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  For Barbara, who still makes it fun.


  



  In 1996, Russian and British scientists discovered a warm water lake two and half miles beneath the Antarctic ice. ‘Lake Vostok’ as it has been named, is the

  size of Lake Ontario and biologists suspect that it may contain life forms that have been unseen on the surface for millions of years.


  Hundreds of these hidden bodies of water are thought to exist all around the world.
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  PROLOGUE


  The Colony of Roanoke Island, 1587


  Eleanor cradled baby Virginia in her arms and smiled at the little pink sleeping face. She was the first baby born on the island and the colonists

  were delighted by her arrival, seeing it as a good omen for the new outpost.


  Roanoke’s late spring sunshine bathed the new mother and baby in a warm comforting blanket as Eleanor sang a soft lullaby to her snuffling infant.


  John White, Eleanor’s father and the island’s Governor, was proud of what he’d achieved. This was the golden age of colonisation for England and it looked to

  be another year where his homeland flexed its muscles and attempted to further expand its global domain. Earlier that decade, in 1583, Sir Humphrey Gilbert claimed Newfoundland as England’s

  first overseas colony and now Roanoke was set to be the first English colony in the New World.




  Governor White was making sure all was well before he reluctantly returned to England to collect more provisions. Roanoke Island was long and narrow, and lay just off the coast between the

  mainland and the treacherous Outer Banks of the Atlantic Ocean. White knew the surrounding waters were cold and an uninviting grey-green, as the freezing currents of the Atlantic encircled the

  twelve miles of land. But thankfully the island itself was an oasis of dense marshes, low-grassed meadows and tall oak forests teeming with game.




  The local Indians were on the whole a friendly but strange bunch, sometimes timid and at other times aggressive, shouting loudly at the colonists to warn them away from particular tracts of the

  forest. White found that as long as they stayed within certain areas of the island there was never any trouble. A sporadic but uneasy trading relationship developed and overall White was satisfied

  the indigenous population posed no threat to the group.




  White’s main concern had been that the site of the settlement was not as secure as he would like from the heavy sea storms that kicked up out of the Atlantic. Their site was too close to

  the shoreline, and now that babies were being born, he was determined to ensure that no unplanned-for risks would endanger his new colony, particularly as he would be absent for months.




  White had organised a small party of men to search the surrounding areas for naturally sheltered areas that could be retreated to in times of harsh weather. Within a week the men had reported

  back that they had found a large cave opening, and though there seemed to be an odd smell emanating from its depths it seemed well protected, dry and large enough for all one hundred colonists.

  White had ordered that water barrels be placed inside the cavern. Looking at the provisions, he hoped that he’d done all that was necessary to secure the colony and he turned to board his

  ship for the return to England.




  Eleanor made her way down to a soft grassy spot beside the clear stream just outside of the settlement. She came to this part of the riverbank to wash Virginia’s tiny

  clothes and let them dry on the flat rocks beside the water. When she met the young Indian girl, it seemed natural that they would become friends.




  Incara, as Eleanor had learned was her name, came to the bank to do her daily chores around the same time, and it wasn’t long before a wave and a smile became an opportunity to sit

  together and show off their first borns. Though neither could speak the other’s language they managed to communicate and connect as young, new mothers.




  Eleanor pulled her shawl closer and looked up to the sky; dark clouds were racing across from the west and rain looked to be imminent. She rose to her feet with Virginia in her arms and made her

  farewell to Incara who smiled up at her and tried to mimic both the wave and the words. Eleanor giggled at the attempt; perhaps she would make Incara a dress, depending on how much fabric her

  father returned with.




  The wind was rising quickly so Eleanor picked up her pace for the walk back to the colony. The horizon was now heavy with enormous purple clouds that threatened to burst like boils over the

  island. Just as she was entering the clearing at the very edge of the colony, Eleanor’s husband, Ananias, met her and pulled her into a quick embrace. He was out of breath and already his

  blond hair was plastered down from the large drops of rain that were beginning to fall. He shouted over the top of the screaming wind that she should gather as much food and clothing as she could

  carry as the colony was going to take shelter in the caves to the south of the island.




  Already, the ferocious wind was picking away some of the thatch and wooden shingles from the cabins and flinging them like knives throughout the camp. The rain, catapulted by the strong wind

  gusts, was now stinging their faces as they made their way to the centre of the camp. Eleanor spotted Incara in the tree line looking extremely agitated and motioned for her to come closer. Incara

  ran to her and tried to pull her away while vigorously shaking her head and gesticulating wildly in the direction of the caves. Over and over she repeated a word that sounded like

  ‘croatoan’ with wide, imploring eyes. She made waving motions with her arms and hugged herself tightly. Oddly, this gesture did not seem to be an attempt to give an impression of trying

  to stay warm, but to impart a feeling of struggling or crushing.




  Eleanor’s father had said that the local natives believed everything was the work of spirits, good and bad, and the weather was no exception. Eleanor gave her a quick hug and headed off to

  the cave with the last few colonists.




