened likely possibilities, but none
had worked. After searching the office for any unl ocked drawers or stray clues,
Gabrielle had all but given up. She was about to | eave when she spotted
sonet hi ng odd, shimrering on Sexton’s desk cal endar. Soneone had outlined the
date of the election in a red, white, and blue glitter pen. Certainly not the
senator. Gabrielle pulled the cal endar closer. Enblazoned across the date was a
frilly, glittering exclamation: POTUS!

Sexton’s ebullient secretary had apparently glitterpainted some nore positive
thinking for himfor election day. The acronym POTUS was the U.S. Secret
Service's code nane for President of the United States. On election day, if al
went wel |, Sexton would becone the new POTUS

Preparing to | eave, Gabrielle realigned the cal endar on his desk and stood up.
She paused suddenly, glancing back at the computer screen.

ENTER PASSWORD

She | ooked again at the cal endar

POTUS.

She felt a sudden surge of hope. Something about POTUS struck Gabrielle as being
a perfect Sexton password. Sinple, positive, self-referential

She quickly typed in the letters.
POTUS

Hol di ng her breath, she hit “return.
I NVALI D PASSWORD—ACCESS DENI ED

Sl unpi ng, Gabrielle gave up. She headed back toward the bathroom door to exit
the way she had come. She was hal fway across the room when her cell phone rang.
She was al ready on edge, and the sound startled her. Stopping short, she pulled
out her phone and gl anced up to check the time on Sexton’'s prized Jourdain
grandf at her clock. Al npst 4:00A.M At this hour, Gabrielle knew the caller could
only be Sexton. He was obviously wondering where the hell she was. Do | pick up
or let it ring? If she answered, Gabrielle would have to lie. But if she didn't,
Sexton woul d get suspi ci ous.

She took the call. “Hello?”

“Gabriell e?” Sexton sounded inpatient. “Wat’'s keeping you?”

The conputer beeped.



“The FDR Menorial,” Gabrielle said. “The taxi got hemmed in, and now we're—=>
“You don’t sound like you're in a taxi.”

“No,” she said, her blood punping now. “I"mnot. | decided to stop by ny office
and pick up some NASA docunents that nmight be relevant to PODS. |’ m having sone
trouble finding them”

“Well, hurry up. | want to schedule a press conference for the norning, and we
need to talk specifics.”

“1’”m com ng soon,” she said.

There was a pause on the line. “You're in your office?” He sounded suddenly
conf used.

“Yeah. Another ten mnutes and 1’1l be on ny way over.”

Anot her pause. “Okay. |'Il see you soon.”

Gabrielle hung up, too preoccupied to notice the |oud and distinctive
triple-tick of Sexton’s prized Jourdain grandfather clock only a few feet away.
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M chael Tolland did not realize Rachel was hurt until he saw the bl ood on her
armas he pulled her to cover behind the Triton. He sensed fromthe catatonic

Il ook on her face that she was not aware of any pain. Steadying her, Tolland
wheel ed to find Corky. The astrophysicist scranbled across the deck to join
them his eyes blank with terror.

We’ve got to find cover, Tolland thought, the horror of what had just happened
not yet fully registering. Instinctively, his eyes raced up the tiers of decks
above them The stairs leading up to the bridge were all in the open, and the
bridge itself was a glass box—a transparent bull’s-eye fromthe air. Going up
was suicide, which Ieft only one other direction to go.

For a fleeting instant, Tolland turned a hopeful gaze to the Triton subnersible,
wondering perhaps if he could get everyone underwater, away fromthe bullets.
Absurd. The Triton had room for one person, and the deployment wi nch took a good
ten minutes to | ower the sub through the trap door in the deck to the ocean
thirty feet below Besides, w thout properly charged batteries and conpressors,
the Triton woul d be dead in the water.

“Here they come!” Corky shouted, his voice shrill with fear as he pointed into
t he sky.

Tolland didn't even | ook up. He pointed to a nearby bul khead, where an al um num
ranp descended bel owdecks. Corky apparently needed no encouragenment. Keeping his
head | ow, Corky scurried toward the opening and di sappeared down the incline.
Tolland put a firmarm around Rachel’s wai st and foll owed. The two of them

di sappear ed bel owdecks just as the helicopter returned, spraying bullets

over head.

Tol | and hel ped Rachel down the grated ranp to the suspended platformat the
bottom As they arrived, Tolland could feel Rachel’s body go suddenly rigid. He
wheel ed, fearing maybe she’d been hit by a ricocheting bullet.

When he saw her face, he knew it was sonething else. Tolland followed her
petrified gaze downward and i mredi ately under st ood

Rachel stood notionless, her legs refusing to nove. She was staring down at the
bi zarre world beneath her.

Because of its SWATH design, the Goya had no hull but rather struts |like a giant
catamaran. They had just descended through the deck onto a grated catwal k that
hung above an open chasm thirty feet straight down to the raging sea. The noise
was deafening here, reverberating off the underside of the deck. Adding to
Rachel’s terror was the fact that the ship' s underwater spotlights were stil
illum nated, casting a greenish efful gence deep into the ocean directly beneath



her. She found hersel f gazing down at six or seven ghostly silhouettes in the
wat er. Enornous hanmer head sharks, their | ong shadows swiming in place against
the current—ubbery bodies flexing back and forth.

Tolland’ s voice was in her ear. “Rachel, you' re okay. Eyes straight ahead. |I'm
ri ght behind you.” Hi s hands were reaching around from behind, gently trying to
coax her clenched fists off the banister. It was then that Rachel saw the
crinson droplet of blood roll off her armand fall through the grating. Her eyes
followed the drip as it plummeted toward the sea. Although she never saw it hit
the water, she knew the instant it happened because all at once the hammerheads
spun in unison, thrusting with their powerful tails, crashing together in a
roiling frenzy of teeth and fins.

Enhanced tel encephal on ol factory | obes...

They snmell blood a mle away.

“Eyes straight ahead,” Tolland repeated, his voice strong and reassuring. “I’'m
ri ght behind you.”

Rachel felt his hands on her hips now, urging her forward. Blocking out the void
beneath her, Rachel started down the catwal k. Somewhere above she could hear the
rotors of the chopper again. Corky was already well out in front of them
reeling across the catwalk in a kind of drunken panic.

Tolland called out to him “All the way to the far strut, Corky! Down the
stairs!”

Rachel could now see where they were headed. Up ahead, a series of swtchback
ranps descended. At water level, a narrow, shelflike deck extended the | ength of
the Goya. Jutting off this deck were several snmmll, suspended docks, creating a
kind of miniature marina stationed beneath the ship. A large sign read:

Dl VE AREA

Swi mrers May Surface without WArning

—Boats Proceed with Caution—

Rachel could only assune M chael did not intend for themto do any sw nmm ng. Her
trepidation intensified when Tolland stopped at a bank of wi re-nmesh storage

| ockers flanking the catwal k. He pulled open the doors to reveal hanging

wet suits, snorkels, flippers, |life jackets, and spearguns. Before she could
protest, he reached in and grabbed a flare gun. “Let’s go.”

They were novi ng agai n.

Up ahead, Corky had reached the sw tchback ranps and was al ready hal fway down.

“l see it!” he shouted, his voice sounding al nost joyous over the raging water
See what? Rachel wondered as Corky ran along the narrow wal kway. Al she could
see was a shark-infested ocean | appi ng dangerously close. Tolland urged her
forward, and suddenly Rachel could see what Corky was so excited about. At the
far end of the decking below, a small powerboat was nobored. Corky ran toward it.
Rachel stared. Qutrun a helicopter in a notorboat?

“lt has a radio,” Tolland said. “And if we can get far enough away fromthe
helicopter’s jamm ng..

Rachel did not hear another word he said. She had just spied sonething that nade
her blood run cold. “Too late,” she croaked, extending a trenmbling finger. W're
finished...

When Toll and turned, he knew in an instant it was over.

At the far end of the ship, like a dragon peering into the opening of a cave,
the bl ack helicopter had dropped down | ow and was facing them For an instant,
Tol | and thought it was going to fly directly at themthrough the center of the
boat. But the helicopter began to turn at an angle, taking aim

Tolland followed the direction of the gun barrels. No!

Crouched besi de the powerboat untying the nmoorings, Corky glanced up just as the
machi ne guns beneath the chopper erupted in a blaze of thunder. Corky lurched as
if hit. WIldly, he scranbled over the gunwal e and dove into the boat, spraw ed
himself on the floor for cover. The guns stopped. Tolland could see Corky



crawl i ng deeper into the powerboat. The |ower part of his right |eg was covered
wi th bl ood. Crouched bel ow the dash, Corky reached up and funbl ed across the
controls until his fingers found the key. The boat’'s 250 hp Mercury engine
roared to life.

An instant |ater, a red | aser beam appeared, enmanating fromthe nose of the
hovering chopper, targeting the powerboat with a nissile.

Toll and reacted on instinct, ainmng the only weapon he had.

The flare gun in his hand hissed when he pulled the trigger, and a blinding
streak tore away on a horizontal trajectory beneath the ship, heading directly
toward the chopper. Even so, Tolland sensed he had acted too |late. As the
streaking flare bore down on the helicopter’s w ndshield, the rocket |auncher
beneath the chopper emtted its own flash of light. At the same exact instant
that the mssile launched, the aircraft veered sharply and pulled up out of
sight to avoid the incoming flare.

“Look out!” Tolland yelled, yanking Rachel down onto the catwal k

The missile sailed off course, just mssing Corky, conming the length of the Goya
and slanmming into the base of the strut thirty feet beneath Rachel and Tol | and.
The sound was apocal yptic. Water and flanes erupted beneath them Bits of
twisted netal flewin the air and scattered the catwal k beneath them Metal on
met al ground together as the ship shifted, finding a new bal ance, slightly
askew.

As the snoke cleared, Tolland could see that one of the Goya's four main struts
had been severely danaged. Powerful currents tore past the pontoon, threatening
to break it off. The spiral stairway descending to the | ower deck | ooked to be
hangi ng by a thread.

“Cone on!” Tolland yelled, urging Rachel toward it. W’ ve got to get down!

But they were too late. Wth a surrendering crack, the stairs peeled away from
t he damaged strut and crashed into the sea.

Over the ship, Delta-One grappled with the controls of the Kiowa helicopter and
got it back under control. Mpnentarily blinded by the incoming flare, he had
reflexively pulled up, causing the Hellfire missile to mss its mark. Cursing,
he hovered now over the bow of the ship and prepared to drop back down and
finish the job.

Elimnate all passengers. The controller’s demands had been cl ear.

“Shit! Look!” Delta-Two yelled fromthe rear seat, pointing out the w ndow.
“Speedboat !”

Del t a- One spun and saw a bullet-riddl ed Crestliner speedboat skinmng away from
the Goya into the darkness.

He had a decision to make.
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Corky’ s bl oody hands gripped the wheel of the Crestliner Phantom 2100 as it
pounded out across the sea. He rammed the throttle all the way forward, trying
to eke out maxinmum speed. It was not until this noment that he felt the searing
pai n. He | ooked down and saw his right leg spurting blood. He instantly felt
dizzy.

Proppi ng hinsel f agai nst the wheel, he turned and | ooked back at the Goya,
willing the helicopter to follow him Wth Tolland and Rachel trapped up on the
catwal k, Corky had not been able to reach them He'd been forced to nmake a snap
deci si on.

Di vi de and conquer.

Corky knew if he could lure the chopper far enough away fromthe Goya, maybe
Tol l and and Rachel could radio for help. Unfortunately, as he | ooked over his



shoul der at the illum nated ship, Corky could see the chopper still hovering
there, as if undecided.

Conme on, you bastards! Follow ne!

But the helicopter did not follow Instead it banked over the stern of the Coya,
aligned itself, and dropped down, |anding on the deck. No! Corky watched in
horror, now realizing he'd left Tolland and Rachel behind to be killed.

Knowing it was now up to himto radio for help, Corky groped the dashboard and
found the radio. He flicked the power swi tch. Nothing happened. No |ights. No
static. He turned the volunme knob all the way up. Nothing. Cone on! Letting go
of the wheel, he knelt down for a |look. His leg screaned in pain as he bent

down. Hi s eyes focused on the radio. He could not believe what he was | ooking
at. The dashboard had been strafed by bullets, and the radio dial was shattered.
Loose wires hung out the front. He stared, incredul ous.

O all the goddamed | uck..

Weak - kneed, Corky stood back up, wondering how things could get any worse. As he
| ooked back at the Goya, he got his answer. Two arned soldiers junped out of the
chopper onto the deck. Then the chopper lifted off again, turning in Corky’s
direction and conming after himat full speed.

Corky slunped. Divide and conquer. Apparently he was not the only one with that
bri ght idea tonight.

As Delta-Three made his way across the deck and approached the grated ranp

| eadi ng bel owdecks, he heard a woman shouting somewhere beneath him He turned
and notioned to Delta-Two that he was goi ng bel omdecks to check it out. Hi's
partner nodded, remaining behind to cover the upper level. The two nmen could
stay in contact via CrypTalk; the Kiowa’s jamr ng systemingeniously left an
obscure bandwi dth open for their own comrunications.

Cl utching his snub-nose machi ne gun, Delta-Three noved quietly toward the ranp
that | ed bel owdecks. Wth the vigilance of a trained killer, he began inching
downwar d, gun |evel ed

The incline provided limted visibility, and Delta-Three crouched |ow for a
better view He could hear the shouting nore clearly now. He kept descending
Hal fway down the stairs he could now make out the twi sted maze of wal kways
attached to the underside of the Goya. The shouting grew | ouder.

Then he saw her. M dway across the traversing catwal k, Rachel Sexton was peering
over a railing and calling desperately toward the water for M chael Toll and.
Did Tolland fall in? Perhaps in the blast?

If so, Delta-Three's job woul d be even easier than expected. He only needed to
descend anot her couple of feet to have an open shot. Shooting fish in a barrel.
His only vague concern was Rachel standing near an open equi prent | ocker, which
meant she m ght have a weapon—a speargun or a shark rifle—al though neither would
be any match for his machi ne gun. Confident he was in control of the situation
Del ta- Three | evel ed his weapon and took anot her step down. Rachel Sexton was

al nost in perfect view now. He raised the gun

One nore step.

The flurry of novenent canme from beneath him under the stairs. Delta-Three was
more confused than frightened as he | ooked down and saw M chael Toll and
thrusting an al um num pole out toward his feet. Although Delta-Three had been
tricked, he alnost |aughed at this lame attenpt to trip himup.

Then he felt the tip of the stick connect with his heel

A bl ast of white-hot pain shot through his body as his right foot expl oded out
fromunder himfroma blistering inpact. Hi s bal ance gone, Delta-Three flail ed,
tumbling down the stairs. His machine gun clattered down the ranp and went
overboard as he collapsed on the catwal k. In anguish, he curled up to grip his
right foot, but it was no |onger there.

Tol | and was standing over his attacker immediately with his hands stil



cl enching the snmoking bang-stick—a five-foot Powerhead Shark-Control Device. The
al um num pol e had been tipped with a pressure-sensitive, twelve-gauge shot gun
shel |l and was intended for self-defense in the event of shark attack. Tolland
had rel oaded the bang-stick with another shell, and now held the jagged,

snol dering point to his attacker’s Adami s apple. The man lay on his back as if
paral yzed, staring up at Tolland with an expression of astonished rage and
agony.

Rachel came running up the catwal k. The plan was for her to take the man's
machi ne gun, but unfortunately the weapon had gone over the edge of the catwalk
into the ocean.

The communi cati ons device on the nman’s belt crackled. The voice coning out was
robotic. “Delta-Three? Conme in. | heard a shot.”

The man made no nobve to answer.

The device crackl ed again. “Delta-Three? Confirm Do you need backup?”’

Al most i medi ately, a new voice crackled over the line. It was also robotic but
di stingui shable by the sound of a helicopter noise in the background. “This is
Delta-One,” the pilot said. “I"'min pursuit of the departing vessel

Del ta-Three, confirm Are you down? Do you need backup?”

Tol | and pressed the bang-stick into the man’s throat. “Tell the helicopter to
back off that speedboat. If they kill ny friend, you die.”

The soldier winced in pain as he lifted his communi cation device to his lips. He
| ooked directly at Tolland as he pressed the button and spoke. “Delta-Three,
here. I'"mfine. Destroy the departing vessel.”
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Gabrielle Ashe returned to Sexton's private bathroom preparing to clinb back
out of his office. Sexton sphone call had |l eft her feeling anxious. He had
definitely hesitated when she told himshe was in her office—as if he knew
somehow she was |lying. Either way, she'd failed to get into Sexton's comnputer
and now was unsure of her next nove.

Sexton is waiting.

As she clinmbed up onto the sink, getting ready to pull herself up, she heard
sonething clatter to the tile floor. She | ooked down, irritated to see that
she’ d knocked off a pair of Sexton’s cuff |inks that had apparently been sitting
on the edge of the sink.

Leave things exactly as you found them

Cli mbi ng back down Gabrielle picked up the cuff |inks and put them back on the
sink. As she began to clinmb back up, she paused, glancing again at the cuff
links. On any other night, Gabrielle would have ignored them but tonight their
monogr am caught her attention. Like npst of Sexton's monogramed itens, they had
two intertwining letters. SS. Gabrielle flashed on Sexton's initial conputer
passwor d—SSS. She pictured his cal endar..POTUS..and t he White House screensaver
with its optimstic ticker tape craw ing around the screen ad infinitum
President of the United States Sedgew ck Sexton..President of the United States
Sedgewi ck Sexton..President of the...

Gabrielle stood a noment and wondered. Could he be that confident?

Knowing it would take only an instant to find out, she hurried back into
Sexton’s office, went to his conputer, and typed in a seven-letter password
POTUSSS

The screensaver evaporated instantly.

