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Chapter One

The Seal's metal deck thumped beneath my boots as I stepped off the gangway. My heart raced. No matter how many trips I had been on, I never lost the first-day excitement. All around, crew members and fellow travelers went about their business. Beneath it all was the call of sea birds and the noise from the nearby shipyard.

I inhaled deeply, expecting salt only to get engine grease and sweat instead. Not as poetic as I had hoped, but it was still the moment I had been dreaming of for years. Antarctica. The only continent I had never visited. My fingers twitched against my camera bag, eager to document every moment for my followers.

"Welcome aboard, Ms. Sinclair." A warm voice cut through my thoughts.

I turned to see a man step through the door. He extended a hand in greeting, a gentle smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.

"I'm Chau Li, the tour coordinator," he said. "It's a pleasure to have you with us, Ms. Sinclair."

I shook his offered hand. "Thank you. And please call me Amelia. I can't tell you how excited I am to be here," I told him.

"Different from your usual adventures?" Chau asked.

I tipped my head side to side. "Only the continent. This is part of my Ski the World series."

Chau nodded. "Well, you've certainly come to the right place for that. Antarctica has a way of surprising even the most seasoned explorers."

“It should make for exciting footage,” I said, patting my camera bag.

"That's the spirit," he said. "Now, let's get you settled in."

Chau led me through the exterior door.

"Lifeboats are on the third and fourth level," Chau said. “Zodiacs and kayaks are on the aft deck near the cargo hold."

We walked through a small lobby with a smiling crew member at the counter. She waved as we passed.

“Cabins are on deck two, three, five, and six.” He looked down at the tablet in his hands. “We have you in a room on this floor, the second level. You said you planned to be off the ship a great deal.”

I nodded. “That’s perfect, thanks.”

"And over here," Chau continued, walking ahead, "is your room.” He stopped at the last door on the left. “The sick bay is just through that door. We are fully supplied. We can treat everything from the common cold to serious injuries."

"Have you... had many of those?" I asked.

Chau's eyes met mine, his expression serious. "No. And we aim to keep it that way."

We moved on, Chau pointing out various features of the ship. Dining room, gym, the lounge. I absorbed every detail, my mind already composing my first video.

“Out here, The Seal is our lifeline,” Chau said, coming to a stop in the middle of a large lounge with panoramic windows. “Your bags should be in your room by now. Do you remember the way?”

I nodded.

Chau gave me a quick smile and walked away, leaving me to look around. Stands with binoculars were set up in front of several windows. At one of them, a tall, lean figure stood with his back to me. Unlike the crew members and other tourists in the room, he was standing motionless, staring out to sea.

He must have sensed my gaze because he suddenly turned. I raised my eyebrows. Ethan Gale. I knew of him, anyone with an interest in nature conservation had heard of him, but we had never met. As I looked at him, he raised one hand in an awkward wave.

I returned the gesture. Part of me wanted to immediately pick his brain. Maybe, ask for an interview for the podcast. But there would be time for that later. We were on the same ship for two months.

I headed to my cabin to unpack. Sliding my keycard, I pushed open the door to a small and functional room with no wasted space. Cream-colored walls, a double bed, a small sofa, and a desk and chair beneath the large picture window. I peeked behind the door to find a cozy bathroom with a shower.

I pushed the door closed and crossed the room. Most of the floor was covered in a grey and white carpet in an abstract pattern. The rest was pale wood planks. If I did not know I was on a ship, I would think I was in a nice hotel.

I set my camera bag on the desk before checking out the mini refrigerator tucked under one side. Letting out a deep sigh, I walked back to the bed and collapsed in the middle, running my fingers over the soft duvet. The effects of my early morning wake-up call were finally catching up with me, and I felt exhausted to my core.

But I could not take a break yet. I promised my followers an update when I reached the ship. As I started to sit up, hushed voices drifted in from the hallway. I raised up onto my elbows to look across the room. The door had not fully latched when I closed it, and I could see a sliver of bright hallway light through the gap.

"I heard the transmission," a man muttered. “They don’t know what caused it.”

Another voice. Sharper. "I know what you’re thinking, Sam. Just stop it."