  Incara had repeated the word croatoan so many times that Eleanor took it to mean the name of the caves they were heading to, and just in case they were still there when her father

  returned, she asked Ananias to carve the word into the large tree at the edge of the camp so her father or anyone wishing to know their whereabouts would only need to ask the Indians for

  directions.




  Incara hurried back to her father, Manteo, the chief of the Roanoke tribe. He was consulting with his holy men around the fire in the centre of their hut and she fell to her

  knees in front of him, gasping out where the colonists were heading. Though the Roanoke were mostly indifferent to the settlers, they knew the dangers of the caverns. Generations ago the ground had

  shaken and opened the cavern to the light of the surface. Incara had heard the legends of the hungry caves and it had been many years since any young hunter had been foolish enough to venture into

  them. Those who had were never seen again.




  The weather was now quite violent and tribal taboos forbade all Roanoke from venturing into or even near the caves. However, Manteo knew of the bond that had formed between Incara and the white

  ‘Eleanor’, and Incara was greatly relieved when her father announced he would send his strongest warriors to try and stop the colonists. Against her father’s wishes, Incara went

  with them.




  The small party of Indians made it to the cave just as the last of the colonists were disappearing inside and beginning to seal the entrance against the elements. Incara called out and was

  rewarded by both Eleanor and Ananias appearing briefly at the cave mouth. The image Incara and the warriors saw was one that would stay with them forever: Eleanor standing in the rain, cradling her

  baby daughter. As she smiled and waved goodbye to Incara, Ananias’s head snapped around as though he had been called and he raced back into the cave. Eleanor turned to look over her shoulder

  as shouts started to echo from the depths and then she too hurried into the darkness.




  It was only a few short minutes before the screaming started and the moaning began. The sounds of pure animal fear and distress emanating from the cave made Incara sink to her knees and wail

  loudly. She grabbed handfuls of wet leaves and earth and covered her head and face in anguish. Even the brave Roanoke warriors were ashen-faced with fear as the screams rang out then were cut off

  one by one. Manteo stared into the cave for many minutes, remembering the ancient legends, knowing what they would mean to his people. He turned away from the cave, he had decided; they would leave

  the island immediately.




  John White had not intended to be away for as long as he was but well before he landed he knew there was trouble. There were no small fishing boats on the water, no smoke from

  fires. At the site of the camp there were no signs of life – no people, only the remains of collapsed huts; already the forest had started to reclaim the site back from his clearing. The

  single clue was the word CROATOAN carved on a tree in ragged capitals.




  Weeks of searching refused to reveal any trace of his beautiful daughter, her baby or any of the other colonists. In fact, the local Indians had also departed and the distressed Governor’s

  only hope was that Eleanor was safe with them, wherever that might be.




  





  ONE




  Antarctica, Present Day




  In the final seconds before impact, John ‘Buck’ Banyon, arguably one of the wealthiest hotel owners in North America, released the

  U-shaped steering column. He folded his large arms over his chest, obscuring the hand-stitched, gold lettering across a bomber jacket that simply read ‘Buck’. He knew he was as good as

  dead as soon as the engine restart had failed and all the other backup systems which had at first gone crazy winked out one by one. There was no time now for another restart and bailing out was a

  joke in this weather. He snorted at the white-filled cockpit screen and whispered a final ‘fuck it’, as the altimeter told him the ground was just about in his face.




  Banyon had invited his senior executive team and their wives or lovers on a reward-for-service flight in his private jet, the Perseus – a one-day flight out of southern Australia

  over the Antarctic. He had made the trip several times alone and this time he hoped to show his young Turks that there was more to Buck Banyon than making money and eighteen-hour days. There was

  such rare and exotic beauty here; you could keep your wildlife colonies – he could see a fucking penguin at the zoo any day. But down here he had seen things only a handful of people on earth

  had witnessed: rare green sunsets where the sun hovered at the horizon for hours and a band of emerald flashed out between ice and sky; floating ice mountains caused by the stillness of the air

  creating the mirage of an ice peak which seemed to lift off and hover hundreds of feet above the ground.




  He should have known better; you fall in love with the Antarctic and she’ll hurt you. Buck had forgotten one thing; she was as beautiful as she was unpredictable. Even though he had

  checked the meteorology service before leaving, the icy continent had surprised him with a monstrous katabatic flow jump. She hid them behind mountains and deep crevices; and then when you were

  close enough she revealed them in all their ferocious power – mile-high walls of snow and wind and fury that climbed rapidly over a rise in the landscape.




  Light that was once so clean and clear you could see for hundreds of miles in all directions suddenly became confused and scattered by rushing snow and ice. The result was a freezing whiteout

  where the sky and the ground became one and there was no more horizon. In seconds, temperatures dropped by a hundred degrees and winds jumped by that amount again. A rule book didn’t exist

  for what to do when you were caught within one; you just avoided them – and once inside them, a plane just ceased to exist.




  Buck’s ten passengers were not as calm as he was; the cacophony from the main cabin resembled something from one of Dante’s stories on the torments of hell. Martinis and cocktails

  were voided onto the plush velvet seats which the passengers were crushed back into as they felt the combination of velocity and steep descent.