She stared, incredul ous.

Never underestimate the ego of a politician.
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Corky Marlinson was no longer at the helmof the Crestliner Phantomas it raced
into the night. He knew the boat would travel in a straight line with or w thout
himat the wheel. The path of |east resistance...

Corky was in the back of the bouncing boat, trying to assess the danmage to his
leg. A bullet had entered the front part of his calf, just mssing his shinbone
There was no exit wound on the back of his calf, so he knew the bullet nust
still be lodged in his |Ieg. Foraging around for sonmething to stemthe bl eedi ng
he found not hi ng—sone fins, a snorkel, and a couple of |ife jackets. No
first-aid kit. Frantically, Corky opened a small utility chest and found somne
tools, rags, duct tape, oil, and other nmintenance itens. He | ooked at his

bl oody | eg and wondered how far he had to go to be out of shark territory.

A hell of a lot farther than this.

Del t a- One kept the Kiowa chopper |ow over the ocean as he scanned the darkness
for the departing Crestliner. Assum ng the fleeing boat woul d head for shore and
attenpt to put as rmuch di stance as possi ble between itself and the Goya,
Delta-One had followed the Crestliner’'s original trajectory away fromthe CGoya

I should have overtaken him by now.

Normal ly, tracking the fleeing boat would be a sinple nmatter of using radar, but
with the Kiowa's jamm ng systens transmitting an unbrella of thernmal noise for
several mles, his radar was worthl ess. Turning off the jami ng system was not
an option until he got word that everyone onboard the Goya was dead. No
energency phone calls would be | eaving the Goya this evening.

This neteorite secret dies. Right here. Right now

Fortunately, Delta-One had other neans of tracking. Even against this bizarre
backdrop of heated ocean, pinpointing a powerboat’s thermal inprint was sinple.
He turned on his thermal scanner. The ocean around himregistered a warm
ninety-five degrees. Fortunately, the em ssions of a racing 250 hp outboard
engi ne were hundreds of degrees hotter.

Corky Marlinson’s leg and foot felt nunb.

Not know ng what else to do, he had wi ped down his injured calf with the rag and
wr apped the wound in |layer after |ayer of duct tape. By the tine the tape was
gone, his entire calf, fromankle to knee, was enveloped in a tight silver
sheath. The bl eedi ng had stopped, although his clothing and hands were still
covered w th bl ood.

Sitting on the floor of the runaway Crestliner, Corky felt confused about why
the chopper hadn’t found himyet. He | ooked out now, scanning the horizon behind
him expecting to see the distant Goya and i nconmi ng helicopter. Oddly, he saw
neither. The lights of the Goya had di sappeared. Certainly he hadn't conme that
far, had he?

Corky suddenly felt hopeful he m ght escape. Maybe they had | ost himin the
dark. Maybe he could get to shore

It was then he noticed that the wake behind his boat was not straight. It seened
to curve gradually away fromthe back of his boat, as if he were traveling in an
arc rather than a straight line. Confused by this, he turned his head to follow
the wake's arc, extrapolating a giant curve across the ocean. An instant |ater,
he saw it.

The Goya was directly off his port side, less than a half mle away. In horror,
Corky realized his mstake too late. Wth no one at the wheel, the Crestliner’s
bow had continuously realigned itself with the direction of the powerfu
current—the negaplunme’s circular water flow. |I'’mdriving in a big friggin
circlel

He had doubl ed back on hinself.



Knowi ng he was still inside the shark-filled negaplume, Corky recalled Tolland' s
gri mwords. Enhanced tel encephal on ol factory | obes..hanmerheads can snell a
droplet of blood a nmile away. Corky | ooked at his bl oody duct-taped | eg and
hands.

The chopper woul d be on him soon

Ri ppi ng off his bloody clothing, Corky scranbled naked toward the stern. Know ng
no sharks coul d possibly keep pace with the boat, he rinsed hinself as best as
he could in the powerful blast of the wake

A single droplet of blood..

As Corky stood up, fully exposed to the night, he knew there was only one thing
left to do. He had | earned once that animals marked their territory with urine
because uric acid was the nost potent-snelling fluid the human body nmde.

More potent than bl ood, he hoped. Wshing he’d had a few nore beers tonight,
Corky heaved his injured leg up onto the gunwale and tried to urinate on the
duct tape. Cone on! He waited. Nothing like the pressure of having to piss al
over yourself with a helicopter chasing you.

Finally it cane. Corky urinated all over the duct tape, soaking it fully. He
used what little was left in his bladder to soak a rag, which he then swathed
across his entire body. Very pleasant.

In the dark sky overhead, a red | aser beam appeared, slanting toward himlike
the shimrering bl ade of an enornous guillotine. The chopper appeared from an
obl i que angle, the pilot apparently confused that Corky had | ooped back toward
the Goya.

Qui ckly donning a high-float life vest, Corky noved to the rear of the speeding
craft. On the boat’s bl oodstained floor, only five feet fromwhere Corky was
standi ng, a glowi ng red dot appeared.

It was tine.

Onboard the Goya, M chael Tolland did not see his Crestliner Phantom 2100 erupt
in flanes and tunble through the air in a cartwheel of fire and snoke.
But he heard the expl osion.
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The West W ng was usually quiet at this hour, but the President’s unexpected
energence in his bathrobe and slippers had rustled the aides and on-site staff
out of their “day-tinmer beds” and on-site sleeping quarters.

“l can't find her, M. President,” a young aide said, hurrying after himinto
the Oval O fice. He had | ooked everywhere. “Ms. Tench is not answering her pager
or cell phone.”

The President | ooked exasperated. “Have you | ooked in the—=

“She left the building, sir,” another aide announced, hurrying in. “She signed
out about an hour ago. We think she may have gone to the NRO. One of the
operators says she and Pickering were tal king tonight.”

“W I 1liam Pickering?” The President sounded baffled. Tench and Pickering were
anyt hing but social. “Have you called hin®”

“He’s not answering either, sir. NRO switchboard can’t reach him They say

Pi ckering’s cellphone isn't even ringing. It’s like he's dropped off the face of
the earth.”

Herney stared at his aides for a nmoment and then wal ked to the bar and poured
hi rsel f a bourbon. As he raised the glass to his lips, a Secret Servicenman
hurried in.

“M. President? | wasn’t going to wake you, but you should be aware that there
was a car bonmbing at the FDR Menorial tonight.”

“What!” Herney al nost dropped his drink. “Wen?”



“An hour ago.” His face was grim “And the FBI just identified the victim.
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Delta-Three's foot screaned in pain. He felt hinmself floating through a nuddl ed
consciousness. |Is this death? He tried to nove but felt paralyzed, barely able
to breathe. He saw only blurred shapes. His mind reel ed back, recalling the
expl osion of the Crestliner out at sea, seeing the rage in M chael Tolland s
eyes as the oceanographer stood over him holding the explosive pole to his

t hr oat .

Certainly Tolland killed ne...

And yet the searing pain in Delta-Three's right foot told himhe was very much
alive. Slowy it cane back. On hearing the explosion of the Crestliner, Tolland
had | et out a cry of anguished rage for his lost friend. Then, turning his
ravaged eyes to Delta-Three, Tolland had arched as if preparing to ramthe rod
through Delta-Three’'s throat. But as he did, he seened to hesitate, as if his
own norality were holding himback. Wth brutal frustration and fury, Toll and
yanked t he rod away and drove his boot down on Delta-Three's tattered foot.

The last thing Delta-Three renenbered was vomting in agony as his whole world
drifted into a black delirium Now he was conming to, with no idea how | ong he
had been unconscious. He could feel his arnms tied behind his back in a knot so
tight it could only have been tied by a sailor. His |l egs were al so bound, bent
behind himand tied to his wists, leaving himin an i nmobilized backward arch.
He tried to call out, but no sound came. His mouth was stuffed with sonething.
Del ta- Three coul d not inmagi ne what was going on. It was then he felt the cool
breeze and saw the bright lights. He realized he was up on the Goya’'s mai n deck.
He twisted to | ook for help and was net by a frightful sight, his own

refl ecti on—bul bous and m sshapen in the reflective Plexiglas bubble of the
Goya’' s deepwat er submersible. The sub hung right in front of him and
Delta-Three realized he was |lying on a giant trapdoor in the deck. This was not
nearly as unsettling as the nobst obvious question.

If 1"mon deck.then where is Delta-Two?

Del ta- Two had grown uneasy.

Despite his partner’s CrypTal k transm ssion claimng he was fine, the single
gunshot had not been that of a machine gun. Obviously, Tolland or Rachel Sexton
had fired a weapon. Delta-Two noved over to peer down the ranp where his partner
had descended, and he saw bl ood.

Weapon rai sed, he had descended bel owmdecks, where he followed the trail of blood
along a catwalk to the bow of the ship. Here, the trail of blood had |Ied him
back up another ranp to the main deck. It was deserted. Wth grow ng wariness,
Delta- Two had followed the long crinson snear al ong the sideboard deck back
toward the rear of the ship, where it passed the opening to the original ranp he
had descended

What the hell is going on? The snear seened to travel in a giant circle.

Movi ng cautiously, his gun trained ahead of him Delta-Two passed the entrance
to the | aboratory section of the ship. The snmear continued toward the stern
deck. Carefully he swung wi de, rounding the corner. His eye traced the trail
Then he saw it.

Jesus Chri st!

Del ta- Three was |ying there—bound and gagged—dunped uncerenoniously directly in
front of the Goya's small subnersible. Even froma distance, Delta-Two coul d see
that his partner was m ssing a good portion of his right foot.

Wary of a trap, Delta-Two raised his gun and noved forward. Delta-Three was
writhing now, trying to speak. lronically, the way the man had been bound—with



hi s knees sharply bent behind hi mwas probably saving his life; the bleeding in
his foot appeared to have sl owed.

As Delta- Two approached the subnersible, he appreciated the rare |uxury of being
able to watch his own back; the entire deck of the ship was reflected in the
sub’s rounded cockpit dome. Delta-Two arrived at his struggling partner. He saw
the warning in his eyes too | ate.

The flash of silver came out of nowhere.

One of the Triton’s mani pul ator claws suddenly | eaped forward and cl anped down
on Delta-Two's left thigh with crushing force. He tried to pull away, but the

cl aw bore down. He screaned in pain, feeling a bone break. Hi s eyes shot to the
sub’ s cockpit. Peering through the reflection of the deck, Delta-Two coul d now
see him ensconced in the shadows of the Triton’s interior

M chael Tolland was inside the sub, at the controls

Bad i dea, Delta- Two seethed, blocking out his pain and shoul dering his machine
gun. He aimed up and to the left at Tolland s chest, only three feet away on the
ot her side of the sub’s Plexiglas donme. He pulled the trigger, and the gun
roared. Wld with rage at having been tricked, Delta-Two held the trigger back
until the last of his shells clattered to the deck and his gun clicked enpty.
Breat hl ess, he dropped the weapon and glared at the shredded donme in front of
hi m

“Dead!” the soldier hissed, straining to pull his leg fromthe clanp. As he

twi sted, the netal clanp severed his skin, opening a |large gash. “Fuck!” He
reached now for the CrypTalk on his belt. But as he raised it to his lips, a
second robotic arm snapped open in front of himand | unged forward, clanping
around his right arm The CrypTalk fell to the deck

It was then that Delta-Two saw t he ghost in the wi ndow before him A pale visage
| eani ng si deways and peering out through an unscathed edge of glass. Stunned,

Del ta- Two | ooked at the center of the dome and realized the bullets had not even
cone close to penetrating the thick shell. The dome was cratered with pockmarks
An instant later, the topside portal on the sub opened, and M chael Toll and
energed. He | ooked shaky but unscathed. Cinbing down the al um num gangway,
Tol | and stepped onto the deck and eyed his sub’s destroyed done w ndow.

“Ten thousand pounds per square inch,” Tolland said. “Looks |ike you need a

bi gger gun.”

I nside the hydrol ab, Rachel knew tinme was running out. She had heard the
gunshots out on the deck and was praying that everything had happened exactly as
Tol | and had pl anned. She no | onger cared who was behind the neteorite

decepti on—+he NASA administrator, Marjorie Tench, or the President hinself—-aone
of it mattered anynore.

They will not get away with this. Wwoever it is, the truth will be told.

The wound on Rachel’s arm had stopped bl eedi ng, and the adrenaline coursing
through her body had nmuted the pain and sharpened her focus. Finding a pen and
paper, she scraw ed a two-1ine message. The words were blunt and awkward, but

el oquence was not a luxury she had time for at the nonment. She added the note to
the incrimnating stack of papers in her hand—the GPR printout, inmages of

Bat hynonous gi ganteus, photos and articles regardi ng oceani c chondrul es, an

el ectron mcroscan printout. The neteorite was a fake, and this was the proof.
Rachel inserted the entire stack into the hydrolab’s fax machi ne. Knowi ng only a
few fax numbers by heart, she had linmited choices, but she had already made up
her m nd who woul d be receiving these pages and her note. Hol di ng her breath,
she carefully typed in the person’s fax nunber.

She pressed “send,” praying she had chosen the recipient wisely.

The fax machi ne beeped.

ERROR: NO DI AL TONE

Rachel had expected this. The Goya's communi cations were still being jamed. She
stood wai ting and watching the machine, hoping it functioned |ike hers at hone.



Cone on!

After five seconds, the machi ne beeped again

REDI ALI NG...

Yes! Rachel watched the machine | ock into an endl ess | oop.

ERROR: NO DI AL TONE

REDI ALI NG...

ERROR: NO DI AL TONE

REDI ALI NG...

Leaving the fax machine in search of a dial tone, Rachel dashed out of the
hydrol ab just as helicopter blades thundered overhead.
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One hundred and sixty nmiles away fromthe Goya, Gabrielle Ashe was staring at
Senat or Sexton’s conputer screen in nute astoni shment. Her suspicions had been
right.

But she had never imagi ned how right.

She was | ooking at digital scans of dozens of bank checks witten to Sexton from
private space conpani es and deposited in nunbered accounts in the Caynman

I sl ands. The smallest check Gabrielle saw was for fifteen thousand dollars.
Several were upward of half a mllion dollars.

Smal | potatoes, Sexton had told her. Al the donations are under the

t wo- t housand- dol | ar cap

Obvi ously Sexton had been lying all along. Gabrielle was | ooking at illegal
canpai gn financing on an enornous scal e. The pangs of betrayal and

di sillusionment settled hard now in her heart. He lied.

She felt stupid. She felt dirty. But nost of all she felt nmad.

Gabrielle sat alone in the darkness, realizing she had no i dea what to do next.
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Above the Goya, as the Kiowa banked over the stern deck, Delta-One gazed down,
his eyes fixating on an utterly unexpected vision

M chael Tolland was standing on deck beside a small submersible. Dangling in the
sub’s robotic arns, as if in the clutches of a giant insect, hung Delta-Two,
struggling in vain to free hinself fromtwo enornous cl aws.

VWhat in the nanme of God!?

Equal I y as shocking an i mage, Rachel Sexton had just arrived on deck, taking up
a position over a bound and bl eeding man at the foot of the subnmersible. The nan
could only be Delta-Three. Rachel held one of the Delta Force’s machine guns on
himand stared up at the chopper as if daring themto attack.

Delta-One felt nonentarily disoriented, unable to fathom how this possibly could
have happened. The Delta Force's errors on the ice shelf earlier had been a rare
but expl ai nabl e occurrence. This, however, was uni magi nabl e.

Delta-One’s hum liation would have been excruciating enough under nor nal
circumstances. But tonight his shame was magnified by the presence of another
individual riding with himinside the chopper, a person whose presence here was
hi ghl'y unconventi onal

The controller

Following the Delta's kill at the FDR Menorial, the controller had ordered
Delta-One to fly to a deserted public park not far fromthe Wite House. On the
controller’s command, Delta-One had set down on a grassy knoll anong sone trees
just as the controller, having parked nearby, strode out of the darkness and



boarded the Kiowa. They were all en route again in a matter of seconds.

Al though a controller’s direct involvenent in nmission operations was rare,

Del ta- One could hardly conplain. The controller, distressed by the way the Delta
Force had handled the kills on the MIne Ice Shelf and fearing increasing

suspi cions and scrutiny froma nunber of parties, had informed Delta-One that
the final phase of the operation would be overseen in person

Now the controller was riding shotgun, witnessing in person a failure the Iikes
of which Delta-One had never endured.

This nmust end. Now.

The controller gazed down fromthe Kiowa at the deck of the Goya and wondered
how t his coul d possi bly have happened. Nothi ng had gone properly—the suspicions
about the nmeteorite, the failed Delta kills on the ice shelf, the necessity of
the high-profile kill at the FDR.

“Controller,” Delta-One stanmmered, his tone one of stunned disgrace as he | ooked
at the situation on the deck of the Goya. “l cannot imagine..

Nor can I, the controller thought. Their quarry had obvi ously been grossly
under est i mat ed.

The controller | ooked down at Rachel Sexton, who stared up blankly at the
chopper’s reflective windshield and raised a CrypTal k device to her nouth. Wen
her synthesized voice crackled inside the Kiowa, the controller expected her to
demand that the chopper back off or extinguish the jamr ng system so Toll and
could call for help. But the words Rachel Sexton spoke were far nore chilling
“You're too late,” she said. “W’re not the only ones who know.”

The words echoed for a norment inside the chopper. Although the claimseened
far-fetched, the faintest possibility of truth gave the controller pause. The
success of the entire project required the elimnation of all those who knew the
truth, and as bl oody as the contai nment had turned out to be, the controller had
to be certain this was the concl usi on

Sonmeone el se knows...

