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​Chapter 1

Vostok Scientific Base, Antarctica
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Doctor Pierre Agramont drained the last few drops from the second of his morning mugs of coffee and set the empty vessel down carefully on the table. The remaining members of the scientific team had already gone off to their clearly less unimportant tasks than his own, but Agramont refused to be rushed. Even though the mess hall, like all the rest of the base, stank. It was worse here where everyone ate, with the food smells intermingling with the stench of the too-seldom-washed men who worked the drills. If the management had listened to him, he and his team would have had a separate dining area, as they deserved. But when he’d put it to the people in charge, the very people who’d begged him to become involved, they’d laughed. Well, not laughed exactly, but Agramont had been able to read them; they were amused and dismissive. 

Vostok Base, during the long, bright Antarctic summers, was home to dozens of men and women who drilled into the surrounding glaciers, seeking oil and mineral deposits they could plunder. As the dark winter approached, most of the workers departed for warmer climes, and the scientific teams came in to study the core samples the teams had collected. Only a skeleton crew of drillers remained, for the most important job—at least in Agramont’s opinion. The remaining team was tasked with pulling core samples from the waters of Lake Vostok, a vast under-glacier expanse of fresh water covered by a mile-thick glacier. Pristine and undisturbed for the last twenty-five million years, Lake Vostok was a potential scientific treasure trove. And Agramont was in charge of the men and women who were there to examine the Vostok samples and glean the glorious results.

If only he’d been allowed to choose his own team! Then he wouldn’t have been burdened with the group he’d ended up with. 

Doctor Pierre Agramont shook his head as dusted the few crumbs from the table at his place, noting that Foster had, as usual, left a veritable mountain of crumpled paper napkins on the table. Typical of the man! Leaving others to clear up his messes. Agramont sniffed in disgust; if he’d been consulted, as he should have been, he would have made sure that Foster had not have been included in this important work. 

But he hadn’t been consulted, and that omission rankled. Again, typical of those idiots in charge. In charge! By rights, that should have been his position. 

Agramont rose, gathered up his plate and mug and put them in the big plastic bin for Andres Nordman to wash. He could hear the big Swede in the kitchen on the other side of the hatch, humming off-key as he rattled pots and pans. No doubt the man found little enough to keep himself busy after the big, rowdy teams of workers and engineers had left the site, their jobs done for the next four months of the dark and fast-approaching Antarctic winter. In the summer months, Nordman commanded a team of five cooks who turned out six huge meals a day for fifty burly workers split between two shifts to take total advantage of the months of near-total daylight. Now he was limited to keeping a scratch team of drillers and a dozen or so scientists fed, with only a couple of men for help. It must have been disconcerting for the poor man. 

Agramont headed out of the mess hall and down the low-ceilinged, cramped hallway. Metal shelves stacked with supplies sat along one wall. A clear area, then piles of wooden crates stenciled with their contents lined the opposite wall. Agramont tried but failed, as usual, to ignore the seeping condensation on the prefab walls that weren’t covered with various impedimenta. Not surprising, since the entire complex was set inside a depression in a glacier and was covered at various depths with snow and ice. And the smell! He wondered if he would ever get used to it. Too many hard-working, infrequently-washed bodies living close together in a rabbit warren of overheated rooms, with no fresh air. Now, even though most of them had gone for the winter, the place still reeked, and no one but he seemed to notice or care. 

“Typical!” Agramont snorted as he headed towards his lab, taking his usual slow and regular steps. His own, personal lab, as he always thought of it. Not that he ever expressed that thought to his colleagues and the other, less important people in the complex, those who merely worked with their hands. None of the residents, he was quite sure, would understand his possessiveness. After all, one laboratory in this depressing Antarctic base was very much the same as the others; much of a muchness, as Lewis Carroll might have put it.

