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In Antarctica everyone can hear you scream!

Action adventure sci-fi horror set in Antarctica.

The spaceship entombed in the huge iceberg calved from the Pine Island Glacier drifts towards the warmer air and ocean temperatures of the South Atlantic. The race is on to claim the alien technology before the ice melts and releases its hold on the trapped alien vessel.

The mission: Board the spaceship and salvage as much alien technology as possible before the doomed vessel sinks to the bottom of the ocean.

The obstacles: A disintegrating iceberg, a collapsing spaceship, an armed Russian salvage force intent on claiming alien technology for themselves, an approaching storm, and the biggest obstacle of all–the spacecraft’s alien inhabitants.

The aliens have another mission–survival–and when opposing species clash, there can be only one victor.

Ice Rift - Salvage is the sequel to Ice Rift, which needs to be read first to gain the most enjoyment from the story.
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UNCONTROLLABLE FEAR GRABBED hold of Lucy when the monster outside the room slammed against the door with such force she expected it to burst open. Shaking as much from terror as from the cold due to her near-naked state, she backed away and tried to calm down. Panicking would do her no good. She told herself fear was a reaction and not a threat unless she allowed it to be, so if she could fight her fear, she might be able to fight the cause. The metal door was solid enough to hold the monster at bay, so for the moment she was safe. Her gaze followed the flashlight she swept around the room. Neither picked out the alternative exit she desperately sought. The room that trapped her would become her tomb if someone didn’t come and rescue her. She found it difficult to believe Jane or Jack would abandon her. Richard, yes–that she could understand. The man only worried about himself. But not her friends, not unless they were dead, slaughtered by the alien monsters that prowled the spaceship. It could be the only reason for their abandonment. She fought back the tears that threatened to flow and sunk to the floor.

*****
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The computer checked its sensors. Though many were not working, those that still functioned indicated a third of the specimens had survived their extended hibernation period and were now loose in the vessel. One species, so dangerous that not even in an emergency was it to be set free, remained firmly imprisoned in its chamber.

Aware the specimens' only chance of survival now was to escape from the doomed vessel before it slipped beneath the sea, she opened every door it still controlled.

*****
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Startled by the door opening along the corridor and fearing another species had tracked it scent, the Hunter outside Lucy’s room shot a glance at the sound, but relaxed on seeing the doorway absent of any menace. It was surprised again when the doors set in the corridor walls opened one by one, gradually moving towards the door blocking it from its next meal. It had been about to give up and go in search of easier prey, but not now. While it waited for it to open, it screeched in anticipation of the feast it was about to enjoy and stared hungrily at the door as it scraped a claw down it.

*****
[image: ]


Lucy hugged her knees to stop them from shaking when the Hunter outside shrieked and chalkboard screeches from the claws it scraped down the door set her frail nerves on edge. Hope replaced her dread when a different sound filtered into the room. She climbed to her feet and rushed for the door. The faint, but unmistakable rasp of doors opening grew nearer. Someone must be looking for her? They would see the monster, kill it, and set her free. She would be saved.

Confusion banished her hope when the door of the room next to hers opened and still the monster scratched at the door. She backed away. Something was wrong. No one was coming to rescue her. The door opened. The monster peered through the ever-widening gap and snarled at her. Lucy sobbed as she frantically glanced around the room for something she could use as a weapon. When her frightened gaze drifted over the bed chamber, she remembered Jane had opened the one in the dormitory room. She rushed over and pressed the buttons until the door slid open. The monster growled as it stepped through the doorway, but wary there might be more than one of the strange creatures inside, its cruel, hungry eyes searched the room to check. Lucy scrambled into the sleeping pod and stabbed buttons on the interior console. The monster lurched forward when the bed screen began to close, but it wasn’t fast enough and found its prey sealed in the bed chamber. Frustrated by its meal’s escape, the Hunter struck the transparent view panel and screeched.

Though she had escaped its clutches, Lucy was well aware their kind could open doors; it only had to jab at the buttons like she had until it struck lucky. Fearful the Hunter would be upon her at any moment, she turned away from the horrifying sight and examined the control panel. Perhaps there was a way of locking the door or disabling the outside control. A button she pressed brought a screen to life. Her eyes swept down the list of unintelligible alien words until she spied one in English. She assumed by this that when the spaceship's main computer added the English translation to its database it had gone ship-wide. She silently thanked the computer and pressed the screen. A list of English options appeared and though there was no choice to lock the door, there was another option that might save her.

The pod shuddered and glass splintered when the Hunter struck it again. Lucy jerked her head around to see the cause; spider cracks crept across the window. The Hunter howled and struck it again. The cracks spread. One or two more blows and it would break and the monster would finally get its meal. Lucy re-focused her attention on the screen and selected the eject pod option. Another menu appeared asking her to confirm or cancel the action. Her finger jabbed at the confirmation option. A rasp of metal from the end of the pod outside announced the opening of the hatch she, Jane and Jack had seen previously in one of the ejected pod rooms. The bed chamber lurched and shot forward. Lucy tumbled back and glimpsed the side of the hatch portal passing the cracked window. When it was through, the pod pivoted to the side, giving Lucy an opportunity to glance back into the recently evacuated room. The Hunter’s vicious face stared at her until it disappeared when the pod shot forward.

Dim lights set in the sides of the escape chute sped by faster and faster as the pod increased in speed. It was then Lucy realized, in her attempt to escape the monster, she hadn’t thought her rash plan through. The spaceship was encased in ice and it would be this she would be ejected into and not open space the pod was designed for. She thought it doubtful, at the speed they were travelling, the escape pod or she would survive the impact. Maybe she could climb out? She pressed the open door button, but it failed to respond, probably because the pod was in motion.