Consi dering Rachel Sexton’s reputation for followi ng strict protocol of
classified data, the controller found it very hard to believe that she would
have decided to share this with an outside source

Rachel was on the CrypTal k again. “Back off and we'll spare your men. Come any
closer and they die. Either way, the truth conmes out. Cut your |osses. Back

of f.”

“You're bluffing,” the controller said, knowi ng the voice Rachel Sexton was
heari ng was an androgynous robotic tone. “You have told no one.”

“Are you ready to take that chance?” Rachel fired back. “I couldn’t get through
to WIlliam Pickering earlier, so | got spooked and took out some insurance.”
The controller frowned. It was pl ausible.

”

“They’'re not buying it,” Rachel said, glancing at Tolland
The soldier in the claws gave a pained smrk. “Your gun is enpty, and the

chopper’s going to blow you to hell. You' re both going to die. Your only hope is
to let us go.”
Li ke hell, Rachel thought, trying to assess their next nove. She | ooked at the

bound and gagged nan who lay at her feet directly in front of the sub. He | ooked
delirious fromloss of blood. She crouched beside him |ooking into the man’'s
hard eyes. “I’mgoing to take off your gag and hold the CrypTal k; you' re going
to convince the helicopter to back off. Is that clear?”

The man nodded earnestly.

Rachel pulled out the man’s gag. The soldier spat a wad of bloody saliva up into
Rachel ' s face.

“Bitch,” he hissed, coughing. “I’"mgoing to watch you die. They' re going to kil
you like a pig, and I'"mgoing to enjoy every mnute.”

Rachel wi ped the hot saliva fromher face as she felt Tolland s hands lifting



her away, pulling her back, steadying her as he took her nachine gun. She could
feel in his trenmbling touch that something inside himhad just snapped. Toll and
wal ked to a control panel a few yards away, put his hand on a lever, and | ocked
eyes with the man lying on the deck

“Strike two,” Tolland said. “And on ny ship, that’'s all you get.”

Wth a resolute rage, Tolland yanked down on the lever. A huge trapdoor in the
deck beneath the Triton fell open like the floor of a gallows. The bound sol dier
gave a short how of fear and then di sappeared, plumeting through the hole. He
fell thirty feet to the ocean below. The splash was crinmson. The sharks were on
himinstantly.

The controller shook with rage, |ooking down fromthe Kiowa at what was |eft of
Del ta-Three's body drifting out fromunder the boat on the strong current. The
illum nated water was pink. Several fish fought over sonething that |ooked |ike
an arm

Jesus Christ.

The controller | ooked back at the deck. Delta-Two still hung in the Triton's

cl aws, but now the sub was suspended over a gaping hole in the deck. His feet
dangl ed over the void. Al Tolland had to do was rel ease the claws, and
Del t a- Two woul d be next.

“Ckay,” the controller barked into the CrypTal k. “Hold on. Just hold on!”

Rachel stood bel ow on the deck and stared up at the Kiowa. Even fromthis height
the controller sensed the resolve in her eyes. Rachel raised the CrypTalk to her

mouth. “You still think we're bluffing?” she said. “Call the main sw tchboard at
the NRO. Ask for Jim Samiljan. He's in P&A on the nightshift. | told him
everything about the nmeteorite. He will confirm?”

She’'s giving me a specific name? This did not bode well. Rachel Sexton was no

fool, and this was a bluff the controller could check in a matter of seconds.
Al t hough the controller knew of no one at the NRO nanmed Jim Sam | jan, the
organi zati on was enornous. Rachel could quite possibly be telling the truth.
Before ordering the final kill, the controller had to confirmif this was a

bl uf f —er not.

Del t a- One | ooked over his shoulder. “You want ne to deactivate the janmer so you
can call and check it out?”

The controller peered down at Rachel and Tolland, both in plain view If either
of them made a nmove for a cell phone or radio, the controller knew Delta-One
could always reactivate and cut them off. The risk was m ni nal.

“Kill the janmer,” the controller said, pulling out a cellphone. “I’Il confirm
Rachel’s Iying. Then we'll find a way to get Delta-Two and end this.”

In Fairfax, the operator at the NRO s central sw tchboard was getting inpatient.
“As | just told you, | see no JimSamljan in the Plans and Analysis Division.”
The caller was insistent. “Have you tried nmultiple spellings? Have you tried

ot her departnments?”

The operator had al ready checked, but she checked again. After several seconds,
she said, “Nowhere on staff do we have a Jim Samiljan. Under any spelling.”

The call er sounded oddly pleased by this. “So you are certain the NRO enpl oys no
Jim Sam | =

A sudden flurry of activity erupted on the |ine. Sonmeone yelled. The caller
cursed aloud and pronptly hung up.

Onboard the Kiowa, Delta-One was screaming with rage as he scranbled to
reactivate the jammi ng system He had nade the realization too late. In the huge
array of lighted controls in the cockpit, a tiny LED neter indicated that a
SATCOM dat a signal was being transmtted fromthe Goya. But how? Nobody left the
deck! Before Delta-One could engage the jamrer, the connection fromthe Goya
terminated on its own accord

I nside the hydrol ab, the fax machi ne beeped contentedly.



CARRI ER FOUND..FAX SENT
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Kill or be killed. Rachel had discovered a part of herself she never knew

exi sted. Survival nopde-—a savage fortitude fueled by fear

“What was in that outbound fax?” the voice on the CrypTal k demanded.

Rachel was relieved to hear confirmation that the fax had gone out as planned.
“Leave the area,” she demanded, speaking into the CrypTal k and glaring up at the
hovering chopper. “It’s over. Your secret is out.” Rachel informed their
attackers of all the information she had just sent. A half dozen pages of inmges
and text. Incontrovertible evidence that the neteorite was a fake. “Harm ng us
will only nmake your situation worse.”

There was a heavy pause. “Who did you send the fax to?”

Rachel had no intention of answering that question. She and Tol |l and needed to
buy as much tinme as possible. They had positioned thenmsel ves near the opening in
the deck, on a direct line with the Triton, making it inpossible for the chopper
to shoot without hitting the soldier dangling in the sub’s claws.

“WI1liam Pickering,” the voice guessed, sounding oddly hopeful. “You faxed

Pi ckering.”

W ong, Rachel thought. Pickering would have been her first choice, but she had
been forced to choose soneone else for fear her attackers had already elim nated
Pi ckeri ng—a nove whose bol dness would be a chilling testinony to her enemy’s
resolve. In a nonment of desperate decision, Rachel had faxed the data to the
only other fax nunmber she knew by heart.

Her father’'s office.

Senat or Sexton’s office fax nunber had been painfully engraved into Rachel’s
menory after her nother’s death when her father chose to work out many of the
particulars of the estate without having to deal with Rachel in person. Rache
never imgi ned she would turn to her father in a tinme of need, but tonight the
man possessed two critical qualities—all the correct political notivations to
rel ease the neteorite data w thout hesitation, and enough clout to call the

Wi te House and bl ackmail theminto calling off this kill squad.

Al t hough her father was npbst certainly not in the office at this hour, Rachel
knew he kept his office locked like a vault. Rachel had, in effect, faxed the
data into a time-lock safe. Even if the attackers knew where she had sent it,
chances were slimthey could get through the tight federal security at the
Philip A Hart Senate O fice Building and break into a senator’s office w thout
anyone noti ci ng.

“Wherever you sent the fax,” the voice fromabove said. “You ve put that person
i n danger.”

Rachel knew she had to speak froma position of power regardless of the fear she
was feeling. She nmotioned to the soldier trapped in the Triton’s claws. His |egs
dangl ed over the abyss, dripping blood thirty feet to the ocean. “The only
person in danger here is your agent,” she said into the CrypTalk. “It’s over.
Back of f. The data is gone. You' ve |lost. Leave the area, or this man dies.”

The voice on the CrypTalk fired back, “Ms. Sexton, you do not understand the

i nportance—=

“Under st and?” Rachel exploded. “I understand that you killed innocent peopl e!
understand that you lied about the neteorite! And | understand that you won’'t
get away with this! Even if you kill us all, it’s over!”

There was a |long pause. Finally the voice said, “lI’m com ng down.”

Rachel felt her nuscles tighten. Coming down?

“l amunarned,” the voice said. “Do not do anything rash. You and | need to talk
face-to-face.”



Bef ore Rachel could react, the chopper dropped onto the Goya's deck. The
passenger door on the fusel age opened and a figure stepped out. He was a

pl ai n-1ooking man in a black coat and tie. For an instant, Rachel’s thoughts
went totally blank.

She was staring at WIIiam Pickering.

W liam Pickering stood on the deck of the Goya and gazed with regret at Rache
Sexton. He had never imagined today would conme to this. As he noved toward her,
he coul d see the dangerous conbination of enotions in his enployee’ s eyes.
Shock, betrayal, confusion, rage

Al'l understandabl e, he thought. There is so nuch she does not understand.

For a monent, Pickering flashed on his daughter, Diana, wondering what enptions
she had felt before she died. Both Diana and Rachel were casualties of the sane
war, a war Pickering had vowed to fight forever. Sonetinmes the casualties could
be so cruel

“Rachel ,” Pickering said. “W can still work this out. There's a lot | need to
explain.”

Rachel Sexton | ooked aghast, nauseated al most. Tolland had the machi ne gun now
and was aimng at Pickering' s chest. He too | ooked bewi | dered.

“Stay back!” Tolland yell ed.

Pi ckering stopped five yards away, focusing on Rachel. “Your father is taking
bri bes, Rachel. Payoffs from private space conpanies. He plans to dismantle NASA
and open space to the private sector. He had to be stopped, as a matter of

nati onal security.”

Rachel ' s expressi on was bl ank.

Pi ckering sighed. “NASA, for all its flaws, nmust remain a government entity.”
Certainly she can understand the dangers. Privatization would send NASA' s best
m nds and ideas flooding into the private sector. The brain trust would
dissolve. The military would | ose access. Private space conpanies |ooking to
rai se capital would start selling NASA patents and ideas to the hi ghest bidders
wor | dwi de!

Rachel 's voice was tremulous. “You faked the nmeteorite and killed innocent
peopl e..in the name of national security?”

“1't was never supposed to happen like this,” Pickering said. “The plan was to
save an inportant governnment agency. Killing was not part of it.”

The neteorite deception, Pickering knew, |ike nost intelligence proposals, had
been the product of fear. Three years ago, in an effort to extend the NRO
hydrophones into deeper water where they could not be touched by eneny

sabot eurs, Pickering spearheaded a programthat utilized a newly devel oped NASA
building material to secretly design an astonishingly durable submarine capable
of carrying humans to the deepest regions of the ocean—ncluding the bottom of
the Mariana Trench

Forged froma revolutionary ceranmc, this two-man submarine was designed from
bl ueprints hacked fromthe conputer of a California engineer named G aham
Hawkes, a genius sub designer whose life dreamwas to build an ultra-deepwater
subnersi ble he called Deep Flight Il. Hawkes was having trouble finding funding
to build a prototype. Pickering, on the other hand, had an unlimted budget.
Using the classified ceram ¢ subnersible, Pickering sent a covert team
underwater to affix new hydrophones to the walls of the Mariana Trench, deeper
than any eneny could possibly look. In the process of drilling, however, they
uncovered geol ogic structures unlike any that scientists had ever seen. The

di scoveries included chondrules and fossils of several unknown species. O
course, because the NRO s ability to dive this deep was cl assified, none of the
i nformation could ever be shared.

It was not until recently, driven yet again by fear, that Pickering and his
qui et team of NRO science advisers had decided to put their know edge of the
Mari ana’'s uni que geology to work to help save NASA. Turning a Mariana rock into



a neteorite had proven to be a deceptively sinple task. Using an ECE

sl ush- hydrogen engi ne, the NRO team charred the rock with a convincing fusion
crust. Then, using a small payload sub, they had descended beneath the MIne Ice
Shel f and inserted the charred rock up into the ice frombeneath. Once the
insertion shaft refroze, the rock |ooked Iike it had been there for over three
hundr ed years.

Unfortunately, as was often the case in the world of covert operations, the
grandest of plans could be undone by the smallest of snags. Yesterday, the
entire illusion had been shattered by a few bi ol um nescent plankton...

From the cockpit of the idling Kiowa, Delta-One watched the drama unfol d before
him Rachel and Tol |l and appeared to be in clear control, although Delta-One

al most had to | augh at the holl owness of the illusion. The nmachine gun in
Tol l and’ s hands was worthl ess; even from here Delta-One could see the cocking
bar assenbly had ki cked back, indicating the clip was enpty.

As Delta-One gazed out at his partner struggling in the Triton's claws, he knew
he had to hurry. The focus on deck had turned conpletely to Pickering, and now
Del t a- One coul d make his nmove. Leaving the rotors idling, he slipped out of the
rear of the fuselage and, using the chopper for cover, nade his way unseen onto
the starboard gangway. Wth his own nachine gun in hand, he headed for the bow
Pi ckering had given himspecific orders before they | anded on deck, and

Del ta-One had no intention of failing at this sinple task.

In a matter of m nutes, he knew, this will all be over.
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Still wearing his bathrobe, Zach Herney sat at his desk in the Oval Ofice, his

head t hrobbi ng. The newest piece of the puzzle had just been reveal ed.

Marjorie Tench is dead.

Herney’'s aides said they had information suggesting Tench had driven to the FDR
Menorial for a private meeting with WIlliam Pickering. Now that Pickering was

m ssing, the staff feared Pickering too m ght be dead.

The President and Pickering had endured their battles lately. Mnths ago Herney
| earned that Pickering had engaged in illegal activity on Herney's behalf in an
attenpt to save Herney’'s floundering canpaign

Enpl oyi ng NRO assets, Pickering had discreetly obtained enough dirt on Senator
Sexton to sink his canpai gn—scandal ous sexual photos of the senator with his
aide Gabrielle Ashe, incrimnating financial records proving Sexton was taking
bri bes fromprivate space conpani es. Pickering anonymously sent all the evidence
to Marjorie Tench, assuming the White House would use it w sely. But Herney,
upon seeing the data, had forbidden Tench to use it. Sex scandals and bribery
were cancers in Washington, and wavi ng another one in front of the public only
added to their distrust of government.

Cynicismis killing this country.

Al t hough Herney knew he coul d destroy Sexton with scandal, the cost would be
besm rching the dignity of the U S. Senate, sonmething Herney refused to do.

No nore negatives. Herney woul d beat Senator Sexton on the issues.

Pi ckering, angered by the White House's refusal to use the evidence he had
provi ded, tried to junp-start the scandal by |eaking a rumor that Sexton had
slept with Gabrielle Ashe. Unfortunately, Sexton declared his innocence with
such convincing indignation that the President ended up having to apol ogi ze for
the leak personally. In the end WIIliam Pickering had done nore damage t han
good. Herney told Pickering that if he ever interfered in the canpaign again, he
woul d be indicted. The grand irony, of course, was that Pickering did not even
li ke President Herney. The NRO director’s attenpts to help Herney’'s canpaign
were sinply fears over the fate of NASA. Zach Herney was the | esser of two



evils.
Now has soneone killed Pickering?
Herney coul d not imagi ne

“M. President?” an aide said. “As you requested, | called Lawence Ekstrom and
told himabout Marjorie Tench.”

“Thank you.”

“He would like to speak to you, sir.”

Herney was still furious with Ekstrom for |ying about PODS. “Tell himl'Il talk

to himin the norning.”

“M. Ekstromwants to talk to you right away, sir.
“He’s very upset.”

HE' S upset? Herney could feel his tenper fraying around the edges. As he stal ked
off to take Ekstromis call, the President wondered what the hell else could
possi bly go wrong tonight.

”

The ai de | ooked uneasy.
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Onboard the Goya, Rachel felt |ightheaded. The nystification that had settled
around her like a heavy fog was lifting now The stark reality that cane into
focus left her feeling naked and di sgusted. She | ooked at the stranger before
her and could barely hear his voice.

“We needed to rebuild NASA' s inmage,” Pickering was saying. “Their declining
popul arity and fundi ng had becone dangerous on so many | evels.” Pickering
paused, his gray eyes |ocking on hers. “Rachel, NASA was desperate for a
triunph. Soneone had to nmake it happen.”

Sorret hi ng had to be done, Pickering thought.

The nmeteorite had been a final act of desperation. Pickering and others had
tried to save NASA by | obby-ing to incorporate the space agency into the
intelligence community where it would enjoy increased funding and better
security, but the White House continuously rebuffed the idea as an assault on
pure science. Shortsighted idealism Wth the rising popularity of Sexton's
anti - NASA rhetoric, Pickering and his band of nmilitary powerbrokers knew tinme
was running short. They decided that capturing the i magi nati on of taxpayers and
Congress was the only remaining way to sal vage NASA' s inmage and save it fromthe
auction block. If the space agency was to survive, it would need an infusion of
grandeur —somet hing to renmind the taxpayers of NASA's Apollo glory days. And if
Zach Herney was going to defeat Senator Sexton, he was going to need help

| tried to help him Pickering told hinself, recalling all the damagi ng evi dence
he had sent Marjorie Tench. Unfortunately, Herney had forbidden its use, |eaving
Pi ckering no choice but to take drastic measures.

“Rachel ,” Pickering said, “the information you just faxed off this ship is
dangerous. You must understand that. If it gets out, the Wite House and NASA
will look conmplicit. The backl ash against the President and NASA will be

enormous. The President and NASA know not hi ng, Rachel. They are innocent. They
believe the neteorite is authentic.”

Pi ckering had not even tried to bring Herney or Ekstrominto the fold because
both were far too idealistic to have agreed to any deceit, regardless of its
potential to save the presidency or space agency. Adm nistrator Ekstronis only
crinme had been persuadi ng the PODS m ssion supervisor to |ie about the anonmaly
software, a nove Ekstrom no doubt regretted the nonent he realized how
scrutinized this particular neteorite would becone.