That was another thing that set him off from his peers in this place, Agramont thought with a small smile of satisfaction. He, at least, had some smattering of awareness about subjects other than his own area of expertise. Yes, he was a world-renowned paleobotanist and paleozoologist, but he was also widely and deeply read in literature, culture, and history. The others here—Ostrowski, Reinhardt, Paine, and that idiot Jacobson were the worst of a bad bunch—all seemed to spend their copious amounts of spare time doing, well, as little as they could. Wasting time arguing about dull and uninteresting minutiae. Ostrowski, for the good Lord’s sake, loved those loud and brash superhero motion pictures and could talk endlessly—and did—about the innumerable imaginary characters, their relationships, their powers, even their back history and love lives, for goodness sakes! 

At the end of the corridor leading from the mess hall, Agramont took a left. It would have been far more efficient to take a right, which would put him almost at once at the short cross-hall that led to the door of his lab. But no, that would be too easy! Instead, this labyrinthine under-ice complex made no sort of sense, especially since the greater part of it was shut up for the winter, now that almost all the crews of drillers and mechanics were gone for their long holiday. Part of what was shut up included, naturally, the shortest way to his laboratory. That hallway was blocked with crates of supplies. So he had to take extra time to get to his important work. Shameful! That was the only word for it.

He reached the next turn; doors opened off the long corridor leading to his lab. He could hear noises behind some of them, but nowhere near all, since there was only a skeleton crew in place. Still, Agramont was glad to be here in the quiet season. Imagine having to put up with all those hulking idiots while trying to do his important work! Luckily, he’d only had to deal with them for a few weeks as they wound down the drilling and secured the bigger part of their heavy equipment for the cold season. 

The door to his own particular lab was at last in sight. To his disgust, Agramont saw that fool Ostrowski had the door wide open and was just this instant disappearing inside—without so much as a by-your-leave! The man was unmistakable, with his tall, lanky figure topped by a shining bald head, today as usual surmounted by an unfortunate purple knitted hat with a green bobble on top. Agramont hurried his steps, panting slightly, stretching his short legs and almost breaking into a run, so that he managed to enter his lab only a few seconds behind Ostrowski.

Ostrowski must have heard him; he turned and grinned lazily, cocking his head with its ridiculous headwear to one side. “Morning, Pierre. Hope you enjoyed your breakfast. Just bringing you some treats.”

“Doctor Ostrowski,” Agramont said stiffly. Then he saw the small, wheeled cart with the series of metal tubes about fifteen centimeters in diameter piled haphazardly on the top.  

“Finally!” Agramont snapped, hurrying forward. “I was wondering if I was ever going to get any cores at all! After all, I am the senior scientist at this misbegotten excuse for a laboratory. By all rights, I should have first pick of every core sample.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Agramont watched in irritation as Doctor Klaus Ostrowski hid a grin. The irritating man lounged back against a metal table which supported a series of racks containing test tubes. They all rattled against each other. Agramont winced and tried to focus on his colleague. Under his bright orange cold-weather jacket, Ostrowski was dressed in layers of sweaters in vile, contrasting colors and the heavy pants and high boots that everyone in the complex wore. Agramont tamped his irritation down as he examined the metal tubes on the cart. In an instant, his irritation disappeared.

“Ah, I see we’ve finally got down to the deeper levels,” he said, not even trying to tamp down his excitement. 

“Yep,” Ostrowski said. “Took long enough, I know, but we can’t cut corners, can we now? We had to go through the earlier samples. They’re part of our job too, ya know.” 

Agramont winced but didn’t deign to reply.

Ostrowski patted the closest tube. “These are the samples from yesterday. According to the readings the drill crew brought back, right before that storm hit that’s kept them inside the last two days. That means these have actual samples from the frigid waters of Lake Vostok. Just what you’ve been waiting for. Can’t wait to see what you find, and I do hope it’s something to delight our corporate overlords. I don’t know about you, but I hate this place, and I can’t wait to get back to civilization.” Ostrowski waved his arms to encompass not only the lab but the entire complex. “Cold, inconvenient, boring and dull. Did I mention cold? Oh, and now the radio mast is down after that storm, so we’re cut off from the outside world until we can get some parts. That reminds me.” Ostrowsky pulled a notebook from one of the big pockets on his jacket and looked around for a pen, snagging one from Agramont’s desk. Agramont sniffed. “Now that the winds have died down, Martinez is leaving early tomorrow to fetch some replacement parts from Amundsen Base. So if you need anything they might have, I’m making a list.” He flipped a few pages over. “I for one insist on a few more cases of vodka. Purely for medicinal purposes, you understand,” he winked.