As the pod’s speed continued to increase, Lucy snatched up the ends of the restraints she noticed fixed to the pod walls and buckled them around her. The slack was automatically pulled out to hold her snugly, not that it would help when the pod crashed into the ice and crushed them both. Without any warning, the pod tilted on end and threw her against the restraints before it plummeted down an almost vertical chute headfirst and continued to increase in speed. Lucy gazed at the cracked window. The lights flashed by so fast they were a continuous blur.

Refusing to just lie there and hope for the best, Lucy formed an idea, though risky, might be her only chance to survive this journey. She released the harness and slid to the bottom. She righted herself and moved into a position facing the window. Hoping she wouldn’t rip her bare feet to shreds when it broke, she kicked at the window. The transparent panel bulged in the middle a little more with each blow and her forth kick dislodged it from the frame; it struck the side of the chute and shattered. She peered out. The chute rushing by was circular with three other rails for more escape pods distributed around its circumference to expedite the evacuation of a doomed ship. Luckily, she was travelling along the bottom rail; it would make her next move slightly easier.

Lucy poked her head out and gazed down at the lights disappearing into its depths that gave no indication how far away the bottom was. It could be one hundred feet away or one thousand. When she climbed out the slipstream whipped her hair around her face and caused her to shiver from the cold that blasted her body. Keeping her body as flat as possible to prevent the wind drag from pulling her off, she climbed onto the top, crawled to the back of the pod and shone the light over the speeding walls. Okay Lucy, now what are you going to do?

*****
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After the Hunter had watched its prey escape a second time, it had climbed into the empty bedchamber and leapt through the hatch when it began to close. It rushed after the pod and barely paused when it changed direction and disappeared into a tunnel in the floor. It dived in after it and sprinted headfirst down the steeply sloping chute and screeched when its prey appeared a few moments later.

Lucy shot her gaze above. The Hunter bounded towards her at amazing speed. She had swapped one danger for another just as deadly. When it had almost reached the speeding pod, the Hunter leaped. Lucy backed away as it landed on the back end of the pod and swayed unsteadily. She lashed out with a foot, landing a blow to its stomach. It stumbled, fell, and howled in pain when momentum slid it down the chute on its back, scraping gouges in its flesh until it started tumbling.

The Hunter halted its painful tumble and righted itself. A few bounds and it reached the pod again. Saliva dripped from its vicious mouth when it snarled at Lucy, who only had seconds before it would be upon her. Lucy glanced at the walls speeding by and jumped for one of the thick cables that ran between the rails. The flashlight, held precariously in one hand, almost fell from her grasp when her fingers circled the cable. Her momentum tugged her grip free and sent her hurtling back towards the monster that lashed out a claw. She snatched out for another cable, wincing in pain when her arm was almost yanked from its socket. She held on tight. Her life depended on it. She glanced behind at the receding pod and the Hunter riding it. A rasp of metal echoed up the chute when the hull's outer hatch opened. As the Hunter crouched, ready to spring its body off the pod and climb up to its prey, the escape pod struck the ice blocking the opening and crumpled into an unrecognizable shape. The sudden halt slammed the Hunter against the wall. Its body exploded from the impact and sprayed the area with blood and innards.

A sigh of relief escaped from Lucy's lips. That was one problem taken care of. As her pounding heart slowed, she glanced up at the receding lights that seemed to go on forever; she had a long climb ahead of her and one she wasn’t confident she could make.

After climbing a short distance, Lucy noticed what seemed to be an access hatch on the opposite side of the shaft. Hoping it might lead to an easier route back up to the engine room level, she scrambled across the steeply sloping tunnel and climbed the wall. A hiss of air escaped when she released the catch and pulled it open. A dark void almost filled with a mass of shiny, black cables that had the appearance of a horrifying monster's tentacles waiting to entangle her in its grasp greeted her. It wasn't a view that inspired confidence climbing inside would be a wise or safe thing to do. She closed the small door and continued her strenuous climb.

The stressed spaceship groaned, creaked and belched distant thumps that sounded like rumbling thunder, and the occasional throaty crack produced by the ice that vibrated through the ship seemed to be amplified by the escape chute's acoustics adding to the ominous soundtrack to Lucy's troubled plight. When she paused to rest for a moment and gazed above to see if the end of the climb was anywhere near, Lucy pressed her body against the cold metal and froze on seeing something entirely different–creatures moving down towards her.

Heads low and their rumps high, the creatures moved on three long fingers attached to each of their four, long, spindly limbs. Their skin, stretched taught over their bony bodies gave them the appearance of plucked chickens. Pimples, like goose bumps, larger and more pronounced on the shoulders and thighs covered their bodies and reinforced the illusion.

Fear threatened to reclaim the confidence Lucy had regained since the death of the Hunter–that she could survive and escape from her metal tomb. She started to shiver as she watched the creatures pale-green, hairless bodies pass through the dim patches of light before entering the gloomy spaces again. Because none of them had so far shown any interest in her, Lucy thought it unlikely they had detected her presence yet. Their eyes, small, round and milky-white, set either side of their short snouts might indicate they were blind or had poor eyesight. Like most of the alien monstrosities Lucy had encountered on board the vessel, their jaws sported sharp teeth.