  The seventy-foot white dart fell at roughly 500 miles per hour towards the Antarctic ice on a terminal pitch; its small but powerful turbofan jets had ceased to function in the blasting icy air

  above the blinding white landscape. As it plummeted towards the desolate ice plains below it was all but silent, save for a high-pitched whistling that could have been mistaken for a lost snow

  petrel calling to its fellow wanderers. This too vanished in the louder scream of the ferocious katabatic storm pummelling the skin of the sleek metal bird.




  The initial impact, when it came, was more like the sound of a giant pillow striking an unmade bed than the metallic explosive noise of 30000 pounds of metal impacting on a hard surface. A

  funnel shaped plume of snow and ice was blown a hundred feet into the air, followed by a secondary spout of rock, debris and a hollow boom as the once sleek Challenger jet at last struck solid

  stone. The plane penetrated the ice surface like a bullet through glass, opening a ragged black hole into a cavern hundreds of feet below. The echoes of the impact reverberated down into the

  tunnels for miles, bouncing off walls and ceilings as the silent stone caught and then transferred the terrible sounds of the collision.




  Silence once more returned to this subterranean world – but only briefly.




  The creature lifted itself from the water and sampled the air. The vibrations from the high caverns drew forth a race memory dormant for generations as it dragged itself from

  its primordial lair in confusion. In its darkened world it had long learned to be silent, but the noises and vibrations from the ceiling caverns excited it and it rushed towards the high caves,

  making a sound like a river of boiling mud.




  It would take hours for it to reach the crash site, but already it could detect the faint smell of molten alloy, fuel and something else – something none of its kind had sensed in many

  millennia. It moved its great mucous-covered bulk forward quickly, hunger now driving it onwards.




  





  TWO




  Stamford, Connecticut




  A band of warm Connecticut sunshine bathed Aimee Weir as she sipped her drink and looked up from her latest project results to stare evenly at her

  co-worker. With jet black hair and soft blue eyes, Aimee lived up to her Scottish bloodline. She was the first of her family of shopkeepers and boat builders to become a scientist, and her

  brilliance in the field of fossil fuel synthesis made her a sought after commodity by resource-hungry corporations around the world. She was a tall woman of twenty-nine, with a way of setting her

  jaw and making her eyes go from soft to piercing that her friends referred to as the ‘Weir lasers’. She was able to stare down the most fearsome university faculty or boardroom member

  and when push came to shove, she usually got her way. She finished her soda and directed that stare at Tom now.




  ‘It won’t do any good, Aimee; I’m not even going to look at you. I don’t need to be blinded so early in the morning.’ Tom chuckled and continued to pour himself a

  coffee. Aimee could tell he knew she was looking at him and guessed he was playing it cool, hoping she would just blow off some steam for a while before giving him her blessing to go on the field

  trip. Tom stirred his cup noisily and continued, ‘Besides, I know you hate heights and we have to ropesail or something down into a frozen cave on, or rather I should say under, the Antarctic

  ice.’




  ‘Ha! It’s called “abseiling” or “rappelling”. There is no such word as “ropesailing”. And that heights thing happened a long time ago. It’s

  not a phobia, Tom.’




  Tom sipped his coffee, making an exaggerated slurping sound. Aimee mouthed OK then, to his back. She tore a small fragment of paper from her computer printout and rolled it into a ball

  which she popped into her mouth, working it around a little more with her tongue. She lifted the straw from the small bottle and placed it in her mouth, took aim and fired the wet projectile at the

  back of Tom’s head. Satisfyingly, it stuck to his neck.




  ‘Yee-uck. I hate it when you do that.’ Tom wiped his neck with his hand and turned around. Aimee sat smiling with her left eyebrow raised and the straw dangling from her bottom

  lip.




  She had known Tom for ten years, ever since he had been at her university spotting on behalf of his company. Even as a gangly, or as her father said ‘coltish’, nineteen-year-old, her

  grades and natural scientific talent in the areas of biology and biogenic decomposition made her stand out from a crowded and impressive field. Her potential was a magnet to companies looking for

  the most valuable of corporate assets: intelligence. Tom had made her laugh till tears ran down her cheeks and humanised science more than any dry professor ever had. He was like an older brother

  and could still make her laugh today like that kid at university a decade ago, yet over the years he had looked out for her and guided her career and now she was one of the most respected

  petrobiologists in the world.




  Tom Hendsen was the lead scientist working for GBR, a small research company that specialised in geological and biological research into fossil fuels, their discovery, use, synthesis and

  hopefully one day, replacement. He was forty, slim and tall, with an easy laugh. Though they all had an informal working relationship within GBR he was the natural leader due to his maturity and

  encyclopedic knowledge of deep earth petrobiology.