“I have everything I need,” Agramont sniffed. “And I’m hardly here to indulge myself in liquor. Unlike some, I’m at Vostok Base to actually do some work.”

Ostrowsky threw his head back and laughed. “Well, we can hardly indulge in much of anything, can we now? Not for the next few months, anyway.” He tucked the notebook back in his pocket and absently slid the purloined pen in his vest. 

“I believe that’s my pen,” Agramont snapped.

Ostrowski grinned at him, rose and ambled for the door. He did not leave the pen.

“Close the door after you, please,” Agramont said absently as he inspected the labels on the frozen core samples. “I need my privacy.” 

The door slammed. Agramont didn’t even notice. He was too busy examining the pile of core samples. He sorted through them hastily, putting some aside into an electric cooler, so they’d stay frozen until he got to them. He left only one on the cart. Then he rolled the cart towards the big optical microscope set on a wide shelf along the far wall. 

He settled down in the most comfortable chair in the entire complex. He knew it was the best because he had tested every last one of them the day after he’d arrived. This particular chair had been in the office of the engineering manager. Agramont had confiscated it the instant the man left for warmer climes, and he had no plans on returning it at the end of his own stay. Let the man go looking for it when he got back. Just like Agramont had had to. 

Besides, Agramont was doing important work, brain work, not brute work. And he’d best get to it. He picked up the core sample and tried to decipher the scribbled note on the side. Honestly! Those drillers were functionally illiterate. He wiped the label off and peered closer.

“Ah,” he said in satisfaction. He reached into a box and pulled out a pair of thin, latex gloves, slipping them on. Then he unscrewed the cap on the end of the core sample, grabbed a small scalpel, and scraped a few flakes of what looked like pure ice onto a glass slide. He set the slide on the stage of the microscope, moved it around until it was perfect, then waited a bit as the bright, hot light beneath the stage thawed the tiny ice fragments into water. After a minute, he looked through the double eyepieces. 

Too soon. The light hadn’t thawed the ice fragments into water yet; the sample still looked clouded and frosty. But wait. What was that?

Agramont sat back suddenly, his stolen chair squeaking in protest. Odd. It almost appeared that something in the ice had...moved.

“Nonsense,” Agramont said, wiping his eyes with his gloved fingers. “Ridiculous.”

He leaned forward and put both his eyes tight against the double eyepieces. With his right thumb and forefinger, he moved the glass slide a bit. With his left hand, he adjusted the focus.

Almost magically, the blur he’d seen before came into clear view. The image looked like nothing so much as a mass of intertwining worms, clear and colorless except for blood-red striations. And the worms were oddly...active. Microscopic worms, invisible to the naked eye, but burgeoning with life at that miniscule level. 

Extraordinary!

Agramont sucked in a delighted breath. He’d told those idiots at the university that life could still exist in Lake Vostok, even in total darkness, even after nearly thirty million years under miles of ice. And now he had proof! This was...this was Nobel Prize-worthy! His career was made!

Trembling in excitement, he pressed his eyes tight against the eyepieces. 

Agramont hissed in excitement. The worms were...were they growing? 

“Heat,” he whispered, not even aware of his own voice. “They’re thawing after twenty-five millions years. And they’re still alive! Not flora. Fauna. I should call Doctor Foster. He’s also a paleobiologist. He should be informed. But not just yet...”

Doctor Pierre Agramont absently moved the slide fractionally with his right forefinger to get a different angle of view. He drew his back with a hiss as a burning pain lanced into his finger, like he’d jabbed it onto a red-hot wire. Beneath the clear latex, he could see a tiny bubble of blood oozing out. 