Marjorie Tench, frustrated by Herney's insistence on fighting a clean canpai gn,
conspired with Ekstromon the PODS |ie, hoping a small PODS success might help
the President fend off the rising Sexton tide.



If Tench had used the photos and bribery data | gave her, none of this would
have happened!

Tench’s murder, though deeply regrettable, had been destined as soon as Rache
call ed Tench and nade accusations of fraud. Pickering knew Tench woul d
investigate ruthlessly until she got to the bottom of Rachel’s notives for the
outrageous clainms, and this was one investigation Pickering obviously could
never | et happen. Ironically, Tench would serve her president best in death, her
vi ol ent end hel ping cement a synpathy vote for the Wite House as well as cast
vague suspicions of foul play on a desperate Sexton canpai gn which had been so
publicly hunmliated by Marjorie Tench on CNN

Rachel stood her ground, glaring at her boss.

“Understand,” Pickering said, “if news of this neteorite fraud gets out, you

wi || destroy an innocent president and an i nnocent space agency. You will also
put a very dangerous man in the Oval Ofice. | need to know where you faxed the
data.”

As he spoke those words, a strange | ook came across Rachel’s face. It was the
pai ned expression of horror of soneone who had just realized they may have nade
a grave m stake.

Having circled the bow and come back down the port side, Delta-One now stood in
the hydrol ab from which he had seen Rachel energe as the chopper had flown in. A
computer in the |ab displayed an unsettling i mage—a pol ychromati c rendering of
the pul sating, deepwater vortex that was apparently hovering over the ocean

fl oor somewhere beneath the Goya.

Anot her reason to get the hell out of here, he thought, moving now toward his
target.

The fax machine was on a counter on the far side of the wall. The tray was
filled with a stack of papers, exactly as Pickering had guessed it would be
Del t a- One picked up the stack. A note from Rachel was on top. Only two lines. He
read it.

To the point, he thought.

As he flipped through the pages, he was both amazed and di smayed by the extent
to which Tolland and Rachel had uncovered the neteorite deception. Woever saw
these printouts would have no doubt what they meant. Fortunately, Delta-One
woul d not even need to hit “redial” to find out where the printouts had gone.
The last fax nunber was still displayed in the LCD wi ndow.

A Washington, D.C., prefix.

He carefully copied the fax nunmber down, grabbed all the papers, and exited the
| ab.

Tolland’ s hands felt sweaty on the nmachine gun as he gripped it, aimng the
muzzle at WIlliam Pickering’s chest. The NRO director was still pressuring
Rachel to tell himwhere the data had been sent, and Tolland was starting to get
the uneasy feeling that Pickering was sinply trying to buy tinme. For what?

“The Wite House and NASA are innocent,” Pickering repeated. “Work with ne.
Don't let nmy mistakes destroy what little credibility NASA has left. NASA w ||
|l ook guilty if this gets out. You and | can cone to an arrangenent. The country
needs this nmeteorite. Tell nme where you faxed the data before it’s too late.”
“So you can kill soneone el se?” Rachel said. “You nake ne sick.”

Tol | and was amazed with Rachel’s fortitude. She despised her father, but she
clearly had no intention of putting the senator in any danger whatsoever
Unfortunately, Rachel’s plan to fax her father for help had backfired. Even if
the senator cane into his office, saw the fax, and called the President with
news of the meteorite fraud and told himto call off the attack, nobody at the
Wi te House woul d have any i dea what Sexton was tal king about, or even where
they were.

“I will only say this one nore tine,” Pickering said, fixing Rachel with a



menacing glare. “This situation is too conplex for you to fully understand.
You’ ve made an enornous m stake by sending that data off this ship. You' ve put
your country at risk.”

W Iliam Pickering was indeed buying time, Tolland now realized. And the reason
was striding calmy toward themup the starboard side of the boat. Tolland felt
a flash of fear when he saw the soldier sauntering toward them carrying a stack
of papers and a nmachi ne gun

Toll and reacted with a decisiveness that shocked even hinmself. Gipping the
machi ne gun, he wheel ed, ainmed at the soldier, and pulled the trigger.

The gun made an i nnocuous cli ck.

“l1 found the fax number,” the soldier said, handing Pickering a slip of paper
“And M. Tolland is out of anmunition.”
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Sedgewi ck Sexton stornmed up the hallway of the PhilipA Hart Senate Ofice
Bui |l ding. He had no idea how Gabrielle had done it, but she had obviously gotten
into his office. Wile they were speaking on the phone, Sexton had clearly heard
the distinctive triple-click of his Jourdain clock in the background. All he
could i magine was that Gabrielle s eavesdropping on the SFF neeting had

underm ned her trust in himand she had gone digging for evidence

How the hell did she get into my officel

Sexton was gl ad he’d changed his conputer password.

When he arrived at his private office, Sexton typed in his code to deactivate
the alarm Then he funbled for his keys, unlocked the heavy doors, threw them
open, and burst in, intent on catching Gabrielle in the act.

But the office was enpty and dark, lit only by the gl ow of his conputer
screensaver. He turned on the lights, his eyes scanning. Everything | ooked in

pl ace. Dead sil ence except for the triple-tick of his clock

VWhere the hell is she?

He heard sonmething rustle in his private bathroom and raced over, turning on the
l'ight. The bathroom was enpty. He | ooked behind the door. Not hing.

Puzzl ed, Sexton eyed hinself in the mrror, wondering if he’'d had too nmuch to
drink tonight. | heard sonething. Feeling disoriented and confused, he wal ked
back into his office

“CGabrielle?” he called out. He went down the hall to her office. She wasn’t
there. Her office was darKk.

A toilet flushed in the | adies’ room and Sexton spun, striding now back in the
direction of the restroons. He arrived just as Gabrielle was exiting, drying her
hands. She junped when she saw him

“My God! You scared ne!” she said, |ooking genuinely frightened. “Wat are you
doi ng here?”

“You said you were getting NASA documents from your office
her enpty hands. “Were are they?”

“l couldn’t find them | |ooked everywhere. That’'s what took so long.”
He stared directly into her eyes. “Were you in ny office?”

”

he decl ared, eyeing

I owe ny life to his fax machine, Gabrielle thought.
Only minutes ago she’'d been sitting at Sexton’s conputer, trying to nake

printouts of the imges of illegal checks on his conputer. The files were
protected sonehow, and she was going to need nore tinme to figure out howto
print them She would probably still be trying right nowif Sexton’s fax nmachi ne

had not rung, startling her and snapping her back to reality. Gabrielle took it
as her cue to get out. Wthout taking tinme to see what the incom ng fax was, she
| ogged off Sexton’s conputer, tidied up, and headed out the way she had cone.



She was just clinmbing out of Sexton’s bathroom when she heard himcom ng in.

Now, with Sexton standing before her, staring down, she sensed him searching her
eyes for a lie. Sedgew ck Sexton could snell untruths |ike nobody Gabrielle had
ever net. If she lied to him Sexton would know.

“You’' ve been drinking,” Gabrielle said, turning away. How does he know | was in
his office?

Sexton put his hands on her shoul ders and spun her back around. “Were you in ny
of fice?”

Gabrielle felt a rising fear. Sexton had i ndeed been drinking. H s touch was
rough. “In your office?” she demanded, forcing a confused | augh. “How? Why?”

“1 heard ny Jourdain in the background when | called you.”

Gabrielle cringed inwardly. H's clock? It had not even occurred to her. “Do you
know how ridi cul ous that sounds?”

“l spend all day in that office. | know what nmy clock sounds I|ike.”

Gabrielle sensed she had to end this i mediately. The best defense is a good

of fense. At least that’s what Yol anda Col e al ways sai d. Placing her hands on her
hi ps, Gabrielle went for himwith all she had. She stepped toward him getting
in his face, glaring. “Let ne get this straight, senator. It's four o' clock in
the nmorning, you' ve been drinking, you heard a ticking on your phone, and that’s
why you’'re here?” She pointed her finger indignantly down the hall at his door
“Just for the record, are you accusing nme of disarm ng a federal alarm system

pi cking two sets of |ocks, breaking into your office, being stupid enough to
answer ny cell phone while in the process of committing a felony, rearmng the

al arm system on ny way out, and then calmy using the |adies’ roombefore | run
off with nothing to show for it? Is that the story here?”

Sexton blinked, w de-eyed.

“There’s a reason people shouldn’t drink alone,” Gabrielle said. “Now do you
want to tal k about NASA, or not?”

Sexton felt befuddl ed as he wal ked back into his office. He went straight to his
wet bar and poured hinmself a Pepsi. He sure as hell didn't feel drunk. Could he
really have been wong about this? Across the room his Jourdain ticked

nmocki ngly. Sexton drained his Pepsi and poured hinself another, and one for
Gabrielle.

“Drink, Gabrielle?" he asked, turning back into the room Gabrielle had not
followed himin. She was still standing in the doorway, rubbing his nose init.
“Ch, for God's sake! Come in. Tell nme what you found out at NASA.”

“l think I"ve had enough for tonight,” she said, sounding distant. “Let’s talk
tonorrow. ”

Sexton was in no nood for games. He needed this information now, and he had no
intention of begging for it. He heaved a tired sigh. Extend the bond of trust.
It’s all about trust. “I screwed up,” he said. “I"msorry. It’'s been a hell of a
day. | don’t know what | was thinking.”

Gabrielle remained in the doorway.

Sexton wal ked to his desk and set Gabrielle s Pepsi down on his blotter. He
notioned to his |eather chair—the position of power. “Have a seat. Enjoy a soda
I’mgoing to go stick my head in the sink.” He headed for the bathroom
Gabrielle still wasn’t noving.

“I think | saw a fax in the machine,” Sexton called over his shoul der as he
entered the bathroom S how her you trust her. “Have a look at it for ne, wll
you?”

Sexton closed the door and filled the sink with cold water. He splashed it on
his face and felt no clearer. This had never happened to hi m before—being so
sure, and being so wong. Sexton was a man who trusted his instincts, and his
instincts told him Gabrielle Ashe had been in his office.

But how? It was inpossible.

Sexton told hinself to forget about it and focus on the matter at hand. NASA. He
needed Gabrielle right now This was no tine to alienate her. He needed to know



what she knew. Forget your instincts. You were w ong.

As Sexton dried his face, he threw his head back and took a deep breath. Rel ax,
he told hinself. Don’'t get punchy. He closed his eyes and i nhal ed deeply again
feeling better.

When Sexton exited the bathroom he was relieved to see Gabrielle had acqui esced
and conme back into his office. Good, he thought. Now we can get to business
Gabrielle was standing at his fax machine flipping through whatever pages had
conme in. Sexton was confused, however, when he saw her face. It was a mask of
di sorientation and fear.

“What is it?” Sexton said, noving toward her.

Gabrielle teetered, as if she were about to pass out.

“What ?”

“The neteorite..” she choked, her voice frail as her trenbling hand held the
stack of fax papers out to him “And your daughter.she’'s in danger.”

Bewi | dered, Sexton wal ked over, and took the fax pages from Gabrielle. The top
sheet was a handwitten note. Sexton inmediately recognized the witing. The
communi qué was awkward and shocking in its sinplicity.

Meteorite is fake. Here's proof. NASA/

White House trying to kill nme. Hel p! —RS

The senator seldomfelt totally at a |oss of understanding, but as he reread
Rachel’s words, he had no i dea what to nake of them

The nmeteorite is a fake? NASA and the Wiite House are trying to kill her?

In a deepeni ng haze, Sexton began sifting through the half dozen sheets. The
first page was a conputerized i nage whose headi ng read “Ground Penetrating Radar
(GPR)."” The picture appeared to be an ice-soundi ng of sone sort. Sexton saw t he
extraction pit they had tal ked about on television. His eye was drawn to what

| ooked like the faint outline of a body floating in the shaft. Then he saw
sonet hi ng even nore shocki ng—the clear outline of a second shaft directly
beneath where the nmeteorite had been—as if the stone had been inserted from
underneath the ice

What in the world?

Fli pping to the next page, Sexton cane face-to-face with a photograph of sone
sort of living ocean species called a Bathynonmous gi ganteus. He stared in utter
amazenent. That’'s the animal fromthe neteorite fossils!

Fli pping faster now, he saw a graphic display depicting the ionized hydrogen
content in the nmeteorite’'s crust. This page had a handwitten scrawl on it:

Sl ush- hydrogen burn? NASA Expander Cycle Engi ne?

Sexton could not believe his eyes. Wth the roomstarting to spin around him he
flipped to the final page—a photo of a rock containing netallic bubbles that

| ooked exactly like those in the nmeteorite. Shockingly, the acconpanying
description said the rock was the product of oceanic volcanism A rock fromthe
ocean? Sexton wondered. But NASA said chondrules formonly in space!

Sexton set the sheets down on his desk and collapsed in his chair. It had taken
himonly fifteen seconds to piece together everything he was | ooking at. The
implications of the inmages on the papers were crystal clear. Anyone with half a
brain could see what these photos proved.

The NASA neteorite is a fake!

No day in Sexton's career had been filled with such extreme highs and | ows.
Today had been a roller-coaster ride of hope and despair. Sexton’s bafflement
over how this enornmous scam coul d possi bly have been pulled off evaporated into
irrel evance when he realized what the scam meant for himpolitically.

VWhen | go public with this information, the presidency is nine

In his upwelling of cel ebration, Senator Sedgew ck Sexton had nomentarily
forgotten his daughter’s claimthat she was in trouble.

“Rachel is in danger,” Gabrielle said. “Her note says NASA and the \White House
are trying to—=

Sexton’ s fax machi ne suddenly began ringing again. Gabrielle wheeled and stared



at the machi ne. Sexton found hinself staring too. He could not inmagine what el se
Rachel could be sending him Mre proof? How nuch nore could there be? This is
pl ent y!

When the fax machine answered the call, however, no pages cane through. The
machi ne, detecting no data signal, had switched to its answeri ng machi ne
feature.

“Hell 0,” Sexton’s outbound nmessage crackled. “This is the office of Senator
Sedgewi ck Sexton. If you are trying to send a fax, you may transnmit at any tine.
If not, you nmay | eave a nessage at the tone.”

Bef ore Sexton could pick up, the machine beeped.

“Senat or Sexton?” The man’s voice had a lucid rawness to it. “This is WIIliam
Pi ckering, director of the National Reconnai ssance Office. You' re probably not
in the office at this hour, but | need to speak inmediately.” He paused as if
wai ting for sonmeone to pick up

Gabrielle reached to pick up the receiver.

Sexton grabbed her hand and violently yanked it away.

Gabrielle | ooked stunned. “But that’s the director of =

“Senator,” Pickering continued, sounding alnmost relieved that no one had picked
up. “I"'mafraid | amcalling with sonme very troubling news. |’ve just received
word that your daughter Rachel is in extreme danger. | have a teamtrying to
hel p her as we speak. | cannot talk in detail about the situation on the phone,
but I was just infornmed she may have faxed you sone data relating to the NASA
meteorite. | have not seen the data, nor do I know what it is, but the people
threat eni ng your daughter have just warned me that if you or anyone goes public
with the information, your daughter will die. I’"msorry to be so blunt, sir; |
do it for clarity’ s sake. Your daughter’s life is being threatened. |If she has
i ndeed faxed you sonething, do not share it with anyone. Not yet. Your

daughter’s |ife depends on it. Stay where you are. | will be there shortly.” He
paused. “Wth luck, senator, all of this will be resolved by the tinme you wake
up. If, by chance, you get this nessage before | arrive at your office, stay
where you are and call no one. | am doing everything in ny power to get your

daughter back safely.”

Pi ckering hung up.

Gabrielle was trembling. “Rachel is a hostage?”

Sexton sensed that even in her disillusionment with him Gabrielle felt a pai ned
enpathy to think of a bright young woman in danger. Oddly, Sexton was having
troubl e nmustering the same enotions. Mst of himfelt Iike a child who had just
been given his npost wanted Christmas present, and he refused to | et anyone yank
it out of his hands.

Pi ckering wants nme to be qui et about this?

He stood a nonent, trying to decide what all of this neant. In a cold,
calculating side of his mnd, Sexton felt the machinery beginning to turn—a
political conputer, playing out every scenario and eval uating each outcone. He
gl anced at the stack of faxes in his hands and began to sense the raw power of
the images. This NASA neteorite had shattered his dream of the presidency. But
it was all a lie. A construct. Now, those who did this would pay. The neteorite
that his enenies had created to destroy hi mwould now make hi m powerful beyond
anyone’'s wildest imagination. H's daughter had seen to that.

There is only one acceptable outcome, he knew. Only one course of action for a
true | eader to take.

Feel i ng hypnotized by the shining i mages of his own resurrection, Sexton was
drifting through a fog as he crossed the room He went to his copy machi ne and
turned it on, preparing to copy the papers Rachel had faxed him

“What are you doi ng?” Gabrielle demanded, soundi ng bew | dered.

“They won’t kill Rachel,” Sexton declared. Even if something went w ong, Sexton
knew | osi ng his daughter to the eneny would only make him nore powerful still.
Ei t her way he would win. Acceptable risk.



“Who are those copies for?” Gabrielle demanded. “WIliam Pickering said not to
tell anyone!”

Sexton turned fromthe machine and | ooked at Gabrielle, amazed by how
unattractive he suddenly found her. In that instant, Senator Sexton was an

i sl and. Untouchabl e. Everything he needed to acconplish his dreams was now in
hi s hands. Nothing could stop himnow. Not clains of bribery. Not runors of sex.

Not hi ng.
“Go home, Gabrielle. | have no nore use for you.”
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It's over, Rachel thought.