"You always get like this," a third voice said. “It’s never anything.”

I cocked my head, listening to someone let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah,” the first voice said. “You’re probably right.”

“Damn right, I am.” I heard a soft thud as if one man had slapped the other on the back. “Let’s get back to work, okay?”

There was some muttering and then the voices faded to silence as they moved away. I slowly got up and tiptoed over to the door to peek out. The corridor was deserted.

I pushed the door closed, the soft click loud in the quiet cabin. What was that about? It did not sound like the other two were concerned. Probably just crew gossip, then.

I retrieved my laptop and equipment cases and forced myself to focus on work. I settled in the desk chair, arranging my microphone and computer before setting up the tripod for my camera. The conversation I had overheard nagged at me, but I pushed it aside.

Just focus, I told myself. I pasted on a smile and pressed the button to start recording.

“Hey, everybody! Check out my home away from home.”
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Chapter Two

The ship's dining room was almost empty when I walked in the next morning. Almost, but not quite. Ethan sat alone at a corner table, a cup of coffee steaming in front of him. The overcast sky filled the space with a pale gray light. Outside the window, the clouds were heavy with another downpour.

I looked away. The buffet on the other side of the room smelled amazing and I followed my nose over to it. Steam rose from the hot offerings, a uniformed crew member smiling a greeting. I grabbed a plate and happily took eggs and bacon before grabbing some fruit and a roll from the other end of the buffet.

A coffee bar held a complicated-looking contraption and a simple drip coffee pot. I chose the largest mug available and filled it with drip coffee doctored the way I liked it. The crew member cheerfully wished me a good day when I headed for the tables. A sentiment I returned as well as I could before my morning caffeine.

My footsteps made quiet thuds on the carpet as I crossed to Ethan’s table. He glanced up, that same awkward half-smile from yesterday crossing his face. His fingers were wrapped tightly around his coffee cup, knuckles white.

"Morning."

"Good morning." After a moment's hesitation, I gestured to his table. "Mind if I join you?"

He shook his head. I set down my tray, the quiet clatter of the dishes loud in the quiet.

The ship lurched suddenly. Coffee sloshed over the rim of my cup, leaving dark stains on my napkin. I grabbed the edge of the table, my stomach dropping. The rough seas had hit during the early morning, and it was starting to affect me.

"Does it get easier?"

"The rough water?" Ethan asked, his cup never wavering despite the ship's movement. "No. But you get used to it."

"You've done this trip before?"

He nodded, taking a careful sip of his coffee. Dark circles under his eyes suggested he had not slept well. His face looked gaunt in the overhead lighting, shadows pooling in the hollows of his cheeks. "Four times in the past few years."

"Research trips?" The journalist in me perked up, sensing a story. I leaned forward, cradling what was left of my coffee.

"Material for my book." He ran a finger along the rim of his cup, his gaze distant. A thin film had formed on his coffee's surface as if it were more of a prop than an intended beverage. "The continent has a way of drawing you back."

I took a sip of my coffee. "What's the book about?"

His eyes met mine, then drifted to the window. Something flickered across his face, gone too fast for me to identify.

"The changing landscape. The biodiversity of the region.” He glanced away. "Among other things."

The ship pitched again, more violently this time. Outside the window, it began to rain. Gray waves rose and fell like mountains, stretching endlessly to the horizon. My stomach rolled with them, and the food suddenly seemed like a bad idea. The scent of bacon that had smelled so appetizing minutes ago now turned my stomach.

"I should go," I said, standing. I was not going to keep anything down until the storm passed. "Have a good day."

Ethan just nodded, already lost in thought. His isolation felt deliberate now, practiced. I stopped by the buffet table to have the kitchen staff box up my food before I headed for my room. Maybe I could get some editing done. I took the stairs, a large part of me leery of taking the elevator while the sea was so rough. I could imagine a dozen nightmare scenarios.

Down on the second level, the corridor to my cabin felt longer. The sway of the ship made me weave as I walked. It would have been funny if I did not feel so queasy. I passed a dozen identical doors before I reached mine at the end of the hall. I pulled out my keycard but paused before opening the door.

Voices. Angry ones. From just around the corner in the clinic.