“Odd,” Agramont said. He stripped off his glove and wiped the blood from his finger with a bit of gauze. When the blood was gone, he looked closer but couldn’t see a break in his skin. 

“Hmm,” Agramont shrugged, slid a fresh glove on and leaned back over the microscope, fitting his eyes snuggly against the lens. 

Then he drew his head back with a jerk 

The slide was empty. 

But his hand was suddenly on fire...
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​Chapter 2

Amundsen Meteorological Base, Antarctica
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“MR. MARTINEZ! HEY! Mr. Martinez!”

“Call me Marty,” I said automatically, like I always do. I didn’t hear anything else so I finished chipping the ice off the front doorframe of my Snow Cat. 

“Mr. Martinez!” came the shout again.

Well, I was done with the ice, so I turned around to see who was yelling my name. It was a cold day—hence the ice—both inside and outside the big shed, but when is Antarctica not? So as I looked out the open doors, I wasn’t exactly surprised to see what looked like a small, upright bear in bright green, puffy coveralls and a heavy orange jacket with a furred hood. The faux bear was trotting towards me across the slick, icy path leading from the maintenance shed back to Amundsen Base and had a duffel bag bouncing on one shoulder and a red backpack hanging by a single strap over the other.

“Who’s that?” asked Perkins.

“No idea,” said his friend, whose name I hadn’t got. Both of them were stationed at Amundsen and worked in the shed, and they’d been helping me load the Cat. Well, not exactly what I’d call work, since technically, Perkins had been ticking off boxes from a paper on his clipboard while his friend and I did all the heavy lifting. Don’t get me wrong, though; I was glad for whatever help was on offer.

“Mr. Martinez?” called the approaching figure again, who was still about fifty feet away and picking a careful way across the icy path.

“I’m Hank Martinez,” I yelled louder this time and waved a hand as the bear got closer. “But if you want me answer, you’d best call me Marty.” I watched in interest as the trotting bear turned into what I suspected was a woman—or possibly a very short man, since it’s hard to tell gender in heavy Arctic gear. And after all, there are no bears in Antarctica, regardless of those cute commercials with polar bears and penguins sharing soft drinks. 

As if the bottled drinks wouldn’t freeze solid at minus-oh-my-god-degrees, am I right?

The probably-not-a-bear reached the shed, came inside and stopped, panting, in front of me. Up close, I was pretty sure it was a woman, just from the height and general outline. A mask covered all but the eyes, so the piece of face peering out of the furred hood could have belonged to any gender or none. No signs of a thick beard poking out around the sides of the mask, but some guys actually shave down here, if not regularly, at least sporadically. I’m not one of them, so I reached up and scratched my auburn thatch. 

“Here’s your list. I’m out of here,” said Perkins as he walked up. He tore a paper off his clipboard, tucked it into the door pocket and headed for the base. I could see his nameless companion wandering over to work on something else deeper in the enormous shed.

“Thanks!” I yelled at Perkins’ departing back. I did not add ‘for all your help’ because, why should I?

Perkins passed my visitor, who nodded and headed on into the big shed towards me. The shed held not only my big Snow Cat but several others, plus a variety of machinery and tanks of fuel. It was marginally warmer inside than outside, even with the big bay doors open, since at least we were shaded from the almost-constant Antarctic winds. They keep heaters going twenty-four-seven, since gasoline and diesel, depending on what sort of additives they contain, freeze between minus-40- and minus-200-degrees Fahrenheit. As you might expect, down here at the bottom of the world we tend to prefer gas that begins to ice up at the lower end of the freeze point, but it was probably somewhere around a relatively toasty -30F in the echoey shed. 

The figure dropped the duffel bag on the ice-sheathed floor and shifted the red backpack to the opposite shoulder.

“Hey, if that bag is something from my list that I forgot to pick up, thanks,” I said. “And I appreciate you bringing it out and all, but I’m pretty sure I already got everything I came for. Lists and scientists, you know? Those folks never leave anything out, and I got everything they wanted. Including a case of vodka.”

An orange-mittened hand reached up and pulled
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