The eight creatures were attracted by the scent of the Hunter's fresh spilled blood wafting up the shaft, and were seeking out the source. Though they weren't completely blind, their species had been living in darkness for thousands of years and each new generation had experienced diminished sight and heightened senses of smell and hearing.

Trying to make as little noise as possible, Lucy retreated down the chute. Though she suspected the creatures might be blind, and if she remained still they might pass her by without noticing her, they were too vicious and horrifying, and she was too scared to take the risk. The unwelcoming hatch was her only escape. She pulled it open and squeezed inside headfirst. It worried her that the creatures were small enough to crawl inside after her if she left the hatch open, but the narrow area in the center free of cables, left her with no room to turn and close it. She hooked a foot on the door edge and pulled it shut as far as she could. Though she hoped they would pass by the hatch, it wasn't something Lucy was going to rely on. She crawled and slithered through the duct as fast as the cables pressing against her body would allow.

Though seven of the creatures continued towards the appetizing scent of fresh blood, the eighth, slightly smaller than the others, paused and sniffed the air. Its inquisitive face turned towards the wall and followed the scent to the partially open hatch. It forced its snout through the opening and sniffed to confirm the trail continued inside. It glanced in the direction its brethren headed down the chute. It knew unless the dead or wounded creature below was large, not all would manage to sate their hunger. As it was the youngest, it would be last to feed and might not get anything. Deciding it was better it found its own source of food, it pulled the hatch open wider, climbed inside with its long front limbs stretched out ahead and scrambled along the cables towards the sound of something moving.

Lucy, sweating with the effort of forcing her body through the tight passage, paused for a breather. Vibrations sent along the cables were transferred to her body pressed against them. As they weren't there a moment ago, it was an indication something was now in here with her. The flashlight she aimed ahead picked out no threat. Dread swept over her when she realized one of the long-legged chicken creatures might have followed her. She rolled over and aimed the flashlight back the way she had come and stared at the two distant pinpricks of light caught just beyond the farthest reach of the beam. At first, she thought it might be the light reflecting off something, pieces of metal perhaps, but when she noticed the lights blink and move closer, Lucy stifled a sob, twisted onto her stomach and slithered through the shaft as fast as she could.

Realizing its furtive movements through the cramped tunnel were no longer necessary, the creature abandoned its stealthy approach and crawled faster towards its prey.

Though already scared enough because she couldn't see what was coming or how close it was, Lucy's imagination increased her fear as she imagined the thing biting at her feet and legs, devouring her from the toes up. She whimpered as adrenaline coursed through her bloodstream and pushed her onward. 
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First Incursion
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FIGHTING THE GUSTS that blew across the choppy sea, the helicopter swooped towards the colossal iceberg and hovered a foot above the ledge of ice at the end of the tunnel the scientists and Haax had used to escape from the spaceship. A six-man team stepped out with weapons held ready to suppress any threat and formed a defensive position around the tunnel entrance. The seventh team member, who rarely ventured so close to the action and whose thoughts had dwelt on the alien monsters since he had been informed of their presence aboard the spaceship, wasn't so eager to leave the relative safety of the helicopter. He reluctantly stepped onto the ice with his eyes focused on the dark tunnel opening. As the helicopter rose into the air behind him, spraying his back with wind and ice, he knelt behind the defensive team, placed a rigid plastic case on the ground and speedily assembled a small drone. He stepped back and used the control pad to power up its four spinning rotors and watched the drone rise into the air. He moved it forward, spun it around and peered at the small screen attached to the remote control. The high-definition image of the armed men caught in the drone's camera was crystal clear.

Sergeant Vincent Monroe, the battle-hardened squadron leader, glanced at the drone hovering in front of him and then at its operator. “All set, Fitch?”

Fitch nodded, wishing the Sergeant would lower his voice so he didn't draw any monsters that might be close by to them.

Sergeant Monroe spoke into his helmet mic, “Alpha Team leader to Control, are you receiving the feeds?”

The men gathered in the hastily set up control room aboard the container ship, Starlight–charted at great expense by the American military and stationed a short distance from the large iceberg– stared at the screens showing feeds from Alpha Team's helmet-cams and the drone.

Corporal Giles Norton cast his gaze over each screen before answering, “All crisp and clear, Sergeant. Send in the drone.”

Every eye in the control room followed the drone's progress through the tunnel. Its bright light reflected off the ice tube it sped along before it reached the spaceship and emerged into the large hangar. The men gasped at the group of spacecraft caught in the drone's light.

Rear Admiral Thaddeus Thomson, the officer in charge of the salvage mission, pointed at the screen showing the drone's feed. “They must be the smaller spaceships the scientists mentioned.”

Todd Fleming, NASA's chief science advisor, and Bradley Clines, head of NASA's R&D program, almost salivated as they studied the impressive shuttlecraft the drone focused on. “The technology aboard even one of those crafts could advance us hundreds or even thousands of years,” said Fleming. “It's imperative we salvage one.”

“Two would be better,” added Charles Mason, the British representative, who was determined Britain would not be left empty-handed when the salvage mission was completed and the spoils allocated. The frosty reception he had received from Admiral Thomson when they had first met hinted that sharing alien technology was not high on the man's list of priorities.

“I wonder what propulsion they use,” pondered Clines aloud. When he had first been informed of the unbelievable discovery and alien monsters he was certain the scientists had been mistaken and had suffered a group hallucination brought on by gases trapped underground. It was only after he had seen the photographic evidence and satellite scans of the spaceship were his doubts firmly banished. His dream and those of many of his fellow colleagues might now be realized in their lifetime; humans would travel to far-flung planets and perhaps even visit new galaxies, something they had only dreamed of doing before. He almost shook with anticipation of the wonders to be discovered.

