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An Action Adventure Sci-Fi Horror set in Antarctica

In Antarctica everyone can hear you scream!

Humans have always looked to the stars for signs of Extraterrestrials.

They have been looking in the wrong place.

They are already here, entombed in a spaceship beneath Antarctic ice for thousands of years.

The ice is melting and they will soon be free.

A huge rift in the ice is discovered in Antarctica that stretches for 18 miles, (29 km) and 820 feet (250 meters) apart at its widest point. When environmental scientists enter the ice rift to check out an anomaly on NASA's satellite scans of the area, they discover something far more life threatening than the raging blizzard trapping them in the rift. They are unarmed and unprepared for their ensuing fight for survival.

Though there is a continuation of this story in Ice Rift - Salvage, it was brought about by readers' feedback saying they would like to read a follow-on book. Ice Rift can be read as a complete story. There is no cliffhanger or abrupt ending.
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NOTE FROM AUTHOR

I had always wanted to set a book in the remote wastes of Antarctica, so when I learned of a huge ice rift in Antarctica that would eventually set free an iceberg the size of Manhattan, it gave me an idea for this book.

The result, in part, is my homage to films like Alien and The Thing and authors I admire, which include Matthew Riley, Michael Crichton, Clive Cussler and James Rollins. It is not hard science fiction, but a fast-paced, action-filled, alien monster fest story of survival against the unexpected by the unprepared.

Ice Rift is the type of book I love reading and I hope you find it an exciting and enjoyable read.

I welcome your feedback and reviews, good and bad, as it helps me to improve my writing.

If you would like to be added to my mailing list to receive notifications of my new books, receive limited free advance review copies and the occasional free book, send feedback or just to drop me a line, please contact me at: benhammott@gmail.com

Your details will not be shared with anyone and can be removed at any time by contacting me via the above email address requesting your removal.

To view concept images of some of the locations in this book, visit Ice Rift Info and Images

Details of all my books can be found at benhammottbooks.com

If you have any questions or comments about this book, or any of my other publications, please contact me at benhammott@gmail.com

As always, thank you for your continued support.

Ben Hammott
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​Planet DX666 - The Distant Past
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Of all the planet’s beasts, none inspired more terror than the mountain-dwelling female. Her savage nature made her dangerous, but it was her gift that made her feared. She could mimic the sound and shape of any creature she encountered. She could be anyone. Anything. And Mimic used that gift to hunt. To lure. To kill.

The drone of night creatures flitting through the air and distant howls, screeches and wails that sounded like spectral bloodhounds on the scent of prey, announced the waking of nocturnal predators and stirred Mimic from her slumber.

A young, six-limbed creature, covered in shaggy hair and small horns atop its stubby head, leapt sure-footed from rock to rock and paused to stare into a cave entrance. Though the dark opening was filled with such a foreboding darkness it almost had substance, the creature ignored the danger. It was hungry. It looked at an enticing bush adorned with blue berries and succulent orange leaves outside the entrance, bounced over and bit off a fruit-laden twig.

Mimic stirred.

A faint scrape of claws on stone came from within the cave.

Two red eyes flared in the gloom.

She flowed from the cave like a rotting shadow, neither fully solid nor fully smoke, her form shifting as she emerged. The darkness moved with her, thick and pestilent, as if crawling between worlds to spread its blight.

The animal froze.

In that instant, death closed over it like a shroud. No cry. No struggle. Only the sound of bones falling in a hollow clatter moments later.

The thing that rose from the shadows, neither woman nor beast, shifted again, warping into a shape even nightmares would hesitate to welcome.

Mimic gazed up at the bright fireball streaking through the night sky.

At first, she dismissed it as just another star-rock falling from the heavens. She had often wondered what hurled them. What great beast lived beyond the clouds to toss them so far, but they had never posed a threat.

She turned away.

Then stopped.

The sky-fire changed direction.

That had never happened before.

The object turned in a wide arc, straightened out and veered toward the mountain where Mimic lived until it became lost from her sight.

Intrigued, Mimic climbed to a higher outcrop and perched on a jagged boulder, eyes fixed on the object that now glided low above the forest canopy. Trees thrashed in protest beneath its passage. Leaves and twigs were torn free and carried in its wake. Frightened shrieks from disturbed tree-dwelling beasts accompanied its passing. The frantic sound of rustling foliage grew louder as the object approached and followed the contours of the steep mountain in its path.

Mimic narrowed her eyes. Wariness, not fear.

Lights peppered its underside, glowing in her gaze as she tracked its flight across the summit. Debris swept over her, dust and leaves in a wind not born of nature. She barely flinched.

She had caught glimpses of shapes, movement, something alive inside.

This was no sky-rock.

This was something new.

She crouched. Curiosity coiled inside her.

Not from here.

She glanced up at the sky where it had appeared from.

She would investigate.

She vanished into the shadows, bounding down the mountain.

*****
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The co-pilot glanced at the captain and let out a relieved sigh. In the holding area behind their enclosed cockpit, three men depended on the small cargo vessel and their flying skills.

The captain studied the control console. A relieved smile formed on his lips at the lack of any warning lights; evidence the ship had survived the tremulous entry through another planet's atmosphere undamaged. It was the part he and the crew hated most about these planetary missions. It was their seventh. The creaks, groans and rattles of protest the aged vessel emitted during every stressful arrival on a new planet was a constant reminder of the hard and hectic life the old craft had endured. Each entry could be its last, killing all those on board.

However, if he and the crew were honest with themselves, they enjoyed visiting new worlds despite the danger. It broke the monotony of their five-year shift out of stasis until the next group took over.