  Aimee loved Tom, but as with all sibling relationships there were flare-ups – rare, but they happened; just like now. Tom had been urgently requested by the government to accompany a

  rescue mission to the Antarctic. A private jet had gone down on the ice, or rather, through the ice. A large cavern had been opened up and initial data received indicated a large body of mid-crust

  liquid that could be surface petroleum and natural gas. It was probably nothing more than screwy data or some illegal dumping ground used by the numerous nations that visited the Antarctic for

  everything from research to mining – nations that eyed the continent hungrily as the last great unexplored, or rather unravaged, continent on earth. However, it could also be something

  significant; the Antarctic wasn’t always covered in snow and ice and about 150 million years before, when Gondwana began to break up, what was now the Antarctic coalesced around the South

  Pole. A number of species of dinosaur was known to have existed and the lush plant life became dominated by fern-like plants which grew in swamps. Over time these swamps became deposits of coal in

  the Transantarctic Mountains and could have decomposed into reservoirs of oil below them.




  ‘But you hate the cold, and you don’t like field work. I’m more than qualified to at least assist you down there.’ Aimee hated the whining tone creeping into her voice.

  She knew Tom was the best person to go, but she had been working on her current project now for eighteen months and was looking for any sort of interesting diversion – and this sounded like

  just the sort of thing that she’d like to do.




  ‘Aimee, someone has got to front the board on Wednesday and discuss our results on the viability models for synthetic fuel production or we won’t get the additional funding,’

  Tom responded in his most patient tone. ‘You know you’re better than I am at twisting those board members around your little finger.’ Aimee could tell Tom was deliberately

  flattering her and she gave him a fake ‘gosh, thanks’ smile.




  ‘I’ll be back in a week, probably with little more than a cold to show for it,’ he said without looking up from his packing. ‘I’ll take some electromagnetic readings

  and map the near surface alteration effects of any hydrocarbon migration and then we can turn the results into some nice 3D models for our friends in the boardroom.’




  ‘Well, make sure you use plenty of colour and description and lose all the jargon or you might as well show them pictures of your auntie’s knitting for all those board members will

  understand,’ Aimee responded half-jokingly, knowing Tom was the best in the business at making complex subjects easy to understand and accessible to even the dullest bureaucrat. ‘And

  bring me back some snow.’




  ‘I’ll bring you a penguin, no two, to make a pair of slippers,’ he said, both of them now laughing at their silliness.




  Her eyes had once more returned to the soft Aimee blue. As usual he had managed to disarm her with a sense of humour that was more at home in a schoolyard than a laboratory. Knowing Tom,

  he’d spend his time in the tent hunched over his computer and be cold and bored by the end of the first day.




  Next time, she thought, it would be her turn, no question about it.




  





  THREE




  Australian East Coast




  Alex Hunter walked from the warm sea-water after his dawn swim; it was his favourite time of the day – with the screeching of the gulls as

  they circled overhead and the shushing of the surf as it crashed onto the golden beach. The sea mist blew gently across his face as his grey-green eyes scanned the horizon. He closed them briefly

  and drew in a large breath to totally absorb the smells of his world.




  After an hour of hard swimming he wasn’t even breathing hard. At thirty-six years old and just over six feet tall his body was lean but strongly muscled across the arms and chest,

  representative of someone who trained vigorously and often. However, numerous scars attested to the fact this was no frame created in a gymnasium, but one that was hewn in and for battle. Alex

  shook his head from side to side and then dragged his hand through his short black hair. His square jaw and angular cheeks ensured there was no shortage of female attention, however, a complex and

  dangerous lifestyle meant there could never be any permanence to his relationships. Alex had been trained to win, to fight and succeed no matter what the odds, but there were some things that he

  felt were beyond even his capabilities. He could never settle down, could never describe his work, and could never share his success and failures with anyone other than his military peers. And now,

  following his field accident, he was more alone than ever.




  Like a bronze statue Alex stood motionless on the sand, hands tightly gripping a faded beach towel; his eyes became lifeless chips of glass as he travelled in his head back to a life that now

  seemed to belong to someone else. Angie was gone, she was already leaving him before his last mission but had promised she would wait and be there to talk to him when he returned; he never made it.

  He didn’t think she had stopped loving him – just couldn’t stop the worrying, he guessed. In the time they had together they had loved and laughed like teenagers, and even now

  little things about her still haunted him: her thick brown hair that always smelled of fresh green apples, the line of perspiration on her top lip after they had made love, her enormous brown eyes.

  She said he could make her blush and go tingly just by talking to her. They were going to be married, and now he couldn’t even call her, he had ceased to exist. He had heard she was seeing

  some suit from Boston; she’d be OK.




  His mother had been told he was dead, heaven knew when he would ever be authorised to tell her the truth. Since his father had been taken by a heart attack ten years ago she had quit her job and

  slowed right down; she swapped a job in advertising for flowers, vegetables, and games of bridge two nights a week. He could still see her on the front porch in late spring with her spoilt

  Alsatian, Jess, asleep at her feet, her paws twitching in a dream where snooty overweight Siamese cats tripped over right in front of her. Until he learned to control and conceal his new abilities,

  it wasn’t safe for anybody to know he was alive.




  Life had made Alex a strange trade, one where he had both gained and lost. The thick towel Alex was gripping tore in half; he hadn’t realised that the pressure had been building within

  him.