“Does it really matter?” said Admiral Thomson, a little irritably. Though he knew the importance of the discovery and its possible benefits to mankind and humans ever constant desire to explore space, he first had to complete the mission assigned to him by the President of the United States of America. If the damn scientists and engineers would just let him be to concentrate and get on with it, there would be plenty of time for them to drool over and play with their new toys later.

“Anything has to be better than strapping two giant fuel-bombs to every shuttle you shoot into space.” He found it hard to believe astronauts were prepared to take the risk, especially after the horrific 1983 Challenger disaster.

Mason glanced at the Admiral and felt it provident he reinforced Britain's involvement in the mission in case it failed to go as planned. “If all we manage to salvage is one of the small spacecraft, our joint mission will still be a success.”

Thomson glared at Mason. He had been against letting the British aboard and had seen no reason to hide the fact from the pompous man. However, the President insisted their English allies be involved, up to a point. He briefly wondered when that point would be reached. If the decision had been his to make it would have already passed. He returned his gaze to the fascinating images relayed from the spaceship and watched the drone fly around one of the larger cargo transport vessels and hover in front of a large door.

Corporal Norton pointed at the screen. “If the power's still on and that door opens, we'll have access to the cargo bay and the hundreds of storage pods the scientists described.”

Admiral Thomson's orders included the securing of the Aladdin's cave of alien stores and he was keen to fulfill the mission parameters as soon as possible before something went wrong. The huge spaceship and what lay inside was an unknown he wasn't altogether comfortable dealing with. To add to an already difficult situation, a storm was heading their way.

“Send Alpha Team in to find out if the door opens. If it doesn't, we'll have to cut through it,” ordered Thomson. “According to the scientists the cargo bay will be free of monsters, but warn them not to enter the next room until it's been gassed. That's the domain of those alien insects.” Even with the firepower each man carried, Thomson knew they wouldn't be much use against thousands of things so small and deadly. A delay so early in the mission would be disastrous to his timetable.

Corporal Norton relayed the Admiral's instructions to the Alpha Team leader.

The drone flew back to the ice tunnel and observed the marines approaching the hangar. Fitch walked slower at the rear as he continued controlling the drone. When a deep-throated shriek pierced the silence, he spun the drone and sped it across the room to seek out the source.

When Monroe halted the team, they stared at the hangar entrance a few yards away and the darkness within.

Garcia glanced at his team mates. “What in hell's name was that?”

Mitchell smiled at his nervous companion and tapped his assault rifle. “Does it matter?”

Garcia shrugged. “Suppose not.”

“It could only be one of those alien monsters the scientists encountered,” added Cobb, a little nervously.

“I wouldn't worry,” said Washington. “Those scientists survived with little more than their wits. With the firepower we're carrying the aliens won't stand a chance.”

Monroe directed his gaze ahead. “Keep in formation and your eyes peeled. We're after technology, not live alien specimens, so kill anything that moves that isn't us.”

The men in the control room aboard the container ship were staring at the drone's camera feed screen when the shriek rang out. They had reached the same conclusion as Monroe that it had originated from one of the alien monsters. Fascinated to set eyes upon a live one, their heads moved slightly nearer.

Norton shifted his gaze from screen to screen. It was like watching a live horror movie. “I thought the scientists said the hangar was free of monsters.”

“That was then,” said Fleming. “When the ice broke free it might have caused damage to parts of the ship, allowing the aliens access to areas they couldn't reach before.”

Admiral Thomson creased his brow. Whatever the reason, that the creatures had ventured into the hangar was one of the many unknowns that concerned him.

The men concentrated on the screens as Sergeant Monroe turned his head and looked at the drone operator.

“You see anything, Fitch?”

Fitch shook his head. “That doesn't mean something's not in there though.”

“Stay here and keep searching and if you see anything, you be sure to let us know.”

Fitch, concentrating on controlling the drone via the small display, nodded.

Sergeant Monroe led Alpha Team forward.

The men's cautious footsteps barely made a sound when they entered the hangar and roamed their weapons around the large space they crossed through. The flashlights attached to their weapons followed their amazed expressions wandering over the shuttlecraft they moved between. The groans and creaks of the hull heightened the tense atmosphere and their anxiety.

The men in the control room were glued to the screens.

Sergeant Monroe halted his team with a raised fist when he heard clicks on the metal floor growing steadily louder, nearer. His light focused on the patch of darkness the noise originated from. A monster the size of a large dog entered the beam. It neither glanced at the lights that followed it or halted its slow, menacing stride.

Alpha Team's weapons and gazes, that were an equal combination of fascination and concern, followed the fearsome beast. Though they had seen the scientists' photographs of some of the alien monsters, it did little to prepare them for the creature that had just appeared. It was shocking even for the battle-experienced men.

“I think it's a Space Rat,” whispered Mitchell, recognizing it from the description the scientists had given of the ferocious creature.

The vicious rat, as if noticing their presence for the first time, stopped and turned its gaze upon the men. Its eyes reflected their lights and gave it a supernatural appearance.

“Why is no one shooting it?” asked Garcia, his finger poised on the trigger.

“I want to see what it does,” Monroe answered. “We might learn something.”

Terrifying shrieks rang out from all around them.

The men in the control room stared in horror at the glimpse of monstrous yellow eyes and a mouth choked with sharp teeth from Garcia's camera feed before the image turned to static.