The captain gazed out of the forward viewscreen. A volcanic range spewed fire and ash into the dark sky, bathing the land in a shifting red glow. It was this volcanic activity, spread across half the planet, that made this world unsuitable for their primary mission: a new world suitable for colonization.

They weren’t here to settle.

They were here to hunt.

Planetary scans had detected a large lifeform. Big. Edible. It would provide a welcome change in diet for the crew aboard the mother ship currently orbiting the planet.

Beneath them, dense forest stretched as far as the eye could see. Thick. Alive. It was the hunting ground of their target.

The captain flicked on the landing lights, scanning for a clearing big enough for the ship.

“There, Seb,” he said, pointing. “Set us down.”

The co-pilot nodded. “Yes, sir.” 

As the ship descended, he rose from his seat. “Seb, stay with the ship.”

The captain joined the four figures gathered in the rear cargo bay. All pulled on a utility vest and holstered small sidearms.

*****
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Mimic paused on the tip of a rock outcrop that stretched precariously out over a sheer drop and watched the flying object swoop down like a giant, graceful bird. For a few moments it hung in the air before slowly descending to the ground, raising a cloud of dust and forest debris.

Keen to examine the anomaly closer, the Mimic dived into the void and plummeted toward the ground. Her outstretched arms morphed into wings to glide her through the air in a gentle curve to the forest far below. She dipped through the canopy, wove between ancient trees, and landed softly on a branch. Her perch groaned slightly as her wings morphed back into arms and she walked towards its tip.

To get a good view of the strange object, she moved aside a branch. Four life forms emerged on a strange object that floated above the ground.

They headed into the forest.

Mimic didn’t follow.

They would return.

Mimic was more interested in what they had left behind.

She glanced at the sky, lit with dawn light and fading stars.

Where had they come from?

If there were other worlds beyond her own, she wanted to see them.

Her eyes wandered back to the object that could take her there as she waited for the chance to sneak inside.

***
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Thundering footsteps shook the ground.

The captain ran hard, branches slapping his face, lungs burning. Behind him: snapping trees, flapping birds, the guttural roars of the monstrous predator chasing him.

He risked a glance behind. Still out of sight, but close. Too close.

It moved faster than he had anticipated.

Veering off the track, he weaved through a mass of thick, gnarled trunks hoping to slow the beast.

A clearing opened ahead.

As he sprinted across, he spotted creatures above. Eight-limbed creatures skulked menacingly among the boughs, watching him.

Without halting his stride, he grabbed the small weapon from its holster and fired at one of the tree creatures. The small orb of blue light struck its target. As the dead animal crashed into branches during its fall, the captain dodged around another large tree and found himself on the track again.

He shot a glance back as the huge beast entered the clearing. It snatched the falling creature from the air with massive jaws crowded with long, thick teeth. Bone crunched. Blood sprayed.

While the beast fed, the captain fled.

Panting, he leaned against a thick trunk to catch his breath.

The ground trembled.

The beast burst through the brush, slamming into a tree. It shook itself and fixed its eyes on him.

Massive, six legs, jaws like a bear trap. It charged.

A fearful roar shook the air. Bloodstained jaws promised painful death. The ground quaked as six massive legs pounded the beast ever closer.

The captain pressed against the tree.

The tree creatures, excited by the thought of blood being spilled, squealed from their high perches and frantically shook branches as they watched the scene play out.

When it drew closer, the captain saw his reflection in the beast's large eyes.

A loud crack rang out.

Earth and leaves rose into the air when the trap net sprang from the ground and wrapped around the beast, squeezing its limbs together, snapping its powerful jaws shut. It stumbled to the ground and pushed a wave of soil and debris before it when it slid toward the captain. The captain lifted a leg as the beast's head ground to a halt inches away and placed it on the beast's wide, flat snout.

The captain stared into the beast's eyes. The beast stared back. “You did well,” he commended the beast. “You nearly had me once or twice. Perhaps I am getting too old for this lark?”

The beast growled angrily between clamped jaws.

The captain turned his head when two of his crew appeared. “Prep it for transport.”

As the men prepared the beast for shipment, the captain glanced up at the tree creatures that, for the moment, seemed content to watch. Sensing other creatures, he stared into the gloomy forest and caught glimpses of things moving in the shadows.

One of the crew walked to the rear of the creature and picked up the length of cable attached to the netting. The other looked to his right and whistled.

A four-seater craft, hovering a few inches off the ground, appeared out of the forest. The driver was not the same species as the rest of the crew. They stood nearly seven-feet-tall; the driver barely reached a yard. He was pale-skinned and not dressed in the gray and tan uniforms sported by the others but wore brown jacket and trousers.

The craft was a heavy equipment carrier (HEC) that was lifted off the ground by a phase diffraction repulsor field (PDR). The older models had trailers, but this version didn't need one and was used for bulky or odd shaped items.

The driver steered the HEC over to the beast and glanced at the trapped animal and then at the captain. “Biggest haul we’ve had, Captain.”

The captain gazed at the huge beast and smiled. “It is, Haax. It will be a welcome change from our usual diet.”

While Haax reversed the hover close to the trapped beast the team worked fast. They attached a series of small PDRs to the netting and plugged the cable that linked them together into the back of the HEC. When all was completed, the captain and crew climbed aboard.

“Back to the ship, Haax.”

Haax moved the vehicle forward.

The beast, dragged along the ground behind, groaned.

The captain shook his head in dismay, tapped Haax on the shoulder, and pointed a thumb back at their cargo. “Aren't you forgetting something?”