  His rehabilitation, if you could call it that, was complete. Two years ago on a clandestine search and rescue mission in northern Chechnya, Alex Hunter had been ambushed and shot in the head

  – a trauma that should have killed him. He had been in a death-like coma for two weeks and when he had emerged from hospital after another month he was different, somehow altered. The bullet

  was lodged deep within his cerebellum in the junction between his hypothalamus and thalamus, a position that made removal more manslaughter than surgery. However, instead of causing irreparable

  damage as it should have done, it had ignited a storm of both physical and mental changes that had astounded his doctors.




  Alex remembered them trying to explain what had happened to him and their assumptions when some of his abilities had started to emerge. Even among the gathered specialists in his room there was

  debate on how the human midbrain functioned. Some argued that humans make use of less than half of their total brain functions, with the other significant portion locked away for evolution to make

  use of when environmental or chronological factors dictate they are ready. Others were just as adamant that the unused portions were an evolutionary remnant of no more use than the appendix or

  tonsils.




  What the bullet had done was force a significant re-routing of blood to his midbrain, the area largely responsible for selecting, mapping and cataloguing information. Alex had also been told

  that it was the primary powerhouse of endocrine functions, where control of pain, adrenaline and natural steroids are monitored and distributed. What had disturbed Alex the most was that the

  midbrain was the part of the human brain that contained the largest areas with an ‘unknown uses’ classification. The flush of extra blood into these areas of his brain triggered massive

  electrical activity as a new engine room powered up and switched on, waking new or long dormant abilities.




  Alex’s agility, speed, strength and mental acuity had increased off the scale, and now in high intensity activities, the world around him seemed to slow to a crawl as he out-thought or

  out-moved reality. His doctors had been left in amazement that he could complete agility or strength tests at a speed that could sometimes only be further analysed with reduced motion camera

  equipment. It wasn’t all good news though; Alex had been left with bouts of rage that were sometimes barely controllable. During these outbursts his strength and speed peaked. To date he had

  been able to channel that aggression back into his exercises – but god help those around him if ever that control slipped.




  After the first few rages, and the realisation that they looked to be part of the package that had come with the physical upgrade, he had been happy that Angie wasn’t in his life anymore.

  If he had ever hurt her, even while thrashing in his sleep, he may have been driven to turn that murderous fury back on himself.




  Alex’s superiors had quickly shut down any further testing by the hospital and allowed him to complete his recovery at a private house owned by the United States military on the northeast

  coast of Australia. The brass were keen to ensure Alex’s psychological rehabilitation was as complete as the physical improvements as soon as possible. No psycho-suppressant drugs had worked

  with Alex; his body would overwhelm any chemical with more natural stimulants of its own; that battle could only end in one of two ways – Alex’s heart exploding in his chest or a

  massive embolism in his midbrain. The military psychologists had managed to provide him with some tailored sensory techniques that allowed him to gain control of his furies and at least keep him

  out of the hands of the chemists. Alex smiled to himself. He was living one of the techniques right now; salt, sea and sand always helped him to unwind. He only had to mention it to the doctors and

  here he was – his simple task was to upload the sensory experiences and play them back in his mind to inject a wave of calm into his consciousness. However, he also had a secret safeguard, a

  smell, a redolence, one that immediately soothed him even during the most lethal of rages; he simply imagined the fragrance of fresh green apples.




  It was working for him. The military had their first super soldier by accident, and as long as he was available for further testing, he would be allowed to stay on the active duty list. But Alex

  Hunter was now like a caged lion – training up to six hours a day and still not fatiguing, he needed something more than further exercise or drills. He judged himself fit for duty and was

  looking forward to the promised call from his superior and mentor, Major Jack Hammerson. As he drew in one last breath, he smiled. ‘Holidays are over,’ he said quietly to himself.




  Major Jack Hammerson’s face advertised all his years of active service like a billboard. Deep lines etched his forehead and cheeks and where the elements hadn’t

  carved his features, combat scarring had. In his fifties, he was still a man of iron who kept up the daily training that had taught him how to incapacitate a foe in less than seven seconds, a skill

  he had needed to call on in active service many times. A Greek military history buff, ‘the Hammer’ had refused promotions so he could maintain an active role with his beloved special

  services unit and ensure his lads were the best trained and the most lethal soldiers on earth. He made sure they always came back home from battle like the Spartans – with their shields upon

  them.




  Hammerson sat with one fist clasped in his other hand and looked at the information spread out on the desk before him. SOCOM, the Special Operations Command, had been tasked with directing a

  covert rescue and research mission down to the Antarctic. They’d all disappeared. Science personnel and a supporting team of Green Berets had all fallen off the grid. No radio contact, no

  satellite images, and nothing showing up from the VELA thermal imaging satellites – they were just gone. Hammerson reached down and picked up one of the photographs sent before the party had

  stepped off the earth. His eyes narrowed as if he were trying to will himself down into the ice so he could make sense of the images. He knew General Malcolm of SOCOM and the guys he sent down to

  be the mission shield wouldn’t have been slouches. With their hostile environment training and thick clothing, even in a freezing environment, their bodies would have taken several hours to

  cool; VELA should have picked up something.