“The lone rat was a distraction,” realized Thomson. It hinted they had intelligence and caused him further concern.

Gunfire echoed through the hangar.

Monroe's feed showed Space Rats being riddled with bullets. The dead or wounded were immediately fed upon by others of their kind. Monroe spun when something shrieked close by. A rat leaped at him. Claws ripped at his face. He fell to the ground firing until the weapon fell from his hands when another rat clamped its jaws around his wrist, severing veins and biting to the bone. When the rat perched on his chest ripped out his throat, Monroe's final pain-wracked breaths gurgled blood.

The drone rushed to the team and presented those safe in the control room an aerial view of the attack.

Though many rats lay dead, there were plenty of others eager to take their places.

Mitchell fired a burst of bullets at the one that leaped at him, but his panicked reaction ruined his aim, only grazing its shoulder. The rat collided with his chest and knocked him backwards. He stumbled and tripped over the vermin feeding on Monroe’s bloody corpse. He slammed the rifle into the rat about to sink its teeth into his neck, cracking its skull. He pushed it off and rolled to the side but before he could climb to his feet a rat landed on his back. Claws ripped at his clothes and skin, causing equal damage to both. Mitchell's scream was a mixture of pain and fear when he glimpsed others running to join the feast. There would be no escape if they reached him. He struggled to his feet, aimed the rifle over his shoulder at the creature clinging to his back and fired. The rat's head exploded and it fell to the ground. Mitchell sprayed bullets at the alien vermin rushing at him. The weapon clicked on empty. With no time to reload, he used the weapon as a club, smashing rats left and right.

A Space Rat perched on the top of the nearby cargo shuttle observed the carnage taking place below while it bided its time and waited for a chance to feed. The air was filled with the delicious scent of the strange creatures' blood and it salivated at the thought of tasting it. It watched one of the two-legged creatures battling with its brethren and saw its chance. It altered its position so it was directly above its chosen prey and jumped.

When Mitchell sensed a new threat, he turned. Claws and teeth filled his vision. Excruciating pain quickly followed. Claws ripped at his face, slicing through his eyes and skin. Foul carnivorous breath spewed from the jaws that stripped away his flesh. Mitchell stumbled. His screams joined the shrieks that surrounded him. More rats eager to taste his flesh joined the feast, biting and ripping his body to shreds as they each claimed a piece. Blood sprayed. Mitchell died.

Lovell and Washington fared no better. When the Space Rats attacked from all directions, they teamed back to back and had at first managed to defend themselves, but when more rats leaped from the darkness they were soon overpowered. Unable to defend themselves from the multiple savage attacks, the men fell to the ground. The rats fervently feasted and others lapped up the warm blood pooling around the marines' corpses.

Though Fitch was no coward, he had seen enough to recognize the battle had been lost. If he could have helped his teammates he would have, but there were too many Space Rats for their small force to defeat. Alpha Team was beyond his or anyone's help now. He landed the drone heavily on top of a shuttlecraft and ran back along the ice tunnel.

Some of the Space Rats that had yet to satisfy their hunger noticed the fresh source of food's flight to safety and gave chase. Fitch glanced behind at the mass of claws and teeth in pursuit and threw the drone control at them. One of the Space Rats caught it in its mouth and crunched down on it, cutting it in pieces.

“Bring the chopper back, NOW!” Fitch screamed into his mic.

He stared longingly at the end of the tunnel that seemed so far away, but there was no sign of the helicopter. Fitch wondered how long he would survive if he jumped into the freezing sea. Not long, he concluded, a few minutes at most, but it had to be a less painful death than being torn apart and eaten. He shot a glance behind to judge his chances. They weren't good; the rats had gained ground. Fear and adrenalin spurred him on. As he neared the end of the tunnel a rope dropped into view and dangled in the entrance. Fitch would have smiled if he hadn't been so terrified. He leaped from the ice with his arms stretched ready to receive the lifeline. His hands clamped around the rope as he swung out over the sea before the return swing carried him back towards the ice and the rats that poured from the tunnel.

“Go! For fucks sake get me out of here,” Fitch screamed at the pilot.

The rats leaped off the ice like lemmings over a cliff. One made contact and dug its claws into Fitch’s leg. Fitch screamed and kicked at it with his other foot, pounding its head until it released its grip and splashed into the cold sea. As Fitch began to rise to safety, he slipped the rifle from his shoulder and fired at the leaping rats, though unless they sprouted wings they had no chance of reaching him now. Their blood sprayed the ice.

Realizing their prey was beyond their grasp, some turned on the dead and wounded while others retreated back to the hangar in the hope of feasting on some leftovers.

The shocked men in the control room stared at Alpha Team's corpses being devoured by the Alien Rats in the drone’s camera feed and the gruesome close-ups from the dead men's cameras that were still operational.

“Damn!” cursed Thomson. “Prepare another team. Warn them about the rats and send them in. I want that technology and by God I'm going to get it if I have to sacrifice every man aboard this ship.”

His eyes fell on Mason who stared at the horror depicted on the screens. Cannon fodder sprung to mind. “Mason. You Brits wanted involvement. Here's your chance. Six of your men can join the next team to go in.”

Mason dragged his eyes away from the massacre and glanced at the Rear Admiral. “I'll arrange it.”
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RICHARD STUDIED THE steadily increasing expressions of amazement that appeared on the publicity consultant's face as he flicked through the photographs of the alien spaceship and its ferocious inhabitants. Richard had done his homework. Clinton Smythe was the best in the business and would ensure he received the rich rewards he wanted for his story.