She and Tol | and sat side by side on the deck staring up into the barrel of the
Delta soldier’s machi ne gun. Unfortunately, Pickering now knew where Rachel had
sent the fax. The office of Senator Sedgew ck Sexton

Rachel doubted her father would ever receive the phone nessage Pickering had
just left him Pickering could probably get to Sexton’s office well before
anyone else this nmorning. |If Pickering could get in, quietly renove the fax, and
del ete the phone nessage before Sexton arrived, there would be no need to harm
the senator. WIIliam Pickering was probably one of the few people in Washi ngton
who could finagle entry to a U.S. senator’s office with no fanfare. Rachel was
al ways amazed at what coul d be acconplished “in the nanme of national security.”
O course if that fails, Rachel thought, Pickering could just fly by and send a
Hel I fire missile through the wi ndow and bl ow up the fax machine. Sonething told
her this would not be necessary.

Sitting close to Tolland now, Rachel was surprised to feel his hand gently slip
into hers. His touch had a tender strength, and their fingers intertw ned so
naturally that Rachel felt like they'd done this for a lifetime. Al she wanted
right nowwas to lie in his arns, sheltered fromthe oppressive roar of the

ni ght sea spiraling around them

Never, she realized. It was not to be.

M chael Tolland felt like a man who had found hope on the way to the gall ows.
Life is nocking ne.

For years since Celia' s death, Tolland had endured ni ghts when he’'d wanted to
die, hours of pain and | oneliness that seemed only escapable by ending it all
And yet he had chosen life, telling hinself he could make it al one. Today, for
the first time, Tolland had begun to understand what his friends had been
telling himall along.

M ke, you don’t have to make it alone. You'll find another |ove.

Rachel’s hand in his made this irony that much harder to swallow Fate had crue
timng. He felt as if layers of arnmor were crunbling away fromhis heart. For an
instant, on the tired decks of the Goya, Tolland sensed Celia’ s ghost | ooking
over himas she often did. Her voice was in the rushing water.speaking the |ast
words she’d spoken to himin life.

“You're a survivor,” her voice whispered. “Pronise me you'll find another |ove.”
“1"I'l never want another,” Tolland had told her
Celia's snmle was filled with wisdom “You'll have to learn.”

Now, on the deck of the Goya, Tolland realized, he was |earning. A deep enotion
wel | ed suddenly in his soul. He realized it was happi ness.
And with it canme an overpowering will to live

Pickering felt oddly detached as he noved toward the two prisoners. He stopped
in front of Rachel, vaguely surprised that this was not harder for him
“Sometines,” he said, “circunstances raise inpossible decisions.”



Rachel s eyes were unyielding. “You created these circunstances.”

“War invol ves casualties,” Pickering said, his voice firmer now. Ask Di ana

Pi ckering, or any of those who die every year defending this nation. “You of al
peopl e shoul d understand that, Rachel.” His eyes focused in on her. “lactura
paucourm serva nultos.”

He coul d see she recogni zed the words—al most a cliché in national security
circles. Sacrifice the few to save the many.

Rachel eyed himw th obvious disgust. “And now M chael and | have beconme part of
your few?”

Pi ckering considered it. There was no other way. He turned to Delta-One.

“Rel ease your partner and end this.”

Del t a- One nodded.

Pickering took a long | ast |ook at Rachel and then strode to the ship’s nearby
portside railing, staring out at the sea racing by. This was sonething he
preferred not to watch.

Delta-One felt enpowered as he gripped his weapon and gl anced over at his
partner dangling in the clanmps. All that remined was to close the trapdoors
beneath Delta-Two's feet, free himfromthe clanps, and elim nate Rachel Sexton
and M chael Toll and

Unfortunately, Delta-One had seen the conplexity of the control panel near the
trapdoor —a series of unmarked | evers and dials that apparently controlled the
trapdoor, the wi nch notor, and numerous ot her commands. He had no intention of
hitting the wong lever and risking his partner’s life by m stakenly dropping
the sub into the sea

Elimnate all risk. Never rush.

He woul d force Tolland to performthe actual release. And to ensure he did not
try anything tricky, Delta-One would take out insurance known in his business as
“bi ol ogi cal collateral.”

Use your adversaries agai nst one anot her.

Del ta- One swung the gun barrel directly into Rachel’s face, stopping only inches
fromher forehead. Rachel closed her eyes, and Delta-One could see Tolland's
fists clench in a protective anger.

“Ms. Sexton, stand up,” Delta-One said.

She did.

Wth the gun firmy on her back, Delta-One nmarched her over to an al um num set
of portable stairs that led up to the top of the Triton sub from behind. “Cinb
up and stand on top of the sub.”

Rachel | ooked frightened and confused.

“Just do it,” Delta-One said.

Rachel felt like she was nmoving through a nightmare as she clinbed up the

al um num gangway behind the Triton. She stopped at the top, having no desire to
step out over the chasmonto the suspended Triton

“Cet on top of the sub,” the soldier said, returning to Tolland and pushing the
gun agai nst his head.

In front of Rachel the soldier who was in the clanps watched her, shifting in
pai n, obviously eager to get out. Rachel |ooked at Tolland, who now had a gun
barrel to his head. Get on top of the sub. She had no choice

Feeling like she was edgi ng out onto a precipice overhangi ng a canyon, Rache
stepped onto the Triton’s engine casing, a small flat section behind the rounded
donme wi ndow. The entire sub hung like a massive plunb bob over the open
trapdoor. Even suspended on its winch cable, the nine-ton sub barely registered
her arrival, swinging only a fewmllineters as she steadi ed herself.

“Ckay, let’s nove,” the soldier said to Tolland. “Go to the controls and cl ose
the trapdoor.”

At gunpoint, Tolland began noving toward the control panel with the sol dier



behind him As Tolland cane toward her, he was noving slowy, and Rachel could
feel his eyes fixing hard on her as if trying to send her a nessage. He | ooked
directly at her and then down at the open hatch on top of the Triton

Rachel gl anced down. The hatch at her feet was open, the heavy circular covering
propped open. She could see down into the one-seater cockpit. He wants nme to get
in? Sensing she nust be m staken, Rachel |ooked at Tolland again. He was al npst
to the control panel. Tolland s eyes | ocked on her. This tinme he was | ess
subt | e.

His |ips nmouthed, “Junp in! Now'’

Del t a- One saw Rachel’s notion out of the corner of his eye and wheel ed on
instinct, opening fire as Rachel fell through the sub’s hatch just below the
barrage of bullets. The open hatch covering rang out as the bullets ricocheted
off the circular portal, sending up a shower of sparks, and slammng the |id

cl osed on top of her.

Tol land, the instant he’'d felt the gun | eave his back, nade his nove. He dove to
his left, away fromthe trapdoor, hitting the deck and rolling just as the
sol di er spun back toward him gun blazing. Bullets exploded behind Tolland as he
scranmbl ed for cover behind the ship’'s stern anchor spool —an enornous notorized
cylinder around which was wound several thousand feet of steel cable connected
to the ship’s anchor.

Tol l and had a plan and woul d have to act fast. As the sol dier dashed toward hi m
Tol | and reached up and grabbed the anchor | ock with both hands, yanki ng down.
Instantly the anchor spool began feeding out |engths of cable, and the Goya
lurched in the strong current. The sudden novenent sent everything and everyone
on the deck staggering sidelong. As the boat accelerated in reverse on the
current, the anchor spool doled out cable faster and faster

Come on, baby, Tolland urged.

The sol di er regained his balance and cane for Tolland. Waiting until the | ast
possi bl e nonment, Tolland braced hinself and rammed the | ever back up, |ocking
the anchor spool. The chain snapped taut, stopping the ship short and sending a
tremul ous shudder throughout the Goya. Everything on deck went flying. The
sol di er staggered to his knees near Tolland. Pickering fell back fromthe
railing onto the deck. The Triton swung wildly on its cable.

A grating how of failing metal tore up from beneath the ship |like an earthquake
as the dammged strut finally gave way. The right stern corner of the Goya began
col | apsing under its own weight. The ship faltered, tilting on a diagonal like a
massive table losing one of its four |legs. The noise from beneath was

deaf ening—a wail of twisting, grating netal and pounding surf.

VWi t e- knuckl ed inside the Triton cockpit, Rachel held on as the nine-ton machine
swayed over the trapdoor in the now steeply inclined deck. Through the base of
the glass donme she could see the ocean raging below. As she | ooked up, her eyes
scanni ng the deck for Tolland, she watched a bizarre drama on the deck unfold in
a matter of seconds

Only a yard away, trapped in the Triton' s claws, the clanped Delta soldier was
how ing in pain as he bobbed |ike a puppet on a stick. WIIliam Pickering
scranbl ed across Rachel’s field of vision and grabbed on to a cleat on the deck.
Near the anchor |ever, Tolland was al so hanging on, trying not to slide over the
edge into the water. When Rachel saw the soldier with the machi ne gun
stabilizing hinself nearby, she called out inside the sub. “Mke, ook out!”

But Delta-One ignored Tolland entirely. The sol dier was |ooking back toward the
idling helicopter with his nouth open in horror. Rachel turned, follow ng his
gaze. The Kiowa gunship, with its huge rotors still turning, had started to
slowly slide forward down the tipping deck. Its long netal skids were acting
like skis on a slope. It was then that Rachel realized the huge machi ne was
skidding directly toward the Triton



Scrambling up the inclined deck toward the sliding aircraft, Delta-One clanbered
into the cockpit. He had no intention of letting their only neans of escape
slide off the deck. Delta-One seized the Kiowa’s controls and heaved back on the
stick. Lift off! Wth a deafening roar, the bl ades accel erated over head,
straining to lift the heavily armed gunship off the deck. Up, goddamm it! The
chopper was sliding directly toward the Triton and Delta-Two suspended in its
grasp.

Wth its nose tipped forward, the Kiowa's bl ades were also tipped, and when the
chopper lurched off the deck, it sailed nore forward than up, accelerating
toward the Triton |ike a giant buzz saw. Up! Delta-One pulled the stick, w shing
he could drop the half ton of Hellfire warheads wei ghi ng hi m down. The bl ades
just mssed the top of Delta-Two’s head and the top of the Triton sub, but the
chopper was noving too fast. It would never clear the Triton's wi nch cable.

As the Kiowa s 300-rpm steel blades collided with the sub’s fifteen-ton capacity
brai ded steel winch cable, the night erupted with the shriek of netal on netal.
The sounds conjured i mages of epic battle. Fromthe chopper’s arnmored cockpit,
Del t a- One watched his rotors tear into the sub’s cable like a giant |awn nower
runni ng over a steel chain. A blinding spray of sparks erupted overhead, and the
Kiowa' s bl ades exploded. Delta-One felt the chopper bottomout, its struts
hitting the deck hard. He tried to control the aircraft, but he had no lift. The
chopper bounded twi ce down the inclined deck, then slid, crashing into the
ship’s guardrail

For a nonent, he thought the rail would hold.

Then Delta-One heard the crack. The heavily | aden chopper |isted over the brink,
plumeting into the sea

Inside the Triton, Rachel Sexton sat paral yzed, her body pressed back into the
sub’s seat. The mi nisub had been tossed violently as the chopper’s rotor w apped
around the cable, but she had nanaged to hang on. Sonehow the bl ades had m ssed
the main body of the sub, but she knew there had to be mmjor danage to the
cable. Al Rachel could think of at that point was escaping fromthe sub as fast
as she could. The soldier trapped in the clanps stared in at her, delirious,

bl eedi ng, and burned fromthe shrapnel. Beyond him Rachel saw WIIliam Pickering
still holding on to a cleat on the slanting deck

VWhere's M chael ? She didn't see him Her panic lasted only an instant as a new

f ear descended. Overhead, the Triton's shredded wi nch cable | et out an on nous
whi ppi ng noi se as the braids unraveled. Then, there was a | oud snap, and Rache
felt the cable give way.

Mormentarily wei ghtless, Rachel hovered above her seat inside the cockpit as the
sub hurtl ed downward. The deck di sappeared overhead, and the catwal ks under the
Goya raced by. The soldier trapped in the claws went white with fear, staring at
Rachel as the sub accel erated downward.

The fall seened endl ess.

VWen the sub crashed into the sea beneath the Goya, it plunged hard under the
surf, ramm ng Rachel down hard into her seat. Her spine conpressed as the

illum nated ocean raced up over the dome. She felt a suffocating drag as the sub
slowed to a stop underwater and then raced back toward the surface, bobbing up
like a cork.

The sharks hit instantly. Fromher front-row seat, Rachel sat frozen in place as
the spectacle unfolded only a few feet away.

Delta-Two felt the shark’s obl ong head crash into himw th uni magi nabl e force. A
razor sharp clanp tightened on his upper arm slicing to the bone and | ocki ng

on. A flash of white-hot pain exploded as the shark torqued its powerful body
and shook its head violently, tearing Delta-Two’s arm off his body. Others
sharks moved in. Knives stabbing at his legs. Torso. Neck. Delta-Two had no
breath to screamin agony as the sharks ripped huge chunks of his body away. The



|l ast thing he saw was a crescent -shaped nouth, tilting sideways, a gorge of
teeth cl anpi ng down across his face.
The world went bl ack.

Inside the Triton, the thudding of heavy cartil agi nous heads ramm ng into the
donme finally subsided. Rachel opened her eyes. The nman was gone. The water
washi ng agai nst the wi ndow was cri nmson.

Badly battered, Rachel huddled in her chair, knees pulled to her chest. She
could feel the sub moving. It was drifting on the current, scraping along the
length of the Goya's | ower dive deck. She could feel it noving in another
direction as well. Down.

Qutside, the distinctive gurgling of water into the ballast tanks grew | ouder.
The ocean inched higher on the glass in front of her

I m si nki ng!

Ajolt of terror shot through Rachel, and she was suddenly scranbling to her
feet. Reachi ng overhead, she grabbed the hatch nechanism |f she could clinb up
on top of the sub, she still had time to junp onto the Goya’'s dive deck. It was
only a few feet away.

|I’ve got to get out!

The hatch nmechani sm was clearly marked which way to turn it to open. She heaved
The hatch did not budge. She tried again. Nothing. The portal was jamed shut.
Bent. As the fear rose in her blood |ike the sea around her, Rachel heaved one
| ast tine.

The hatch did not nove

The Triton sank a few inches deeper, bunmping the Goya one last tinme before
drifting out fromunderneath the mangled hull .and into the open sea.
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“Don't do this,” Gabrielle begged the senator as he finished at the copy

machi ne. “You're risking your daughter’'s life!”

Sexton bl ocked out her voice, noving back to his desk nowwith ten identical
stacks of photocopies. Each stack contained copies of the pages Rachel had faxed
him including her handwitten note claimng the nmeteorite was a fake and
accusi ng NASA and the Wiite House of trying to kill her.

The nost shocking nedia kits ever assenbl ed, Sexton thought, as he began
carefully inserting each stack into its own |arge, white |linen envel ope. Each
envel ope bore his nane, office address, and senatorial seal. There would be no
doubt where this incredible informati on had originated. The political scandal of
the century, Sexton thought, and | will be the one to reveal it!

Gabrielle was still pleading for Rachel’s safety, but Sexton heard only silence
As he assenbl ed the envel opes, he was in his own private world. Every politica
career has a defining nonent. This is mne

W Iliam Pickering s phone nmessage had warned that if Sexton went public,
Rachel s |ife would be in danger. Unfortunately for Rachel, Sexton also knew if
he went public with proof of NASA's fraud, that single act of bol dness would
land himin the Wite House with nore decisiveness and political drama than ever
before wi tnessed in Anerican politics.

Life is filled with difficult decisions, he thought. And wi nners are those who
make t hem

Gabrielle Ashe had seen this look in Sexton's eyes before. Blind anbition. She
feared it. And with good reason, she now realized. Sexton was obviously prepared
to risk his daughter in order to be the first to announce the NASA fraud.

“Don’t you see you've already won?” Gabrielle demanded. “There’s no way Zach
Herney and NASA will survive this scandal. No matter who makes it public! No



matter when it comes out! Wait until you know Rachel is safe. Wait until you
talk to Pickering!”

Sexton was clearly no longer |istening to her. Opening his desk drawer, he
pul l ed out a foil sheet on which were affixed dozens of nickel-sized,

sel f - adhesive wax seals with his initials on them Gabrielle knew he usually
used these for formal invitations, but he apparently thought a crinson wax seal
woul d give each envel ope an extra touch of drama. Peeling the circular seals off
the foil, Sexton pressed one onto the pleat of each envel ope, sealing it like a
monogr anmred epi stl e

Gabrielle s heart pulsed now with a new anger. She thought of the digitized

i mages of illegal checks in his conmputer. If she said anything, she knew he
woul d just delete the evidence. “Don’t do this,” she said, “or I'Il go public
about our affair.”

Sexton | aughed out |oud as he affixed the wax seals. “Really? And you think

they’ Il believe you—a power-hungry aide denied a post in my administration and
| ooking for revenge at any cost? | denied our involvenent once, and the world
believed ne. I'll sinply deny it again.”

“The White House has photos,” Gabrielle declared.

Sexton did not even | ook up. “They don't have photos. And even if they did,
they’ re meaningless.” He affixed the final wax seal. “l have immunity. These
envel opes out-trunp anything anyone could possibly throw at ne.”

Gabrielle knew he was right. She felt utterly hel pless as Sexton adnired his
handi work. On his desk sat ten elegant, white |linen envel opes, each enbossed
with his nane and address and secured with a crinson wax seal bearing his
scripted initials. They looked like royal letters. Certainly kings had been
crowned on account of |ess potent information.

Sexton picked up the envel opes and prepared to | eave. Gabrielle stepped over and
bl ocked his way. “You' re nmaking a m stake. This can wait.”