Haax glanced behind at their payload. “Sorry, Captain.” He pressed a button on the control panel. Lights appeared on the portable PDRs. The beast rose a short distance off the ground. They headed off along the track that twisted through the ancient forest.

As the HEC approached the ship, the rear bay door opened. A ramp extended.

Mimic moved.

Constantly changing her camouflage to match her surroundings, she headed toward the ship. When the HEC glided up the ramp with its huge cargo in tow, Mimic leapt onto the beast's back and immediately imitated its skin color and texture, as well as the netting that bound the beast.

Haax eased the HEC to a stop and glanced behind to ensure the beast was fully inside the hold before retracting the ramp and closing the door.

As the Captain and crew climbed off the vehicle, Haax powered it down and the beast lowered gently to the ground.

The captain glanced at Haax and nodded at the beast. “Prepare it for take-off.”

Haax gave a lackluster salute. “Yes, Captain.”

While the Captain and crew headed for a nearby door leading to the front of the cargo shuttle craft, Haax strolled around the beast; he'd never seen such a gigantic creature, perhaps too big for the automatic meat preparation unit aboard the mother ship to process.

When he moved to its head, its large eyes turned in his direction. Haax smiled kindly. The beast growled angrily. Haax could understand its rage. He too had been snatched from his homeworld and forced to serve others. The beast though, would serve the crew differently as dinner.

Haax selected an implement from a rack on the hull wall and pressed a tranquilizer injector to its neck. Blue liquid hissed into the creature’s bloodstream. Its eyes rolled shut. After Haax had replaced the injector in the rack, he crossed to a nearby control panel. A press of a button activated two straps that snaked out from the floor and over the beast to secure it. With his orders completed, Haax left the cargo bay.
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All was quiet.

Mimic stirred. Her eyes scanned the alien walls, the humming lights, the artificial wind of vents above.

The beast below her trembled.

Movement. The vessel was rising. Leaving her world.

She pictured it flying. Wherever they were going, she was excited to find out.

Visible now, Mimic leaped from the beast, crossed to a dark corner, and crouched in silence.

Listening.

Learning.

Waiting.

She had hunted every creature in her world.

Now, she would hunt in theirs.
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​​The Arctic - 2010
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Despite the layers of thermal gear wrapped around her, Jane gasped as a sudden gust of wind knifed through the flaps and seams, sharp and merciless, stealing the warmth from her lungs. She had never experienced anything so cold or unwelcoming.

It must be minus fifty at least. 

Her goggles were fogging again. Ice crusted the edges.

She had stopped moving.

A sharp tug on the rope snapped her back to the present. She wiped her goggles with a gloved hand, squinting into the white blur ahead. Snow and ice particles danced like needles in the wind, but she spotted the vague red form a few yards in front of her. A patch of darkened glass told her Kyle was staring back. Even fully masked, she could picture the frown behind his goggles. Probably wondering why she’d stopped.

She raised one arm and waved. It was all she could do. Words were useless out here. Shouted or not, the wind would shred them before they ever reached him. Her lips were already beginning to numb beneath the thermal mask.

Kyle gave a quick wave in return, then turned and kept walking.

Jane followed, careful to leave slack in the safety line that tethered them. Their matching red suits were the only splash of color in an otherwise blank, white world. For miles in every direction, the Arctic stretched silent and indifferent around them.

The forecast hadn't mentioned a blizzard, but here it was, snarling around them like a living thing. Such was the whim of the Arctic for throwing surprises at those who trespassed upon its shores. As soon as the first evidence of the approaching blizzard had reached them, they had immediately ceased their climb up the frozen waterfall of ice melt. Climbing an icefall was something Jane had never experienced before. It was a thrill Kyle wanted to share with her, a surprise trip to celebrate the first anniversary of their engagement.

That was just like him: adventurous, impulsive, and endlessly thoughtful in his own chaotic way.

Eighteen months ago, at the age of thirty, Jane had passed her exams to become a bona fide glaciologist, a career change she had taken late in life after becoming disillusioned with her job as a market analyst. She had yearned to get out of the constrictive office environment and do something constructive with her life. Global warming had decided her new career choice. To celebrate her success and gain much-needed experience on the ice, she had joined a field trip in Iceland.

It was there she had met Kyle. A rugged, sharp-jawed Brit, three years older, with a geologist’s eye and a climber’s grin. He was leading a rock core survey near their camp, and it hadn’t taken long before they started sharing coffee, then jokes, then sleeping bags. Not love at first sight exactly, but something close.

Since then, they had done dozens of trips together. Jane was nearly as confident on ice now as Kyle, thanks to his steady patience on the slopes, on the rocks, and in more private settings.

She smiled faintly at the memory. Not of anything specific, just of his warmth. His skin against hers. His breath on her neck. She missed that now, in the raw cold. Missed him, even though he was only a few yards ahead.

Two more miles, she guessed. Then heat. Then shelter. Then him.

She stumbled yet again on a frozen ripple of ice but quickly recovered her balance and battled forward against the strong wind, snow and ice pellets constantly beating at her. For all its hardships, she loved being in this environment.

A wipe of a glove-clad hand removed the latest film of ice that obscured her vision. Someone should invent heated goggles, or ones that have mini wipers on them. She grinned at the thought and knew Kyle would too when she told him later. She glimpsed the reassuring color of his bright clothing between less dense patches of the wind-borne snow and ice. Though she wondered how he could navigate in these conditions, she trusted him completely; Kyle had a perfect sense of direction.