Stunned by what he had just viewed, Clinton placed the last photo on his expansive mahogany desk and looked at the man who had presented them. “This is incredible. I can hardly believe it's real.”

“Trust me, it's real. I lived through the nightmare.”

Clinton glanced at the photographs spread out before him, calculating their worth and their validity. “But what happened to the spaceship?”

“It’s still entombed in the iceberg. As we speak, a salvage operation is underway to save as much of its technology as possible before it slips beneath the sea.”

Clinton shook his head in astonishment. It all seemed too fantastical to be true. “As I said, Richard, it's an incredible story. However, our problem is– even with these astounding photos– getting people to believe it. If you'd managed to get some physical evidence there would've been no problem and no limit to the amount you could have made from this fantastical tale.”

Richard smiled, slipped a hand into his inside jacket pocket and pulled something out. “Is this evidence enough?”

Clinton's bushy eyebrows almost disappeared over the top of his head at the sight of the tiny creature covered in green velvet fur cupped in Richard's hand. He moved in closer for a better look. It had two small horns on its head, a black nose and large eyes that currently stared at him. It looked more like a cuddly children's toy than an alien creature. He sorted through the photographs and selected the one of Haax holding Lucifer and compared the two. “Is this the same one, as it looks bigger in the photo?”

Richard shook his head. “Not exactly. The one in the photo is the creature that saved my life and which I rescued from the spaceship. This is its offspring, which I've temporarily named Little Lucifer. When I handed its mother back, if indeed there is a male and female of this species, I later found this one in my pocket, which was much smaller then. I believe this species might be asexual. I did some research and we have quite a few Earth life-forms with this ability, sometimes triggered during a decrease in its species resulting in a lack of males. But, of course, I could be totally wrong. What's important is that in my hand I have absolute evidence that alien life forms exist and have visited Earth. What I want you to do, Clinton, is market this alien, my photos and story– and me, of course– in a way that will make me millions before the government and scientists take Little Lucifer from me, as they surely will when they learn of its existence. I want a book deal. I want to sell the movie rights and I want anything else you can think of to wring money out of this. Can you do that, Clinton, or do I need to look elsewhere for someone who can?”

Clinton dragged his eyes away from the cute creature and looked at Richard. He smiled and held out his hand. “I assure you, Richard, I'll make you so much money you'll have trouble spending it.”

Richard shook the offered hand. “That's exactly what I wanted to hear.” He stroked Little Lucifer while Clinton pressed a button on the intercom and spoke to his secretary.

“Kim, cancel all my appointments for the next month...yes, you heard correctly, the whole month...I don't care, tell her to find someone else, and send Matt in, I need a contract drawn up.” He released the button and shared his greedy smile between Richard and the little alien. “You, Richard, have just become my most important client and, I believe, will soon prove to be my most profitable.”

Richard grinned. He tickled Little Lucifer under the chin. It purred in delight from the attention. “The kids are going to love you.”

Worried that the news of the spaceship story might leak out and ruin them of an exclusive deal, Clinton Smythe wasted no time selling the story to the highest bidder. Two days later, Richard's money-making machine was set in motion and news of what had been discovered in Antarctica swept around the world.

Jane sat up in bed when Jack entered with a breakfast tray. He placed it on a side table, picked up the newspaper and handed it to Jane. “You're not going to believe the headlines.”

Slightly bleary eyed, Jane looked at the front page. In large bold letters the headline read:

ALIEN SPACESHIP DISCOVERED IN ANTARCTICA

READ RICHARD WHORLEY'S INCREDIBLE EYEWITNESS TESTIMONY ON HOW HE BATTLED WITH ALIENS IN ANTARTICA TO SAVE HIS FRIENDS AND THE PLANET

Jane shook her head in dismay. “So much for keeping the story under wraps as we were directed. That man would make money out of misery if he could. ‘Battled with aliens to save his friends and the planet!’ I've a good mind to tell my version of what really happened.”

“What's the point? Richard's not my favorite person, but we all played our part. Let him have his five minutes. Now the genie's been let out of the bottle I'm sure your time will come if you want it. Also Theo, Adam, and Pike will get to tell their story now.” Jack leaned forward and kissed her.

Jane placed the newspaper on the bedside table. “You're right. We have more important and pleasurable things to occupy our time.” She glanced at the tray. “How about you come to bed and help me work up an appetite for breakfast.”

“Your wish is my command.” Jack slipped into bed.
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Second Incursion
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THE SECOND TEAM–formed of six Americans and six British military personnel–ordered to board the vessel and secure the hangar, made their way through the ice tunnel. In the hope they would be better equipped to deal with the threat, Bravo Team had been briefed and shown the horrific footage of the Space Rats killing Alpha Team. When the twelve heavily armed men reached the end of the tunnel, Lieutenant James Miller, Bravo Team's commanding officer, halted the men. The lights fixed to the weapons held by those in the frontline swept the dark hangar for the killer vermin, but none were caught in the beams.

Lieutenant Miller turned to the two men beside him. “Light it up.”

Flares were struck and thrown into the room in all directions, lighting up the walls, ceiling and the shuttlecraft in their red glow.

Miller turned to Fitch. “Survey the room and let me know what you find.”

Fitch, armed with a new remote control, raised the drone from the top of the cargo ship and did a systematic sweep of the hangar. Paying particular attention to the shuttlecrafts, he searched their underneath, sides and tops for concealed Space Rats.

“It seems clear, Lieutenant,” declared Fitch, who was far from pleased at being ordered back aboard the alien infested vessel. Though the cuts on his leg had been attended to, they throbbed painfully, a constant reminder of his close encounter with the monsters.