Sexton’s eyes bored into her. “I made you, Gabrielle, and now I’ ve unnmade you.”
“That fax from Rachel will give you the presidency. You owe her.”

“l"ve given her plenty.”

“What if something happens to her!”

“Then she’ll cenent ny synpathy vote.”

Gabrielle could not believe the thought had even crossed his mind, nuch less his
lips. Disgusted, she reached for the phone. “I’mcalling the Wite=

Sexton spun and sl apped her hard across the face.

Gabriell e staggered back, feeling her lip split open. She caught herself,
grabbing on to the desk, staring up in astonishnment at the man she had once

wor shi ped.
Sexton gave her a long, hard look. “If you so nuch as think of crossing nme on
this, I will make you regret it for the rest of your life.” He stood

unflinching, clutching the stack of seal ed envel opes under his arm A harsh
danger burned in his eyes.

VWhen Gabrielle exited the office building into the cold night air, her lip was
still bleeding. She hailed a taxi and clinbed in. Then, for the first tinme since
she had come to Washington, Gabrielle Ashe broke down and cri ed.
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The Triton fell ...

M chael Tolland staggered to his feet on the inclined deck and peered over the
anchor spool at the frayed wi nch cable where the Triton used to hang. Weeling
toward the stern, he scanned the water. The Triton was just now energing from
under the Goya on the current. Relieved at |east to see the sub intact, Tolland
eyed the hatch, wanting nothing nore than to see it open up and Rachel clinb out



unscat hed. But the hatch remined cl osed. Tolland wondered if nmaybe she had been
knocked out by the violent fall

Even from the deck, Tolland could see the Triton was riding exceptionally low in
the water—far belowits normal diving trimwaterline. It’s sinking. Tolland
coul d not inmagi ne why, but the reason at the nonment was i mmterial.

I have to get Rachel out. Now.

As Tolland stood to dash for the edge of the deck, a shower of nmachine-gun fire
expl oded above him sparking off the heavy anchor spool overhead. He dropped
back to his knees. Shit! He peered around the spool only |long enough to see

Pi ckering on the upper deck, taking aimlike a sniper. The Delta sol dier had
dropped his machine gun while clinbing into the dooned helicopter and Pickering
had apparently recovered it. Now the director had scranbled to the high ground
Trapped behind the spool, Tolland |ooked back toward the sinking Triton. Cone
on, Rachel! Get out! He waited for the hatch to open. Nothing.

Looki ng back to the deck of the Goya, Tolland s eyes neasured the open area
between his position and the stern railing. Twenty feet. A long way w thout any
cover.

Tol l and took a deep breath and nade up his mnd. Ripping off his shirt, he
hurled it to his right onto the open deck. Wile Pickering blew the shirt ful

of holes, Tolland dashed I eft, down the inclined deck, banking toward the stern
Wth a wild | eap he | aunched hinself over the railing, off the back of the ship
Arcing high in the air, Tolland heard the bullets whizzing all around hi mand
knew a single graze woul d make him a shark feast the instant he hit the water

Rachel Sexton felt like a wild animal trapped in a cage. She had tried the hatch
again and again with no luck. She could hear a tank somewhere beneath her
filling with water, and she sensed the sub gaining weight. The darkness of the
ocean was inching higher up the transparent done, a black curtain rising in
reverse.

Through the | ower half of the glass, Rachel could see the void of the ocean
beckoning like a tomb. The enpty vastness beneath threatened to swall ow her
whol e. She grabbed the hatch mechanismand tried to twist it open one nore tine,
but it wouldn’t budge. Her |ungs strained now, the dank stench of excess carbon
di oxide acrid in her nostrils. Through it all, one recurring thought haunted
her.

I"m going to die alone underwater.

She scanned the Triton’s control panels and |evers for sonmething that could
hel p, but all the indicators were black. No power. She was |ocked in a dead
steel crypt sinking toward the bottom of the sea

The gurgling in the tanks seenmed to be accel erating now, and the ocean rose to
within a few feet of the top of the glass. In the distance, across the endl ess
flat expanse, a band of crinmson was inching across the horizon. Mrning was on
its way. Rachel feared it would be the last |ight she ever saw. Closing her eyes
to block out her inpending fate, Rachel felt the terrifying childhood inmages
rushing into her mnd.

Falling through the ice. Sliding underwater.

Breathl ess. Unable to lift herself. Sinking.

Her mother calling for her. “Rachel! Rachel!”

A poundi ng on the outside of the sub jolted Rachel out of the delirium Her eyes
snapped open.

“Rachel!” The voice was nuffled. A ghostly face appeared agai nst the gl ass,
upsi de down, dark hair swirling. She could barely nake himout in the darkness
“M chael !'”

Tol | and surfaced, exhaling in relief to see Rachel noving inside the sub. She’'s
alive. Tolland swam with powerful strokes to the rear of the Triton and clinbed
up onto the subnerged engine platform The ocean currents felt hot and | eaden



around himas he positioned hinself to grab the circular portal screw, staying

| ow and hopi ng he was out of range of Pickering’ s gun.

The Triton’s hull was alnost entirely underwater now, and Tolland knew if he
were going to open the hatch and pull Rachel out, he would have to hurry. He had
a ten-inch draw that was dimnishing fast. Once the hatch was submerged, opening
it would send a torrent of seawater gushing into the Triton, trapping Rache

i nsi de and sending the sub into a free fall to the bottom

“Now or never,” he gasped as he grabbed the hatch wheel and heaved it
count ercl ockwi se. Not hi ng happened. He tried again, throwing all of his force
into it. Again, the hatch refused to turn.

He coul d hear Rachel inside, on the other side of the portal. Her voice was
stifled, but he sensed her terror. “l tried!” she shouted. “I couldn’'t turn it!”
The water was | apping across the portal lid now “Turn together!” he shouted to
her. “You' re clockwi se in there!” He knew the dial was clearly marked. “Ckay,
now ”

Tol I and braced hi nsel f agai nst the ballast air tanks and strained with all his
energy. He could hear Rachel bel ow hi mdoing the sane. The dial turned a half
inch and ground to a dead stop.

Now Tol land saw it. The portal |id was not set evenly in the aperture. Like the
lid of a jar that had been placed on crooked and screwed down hard, it was
stuck. Although the rubber seal was properly set, the hatch-dogs were bent,
meani ng the only way that door was opening was with a wel ding torch.

As the top of the sub sank bel ow the surface, Tolland was filled with a sudden,
overwhel mi ng dread. Rachel Sexton would not be escaping fromthe Triton.

Two thousand feet below, the crunpled fuselage of the bonmb-1aden Ki owa chopper
was sinking fast, a prisoner of gravity and the powerful drag of the deepwater
vortex. Inside the cockpit, Delta-One’'s |lifeless body was no | onger

recogni zabl e, disfigured by the crushing pressure of the deep

As the aircraft spiraled dowmward, its Hellfire mssiles still attached, the

gl owi ng magma done waited on the ocean floor |like a red-hot |anding pad. Beneath
its three-meter-thick crust, a head of boiling | ava simered at a thousand
degrees Celsius, a volcano waiting to expl ode.
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Tol | and stood knee-deep in water on the engi ne box of the sinking Triton and
searched his brain for some way to save Rachel

Don't let the sub sink!

He | ooked back toward the Goya, wondering if there were any way to get a wi nch
connected to the Triton to keep it near the surface. Inpossible. It was fifty
yards away now, and Pickering was standing high on the bridge |ike a Roman
enperor with a prine seat at sone bl oody Col osseum spectacl e.

Thi nk! Tolland told hinmself. Wiy is the sub sinking?

The mechani cs of sub buoyancy were painfully sinple: ballast tanks punped ful
of either air or water adjusted the sub’s buoyancy to nmove it up or down in the
wat er .

Obvi ously, the ballast tanks were filling up

But they shouldn’t be!

Every sub’s ballast tanks were equi pped with holes both topside and underneat h.
The | ower openings, called “flooding holes,” always renmai ned open, while the
hol es on top, “vent valves,” could be opened and closed to let air escape so
wat er would flood in.

Maybe the Triton’s vent valves were open for some reason? Tolland coul d not

i mgi ne why. He floundered across the subnmerged engine platform his hands



gropi ng one of the Triton's ballast trimtanks. The vent valves were cl osed. But
as he felt the valves, his fingers found sonething el se.

Bul | et hol es.

Shit! The Triton had been riddled with bullets when Rachel junped in. Tolland

i mredi ately dove down and swam beneath the sub, running his hand carefully
across the Triton’s nore inportant ballast tank—the negative tank. The Brits
called this tank “the down express.” The Germans called it “putting on |ead
shoes.” Either way, the meaning was clear. The negative tank, when filled, took
the sub down.

As Tolland s hand felt the sides of the tank, he encountered dozens of bullet
holes. He could feel the water rushing in. The Triton was preparing to dive

whet her Tolland liked it or not.

The sub was now three feet beneath the surface. Moving to the bow, Tolland
pressed his face against the glass and peered through the done. Rachel was
bangi ng on the gl ass and shouting. The fear in her voice nade himfee

power| ess. For an instant he was back in a cold hospital, watching the woman he
| oved die and knowi ng there was nothing he could do. Hovering underwater in
front of the sinking sub, Tolland told hinself he could not endure this again.
You're a survivor, Celia had told him but Tolland did not want to survive

al one..not again.

Tolland’ s lungs ached for air and yet he stayed right there with her. Every tinme
Rachel pounded on the glass, Tolland heard air bubbles gurgling up and the sub
sank deeper. Rachel was yelling sonething about water coming in around the

wi ndow.

The vi ewi ng wi ndow was | eaki ng.

A bullet hole in the window? It seemed doubtful. His lungs ready to burst,
Tol | and prepared to surface. As he pal med upward across the huge acrylic w ndow,
his fingers hit a piece of |oose rubber caul king. A peripheral seal had
apparently been jarred in the fall. This was the reason the cockpit was | eaking.
More bad news.

Cl anbering to the surface, Tolland sucked in three deep breaths, trying to clear
his thoughts. Water flowing into the cockpit would only accelerate the Triton's
descent. The sub was already five feet underwater, and Tolland could barely
touch it with his feet. He could feel Rachel pounding desperately on the hull
Toll and could think of only one thing to do. If he dove down to the Triton's
engi ne box and | ocated the high-pressure air cylinder, he could use it to blow
the negative ballast tank. Although bl owi ng the damaged tank woul d be an
exercise in futility, it mght keep the Triton near the surface for another

m nute or so before the perforated tanks flooded again

Then what ?

Wth no other inmediate option, Tolland prepared to dive. Pulling in an
exceptionally deep breath, he expanded his lungs well beyond their natura

state, alnost to the point of pain. Mre |ung capacity. Mre oxygen. Longer
dive. But as he felt his lungs expand, pressuring his rib cage, a strange
thought hit him

What if he increased the pressure inside the sub? The viewi ng done had a damaged
seal. Maybe if Tolland could increase the pressure inside the cockpit, he could
bl ow the entire view ng done off the sub and get Rachel out.

He exhal ed his breath, treading water on the surface a nmonent, trying to picture
the feasibility. It was perfectly logical, wasn't it? After all, a submarine was
built to be strong in only one direction. They had to withstand enornous
pressure fromthe outside, but al nobst none from within.

Mor eover, the Triton used uniformregulator valves to decrease the nunber of
spare parts the Goya had to carry. Tolland could sinply unsnap the high pressure
cylinder’s charging hose and reroute it into an emergency ventilation supply
regul ator on the port side of the sub! Pressurizing the cabin would cause Rachel
substantial physical pain, but it mght just give her a way out.



Tol I and i nhal ed and dove.

The sub was a good eight feet down now, and the currents and darkness nmde
orienting hinmself difficult. Once he found the pressurized tank, Tolland quickly
rerouted the hose and prepared to punp air into the cockpit. As he gripped the
st opcock, the reflective yellow paint on the side of the tank rem nded him just
how dangerous this maneuver was: CAUTI ON: COWPRESSED Al R—3, 000 PSI

Three thousand pounds per square inch, Tolland thought. The hope was that the
Triton's viewi ng dome woul d pop off the sub before the pressure in the cabin
crushed Rachel’s lungs. Tolland was essentially sticking a high-powered fire
hose into a water balloon and praying the balloon would break in a hurry.

He grabbed the stopcock and nade up his mind. Suspended there on the back of the
sinking Triton, Tolland turned the stopcock, opening the valve. The hose went
rigid i mediately, and Tolland could hear the air flooding the cockpit with
enornmous force

Inside the Triton, Rachel felt a sudden searing pain slice into her head. She
opened her mouth to scream but the air forced itself into her lungs with such
pai nful pressure that she thought her chest woul d expl ode. Her eyes felt I|ike
they were being rammed backward into her skull. A deafening runble tore through
her eardruns, pushing her toward unconsciousness. Instinctively, she clenched
her eyes tight and pressed her hands over her ears. The pain was increasing now
Rachel heard a pounding directly in front of her. She forced her eyes open just

| ong enough to see the watery sil houette of Mchael Tolland in the darkness. His
face was against the glass. He was nmotioning for her to do somnething.

But what ?

She could barely see himin the darkness. Her vision was blurred, her eyeballs
distorted fromthe pressure. Even so, she could tell the sub had sunk beyond the
last flickering fingers of the Goya s underwater lights. Around her was only an
endl ess i nky abyss.

Tol | and spread hinself against the wi ndow of the Triton and kept banging. His
chest burned for air, and he knew he woul d have to return to the surface in a
matter of seconds.

Push on the glass! he willed her. He could hear pressurized air escaping around
the gl ass, bubbling up. Sonewhere, the seal was |oose. Tolland s hands groped
for an edge, sonething to get his fingers under. Nothing.

As his oxygen ran out, tunnel vision closed in, and he banged on the glass one
last time. He could not even see her anynore. It was too dark. Wth the |ast of
the air in his lungs, he yelled out underwater

“Rachel ..push..on..t he..gl ass!”

Hi s words came out as a bubbling, nuted garble.
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Inside the Triton, Rachel’s head felt like it was being conpressed in sone kind
of nedieval torture vise. Hal f-standing, stooped beside the cockpit chair, she
could feel death closing in around her. Directly in front of her, the

hemi spherical viewi ng dome was enpty. Dark. The bangi ng had stopped.

Tol I and was gone. He had |eft her.

The hiss of pressurized air blasting in overhead rem nded her of the deafening
kat abatic wind on MIne. The floor of the sub had a foot of water on it now Let
me out! Thousands of thoughts and nenories began streami ng through her mnd |ike
flashes of violet |ight.

In the darkness, the sub began to list, and Rachel staggered, |osing her

bal ance. Stunbling over the seat, she fell forward, colliding hard with the



inside of the hem spherical done. A sharp pain erupted in her shoul der. She

|l anded in a heap agai nst the wi ndow, and as she did, she felt an unexpected
sensati on—a sudden decrease in the pressure inside the sub. The tightened drum
of Rachel’s ears | oosened perceptibly, and she actually heard a gurgle of air
escape the sub

It took her an instant to realize what had just happened. \Wen she'd fallen
agai nst the done, her weight had sonehow forced the bul bous sheet outward enough
for some of the internal pressure to be released around a seal. Cbviously, the
dome gl ass was | oose! Rachel suddenly realized what Tolland had been trying to
do by increasing the pressure inside.

He's trying to bl ow out the w ndow

Overhead, the Triton's pressure cylinder continued to punp. Even as she |ay
there, she felt the pressure increasing again. This time she al nost welconed it,
al t hough she felt the suffocating grip pushing her dangerously close to
unconsci ousness. Scrambling to her feet, Rachel pressed outward with all her
force on the inside of the gl ass.

This tinme, there was no gurgle. The glass barely noved.

She threw her wei ght against the wi ndow agai n. Nothing. Her shoul der wound
ached, and she | ooked down at it. The blood was dry. She prepared to try again
but she did not have tine. Wthout warning, the crippled sub began to

ti p—backward. As its heavy engi ne box overcanme the flooded trimtanks, the
Triton rolled onto its back, sinking rear-first now.

Rachel fell onto her back against the cockpit’s rear wall. Half subnerged in

sl oshing water, she stared straight up at the |eaking done, hovering over her
li ke a giant skylight.

Qut si de was only night.and thousands of tons of ocean pressing down.

Rachel willed herself to get up, but her body felt dead and heavy. Again her

m nd reeled backward in tinme to the icy grip of a frozen river

“Fight, Rachel!” her npther was shouting, reaching down to pull her out of the
water. “Grab on!”
Rachel closed her eyes. |'msinking. Her skates felt like |lead weights, dragging

her down. She could see her mother |ying spread-eagle on the ice to disperse her
own wei ght, reaching out.

“Ki ck, Rachel! Kick with your feet!”

Rachel kicked as best as she could. Her body rose slightly in the icy hole. A
spark of hope. Her nother grabbed on.

“Yes!” her mother shouted. “Help ne lift you! Kick with your feet!”

Wth her nother pulling from above, Rachel used the |ast of her energy to kick
with her skates. It was just enough, and her nother dragged Rachel up to safety.
She dragged the soaking Rachel all the way to the snowy bank before collapsing
in tears.

Now, inside the growing humidity and heat of the sub, Rachel opened her eyes to
the bl ackness around her. She heard her nother whispering fromthe grave, her
voi ce clear even here in the sinking Triton

Kick with your feet.

Rachel | ooked up at the done overhead. Mustering the |last of her courage, Rachel
cl anbered up onto the cockpit chair, which was oriented al nost horizontally now,
like a dental chair. Lying on her back, Rachel bent her knees, pulled her |egs
back as far as she could, aimed her feet upward, and expl oded forward. Wth a
wi | d scream of desperation and force, she drove her feet into the center of the
acrylic dome. Spikes of pain shot into her shins, sending her brain reeling. Her
ears thundered suddenly, and she felt the pressure equalize with a violent rush.
The seal on the left side of the dome gave way, and the huge lens partially

di sl odged, swinging open |like a barn door.