About ten minutes later, a strong tug on the rope toppled Jane to the ground. She sped along the ice. Fear of what had happened momentarily froze her. She quickly pushed the emotion aside. She needed to save Kyle. She gripped the ice axe tightly and slammed it into the ice. It stuck. Her body pivoted until her feet faced in the direction of the rope. When Kyle's weight yanked the tether taut, she kicked the climbing crampons attached to her boots into the ice; they had no time to remove them earlier when the storm struck. It did little to lessen the pressure on her arm gripping the anchored ice axe. She groaned in pain but refused to let go. She turned her head and gazed along the rope tugging at her body. It disappeared into the ice. Her worst fear had been realized: Kyle had fallen into a crevasse.

Fighting the panic that threatened to incapacitate her, she thought back to the training Kyle had instilled in her. She checked the axe was anchored firmly; it was. For the moment, both were safe. It was Kyle's training that made her ignore her first instinct to pull on the rope and help him up. The action could dislodge his tenuous grip on the ice. She was also aware that Kyle, like her, still had his crampons attached and, if he had not been injured in the fall, should have been able to climb out. 

A few moments later the stress on her arm faded. Kyle was okay. The sigh of relief she exhaled seeped through her face mask and immediately formed crystals the wind carried away. She climbed to her knees, gently took out the slack in the rope, grabbed a carabiner from the belt around her waist, attached it to the blade of the ice axe and fed the rope through the carabiner. The makeshift anchor would prevent Kyle from falling too far if he slipped.

Only when she was certain line and axe were secure did she disconnect the rope from her harness and crawl to the edge of the crevasse. She lay flat on the ice and peered into its depths. A relieved smile spread across her lips. Kyle was climbing up the side of the crevasse. A few more yards and she would be able to touch him.

Kyle sensed her presence and tilted his head. The smile Jane couldn't see but knew was on his lips was communicated with a reassuring nod.

The wait was excruciating as, inch-by-inch, he climbed toward her. She watched him free the axe from the ice, reach out and hammer it into a new, higher position. He then moved one foot higher, kicking the crampon into the ice. His hand then searched for a secure hold in the almost sheer, smooth ice. Jane couldn't help but admire the man's skill and strength as his fingers found a small bump in the ice to cling to. At all times he kept three anchor points on the ice. Releasing and then finding another of his anchor points, he slowly climbed up the crevasse. When he was near enough to touch, she wanted to reach out and pull him to safety, but she forced herself to wait.

When he appeared above the edge and sank his axe into the ice at arm's length, she could resist no more. She grabbed his arm and dragged him onto the ice. As soon as he was safe, she straddled him, heart thundering, and leaned down to press her masked face against his. Their kiss was muffled by layers of fabric, but she felt him smile beneath it. His arms wrapped tight around her, pulling her into his warmth.

And then he tensed.

With no warning, he shoved her sideways.

She rolled and spotted a huge polar bear appear out of the wall of windblown snow and ice. It looked at them as if confused by the encounter as much as they were. Its instincts took over. It rose up on its hind legs and roared furiously. A flash of red captured her attention. Kyle rushed at the threat with a raised ice axe.

“No!” she screamed, her muffled warning lost to the wind.

Kyle collided with the bear and slammed the axe into its large chest. Blood leaked from the wound, staining its white fur red before freezing.

Surprised by the unexpected attack, the bear staggered to the side with its foot resting on the edge of the crevasse. It slashed out at its attacker as the ice broke away. Its clawed paw tore through Kyle’s coat and the flesh beneath before snagging on the zipper, pulling Kyle into the chasm.

Jane screamed as she launched herself forward, reaching for the rope still clipped to his harness. Her fingers grabbed the ice axe anchoring it.

The line snapped tight, then ripped the axe from the ice.

She was dragged forward, boots scraping, crampons throwing up sheets of snow. She tried to dig in. Too late.

She had one second. One choice.

Hold on and fall with him. Or let go.

Her hands trembled. Her muscles screamed. She couldn’t—

Tears blurred her vision as her fingers let go of the axe.

Her slide ended with her staring into the open mouth of the crevasse.

Far below, through the rushing snow and shadows, she saw him. Falling. Turning.

He looked up.

And blew her a kiss.

Then he was gone.

Jane curled into herself, her breath ragged, her limbs shaking with something colder than the wind. She sobbed silently. The blizzard screamed for her.

Time passed. Minutes, maybe more.

Eventually, she forced herself upright.

She had to move. If she stayed, she'd die here too. Kyle had given her a chance. She wouldn't waste it.

It took her three hours to navigate around the crevasse and reach the research station. Every step was mechanical. She moved like a machine. She didn't feel the cold anymore, only heartache.
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The storm passed overnight.

By dawn, she'd assembled a rescue team.

They warned her: crevasses ran deep. Bodies fell far. Retrieval wasn’t always possible.

She didn’t care. She needed to see him. Needed to bring him home.

A few hours into the descent, one of the climbers found him.

Kyle lay on a narrow ice shelf, legs twisted beneath him, arms limp. His head was tilted unnaturally to one side. His axe was still strapped to his wrist.

His neck had broken in the fall.

Jane stared down at him and felt nothing. No scream. No tears. Just the echo of the kiss he'd blown her, suspended in the freezing dark.

They spotted the bear lower in the chasm, wedged between ice walls like a monstrous artifact. Frozen in its last spasm of rage.

Kyle was flown home two days later.

On the flight, Jane sat by the window, her eyes raw. The tray of food remained untouched.

The flight attendant approached gently. “Have you finished with your meal?” she asked, her voice quiet.

Jane nodded. She hadn’t eaten a bite.

“Is there anything else I can get you?”

Jane shook her head, not looking up.

The attendant moved on.

Outside the window, clouds rolled beneath the wing. Somewhere below, the ice stretched on, silent and endless.