Lieutenant Miller addressed the men, “You’ve all seen what we’re up against, so if you spot anything, don't hesitate to shoot it. Move slow and steady, spread out and move in a line clearing the room as we go. Check the floor, the walls, the ceiling and every object we encounter. We have no idea what other things are aboard this ship, but we can assume most are expert killers. If we are attacked, regroup and retaliate, making sure you focus on what’s coming up around you as well as in front.”

Every soldier was on edge when the Lieutenant led them aboard the spaceship. When they had first learned of what had occurred, all had found it hard to believe. Spaceships and alien monsters on Earth was something out of a science-fiction movie, not real life. However, the graphic footage of the alien monsters slaughtering their friends and comrades had left them with no doubts they were very real and extremely dangerous. And, if the scientists were to be believed, there were things aboard this vessel that made the Space Rats seem like cute and loveable kittens.

All felt a little relieved when they reached the far side of the hangar without encountering the Space Rats or any other alien creatures. Except for the dark stains on the floor, they had found no evidence of the slaughter that had recently occurred here– no corpses or bones. What they did find was the vicious vermin's point of entry–a hole near the ceiling caused when a support strut had been torn away, probably when the island-sized piece of ice toppled into the ocean. Two men were ordered to guard the hole and shoot anything that made an appearance while the others trained their weapons around the hangar.

Lieutenant Miller spoke into his helmet mic. “Bravo Team to Control, stage one completed. The hangar is secure. Repeat. The hangar is secure.”

In the control room, a rare smile formed on Admiral Thomson's lips as he stared at Lieutenant Miller's camera feed. “At last, things were going according to plan.” He turned to Norton. “Send in the engineers. I want two shuttlecrafts salvaged today and I won’t accept any excuses.”

“Yes sir.” Norton plucked a phone from the wall. “It's a go. Admiral Thomson wants the scout ship and a cargo vessel moved to the ship today...Those are his orders and he won't accept any excuses. He wants results, so make it happen.” He hung up.

The Rear Admiral smiled at Norton. “Engineers giving you lip, were they?”

“Nothing I couldn’t handle, sir.”

“In my experience engineers are lazy bastards. If you let them they'll take twenty-four hours to do a twelve-hour job. But not on my watch they won't. They fail to carry out my orders and I’ll have them hung for treason.”

“Err, I’m not sure you can do that, Admiral,” said Norton.

Thomson glared at the Corporal. “I’m the highest ranking officer on this ship and I’m acting on the direct orders of the President of the United States. I can do what I damn well please to complete the mission.”

“Yes, sir, of course you can, sir.”

Thomson pressed a button on the command console. “Lieutenant Miller, the scavenger team is on its way. Proceed to stage two.”

“Yes, Admiral. Confirm Bravo Team is proceeding to stage two.”

Lieutenant Miller led the team, minus the men guarding the rat hole and the two covering the rest of the hangar, over to the large airlock and peered through one of the transparent panels set in the doors. The door opposite was open and the light he aimed through the window picked out the shapes of the storage crates. He checked the men had spread out with their weapons trained on the door to tackle any surprises and then nodded at Wilcox, who had a hand poised over the door control.

Wilcox pressed the button. Nothing happened. He tried again with the same result. He shrugged at Miller. “Perhaps the power's off, Lieutenant?”

Miller cursed. “Damn! We'll have to cut through it. God knows how long that will take.” He was about to make his report to the Admiral, who would not greet the delay kindly, when the doors slid apart. He glanced around at the men. “Be prepared for anything.” As the doors opened, he noticed the reason for the delay; the doors opposite were now closed.

When they had checked the airlock was empty, the men stepped inside and Smith closed the hangar door. When it was fully closed the cargo door opened automatically. Flares were thrown across the room, bathing the area in their ethereal red light. Fitch sent the drone in and started surveying the room.

While they waited for Fitch to make his report, the others took a few cautious steps into the room and gazed around at the stacks of storage pods full of unimaginable alien objects.

When the drone had swept the cargo bay and no sign of the Space Rats or any other alien monsters had been detected, the men entered and began a cautious sweep to check for anything the drone might have missed. They had only gone a few steps when the air lock hissed shut behind them.

Miller turned his head and frowned at the closed door. It was their only source of retreat.

“It makes sense it would close automatically,” offered Cooper. “It’s an airlock.”

Miller nodded, but worried it would slow their retreat if they needed a fast exit; he gave one of the men an order, “Sawyer, remain by the door and be ready to open it if we need to make a hasty withdrawal.”

“Copy that, Lieutenant.” Sawyer took position by the door control.

Lit by the flares hellish glow, the men began their search of the maze of alleys between the container stacks.

On the far side of the room the door between the cargo hold and the insects’ domain opened. Mist seeped into the room and concealed within the fog the clatter of tiny claws followed.
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Out of the Mist they came...
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WHEN THEY REACHED the second block of storage containers, Lieutenant Miller halted the squad and stared at the thick ground-hugging mist emerging from the darkness and rolling towards them. 

“That doesn’t look good,” stated Blake, his nervous gaze searching for anything that might be concealed within the mysterious fog.

Miller had already reached the same conclusion. “Fitch, scout it out.”

For a brief, terrifying moment, Fitch thought the Lieutenant meant physically– they had all read the scientists reports about the deadly insects that, in some ways, were more frightening than the larger and easier to shoot monsters– he recovered quickly and sent the drone flying forward a few feet above the mist. He concentrated on the small control screen as he directed the drone through the room. When it reached the far end his already nervous apprehension changed to dread. “The door’s open!”