  Now it was his turn. Politically, command couldn’t send a larger force, but they still wanted more military potency. There would not be a third team deployed; this was it. They needed

  maximum defensive and attack capabilities. Jack Hammerson dropped the photograph; he already knew who he was going to send.




  Hammerson had known Alex Hunter since his first days in the squad and had initially thought of him as an enthusiastic and talented but average member of the team – if anyone could be just

  average in his specialised unit. However, in the eighteen months since Alex’s mission accident, he had become vastly different. Now, no one could touch him in the strategy and tactic

  exercises, and in hand-to-hand combat training he had lifted another man weighing over 200 pounds above his head and thrown him fifteen feet as though he was no more than a hollow, store-built

  mannequin. Alex’s doctors thought it was some form of beneficial side effect of the bullet lodging so close to his endocrine engine room; Hammerson saw it as a gift to be fully honed to its

  ultimate potential.




  Hammerson took personal command of Alex and provided the extra training he needed to mould him into the special service’s first super weapon – codenamed ‘Arcadian’. Like

  Zeus, born of Arcadia and destroyer of the Titans, the new Alex had been created by war – he would go in fast, hard and with maximum lethality.




  Alex was again primed for red duty and the current situation in the Antarctic was just the set of circumstances that required a special resource. Jack Hammerson reached for the phone; it was

  time Arcadian came in.




  





  FOUR




  Wednesday morning Aimee checked her presentation for the last time to ensure she had the relevant information bullet pointed and just enough

  feel-good blue sky built in to entice the most hard-boiled petroleum investor. Her handouts were printed up and bound professionally and she thought they looked pretty damn good. More than anything

  else she wanted to walk out of that boardroom in two hours (or less if lucky), and have good news for Tom when he returned on the weekend.




  Aimee hoped that the progress of their project would give the board enough confidence in them to continue further funding. She drew a breath and smoothed the front of her only blue power suit.

  She knocked on the door and entered without waiting to be invited.




  Instead of the seven members of the board she was expecting, she only recognised one, Alfred Beadman the chairman, who greeted her warmly just inside the door. Seated at the table were four

  people she had never met before. She assessed them all quickly – two sporty student types, a middle-aged nerd and a military man. She turned her attention back to Alfred, a fatherly figure to

  her and someone she knew she could always trust. He led her to a seat without letting go of her hand and asked her to sit down.




  Her immediate thoughts were that they were going to be shut down and that she had somehow already let Tom down by failing in her funding request and further, getting them bounced right out the

  door of GBR. Aimee closed her eyes and imagined Tom walking back in at the weekend and saying in his boyish manner ‘I’ve got a surprise for you’, while holding a box behind his

  back, and Aimee responding with ‘and have I ever got one for you’.




  After a few moments Alfred spoke softly. ‘Aimee, we’ve lost contact with Tom – with all of them.’




  It was as if the entire atmosphere had been sucked out of the room; no one moved or spoke, no one even breathed. They just sat and stared.




  ‘What do you mean you’ve lost contact?’ Aimee was on her feet radiating a mix of disbelief and red hot anger.




  ‘It may not be serious, but exactly what I said, Aimee. I think it might be best if we give you all the facts, bring you in from the cold so to speak, and then we can determine what the

  first and best course of action is to be. Please sit down, Aimee dear, so we can begin.’ Knowing how volatile Aimee could be, it was clear that Alfred was speaking as calmly and evenly as he

  could. He watched her retake her seat, then turned to his left and introduced the fearsome looking man that couldn’t have been more military looking if he were wearing a uniform cut from the

  stars and stripes.




  ‘Aimee, this is Major Jack Hammerson. Major, would you like to, umm . . .’




  Hammerson met Aimee’s laser-like stare with his own, and held it – this time it was Aimee who dropped her eyes. The Major waited a few more seconds and then began speaking.




  ‘I’ll get right to it. At O-eight hundred hours, Eastern Standard Time Tuesday, we received a final communication from our initial insertion team. The Hendsen team’s brief was

  to check in every three hours due to the potentially hazardous nature of their mission and the hostile environment.’ Hammerson turned to Alfred and nodded, and the chairman pushed a button on

  the table to raise the far wall panelling. As the room darkened a blank white wall was revealed. Immediately, images flickered onto the screen. Major Hammerson went on, ‘Every three hours

  from touchdown at ten hundred hours Monday, until Tuesday eight hundred we received a packet of encrypted image and voice data. Before you now on the screen are some of those images. I don’t

  need to remind you that everything you see is highly classified, however, until your security ratings have been increased you will need to all sign a non-disclosure prior to leaving the

  room.’




  Aimee felt both nauseous and restless; the knot in her stomach was making its way up into her ribcage and she placed her hand against her chest in an attempt to quieten the thumping of her

  heart. Tom was missing in a vast continent at the end of the earth where temperatures could drop to less than a hundred below zero and any rescue attempt would be measured in days not hours and all

  ‘General Patton’ was worried about was their security ratings. She knew Tom was no Grizzly Adams and outdoors for him meant a stroll across the office courtyard to bring back some

  donuts. The thought of her honorary big brother being trapped – or worse – in some frozen hell almost made her want to throw up; she reacted the only way she knew how.




