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    To Linda Moulton Howe — whose fearless decades of investigation into the unknown opened doors that most researchers refuse to approach. Your groundbreaking work on hidden realities and suppressed truths provided both the inspiration and the genesis for this book. Thank you for lighting the way.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "What we call 'monsters' are often just beings we haven't understood yet. And once you see them, you can never unsee the truth." — Todd Neiss, Bigfoot researcher and former U.S. Army veteran

      

    

Author's Note

A word about what kind of book this is, before we go down onto the ice together — because I owe you that honesty at the threshold, and because it will save us both a great deal of trouble later.

This is a work of investigation, and investigation is not the same as proof. I am not a credentialed scientist, and I make no pretense of being one. What I am is a man who has spent thirty years following the strange things that the respectable world would prefer we not talk about — the giants of my own Ozark hills, the lights over the hollows, the buried mysteries that the guardians of the official past have agreed, by a kind of silent professional treaty, not to see. This book is the record of the longest and coldest trail I have ever followed, and it led me to the bottom of the world.

But investigation stands on evidence, and I want to be scrupulous with you, at the very start, about what my evidence is and is not — because the whole worth of a book like this depends on the reader being able to trust the man writing it.

Some of what follows is established, published, checkable fact. The geology of Lake Vostok. The real statements of real explorers, quoted accurately and cited. The genuine findings of the drilling programs, the radar surveys, the ethnographic record of the peoples of the far south. Where I stand on that solid ground, I will show you my sources, and you can go and check them, and I hope you will.

And some of what follows rests on testimony that I cannot ask you to verify, because I have promised the people who gave it to me that I never would. Throughout this book I rely on sources — winter-over personnel, contractors, analysts, men and women who have spent significant time on the ice or in the archives that hold its secrets. Nearly every one of them spoke to me only on the condition of total anonymity, and several of them at real professional risk, and I have honored those conditions absolutely. I have changed identifying details. I have withheld names, dates, stations, and specifics wherever a specific might expose a source. Where I am relying on a person's testimony rather than a document you could pull yourself, I will tell you so, plainly, in the text — so that you always know which ground you are standing on, the solid or the given-on-trust.

That distinction is a matter of honor to me. A man who dresses his sources' whispers up as proven fact is not an investigator; he is a confidence trickster, and I would rather you closed this book unconvinced than that you were fooled. So I will flag every leap as a leap. When the trail runs cold, I will tell you it runs cold. When I am inferring, I will say I am inferring. And when I believe something I cannot prove — which, in a book about the most closed continent on Earth, will be often — I will mark it as belief and let you weigh it for yourself.

I want to say one more thing about the sources, because it is the beating heart of this book. Almost everyone who talked to me has paid a price for what they know. Not, in most cases, in violence — I document no black cars, no threats in parking garages, and I will not invent any. The price is quieter and, in its way, worse: it is the price of having seen something you can never say aloud to anyone who could help you, of carrying it alone through a professional life that has arranged itself, without ever needing to conspire, so that speaking of these things ends careers and reputations and invitations back to the ice. My sources talked to me because carrying it alone had become worse than the risk of setting it down. I am, for many of them, a witness of last resort. This book is the record they wanted to exist — proof, somewhere, that they saw what they saw and were not mad and did not stay silent to the end.

I have kept faith with every one of them. In publishing what they told me, I am declining, at last, to look away myself. I understand what that may cost. I have made my peace with it.

Come down onto the ice with me. Let me show you what is under it — and who has been watching us from the dark the whole time we told ourselves we were alone.

— F.K. Sterling

✦  ✦  ✦
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A Thermal Log and What It Means

We shall not cease from exploration, and the end of all our exploring will be to arrive where we started and know the place for the first time.

— in the spirit of the old exploring men

It began, for me, with eleven warm spots on a map of the coldest place on Earth.

I was not looking for Antarctica. I have spent most of my working life a very long way from it, in the wooded hollows of the Ozark highlands, chasing the traditions of my own country — the giants of the deep woods, the things the old people warned about, the buried mysteries of a landscape I know the way I know my own hands. I came to the ice sideways, the way I have come to most of the important things in my life: by following one trail until it unexpectedly crossed another.

The trail that led me south was a dataset. A researcher I will not name — you will meet her, at a careful distance, later in this book — had been working with the thermal data from an airborne survey of the polar ice sheets, the kind of routine science that maps the temperature of the ice from an aircraft, season after season, so that we can watch the great sheets breathe and melt and shift. Boring work, mostly. Numbers. And in three seasons of those numbers she had found eleven things that did not belong.

Eleven thermal anomalies. Eleven warm points, moving, in a corridor of ice where nothing warm is supposed to be — inconsistent with any catalogued Antarctic life form, appearing and vanishing between survey passes as though something were walking through the frame. She wrote it up. She submitted it, carefully, to two journals. Both declined to review it, and neither gave a reason, and she learned, the way everyone in this book eventually learns, that there are findings a career cannot survive having made.

She sent the data to me because someone told her I was the kind of person who would take it seriously and not make her regret it. I have tried to earn that. And when I laid those eleven warm points over a map of the continent, and saw the corridor they walked, and understood that something the size of a large animal had moved, warm and alive, through the coldest desert on the surface of the Earth — eleven times, in three years, and vanished each time before the next pass could catch it — I felt the specific chill that has driven every real investigation of my life. The chill of a fact that does not fit, and will not go away, and quietly unmakes the comfortable picture of the world you walked in with.

That is what a thermal log means. It means that the textbook is incomplete. It means that the flat official statement — Antarctica has no apex predator; the continent is biologically empty of anything larger than a seal — is a statement about the documented record, and the documented record is not the same thing as the truth. It means that somewhere out on the plateau, in the dark, there is something warm, and large, and careful enough to vanish between the passes of a survey aircraft, and that a serious scientist found the evidence and was quietly taught to look away.

I did not look away. This book is what happened instead.

Over the years since those eleven warm points crossed my desk, I have followed the trail into places I never expected an Ozark folklorist to go: into the winter-over logs of research stations, where the footprints turn back at the perimeter; into the sealed abyss of Lake Vostok, where a Soviet machine went into the dark in 1979 and did not come back; into the radar profiles of hollow mountains and the ethnographic fragments of vanished peoples who remembered, in their oldest stories, exactly what the survey aircraft had accidentally found. I have talked to people who have paid dearly for what they know. I have stood, in imagination and in dread, at the edge of the ice, and felt the dark on the far side of the lighting looking back.

What I found is not a single monster. It is bigger and stranger and older than a monster. It is the growing, evidence-backed conviction that we are not, and have never been, alone on this planet — that something has shared the Earth with us all along, keeping to the last dark margins we had not yet filled, watching us fill the world, patient beyond our capacity to imagine patience. And that the last of those margins, the last unfilled dark place, is the one under the ice at the bottom of the world — the one place half the planet's oldest legends point toward, and the one place we have built a treaty to keep ourselves from looking at too closely.

It began with eleven warm spots on a map of the coldest place on Earth. It ends — if it ends — with a question I can no longer un-ask, and that I am about to hand to you.

What has been watching us, all this time, from the dark under the ice?

Turn the page. Let me show you the evidence, and you can decide for yourself.

✦  ✦  ✦
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