A torrent of water crashed into the sub and drove Rachel back into her chair
The ocean thundered in around her, swirling up under her back, lifting her now
off the chair, tossing her upside down |ike a sock in a washing machi ne. Rache



groped blindly for somet hing to hold on to, but she was spinning wildly. As the
cockpit filled, she could feel the sub begin a rapid free fall for the bottom
Her body ranmed upward in the cockpit, and she felt herself pinned. A rush of
bubbl es erupted around her, twi sting her, dragging her to the | eft and upward. A
flap of hard acrylic smashed into her hip

Al at once she was free.

Twi sting and tunmbling into the endl ess warnth and watery bl ackness, Rachel felt
her lungs already aching for air. Get to the surface! She | ooked for |ight but
saw nothing. Her world | ooked the sanme in all directions. Blackness. No gravity.
No sense of up or down.

In that terrifying instant, Rachel realized she had no idea which way to swim

Thousands of feet beneath her, the sinking Kiowa chopper crunpl ed beneath the
relentlessly increasing pressure. The fifteen high-explosive, antitank AGVM 114
HelIfire mssiles still aboard strained against the conpression, their copper
l'i ner cones and spring-detonati on heads inching perilously inward.

A hundred feet above the ocean floor, the powerful shaft of the negapl une
grabbed the remnins of the chopper and sucked it downward, hurling it agai nst
the red-hot crust of the magma donme. Like a box of matches igniting in series,
the Hellfire mssiles exploded, tearing a gaping hole through the top of the
magma dome.

Havi ng surfaced for air, and then dove again in desperation, Mchael Tolland was
suspended fifteen feet underwater scanning the bl ackness when the Hellfire

m ssil es expl oded. The white flash bill owed upward, illumi nating an astonishing
i mge—a freeze-frame he woul d renmenber forever

Rachel Sexton hung ten feet below himlike a tangled marionette in the water.
Beneath her, the Triton sub fell away fast, its done hangi ng | oose. The sharks
in the area scattered for the open sea, clearly sensing the danger this area was
about to unl eash

Tolland’ s exhilaration at seeing Rachel out of the sub was instantly vanqui shed
by the realization of what was about to follow Menorizing her position as the
I'i ght di sappeared, Tolland dove hard, clawi ng his way toward her

Thousands of feet down, the shattered crust of the magma done expl oded apart,
and the underwater vol cano erupted, spew ng twel ve-hundred-degree- Cel sius magnma
up into the sea. The scorching | ava vaporized all the water it touched, sending
a massive pillar of steamrocketing toward the surface up the central axis of
the megapl unme. Driven by the same kinematic properties of fluid dynam cs that
power ed tornadoes, the steanis vertical transfer of energy was counterbal anced
by an anticyclonic vorticity spiral that circled the shaft, carrying energy in
the opposite direction.

Spiraling around this colum of rising gas, the ocean currents started
intensifying, twisting dowmward. The fl eeing steam created an enornous vacuum
that sucked millions of gallons of seawater downward into contact with the
magma. As the new water hit bottom it too turned into steam and needed a way to
escape, joining the growi ng colum of exhaust steam and shooting upward, pulling
nmore water in beneath it. As nore water rushed in to take its place, the vortex
intensified. The hydrothermal plune elongated, and the towering whirl pool grew
stronger with every passing second, its upper rimnoving steadily toward the
surf ace.

An oceani ¢ bl ack hole had just been born.

Rachel felt like a child in a wonb. Hot, wet darkness all engulfing her. Her
thoughts were nuddled in the inky warnth. Breathe. She fought the reflex. The
flash of light she had seen could only have come fromthe surface, and yet it
seened so far away. An illusion. Get to the surface. Weakly, Rachel began



swimring in the direction where she had seen the light. She saw nore |ight
now..an eerie red glow in the distance. Daylight? She swam harder.

A hand caught her by the ankle.

Rachel hal f-screanmed underwater, alnost exhaling the |ast of her air.

The hand pull ed her backward, tw sting her, pointing her back in the opposite
direction. Rachel felt a famliar hand grasp hers. M chael Tolland was there,
pul l'ing her along with himthe other way.

Rachel’s mi nd said he was taking her down. Her heart said he knew what he was
doi ng.

Kick with your feet, her nother’s voice whispered.

Rachel kicked as hard as she coul d.
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Even as Tol |l and and Rachel broke the surface, he knew it was over. The magma
done erupted. As soon as the top of the vortex reached the surface, the giant
underwat er tornado woul d begin pulling everything dowm. Strangely, the world
above the surface was not the quiet dawn he had left only nmoments ago. The noise
was deafening. Wnd slashed at himas if some kind of stormhad hit while he was
under wat er .

Tolland felt delirious fromlack of oxygen. He tried to support Rachel in the
wat er, but she was being pulled fromhis arms. The current! Tolland tried to
hol d on, but the invisible force pulled harder, threatening to tear her from
him Suddenly, his grip slipped, and Rachel’s body slid through his arnms—but
upwar d.

Bewi | dered, Toll and wat ched Rachel’s body rise out of the water

Over head, the Coast Guard Osprey tilt-rotor airplane hovered and wi nched Rachel
in. Twenty minutes ago, the Coast Guard had gotten a report of an expl osion out
at sea. Having lost track of the Dol phin helicopter that was supposed to be in
the area, they feared an accident. They typed the chopper’s |ast known
coordinates into their navigation systemand hoped for the best.

About a half mle fromthe illunm nated Goya, they saw a field of burning
wreckage drifting on the current. It |ooked |like a speedboat. Nearby, a nman was
in the water, waving his arnms wildly. They wi nched himin. He was stark
naked—al | except for one leg, which was covered with duct tape.

Exhaust ed, Tolland | ooked up at the underbelly of the thundering tilt-rotor

ai rpl ane. Deafeni ng gusts pounded down off its horizontal propellers. As Rache
rose on a cable, numerous sets of hands pulled her into the fuselage. As Tol |l and
wat ched her dragged to safety, his eyes spotted a fanm|iar man crouched

hal f - naked in the doorway.

Corky? Tolland’ s heart soared. You're alive!

I medi ately, the harness fell fromthe sky again. It |landed ten feet away.
Tol l and wanted to swimfor it, but he could already feel the sucking sensation
of the plunme. The relentless grip of the sea wapped around him refusing to |et
go.

The current pulled hi munder. He fought toward the surface, but the exhaustion
was overwhel mi ng. You' re a survivor, soneone was saying. He kicked his |egs,
clawing toward the surface. When he broke through into the poundi ng wi nd, the

harness was still out of reach. The current strained to drag hi munder. Looking
up into the torrent of swirling wind and noi se, Tolland saw Rachel. She was
staring down, her eyes willing himup toward her.

It took Tolland four powerful strokes to reach the harness. Wth his |ast ounce
of strength, he slid his armand head up into the |oop and col | apsed.
All at once the ocean was falling away beneath him



Tol | and | ooked down just as the gaping vortex opened. The nmegaplunme had finally
reached the surface

W I 1liam Pickering stood on the bridge of the Goya and watched in dunbstruck awe
as the spectacle unfolded all around him Of the starboard of the Goya s stern
a huge basinlike depression was form ng on the surface of the sea. The whirl poo
was hundreds of yards across and expanding fast. The ocean spiraled into it,
racing with an eerie snmoothness over the Iip. Al around himnow, a guttura
moan reverberated out of the depths. Pickering s m nd was blank as he watched
the hol e expanding toward himlike the gapi ng nouth of sonme epic god hungry for
sacrifice.

I” m dream ng, Pickering thought.

Suddenly, with an explosive hiss that shattered the wi ndows of the Goya's

bri dge, a towering plune of steam erupted skyward out of the vortex. A col ossa
geyser clinbed overhead, thundering, its apex disappearing into the darkened
sky.

Instantly, the funnel walls steepened, the perineter expandi ng faster now,
chewi ng across the ocean toward him The stern of the Goya swing hard toward the
expandi ng cavity. Pickering |lost his balance and fell to his knees. Like a child
before God, he gazed downward into the grow ng abyss.

His final thoughts were for his daughter, Diana. He prayed she had not known
fear like this when she died.

The concussi on wave fromthe escaping steam hurled the Osprey sideways. Toll and
and Rachel held each other as the pilots recovered, banking | ow over the dooned
Goya. Looking out, they could see WIIliam Pickering—+the Quaker—kneeling in his
bl ack coat and tie at the upper railing of the doomed ship.

As the stern fishtailed out over the brink of the massive tw ster, the anchor
cable finally snapped. Wth its bow proudly in the air, the Goya slipped
backward over the watery | edge, sucked down the steep spiraling wall of water.
Her lights were still glow ng as she di sappeared beneath the sea
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The Washi ngton nmorning was cl ear and crisp

A breeze sent eddies of |eaves skittering around the base of the Washington
Monument. The world's | argest obelisk usually awoke to its own peaceful image in
the reflecting pool, but today the morning brought with it a chaos of jostling
reporters, all crowding around the nmonunent’s base in anticipation.

Senat or Sedgewi ck Sexton felt |arger than Washington itself as he stepped from
his Iinpbusine and strode like a lion toward the press area awaiting himat the
base of the nmonument. He had invited the nation’s ten |argest media networks
here and pronised themthe scandal of the decade

Not hi ng brings out the vultures like the snell of death, Sexton thought.

In his hand, Sexton clutched the stack of white |linen envel opes, each elegantly
wax- enbossed with his nonogrammed seal. |If information was power, then Sexton
was carrying a nucl ear warhead.

He felt intoxicated as he approached the podium pleased to see his inprovised
stage included two “fameframes”—targe, free-standing partitions that flanked his
podi um | i ke navy-blue curtains—an old Ronald Reagan trick to ensure he stood out
agai nst any backdrop

Sexton entered stage right, striding out frombehind the partition |ike an actor
out of the wings. The reporters quickly took their seats in the several rows of
folding chairs facing his podium To the east, the sun was just breaking over
the Capitol dome, shooting rays of pink and gold down on Sexton like rays from



heaven.
A perfect day to becone the nost powerful man in the world.
“Good norning, |ladies and gentlenen,” Sexton said, |aying the envel opes on the

lectern before him “I will make this as short and painl ess as possible. The
information | am about to share with you is, frankly, quite disturbing. These
envel opes contain proof of a deceit at the highest |evels of governnent. | am

ashanmed to say that the President called nme half an hour ago and begged ne—yes,
begged me—not to go public with this evidence.” He shook his head with dismy.
“And yet, | ama man who believes in the truth. No matter how painful.’

Sext on paused, holding up the envel opes, tenpting the seated crowd. The
reporters’ eyes followed the envel opes back and forth, a pack of dogs salivating
over sone unknown delicacy.

The President had called Sexton a half hour ago and expl ai ned everything. Herney
had tal ked to Rachel, who was safely aboard a plane somewhere. Incredibly, it
seenmed the Wite House and NASA were innocent bystanders in this fiasco, a plot
mast erm nded by WIIiam Pickering

Not that it matters, Sexton thought. Zach Herney is still going down hard

Sexton wi shed he could be a fly on the wall of the White House right now to see
the President’s face when he realized Sexton was going public. Sexton had agreed
to neet Herney at the White House right now to di scuss how best to tell the
nation the truth about the neteorite. Herney was probably standing in front of a
television at this very nonent in dunbfounded shock, realizing that there was
not hing the Wiite House could do to stop the hand of fate.

“My friends,” Sexton said, letting his eyes connect with the crowmd. “l have

wei ghed this heavily. | have considered honoring the President’s desire to keep
this data secret, but | nust do what is in ny heart.” Sexton sighed, hanging his
head |ike a man trapped by history. “The truth is the truth. I wll not presune
to color your interpretation of these facts in any way. | will sinply give you
the data at face value.”

In the distance, Sexton heard the beating of huge helicopter rotors. For a
monment, he wondered if maybe the President were flying over fromthe Wite House
in a panic, hoping to halt the press conference. That would be the icing on the
cake, Sexton thought mirthfully. How guilty would Herney appear THEN?

“l do not take pleasure in doing this,” Sexton continued, sensing his timng was
perfect. “But | feel it is my duty to |let the Anerican people know t hey have
been lied to.”

The aircraft thundered in, touching down on the esplanade to their right. When
Sexton gl anced over, he was surprised to see it was not the presidenti al
helicopter after all, but rather a large Osprey tilt-rotor airplane.

The fusel age read: UNI TED STATES COAST GUARD

Baf f|l ed, Sexton watched as the cabin door opened and a worman energed. She wore
an orange Coast Guard parka and | ooked dishevel ed, |ike she’d been through a
war. She strode toward the press area. For a noment, Sexton didn't recognize
her. Then it hit him

Rachel ? He gaped in shock. What the hell is SHE doing here?

A nmurnur of confusion went through the crowd.

Pasting a broad smle on his face, Sexton turned back to the press and raised an
apol ogetic finger. “If you could give me just one mnute? |'mterribly sorry.”
He heaved the weary, good-natured sigh. “Family first.”

A few of the reporters | aughed.

Wth his daughter bearing down fast fromhis right, Sexton had no doubt this

f at her-daught er reuni on woul d best be held in private. Unfortunately, privacy
was scarce at the nonent. Sexton's eyes darted to the large partition on his
right.

Still smling calmy, Sexton waved to his daughter and stepped away fromthe

m crophone. Myving toward her at an angle, he maneuvered such that Rachel had to
pass behind the partition to get to him Sexton nmet her hal fway, hidden fromthe



eyes and ears of the press.

“Honey?” he said, smiling and opening his arns as Rachel cane toward him *“What
a surprise!”

Rachel wal ked up and sl apped his face.

Al one with her father now, ensconced behind the partition, Rachel glared with

| oat hi ng. She had sl apped himhard, but he barely flinched. Wth chilling
control, his phony smle nelted away, nutating into an adnoni shing gl ower.

His voice turned to a denmoni c whisper. “You should not be here.”

Rachel saw wrath in his eyes and for the first tine in her life felt unafraid.
“l turned to you for help, and you sold ne out! | was al nost killed!”

“You' re obviously fine.” Hs tone was al nost di sappoi nted.

“NASA is innocent!” she said. “The President told you that! Wat are you doi ng
here?” Rachel’s short flight to Washi ngton aboard the Coast Guard Osprey had
been punctuated by a flurry of phone calls between herself, the Wite House, her
father, and even a distraught Gabrielle Ashe. “You prom sed Zach Herney you were
going to the White House!”

“l am” He smirked. “On el ection day.”

Rachel felt sickened to think this man was her father. “Wat you're about to do
i s madness.”

“Ch?” Sexton chuckled. He turned and notioned behind himto the podium which
was visible at the end of the partition. On the podium a stack of white

envel opes sat waiting. “Those envel opes contain information you sent ne, Rachel
You. The President’s blood is on your hands.”

“l faxed you that information when | needed your hel p! Wen | thought the

Presi dent and NASA were guilty!”

“Consi dering the evidence, NASA certainly appears guilty.”

“But they are not! They deserve a chance to admt their own mi stakes. You' ve

al ready won this election. Zach Herney is finished! You know that. Let the man
retain sonme dignity.”

Sexton groaned. “So naive. It’'s not about winning the election, Rachel, it’'s
about power. It’s about decisive victory, acts of greatness, crushing
opposition, and con-trolling the forces in Washington so you can get sonething
done.”

“At what cost?”

“Don’t be so self-righteous. I'"msinply presenting the evidence. The people can
draw their own conclusions as to who is guilty.”
“You know how this will |ook.”

He shrugged. “Maybe NASA's time has cone.”

Senat or Sexton sensed the press was getting restless beyond the partition, and
he had no intention of standing here all norning and being | ectured by his
daughter. Hi s nonent of glory was waiting.

“We’re through here,” he said. “I have a press conference to give.”

“I"m asking you as your daughter,” Rachel pleaded. “Don’t do this. Think about
what you' re about to do. There's a better way.”

“Not for ne.”

A howl of feedback echoed out of the PA system behind him and Sexton wheeled to
see a late-arriving female reporter, huddl ed over his podium attenpting to
attach a network m crophone to one of the goose-neck clips.

VWay can’t these idiots arrive on time? Sexton funed.

In her haste, the reporter knocked Sexton’s stack of envel opes to the ground.
Goddam it! Sexton marched over, cursing his daughter for distracting him Wen
he arrived, the woman was on her hands and knees, collecting the envel opes off
the ground. Sexton couldn’t see her face, but she was obviously

“network” —wearing a full-length cashnmere coat, matching scarf, and | owslung
mohair beret with an ABC press pass clipped to it.

Stupid bitch, Sexton thought. “I"Il take those,” he snapped, holding out his



hand for the envel opes.

The woman scraped up the last of the envel opes and handed themup to Sexton

wi t hout | ooking up. “Sorry..,” she nuttered, obviously enmbarrassed. Hunkering | ow
in shane, she scurried off into the crowd.

Sexton qui ckly counted the envel opes. Ten. Good. Nobody was going to steal his
thunder today. Regrouping, he adjusted the m crophones and gave a joking smle
to the cromd. “I guess |'d better hand these out before sonmeone gets hurt!”

The crowd | aughed, | ooking eager.

Sexton sensed his daughter nearby, standing just off-stage behind the partition

“Don’t do this,” Rachel said to him “You'll regret it.”

Sexton ignored her.

“1"”masking you to trust ne,” Rachel said, her voice growing |louder. “It’'s a
m st ake.”

Sexton picked up his envel opes, straightening the edges.