“Why is that a problem?” asked Brody, anxiously.

Fitch stared at the man. “That's where the alien insects live.”

The clatter of tiny feet on the floor grew louder as a swarm of insects emerged from the mist's leading edge. Two men fired. Bullets tore into the tiny aliens and ricocheted off the floor. The rest of the men opened fire. Insect blood and body parts flew into the air, but they were too small for the weapons designed for larger prey to have much of an effect upon the thousands that surged towards them.

Egg-laden females peeled off from the pack and climbed onto the stacks of storage crates. One aimed her body at the men below and fired her better designed missiles. The eggs flew towards Blake and Reid. When they hatched in midair, the tiny offspring caught their first glimpse of the world they had been born into. They focused on their first prey and spun their circular rows of teeth like gruesome hole-borers. As soon as the tiny offspring landed on their chosen victims, they burrowed into flesh and tunneled through their bodies, devouring flesh, muscle, organs and bone.

The two men screamed and writhed in agony as their insides were devoured. Blake spun with his weapon still firing. His bullets cut through Reid’s head, mercifully ending his pain. The sweep of the weapon continued, peppering O'Toole's legs with bullets. When the well-fed infants exploded in an eruption of blood from the far side of Blake’s body, the weapon fell from his corpse and both fell to the floor.

With blood pouring from his leg wounds, O'Toole collapsed to the ground screaming. Oblivious to the pain they had caused, the gorged infants' eyes on yellow stalks picked out the new victims they sailed towards.

Lieutenant Miller glanced at the screaming men and the chaos that had suddenly erupted around him. He aimed at the female on top of the storage container firing small pale eggs into the air. A blast of bullets knocked it into oblivion. He glanced around at the crates. More egg-bearing insects moved into position. “Fall back,” he shouted.

Three infant insects landed on Wakoski when he went to help O'Toole. His weapon clattered to the floor as he grabbed at the pain, hoping to free the insects burrowing through his skin. One landed on his hand and burrowed straight through into his body. Wakoski held up the hand and peered through the ragged circular hole at the insects that leaped at him. Others ran up his legs until he was smothered with the vicious, biting creatures. He opened his mouth to scream, but before the sound escaped, an insect entered, bored through his tongue and clawed its way down his throat, muffling his agonized yell. A single shot rang out. Blackness replaced his pain.

Miller lowered the weapon as Wakoski collapsed to the floor. He rushed forward, aiming to grab O'Toole's arm and drag him to the exit, but had to dodge back to avoid the leaping insects. He batted them away with the rifle as he retreated. O'Toole screamed. Miller glanced at the wounded man. So many insects had swarmed over him it looked like a man formed out of insects. O'Toole's agonized screams accompanied his retreat. 

The men fell back towards the exit as insects swarmed over their fallen comrades and began feeding. Predicting a fast withdrawal might be in the cards when the first gunshots rang out, Sawyer had opened the door. He was glad he had when he saw some of the men rush towards him followed by a wave of tiny death that flowed ever nearer. Fitch arrived first, nipped inside and maneuvered the drone so it floated near the ceiling. The surviving squad members rushed into the airlock. While the door closed, the men fired at the frontline of insects to prevent them from gaining entry. White pus-like blood spread across the floor and sprayed the air. The last man only stopped firing through the narrowing gap when the door slid into its frame.

The men, their faces creased with shock and fear, panted heavily.

“I never signed up for this hell,” complained Brody.

“None of us did.” Lieutenant Miller glanced around at the men. Four had died: two American and two British.

Two insects appeared at the window in the door and looked at them. One reached out a claw and scratched at the glass.

Sullivan pressed the barrel of his weapon against the window level with the insect. “Don’t tempt me you little alien fucker.”

The men turned away when the hangar airlock door opened behind them.

“We need something to block this door so it can’t close,” said Miller. “If it does and the other one opens like last time, they’ll get into the air lock. If they get past this door they’ll be upon us again. Something I’m certain none of us wants to happen.”

Shocked to silence by that the horror they had all witnessed, everyone present in the control room stared at the gruesome images on the screens.

“Fuck!” cursed Admiral Thomson loudly.

*****
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The Scavenger Team formed of NASA and military engineers and mechanics had been previously briefed with descriptions and rough sketches of the two types of shuttlecraft from the scientists. They had worked on the problem of how to transfer the shuttlecraft from the spaceship's hangar, through the ice tunnel and onto the container ship before they had set sail from New Zealand. Materials and the tools they thought they might need had been requested and loaded aboard. They had set up shop in the cavernous rear cargo hold, which proved ideal to construct the sleds they had designed. As the length between each leg of the spacecraft was unknown, it had been designed in separate parts that could be joined together aboard the spaceship.

When the Scavenger Team entered the hangar, they stared in awe at the impressive shuttlecraft. The scientists' descriptions hadn't done them justice.

Corporal Joe McNally, the officer in charge of the Scavenger Team, pointed at the slightly battered, sleek scout ship; it was smaller than the larger cargo shuttle craft and ideal to test out their equipment and plan to remove them. “We'll salvage that one first.”

The two motorized carts carrying their tools and equipment were maneuvered over to the scout ship and unloaded.

Corporal McNally glanced back along the tunnel when the thundering roar of the bulldozer, lowered onto the ice ledge by a powerful CH-47F helicopter, echoed into the hangar. While the dozer used its large blade
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