  ‘Security rating? Listen Major, I don’t give a damn about forms, security ratings or your entire shit-kicking army right now. I just want to know what happened to Tom and what

  you’re doing to get him back.’ Arms folded across her chest, Aimee glared at Major Hammerson, hoping he wouldn’t see that her hands were shaking. Alfred rolled his eyes and, as if

  conducting an orchestra, tried to make ‘calm down’ motions to her from across the table.




  The Major regarded Aimee coolly for a full twenty seconds before responding. ‘Dr Weir, I work for the government, that’s no secret. I also work for the United States military

  machine, that’s also no secret. But we have a lot more in common than you realise.’ Hammerson paused, pinning Aimee with his unblinking stare. ‘You see, Dr Weir, we own GBR. We

  fund your research. If we like what we see we extend your grants. We give you what you need; we even put the choc chip cookies in your little blue jar at work.’




  Hammerson’s voice went up a level. ‘We own GBR, we own you, and we own over fifty companies similar to yours across the country and some in other countries as well. Like it or not,

  Dr Weir, you also work for the shit-kicking army. And while you’ve lost contact with Dr Hensen, I’ve lost contact with almost thirty good men and women, some with families,

  goddammit.’




  Aimee opened and closed her mouth, anger morphing back into fear and confusion; she wanted to respond but didn’t know how.




  ‘The known worldwide reserves of gas and oil are estimated at about one hundred and forty-two billion tons, and with current rates of usage will last only another fifty years. But with

  China and India’s thirst for oil growing exponentially, our prediction is we have reserves for just twenty-five more years,’ Hammerson continued. ‘The fact is your additional

  funding request is a foregone conclusion. We are thirsty creatures, Dr Weir, and even if you’d walked into the room with all your clothes on backwards and asked to use the NASA space shuttle

  for the next round of electromagnetic mapping, we probably would have funded it.’




  Aimee felt the Major let her off the hook as his penetrative stare relaxed and his voice lost its hard edge. ‘We need your help, Dr Weir, to find out what happened to Dr Hendsen, and to

  the other civilian scientists and medical team members that vanished down there with him.’




  Aimee sank down in her chair. Not trusting her voice she simply nodded. Hammerson slid the non-disclosure forms across the table and continued with his briefing.




  ‘To continue, the first image you are seeing is the collision point. The plane that struck the ground was a seventy-foot turbofan Challenger jet. Its maintenance records showed it had been

  fully serviced and was only a few months out of the box. Owned and flown by Mr John Banyon, who was accompanied by several members of his corporate executive team on a business team building and

  sightseeing flight over the Antarctic. For reasons undetermined, it dropped out of the air and collided with the ground at approximately 1907 hours Eastern Standard Time Saturday.’ The image

  displayed on the screen was an aerial shot of a giant hole in the white ice – no debris or engine oil, just a black gash against the blinding white.




  ‘You can see from the entry point that this is no collision crater, what seems to have occurred is the impact has punched straight through the ice and rock crust and opened access to an

  underground cavern. Next slide please, Mr Beadman.’ Hammerson continued his clinical briefing. ‘This image shows initial cavern insertion by the Hendsen party and the wreckage of the

  Challenger jet.’ The picture this time showed a large team of men and women inside the mouth of an enormous cave system. Using them as scale this must have been a gigantic hole – it had

  to be over a hundred feet from where the people were standing to the roof of the cavern. Several members of the rescue team were working among fragments of a completely destroyed plane and holding

  up pieces of torn and empty clothing. In the background, Aimee could see Tom standing there in his favourite bright orange cold weather parka examining something intently, as was his usual style.

  Tears sprang into her eyes and she became angry, with both Tom and herself. With Tom for getting himself caught up in this mystery – she wanted to grab him by the collar of that stupid big

  parka and drag him home like a schoolboy who was late home from the ballpark. But she was even more angry with herself for letting him go alone; she should have pushed harder to go with him. She

  balled her hand into a fist and punched her thigh under the table.




  Major Hammerson picked up the narration once again. ‘The debris was closely centred with a slightly eastward elliptical spread indicating that the plane came in at an approximate

  eighty-five degree angle at more than five hundred miles per hour. This accounts for the small fragment sizes. No survivors were expected; what was expected was bodies, body parts, at least

  significant blood patterning.’




  The next slide appeared, showing some of the rescue team heading further down into one darkened end of the cave. Hammerson continued. ‘Nothing was found other than several strange

  semi-liquid residues. This is where you and Dr Silex come in, Dr Weir.’




  Hearing her name brought Aimee back from the Antarctic ice and once again into the boardroom.




  ‘Sorry, “Dr Silex”?’ Aimee asked.




  Alfred once more spoke up in his warm and authoritative voice. ‘I apologise Aimee, we were so rushed and determined to bring you up to speed we failed to provide full and proper

  introductions. Let me begin with someone you have already met. Going around the table, from my left starting with Major Jack Hammerson, who will be in charge of support, security, medical teams and

  logistics.’ Alfred turned to Jack Hammerson and enquired, ‘Major, I never asked what your areas of specialisation are?’