She pressed her forehead to the glass.

She didn’t know how to start over. The man she’d built her future around was gone. Just... gone.

A tear slipped free and traced a cold line down her cheek.

––––––––
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After the funeral, she moved like someone else. Someone Kyle would have trusted to carry on.

She buried herself in her work. Led expeditions. Published studies. Built a name.

Years passed.

The grief dulled but never faded. She never expected it to. Kyle's memory lingered in every ice shelf, every jagged crevasse, every red jacket flashing ahead in the snow.

Their time had been short.

But it was real.

And it was hers.
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​Pine Glacier Ice Shelf - 2011
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No hills or buildings, only a blank horizon smeared with ice and cloud. The sky broke through in patches, dull blue framed by streaks of gray. Below, the vista stretched so far, wide and flat that the curvature of the Earth was distinguishable. It was as if a giant bulldozer had scraped the world clean. But it was beautiful, in its way.

The wind hissed low across the glacier, driving snow and ice pellets across the surface in restless lines. It sounded like the tiny feet of thousands of scavenging insects skittering just out of sight.

Then came the buzz of an engine.

A bright orange Ski-Doo crested a low ridge, its black treads chewing the ice. The rider’s blue cold-weather gear flapped in the wind. The machine bounced and growled, skis jittering over uneven ground.

Grant Tilbury leaned forward, bracing against the vibrations. His goggles hid his eyes, but he kept them locked on the GPS screen duct-taped to the handlebars. The erratic signal flickered. He adjusted course.

He had about a mile to go.

Grant was a member of the advance party sent to scout out a suitable location for the planned base camp on the Pine Island Glacier. This was his first time on the Antarctic continent and his first real assignment outside training. He had already decided: nothing could prepare you for this place.

Then something caught his eye.

Ahead, the snow wasn’t blowing across the ground. It was dropping. Sinking. Swallowed by the ice.

Grant narrowed his eyes. It didn’t make sense.

He squinted, trying to understand the snow’s strange behavior. But his inexperience betrayed him. He was too close before he recognized the danger, a crevasse wide enough to swallow both rider and machine, with little chance of survival. He slammed the brake. Turned hard.

The Ski-Doo slew sideways, carving a jagged path across the ice. The tracks screamed. For a second, the rear end floated too far.

Then CRACK!

The machine tilted.

Grant twisted to look—and gasped, almost a scream.

Half the treads hung over nothing. The ice beneath him creaked and spider-webbed. He gunned the engine.

The Ski-Doo lurched, clawed forward and skidded up the tilting slab of ice.

It bounced hard and landed on solid ground.

Grant stopped a safe distance from the edge and leaving the engine idling, he climbed off.

Legs shaking, heart pounding, he walked slowly toward the edge.

The crevasse was massive. He stared in awe at the deep, wide rift that stretched for miles in both directions until it vanished into the haze.

He swallowed. Took a step back.

Welcome to Antarctica, Grant Tilbury.
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Barry Gleg was late.

Again.

He turned the old car into the British Glaciological Research Society car park and scanned the rows for an empty space. His eyes snagged on one near the entrance. Relief flickered. He rolled past and eased it into reverse.

A horn blasted.

Barry slammed the brakes. Coffee sloshed out of the cup holder, soaking the front of his shirt. “Bloody hell!” In the rearview mirror, a red sports car slid neatly into the space he’d been lining up for. Barry didn’t need to see the driver to know who it was.

Richard Whorley stepped out, immaculate as ever. Perfect hair. Perfect suit. Perfectly pleased with himself. He glanced over his shoulder and smiled a small, smug curl of the lips before heading toward the building without breaking stride.

Barry gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles whitened.

Everything about Richard irritated him. The confidence. The money. The way doors of success seemed to open for him without effort. And, lately, the engagement ring he’d slipped onto Jerrod’s daughter’s finger. That, more than anything, explained why Richard now occupied the office Barry had been promised.

Barry exhaled slowly. Confronting him would achieve nothing. It never did.

He drove on, parked farther away, and arrived at the building five minutes later with damp clothes and a sour mood.

Inside, Richard was already holding court at the reception desk.

Barry slowed his pace.

Richard leaned casually against the counter, invading the receptionist’s space with practiced ease. Samantha, young, pretty, and clearly flattered, laughed at something he’d said. Richard’s gaze lingered far longer than professional courtesy allowed.

Barry felt his jaw tighten.

At the sound of approaching footsteps, Richard straightened. He flicked a glance toward Barry, eyes cool and assessing, then turned back to Samantha with a grin.

“Duty calls,” he said smoothly, adding a wink. “Eight o’clock tonight. I’ll pick you up.”

Samantha lowered her voice. “You’re terrible.”

Richard’s smile widened. “I know.”

He stepped away just as the elevator doors slid open. Three people emerged. Richard slipped past them and jabbed the button for the fifth floor. As the doors closed, he caught sight of Barry hurrying across the lobby.

Richard lifted a hand and gave a friendly little wave.

“Too slow,” he called.

The doors shut.

Barry stopped short, chest tight, and watched the numbers climb.

“That man is unbearable.”

Barry turned. Jane stood beside him, coffee in hand, eyebrows raised.

“Morning,” Barry said. “Unbearable is the polite version.”

She smiled faintly and pressed the call button. “I thought you had a meeting with Jerrod at nine.”

Barry checked his watch and sighed. “I do. I’m already late.”

“Car trouble?”

“Betsy’s on her last legs,” he said. “Again.”

Jane grimaced sympathetically. “Still refusing to give her up?”

“I can’t afford to replace her.” He hesitated, then added, “Not without that promotion.”