“Dad,” Rachel said, intense and pleading now. “This is your |ast chance to do
what’'s right.”

Do what’'s right? Sexton covered the m crophone and turned as if clearing his
throat. He glanced discreetly over at his daughter. “You're just |ike your

nmot her —+deal i stic and small. Wonmen sinply do not understand the true nature of
power.”

Sedgewi ck Sexton had already forgotten his daughter by the tine he turned back
toward the jostling media. Head hel d high, he wal ked around the podi um and
handed the stack of envelopes into the hands of the waiting press. He watched
the envel opes di sseminate rapidly through the crowd. He could hear the seals
bei ng broken, the envel opes being torn apart |ike Christmas presents.

A sudden hush cane over the crowd.

In the silence, Sexton could hear the defining nmoment of his career

The nmeteorite is a fraud. And | amthe man who revealed it.

Sexton knew it would take the press a nmonment to understand the true inplications
of what they were looking at: GPR images of an insertion shaft in the ice; a
living ocean species alnpst identical to the NASA fossils; evidence of
chondrules that formed on earth. It all led to one shocki ng concl usion.

“Sir?” one reporter stamrered, sounding stunned as he | ooked in his envel ope.
“Is this for real?”

Sext on gave a sonber sigh. “Yes, |I'mafraid it’s very real indeed.”

Mur murs of confusion now spread through the crowd.

“1"11 give everyone a monent to | ook through these pages,” Sexton said, “and
then 1'Il take questions and attenpt to shed some |ight on what you’ re | ooking
at.”

“Senat or ?” anot her reporter asked, sounding utterly bew | dered. “Are these

i mges aut hentic?..Unretouched?”

“One hundred percent,” Sexton said, speaking nmore firmy now “I would not
present the evidence to you otherw se.”

The confusion in the crowmd seenmed to deepen, and Sexton thought he even heard
sonme | aughter—ot at all the reaction he had expected. He was starting to fear
he had overestimated the nedia’s ability to connect the obvious dots.

“Um senator?” someone said, sounding oddly anused. “For the record, you stand
behi nd the authenticity of these i mages?”

”

Sexton was getting frustrated. “My friends, | will say this one last tinme, the
evidence in your hands is one-hundred-percent accurate. And if anyone can prove
otherwise, I'll eat ny hat!”

Sexton waited for the laugh, but it never cane.

Dead silence. Blank stares.

The reporter who had just spoken wal ked toward Sexton, shuffling through his
phot ocopi es as he cane forward. “You're right, senator. This is scandal ous
data.” The reporter paused, scratching his head. “So | guess we're puzzled as to
why you’ ve decided to share it with us like this, especially after denying it so



vehermently earlier.”

Sexton had no idea what the man was tal ki ng about. The reporter handed himthe
phot ocopi es. Sexton | ooked at the pages—and for a nonent, his mind went totally
bl ank.

No words care.

He was staring at unfanmiliar photographs. Bl ack-and-white i mages. Two peopl e.
Naked. Arns and legs intertwi ned. For an instant, Sexton had no idea what he was
|l ooking at. Then it registered. A cannonball to the gut.

In horror, Sexton's head snapped up to the crowd. They were | aughi ng now. Half
of them were already phoning in the story to their news desks.

Sexton felt a tap on his shoul der.

In a daze, he wheel ed.

Rachel was standing there. “W tried to stop you,” she said. “W gave you every
chance.” A woman stood beside her.

Sexton was trenbling as his eyes noved to the worman at Rachel’s side. She was
the reporter in the cashnere coat and nohair beret—+the woman who had knocked
over his envel opes. Sexton saw her face, and his blood turned to ice.
Gabrielle' s dark eyes seened to bore right through himas she reached down and
opened her coat to reveal a stack of white envel opes tucked neatly beneath her
arm
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The Oval Ofice was dark, lit only by the soft glow of the brass |lanp on

Presi dent Herney's desk. Gabrielle Ashe held her chin high as she stood before
the President. Qutside the wi ndow behind him dusk was gathering on the west

| awn.

“l hear you're |leaving us,” Herney said, sounding disappointed.

Gabriell e nodded. Although the President had graciously offered her indefinite
sanctuary inside the Wite House away fromthe press, Gabrielle preferred not to
ride out this particular stormby hiding out in the eye. She wanted to be as far
away as possible. At |least for a while.

Her ney gazed across his desk at her, |ooking inpressed. “The choice you nmade
this norning, Gabrielle.” He paused, as if at a loss for words. Hi s eyes were
si nmpl e and cl ear —not hi ng conpared to the deep, enigmatic pools that had once
drawn Gabrielle to Sedgewi ck Sexton. And yet, even in the backdrop of this
powerful place, Gabrielle saw true kindness in his gaze, an honor and dignity
she woul d not soon forget.

“1 didit for ne, too,” Gabrielle finally said

Her ney nodded. “lI owe you ny thanks all the sanme.” He stood, notioning for her
to follow himinto the hall. “I was actually hoping you d stick around | ong
enough that | could offer you a post on nmy budgeting staff.”

Gabrielle gave hima dubious |ook. “Stop spending and start mendi ng?”

He chuckl ed. “Sonmething like that.”

“1 think we both know, sir, that |"mnmore of a liability to you at the nonent
than an asset.”

Herney shrugged. “Gve it a fewnonths. It will all blow over. Plenty of great
men and wonmen have endured simlar situations and gone on to greatness.” He

wi nked. “A few of them were even U S. presidents.”

Gabrielle knew he was right. Unenpl oyed for only hours, Gabrielle had already
turned down two other job offers today-ene from Yol anda Cole at ABC, and the
other fromSt. Martin's Press, who had offered her an obscene advance if she
woul d publish a tell-all biography. No thanks.

As Gabrielle and the President noved down the hallway, Gabrielle thought of the
pi ctures of herself that were now being splashed across tel evisions.

”



The damage to the country could have been worse, she told herself. Mich worse
Gabrielle, after going to ABCto retrieve the photos and borrow Yol anda Col e’ s
press pass, had snuck back to Sexton's office to assenble the duplicate

envel opes. While inside, she had also printed copies of the donation checks in
Sexton’s conputer. After the confrontation at the Washi ngton Monunent, Gabrielle
had handed copies of the checks to the dunmbstruck Senator Sexton and made her
demands. G ve the President a chance to announce his neteorite m stake, or the
rest of this data goes public too. Senator Sexton took one | ook at the stack of
financi al evidence, |ocked himself in his |inousine, and drove off. He had not
been heard from since.

Now, as the President and Gabrielle arrived at the backstage door of the
Briefing Room Gabrielle could hear the waiting throngs beyond. For the second
time in twenty-four hours, the world was assenbled to hear a speci al

presi dential broadcast.

“What are you going to tell thenP?” Gabrielle asked.

Herney sighed, his expression remarkably calm “Over the years, |’ve | earned one
thing over and over.” He put a hand on her shoulder and smled. “There's just no
substitute for the truth.”

Gabrielle was filled with an unexpected pride as she watched himstride toward
the stage. Zach Herney was on his way to adnit the biggest mistake of his life,
and oddly, he had never |ooked nore presidential
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When Rachel awoke, the room was darKk.

A clock gl owed 10:14 P.M The bed was not her own. For several nonents, she |ay
nmot i onl ess, wondering where she was. Slowly, it all started coning back..the
megapl ume..this norning at the Washi ngton Monunent .the President’s invitation to
stay at the Wite House

I"mat the White House, Rachel realized. | slept here all day.

The Coast Guard chopper, at the President’s conmand, had transported an
exhausted M chael Tolland, Corky Marlinson, and Rachel Sexton fromthe

Washi ngt on Monunent to the White House, where they had been fed a sunptuous
breakfast, been seen to by doctors, and been offered any of the building' s
fourteen bedroonms in which to recuperate.

Al'l of them had accepted

Rachel could not believe she had slept this long. Turning on the television, she
was stunned to see that President Herney had already completed his press
conference. Rachel and the others had offered to stand besi de hi mwhen he
announced the neteorite disappointnent to the world. W all nade the nistake
together. But Herney had insisted on shoul dering the burden al one.

“Sadly,” one political analyst on TV was saying, “it seems NASA has di scovered
no signs of life fromspace after all. This marks the second tinme this decade
that NASA has incorrectly classified a nmeteorite as show ng signs of
extraterrestrial life. This tinme, however, a nunber of highly respected
civilians were al so anong those fool ed.”

“Normal ly,” a second analyst chimed in, “I would have to say that a deception of
the magni tude the President described this evening would be devastating for his
career.and yet, considering the devel opnents this norning at the Washi ngton
Monunment, | would have to say Zach Herney's chances of taking the presidency

| ook better than ever.”

The first anal yst nodded. “So, no life in space, but no life in Senator Sexton's
canpai gn either. And now, as new information surfaces suggesting deep financia
troubl es plaguing the senator—=

A knock on the door drew Rachel’'s attention.



M chael , she hoped, quickly turning off the television. She hadn’t seen him
since breakfast. On their arrival at the Wite House, Rachel had wanted nothing
more than to fall asleep in his arms. Although she could tell Mchael felt the
sane, Corky had intervened, parking hinmself on Tolland s bed and exuberantly
telling and retelling his story about urinating on hinmself and saving the day.
Finally, utterly exhausted, Rachel and Tolland had gi ven up, heading for
separate bedrooms to sl eep.

Now, wal ki ng toward the door, Rachel checked herself in the mirror, anused to
see how ridicul ously she was dressed. All she had found to wear to bed was an
old Penn State football jersey in the dresser. It draped down to her knees like
a nightshirt.

The knocki ng conti nued.

Rachel opened the door, disappointed to see a female U S. Secret Service agent.
She was fit and cute, wearing a blue blazer. “Ms. Sexton, the gentleman in the
Li ncol n Bedroom heard your television. He asked ne to tell you that as long as
you' re al ready awake..” She paused, arching her eyebrows, clearly no stranger to
ni ght ganmes on the upper floors of the White House.

Rachel bl ushed, her skin tingling. “Thanks.”

The agent | ed Rachel down the inpeccably appointed hallway to a plain-I|ooking
doorway near by.

“The Lincoln Bedroom” the agent said. “And as | am al ways supposed to say

outside this door, ‘Sleep well, and beware of ghosts.’”
Rachel nodded. The | egends of ghosts in the Lincoln Bedroom were as old as the
Wi te House itself. It was said that Wnston Churchill had seen Lincoln’s ghost

here, as had countless others, including El eanor Roosevelt, Any Carter, actor
Ri chard Dreyfuss, and decades of maids and butlers. President Reagan’s dog was
said to bark outside this door for hours at a tinme.

The thoughts of historical spirits suddenly nade Rachel realize what a sacred
pl ace this roomwas. She felt suddenly enbarrassed, standing there in her |ong

football jersey, bare-legged, |ike sone college coed sneaking into a boy’s room
“lIs this kosher?” she whispered to the agent. “I mean this is the Lincoln
Bedroom ”

The agent wi nked. “Qur policy on this floor is ‘Don’t ask, don't tell.’”
Rachel smiled. “Thanks.” She reached for the door-knob, already feeling the
anticipation of what |ay beyond.

“Rachel!” The nasal voice carried down the hallway |ike a buzz saw.
Rachel and the agent turned. Corky Marlinson was hobbling toward them on
crutches, his | eg now professionally bandaged. “l couldn’'t sleep either!”

Rachel sl unped, sensing her romantic tryst about to disintegrate.

Corky’ s eyes inspected the cute Secret Service agent. He flashed her a broad
smle. “I love wonmen in uniform?”

The agent pulled aside her blazer to reveal a |ethal -1 ooking sidearm

Corky backed off. “Point taken.” He turned to Rachel. “Is M ke awake, too? You
going in?” Corky |ooked eager to join the party.

Rachel groaned. “Actually, Corky..

“Dr. Marlinson,” the Secret Service agent intervened, pulling a note from her
bl azer. “According to this note, which was given to ne by M. Tolland, | have
explicit orders to escort you down to the kitchen, have our chef make you

anyt hing you want, and ask you to explain to me in vivid detail how you saved
yourself from certain death by.” the agent hesitated, grimacing as she read the
note again. “.by urinating on yourself?”

Apparently, the agent had said the nagic words. Corky dropped his crutches on
the spot and put an arm around the woman’s shoul ders for support, and said, “To
the kitchen, |ove!”

As the indisposed agent hel ped Corky hobble off down the hall, Rachel had no
doubt Corky Marlinson was in heaven. “The urine is the key,” she heard him

sayi ng, “because those dammed tel encephal on ol factory | obes can snell



everyt hi ng!”

The Lincoln Bedroom was dark when Rachel entered. She was surprised to see the
bed enpty and untouched. M chael Tolland was nowhere to be seen

An antique oil |anmp burned near the bed, and in the soft radiance, she could
barely make out the Brussels carpet.the famus carved rosewood bed..the portrait
of Lincoln's wife, Mary Todd..even the desk where Lincoln signed the Emanci pation
Procl amat i on.

As Rachel closed the door behind her, she felt a clammy draft on her bare | egs.
Where is he? Across the room a w ndow was open, the white organza curtains
billowi ng. She wal ked over to close the window, and an eerie whi sper murnured
fromthe closet.

“Maaaarrrrrrrry..”

Rachel wheel ed

“Maaaaaarrrrrrrry?” the voice whispered again. “Is that you?.Mary Todd

Rachel quickly closed the wi ndow and turned back toward the closet. Her heart
was racing, although she knew it was foolish. “Mke, | know that’s you.”
“Noooo0o00..” the voice continued. “I amnot M ke.l am.Aaaaabe.”

Rachel put her hands on her hips. “Oh, really? Honest Abe?”

A nuffled |l augh. “Moderately honest Abe.yes.”

Rachel was | aughi ng now t oo.

“Be afraaaaaaid,” the voice fromthe closet npaned. “Be veeeeeery afraid.”
“1"mnot afraid.”

“Pl ease be afraid.” the voice mpaned. “In the human species, the enotions of
fear and sexual arousal are closely l|inked.”

Rachel burst out |aughing. “Is this your idea of a turn-on?”

“Forgiiiive ne.” the voice npaned. “lt’s been yeeeeeeears since |’ve been with a
woman. ”

“Evidently,” Rachel said, yanking the door open

M chael Tolland stood before her with his roguish, |opsided grin. He | ooked
irresistible wearing a pair of navy blue satin pajamas. Rachel did a double take
when she saw the presidential seal enblazoned on his chest.

“Presidential pajanas?”

He shrugged. “They were in the drawer.”

“And all | had was this football jersey?”

“You shoul d have chosen the Lincoln Bedroom”

“You shoul d have offered!”

“l heard the mattress was bad. Antique horsehair.” Tolland wi nked, notioning to
a gift-wapped package on a marbl e-topped table. “This’ Il nmake it up to you.”
Rachel was touched. “For ne?”

“l had one of the presidential aides go out and find this for you. Just arrived.
Don’t shake it.”

She carefully opened the package, extracting the heavy contents. Inside was a

| arge crystal bow in which were swimring two ugly orange gol dfish. Rachel
stared in confused di sappoi ntnent. “You’'re joking, right?”

“Hel ostoma tenmm ncki,” Tolland sai d proudly.

“You bought me fish?”

“Rare Chinese kissing fish. Very romantic.”

“Fish are not romantic, M ke.”

“Tell that to these guys. They'll kiss for hours.”

“I's this supposed to be another turn-on?”

“I"’mrusty on the romance. Can you grade nme on effort?”

“For future reference, Mke, fish are definitely not a turn-on. Try flowers.”
Tol | and pulled a bouquet of white lilies frombehind his back. “I tried for red
roses,” he said, “but | alnost got shot sneaking into the Rose Garden.”



As Tol l and pul |l ed Rachel’s body against his and inhaled the soft fragrance of
her hair, he felt years of quiet isolation dissolving inside him He kissed her
deeply, feeling her body rise against him The white lilies fell to their feet,
and barriers Tolland had never known he’d built were suddenly nelting away.

The ghosts are gone.

He felt Rachel inching himtoward the bed now, her whisper soft in his ear. “You
don’t really think fish are romantic, do you?”’

“l do,” he said, kissing her again. “You should see the jellyfish mating ritual
Incredibly erotic.”

Rachel maneuvered himonto his back on the horsehair mattress, easing her

sl ender body down on top of his.

“And seahorses..,” Tolland said, breathless as he savored her touch through the
thin satin of his pajamas. “Seahorses perform.an unbelievably sensual dance of
| ove.”

“Enough fish talk,” she whispered, unbuttoning his pajamas. “Wat can you tel
me about the mating rituals of advanced pri mates?”

Tol |l and sighed. “I'"mafraid | don't really do primates.”
Rachel shed her football jersey. “Well, nature boy, | suggest you learn fast.”
Epi | ogue

The NASA transport jet banked high over the Atlantic.

Onboard, Administrator Lawence Ekstromtook a |ast | ook at the huge charred
rock in the cargo hold. Back to the sea, he thought. \Where they found you.

On Ekstrom s command, the pil ot opened the cargo doors and rel eased the rock
They watched as the mammot h stone plumeted downward behi nd the plane, arcing
across the sunlit ocean sky and di sappearing beneath the waves in a pillar of
silver spray.

The giant stone sank fast.

Underwater, at three hundred feet, barely enough light remained to reveal its
tumbling sil houette. Passing five hundred feet, the rock plunged into tota
dar kness.

Raci ng down.

Deeper
It fell for almost twelve mnutes.
Then, like a neteorite striking the dark side of the noon, the rock crashed into

a vast plain of mud on the ocean floor, kicking up a cloud of silt. As the dust
settl ed, one of the ocean’s thousands of unknown species swam over to inspect
the odd newconer.

Uni npressed, the creature noved on.