  Hammerson ignored the chairman and turned to Aimee and smiled. ‘My specialisation is keeping people alive and safe. My friends call me Jack.’ Hammerson smiled and held out his hand

  across the table. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you, and hopefully work with you, Dr Weir.’




  At first Aimee was determined to dislike him but was quickly disarmed by his strong and easygoing nature. She liked him, but in the way you liked an enormous attack dog that was always friendly

  with you but threatened to rip the throat out of anyone else who looked sideways at you.




  ‘Nice to meet you, Jack, and please, call me Aimee.’ With that Aimee turned to look at the next man in line just in time to catch him staring at her breasts.




  Dr Adrian Silex licked his already wet lips and swallowed. ‘How do you do? I’m Dr Adrian Silex. I’m disappointed you haven’t heard of me, Dr Weir. Tom Hendsen and I go

  way back.’




  Adrian Silex was a tall thin man of about forty. His most unusual feature was a long head with a circle of fine hair fringing his ears. It looked like the crown of his skull had actually

  outgrown his hairdo. His ovoid head had an unpleasant way of bobbing and jerking, giving the impression of some sort of large bird. Most likely a vulture, Aimee thought.




  Now it was coming back; Aimee remembered that Tom had mentioned Dr ‘Sinex’, naming his colleague after a brand of nasal decongestant spray because he always got up Tom’s nose.

  Tom and ‘Sinex’ often competed for papers published in the geological or petrobiological scientific community. The problem Tom had with Silex was that he was a sore loser. If Tom

  published a new paper, rather than publish his own work, Silex would put his energy into trying to discredit Tom’s research. He rarely found fault with any of Tom’s procedures or

  results, but he was clever enough to hold up the paper’s acceptance and therefore Tom’s credit for the work for years.




  ‘I head up PBRI, or Petrobiological Research Incorporated. I am, I mean we are, the developers of an advanced electromagnetic geological scanning device, or AEM, which the military is very

  interested in. I’m looking forward to working on you, err sorry . . . with you on this.’




  Aimee turned her head from Dr Silex and looked down at the notes in front of her on the desk; she exhaled through compressed lips and suppressed a small shudder of revulsion.




  Alfred interjected smoothly. ‘This is a critically important project, Aimee. We need scientists with a mix of chemical, geological and petrobiological expertise. In addition, your work on

  organic-petrochemical interrelationships and Dr Silex’s research into stratigraphic imaging techniques makes you two the best qualified candidates.’




  Alfred looked at Aimee sympathetically and went on. ‘The ionosphere down there suffers from a lot of magnetic disturbance, so we might just have total communications failure. Or maybe

  they’ve gone deeper into the caves and can’t get a message out. Of course, our objective is to bring them back, Aimee, but until we know for sure they have come to any harm, the project

  expedition remains scientific. Therefore, as the senior scientist, it will be headed by Adrian.’




  ‘I like to think I’m more working with you rather than being assisted by you,’ Silex said. ‘But I’ll pass the introduction baton on, and we can talk more later

  on.’




  The young woman next to him broke into a wide smile. She had an open face and Aimee couldn’t help warming to her. ‘Hi, Dr Weir, my name is Monica Jennings. It’s nice to meet

  you.’ With her hair tied back and a spray of small freckles on her face she looked like a hundred other healthy young women Aimee saw playing volleyball or on the athletic track in campuses

  across America. Aimee smiled back and asked Monica to call her Aimee, then nodded for her to continue. ‘I’m here to get you down in the hole and navigate the belly of the beast. My

  specialty is twofold; I’ve climbed just about every significant mountain there is to climb, and there’s not much I don’t know about going up or coming down ice. But my real love

  is caving – I’m a spelunker.’




  The young grad-student type next to Monica was looking at her admiringly. ‘Very cool,’ he said. Aimee could tell he was already smitten by the rock climber. The young man cleared his

  throat, obviously nervous and introduced himself. ‘I’m Matt Kerns, Professor of Archaeological Studies at Harvard University. I specialise in ancient civilisations and protolinguistics,

  and ahh . . .’ Matt looked around at his table companions. ‘And if this is just a plane crash into a hole in Antarctica, I don’t know why I’m here.’




  ‘Thank you, Dr Kerns, a perfect time for me to pick up the threads from where I last left off. Mr Beadman, please.’ Once again the lights dimmed and Major Hammerson continued to

  describe and explain the detail of the new images filling the screen. These showed the crash site and the different teams, now further into the caverns, sorting the collision information. Aimee

  leaned forward; in the background of the current image she could see Tom giving a peace sign and holding what looked like a test tube. The next few shots showed the cavern from different angles and

  it became clear that this was no simple hole in the ground but a vast network of caves leading deep into the impenetrable darkness.




  The next slide had Matt Kerns on his feet and scurrying towards the screen. ‘What is that? Is that a structure?’ Matt asked to no one in particular.
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