Jane didn’t need clarification. “The one Richard got.”

Barry nodded. “Funny how that worked out.”

Jane’s mouth tightened. “You really think—”

“I think he knows exactly what he’s doing,” Barry said. “And who he needs to impress.”

The elevator arrived. They stepped inside.

“You’re heading south again,” Barry said, changing the subject. “Antarctica.”

Jane nodded. “Next week.”

He studied her reflection in the mirrored wall. “You don’t sound thrilled.”

She hesitated. “I am. Truly. I just...” Her voice trailed off.

Barry softened. “It’s been almost five years.”

“Yes.” She swallowed. “Feels longer some days. Shorter on others.”

“Kyle would’ve been proud of you,” Barry said quietly.

Jane gave a small, sad smile. “He would’ve told me to stop hesitating.”

“He wasn’t always right.”

She laughed softly at that.

The elevator doors opened on the fifth floor. Jerrod stood in his office doorway, scanning the room like a predator surveying territory. His gaze landed on Barry. He tapped his watch, scowled, and disappeared back inside.

Barry straightened his jacket. “That’ll be my cue.”

Jane touched his arm. “Good luck.”

“I’ll need it.”

He walked toward Jerrod’s office, heart thudding, while Jane watched him go, then turned toward her own desk, already feeling the pull of the ice waiting half a world away.

“You're looking radiant as ever, Jane.”

She turned. Richard Whorley stood beside her, all polished charm and expensive aftershave. He had a way of appearing without a sound, like a thief, if thieves wore tailored suits and smug expressions.

“Congratulations on your engagement,” she said flatly.

He smiled, undeterred. “Thanks. Jerrod was very supportive when I asked for his blessing.”

“Before or after you took Barry’s promotion?”

His grin didn’t falter. “I didn’t take anything. The job went to the most qualified candidate, me. Barry’s a mess. Did you see him this morning? Coffee stains and a crumpled suit. He looks like he slept in a hedge.”

“Appearance isn’t the same as competence.” She turned back to her desk. “But I’m sure the boss’s daughter finds you very capable.”

She walked away before he could reply.

Twenty minutes later, Barry appeared beside her desk, knocking gently on the edge.

“Jerrod wants to see you.”

Jane looked up from her keyboard. “What for?”

“It’s about next week’s trip. I think you’re finally getting to explore that rift.”

Jane raised an eyebrow. “Why, what’s changed?”

“NASA picked up something strange on their latest scan. An anomaly.”

Her interest sharpened. “What kind?”

Barry leaned in slightly, lowering his voice. “One section of the rift came back blurred, just in one spot. NASA thought it was equipment failure, but they got the same result twice.”

Jane frowned. “Could it be melt interference? Or sublimation?”

“Maybe. Or maybe something buried in the ice.” He paused. “They want our team to check it out while we’re down there.”

Jane stood. “Guess I’d better not keep Jerrod waiting.”

“One more thing. Watch out for Richard.”

“What’s he got to do with it?”

“Jerrod asked me if Richard would be useful on the trip. I told him no. I told him you were the right choice. More than qualified.”

Jane smiled and gave Barry a hug. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Just proving a point. My mum’s more qualified than Richard.”

She knocked on Jerrod’s office door.

“Come in,” he called.

She stepped in and stopped. Richard was already seated, legs crossed, smile already in place.

Jerrod gestured to the chair beside him. “Glad you could join us.”

Jane sat slowly, wary of the tension in the room.

“As Barry may have mentioned,” Jerrod began, “NASA detected an irregularity in their last flyover of the Pine Island Glacier rift. They shared the scan with us.”

He slid the image across the desk. Jane picked it up. One section of the deep ice rift was perfectly sharp, except for a small, blurred area along one side. It looked wrong. Out of place.

“I still believe the rift holds enormous potential for research,” she said, trying to keep her voice even. “Core samples, historical climate data, maybe even sealed-off microenvironments. This anomaly just makes it more urgent.”

“A meteorite might explain it,” Richard offered, casually.

Jane glanced sideways at him. There it was, the angle he was playing. “I doubt that,” she replied.

“But you admit it’s possible?”

Jane stiffened. “Technically, yes. It’s possible. So are a hundred other things.”

Jerrod cleared his throat. “That’s why Richard is going.”

Jane blinked. “Sorry, what?”

“He’ll take your place on the expedition.”

The words didn’t register at first. “You’re... replacing me?”

Jerrod nodded, almost apologetically. “We’ve already got a glaciologist on the team. But no meteoriticist. Given how difficult the site is to access, we need to cover every possibility.”

“I spent two years helping plan this mission,” Jane said, voice tight. “I helped secure funding. Coordinated with the Byrd Station engineers. Managed the logistics for moving equipment across four hundred miles of crevasse-pitted ice—”

“I know what you’ve done,” Jerrod interrupted, a little sharper now. “It’s not about that.”

“Then what is it about?”

“It’s about flexibility. This anomaly changes things.”

She looked at Richard. His eyes were glittering with satisfaction. He didn’t even bother to hide it.

“And you’re telling me,” Jane said slowly, “that the best person to investigate a potential sealed cavern beneath a glacier is a man who’s never set foot on the ice?”

Richard leaned back. “Don’t take it personally. Antarctica’s not for everyone.”

Jane’s eyes flashed. “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that.”

Jerrod stood. “That’s all, Jane.”

Her chair scraped against the floor as she stood, jaw clenched. She left without a word. Richard chuckled softly behind her.

Barry intercepted her. “How did it go?” He then noticed her despondent expression. “What's wrong?”

“I’m not going to Antarctica. Richard is.”

“What! I don't understand. I told Jerrod you were by far the best candidate.”

“But I'm not marrying the boss's daughter, am I?”

“I’m so sorry, Jane. Richard doesn’t deserve to go, you do.”

“It’s not your fault, Barry. Richard’s convinced Jerrod it’s a meteorite causing the anomaly, and as a meteoriticist, he should be the one to go.”

“But that's absurd!”

“Of course it’s absurd, but Jerrod believes it’s feasible, so Richard will be going. I have to go.” She brushed past him and headed back to her desk.

A moment later, Richard sauntered out of Jerrod’s office, wearing the same smug expression he’d worn all morning.

Barry watched him walk down the corridor, toward the corner office that should’ve been his.

His eyes narrowed.

Don’t worry, Jane.

I’ll make sure Richard gets exactly what he deserves.
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Three days later, across the office, Barry checked his watch. It was 2:59 p.m.

Perfect.

Right on schedule, Richard’s office door opened. He strode out like he always did at three. Same time, same swagger on his sacred pilgrimage to the coffee machine.

Barry stood and intercepted him halfway there. “Afternoon, Richard.”

Richard looked him over like a stain on the carpet. “You seem unusually chipper.”

“Why wouldn’t I be? Tomorrow, you fly off to Antarctica, and I get two glorious months of peace. It’s practically a holiday.”

Richard smirked. “We both win.”

Barry glanced at the coffee machine. The cup was half full. Almost time.

“Seriously though,” he added, “try not to fall into a crevasse. I hear polar bears love the taste of smug.”

Richard rolled his eyes. “There are no polar bears in Antarctica, you idiot.”

Barry leaned in a little. “You sure? I could’ve sworn I saw a documentary... or maybe that was your mother’s vacation photos.”

Richard scowled and turned back to his drink.

Barry tilted his head, pretending to look across the office. “Hey, who’s the blonde by the copier?”

Richard reflexively turned his head to look.

In that half-second, Barry reached out, unscrewed the cap of a tiny vial, and dumped a few drops into Richard’s cup. Clear, odorless, tasteless. He slid the vial back into his pocket as Richard turned back, disappointed.

“Gone already,” Barry said cheerfully. “You missed her. Tragic.”

Richard took his coffee, muttering something under his breath.

Barry walked off whistling. It was only a mild laxative. He’d taken it himself, so he knew the effects it would have.

Tomorrow’s going to be interesting.

*****
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The following morning, Jane boarded a British Airways flight to Christchurch, New Zealand. From there, she would transfer to a military transport bound for Antarctica. After that, a C-130 would take her another thousand miles to Byrd Ice Station, where a final hop in a small utility aircraft would deliver her to the Ice Rift base camp on the Pine Valley Glacier.

She had time to consider all this while sinking into the business-class seat Richard had somehow wrangled from his future father-in-law.

Jane stretched her legs, sipped orange juice, and let the strangeness of it all settle in.

By tomorrow, she’d be standing on Antarctic ice.

She suspected Barry had something to do with Richard’s sudden, and very public, bout of gastrointestinal distress. Jerrod had barely managed to explain the substitution before hanging up. Jane hadn't pressed. She wasn’t in the mood to ask questions that might undo her good fortune.

Still, she knew the truth.

She was the better choice. Even if the anomaly was a meteorite, which was unlikely, there were two seasoned geologists already on the team. Richard, for all his swagger, couldn’t interpret a topographical scan without help. How he’d gotten his degree was a mystery even to the university, she suspected.

“Would you like a drink, Miss Harper?” the flight attendant asked with a warm smile.

Jane returned it. “Yes, I think I will. Vodka and Coke. With ice.”

*****
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Hours later, after connections and customs and equipment checks, she found herself in a rattling two-seater aircraft somewhere above the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. The pilot, Jack Hawkins, owned the plane himself and had greeted her with the dry humor of a man who’d spent too much time alone with radio static.

Beside her, across the narrow aisle, sat the only other passenger.

“Quite a view,” he said, peering out at the endless white.

“It really is,” Jane replied.

The man extended a gloved hand. “Max Boyle. Glaciology and ice-core analysis. You must be Jane.”

She shook his hand. “That obvious?”

“I got the team list. I recognized you from the photo. They didn’t do your hair justice.”

Jane arched an eyebrow.

Max grinned. “Too much?”

“A little.”

“Noted.”

She let herself smile. He looked to be in his forties, face creased from years outdoors, hair like he’d cut it with a penknife. There was something likeable about him, a mix of dry confidence and disarming candor.

“Have you been to Antarctica before?” he asked.

“First time,” she said. “Arctic a few times. This will be a little colder.”

“You could say that.”

“What about you?”

“Second trip. First one was three years ago. Hard to forget.” He turned to the window. “There’s a tradition for newbies, by the way.”

Jane narrowed her eyes. “Oh?”

“Bit of a rite of passage. You’re supposed to run outside naked. Or at least semi-naked. Something about bonding with the team through shared frostbite.”

Jane laughed. “That sounds like something dreamed up by a group of men stuck on the ice too long.”

“You wouldn’t be wrong. But technically, I did it.”

“Voluntarily?”

“Well... there was whiskey involved.”

She shook her head. “I’ll bond the old-fashioned way. Through hard work and sarcasm.”

Max chuckled. “That’ll work too.”

She glanced back out of the window. “Did you know in August 2010, a NASA satellite recorded the lowest temperature ever measured on Earth out here? Minus ninety-four point seven Celsius.”

“Oof.”

“That’s minus one-thirty-five Fahrenheit.”

“I’ll take your word for it. Cold is cold.”

The pilot’s voice crackled through the headset. “Rift coming into view, folks. I’ll take us along the edge so you can get a look.”

Jane leaned toward the window, heart quickening.

Somewhere down there beneath all that ice was the reason she was here.

And the reason Richard wasn’t.

Jane and Max scanned the ice.

“I see it!” exclaimed Jane.

Max unbuckled his seatbelt, crossed the aisle to take the seat behind Jane, and gazed out at the approaching rip in the ice.

A few moments later, the small craft turned to follow the wide, deep crevasse.

Awestruck, Jane stared into its depths. “The photographs don't do it justice.”

“I agree,” said Max. “At eighteen miles long with an average width of two hundred and sixty feet, it's the largest rift discovered. When it breaks off, the floating ice island will be about twenty-one by twelve miles, big enough to fit Manhattan on with room to spare.”

They stared in silence at the rift passing below them until the plane changed direction to once again fly above the ice sheet.

“Base camp ahead,” called out the pilot, a few minutes later.

The two passengers caught their first glimpse of their home for the following two months. Positioned about half a mile away from the rift, the small group of buildings were specks in the white wilderness.

The passengers gazed at the prefabricated cabins, which included living accommodation for ten people, a small sick bay, well-equipped laboratories, a kitchen, showers, radio room, restroom and storage. Separated from the main building was a workshop, a garage for two Sno-Cats and two Ski-Doos, a generator room and a storage hut. All were heavily insulated against the freezing temperatures. Though Jane had been involved from the planning stages, she still found it incredible that the base camp had managed to become a reality in such a remote area of Antarctica. Trails formed by snow vehicles from the camp led off in different directions. As they flew over the camp, three people wearing red and orange snowsuits paused from their labor to stare up at the approaching aircraft.

The small craft, battered by the constant wind, turned and began its descent. Jane watched the ice grow ever closer and noticed it wasn't as smooth as it seemed from high up. A powerful jolt shot through the plane when the skids connected with the hard-packed ice. The plane bounced twice before sliding across the wind-rippled snow that lay atop the thick layer of ice. The vibrations shaking the plane and its passengers decreased when it slowed and turned toward the compound and ceased when it came to a gentle halt a few yards away.

Jack turned and smiled at his two passengers. “We’re here, folks.”

Jane and Max released the catches of their seatbelts, stood and slipped on their padded thermal coats.

Jack moved into the back and opened the door. When a rush of icy wind entered the heated cabin, Jane quickly slid the zip of her parka up to her neck.

“Climb down and I’ll pass out your bags,” said Jack.

Jane was first stepping onto the ice. She shivered as the cold wind blew through her hair and pushed the fur-lined hood off her head.

Max disembarked and smiled at her. “I told you it was cold.”

“I’ll soon get used to it,” Jane told him, refitting the hood tighter.

“You never get used to it,” Max said. He looked at the main hut when someone came out. “Here comes our welcome party.”

Jane smiled at the man walking toward them. Though his hood hid most of his face, Jane recognized the white beard from the photograph in the team’s info of the man. Henry Sandberg, fifty-six years old, a veteran of the ice and an expert in many fields and the man in charge of the expedition. Jane thought he had a kind face. His wife, Martha, who'd battled with cancer for almost a year, had died two months ago. She had made Henry promise that he would still go to Antarctica, whether she lived or died. She, Henry and Max were the only three English participants; the rest of the team were American.

“Welcome to Antarctica, Jane.” Henry slipped off a glove and held out a hand, which Jane shook.

“Hello, Henry. It’s good to finally meet you.”

“It’s a pleasure to meet you also.” He turned to Max and shook his hand. “Welcome, Max.”

“Thank you, Henry.”

“Grab your bags and we’ll get a coffee. Then I’ll introduce you to the rest of the rabble.” He turned to two men by the garage busy filling the tank of a Ski-Doo with fuel. “Eli, Theo, can you unload the supplies from the plane and pack them away?”

One of the men waved an acknowledgement.

“Hi, Henry.”

Henry turned to speak to the pilot leaning out of the plane's doorway. “Hello, Jack. Are you staying for a brew?”

Jack glanced at the distant gray clouds gathering. “Not this time. It looks like the weather might turn at any moment. I’ll unload, top up the fuel tanks and leave. If I don’t go now I might be stuck here for a while.”

“Have a good flight.” Henry turned to the new arrivals. “You two, follow me.”

Jane smiled at the handsome pilot. I wouldn't mind being stuck here with him for a few days. She blushed when the thought popped into her head. “Thanks for the lift, Jack.” 

“You’re welcome, and I hope you enjoy your stay.”

“Thanks, I’m sure I will.” She followed Henry and Max to the main hut.

Henry glanced back at her. “Is this your first visit to Antarctica, Jane?”

Though she couldn't see Max's face, she knew it wore a smirk. She was about to answer when one of the men unloading the plane interrupted.

“Henry, do you want this stuff in the garage or the storeroom?”

Henry shouted his answer. “The storeroom, Theo. It’s the extra climbing gear, flashlights and stuff I requested to check out NASA’s anomaly.”

Theo acknowledged with a wave of a hand.

Henry turned back to the new arrivals. “Now, where were we?”

“Coffee,” Jane blurted.

“Ah, yes, coffee. Follow me.”

Max flashed Jane a smile and whispered, “That was close.”

“Welcome to your temporary home.” Henry opened the door and they followed him inside.

To prevent the cold from entering the main building, a double door system was used in the entrance. The inner door, which resembled that normally seen on a commercial freezer, was only opened when the outside door was closed. A
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