"We can't ignore this, James." A man's voice, tense with frustration.

"It's not our problem, Rick." This voice was harder, authoritative. "Base 17 can handle their own issues."

"You heard the transmission. The behavior patterns, the mutilations—"

My breath caught in my throat. A chill ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the ship's temperature. The word 'mutilations' seemed to hang in the air.

"Are nowhere near our route."

A heavy sigh, followed by the sound of something being slammed down. “I’m a doctor, Jim. If people are in danger, I can’t just ignore it.”

"Look, I get it. But we're not changing course because some seals are acting strange."

"It's not just seals. You know that." Rick's voice dropped lower. "It’s not natural. Nothing out here is eating like that."

"What I know is we have paying customers and a schedule to keep." A pause, broken by the quiet click of the heating system kicking on. "Drop it, Rick. That's an order."

Footsteps approached, and I hurried into my room. Getting the door mostly closed just before who must have been Jim stalked past. I raised my eyebrows at the glimpse of him I got through the crack in the door. He wore a captain’s uniform.

I waited until his footsteps faded and the clinic door slid closed to push my door shut the rest of the way. After a second, I flipped the lock. Even though it locked automatically, something about that conversation left me wanting extra security. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans, as the word 'mutilations' echoed in my mind.

The ship lurched again, but this time, I barely noticed. My mind was too busy racing with possibilities, each one darker than the last. What exactly was happening at Base 17? And more importantly, what weren't they telling us?
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Chapter Three

The Seal's bow cut through the last stretch of dark water as Antarctica emerged from the morning mist. My breath caught in my throat. No video, no photograph had prepared me for this.

The continent rose before us in shades of white and blue, ancient ice cliffs towering hundreds of feet above the water. Glaciers stretched inland like frozen rivers, disappearing into a landscape that seemed to go on forever. The morning sun glinted off the ice as if the entire continent were made of diamonds. I raised my camera to take some footage for my podcast.

The air bit at my exposed skin with an intensity I had never felt before, even in the Swiss Alps. It was a different kind of cold. One that seemed to reach past skin and muscle, straight to the bone.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

I turned my head to see Ethan standing beside me with a strange smile on his face. Something about it made a shiver go down my spine. When he looked at me, I had to force myself to return the expression. I respected his work, but he was turning out to be an odd character. I let out a quiet sigh of relief when the PA system announced a Zodiac tour leaving in thirty minutes.

“Excuse me,” I said, walking quickly toward the door to the lounge.

I took the elevator down to my floor and hurried down the hall to change. The ship had supplied waterproof pants and jackets for every passenger, and according to my welcome orientation, there was a locker in the ready room with my mud boots. I pulled on thermal leggings and a long-sleeved shirt before my waterproof pants and jacket.

I had spent years dreaming about Antarctica. The continent called to me. Sometimes, my dreams were so real I could feel the cold of the ice after I woke. Remember the taste of frost on my tongue. I hurried down to the ready room to join the group going ashore.

Twenty minutes later, I sat at the back of the Zodiac as it bounced across the water. From the surrounding chatter, it was obvious most of the people in the boat had been to Antarctica before. I was suddenly thankful my goggles hid my wide-eyed staring.

When we reached the shore, our guide, a burly man named Owen, gave another safety talk while we waited for the second Zodiac.

"The ice can be unpredictable here. We're going to be tethered in pairs for safety reasons," he said.

I adjusted my goggles and checked my camera settings, grateful for the heated battery pack. The wind whipped across the ice, not exactly howling - more like whispering. Sometimes the whispers almost sounded like words. I turned when the second Zodiac reached shore.

It held four crew members and a familiar face. Ethan was sitting in the back, staring out at the tundra.

"Stay on the marked path," Owen continued. "The crevasses here are deep. One wrong step..." He let the warning hang in the air, heavy with unspoken implications.

The crew began unloading equipment and setting up a small, makeshift camp. I could feel the anticipation in the air as everyone shifted in place, boots crunching on the ice. In the distance, a magnificent glacier towered over the icy landscape, its jagged peaks glittering in the sunlight.

I noticed Ethan moved to the edge of the group, his form dark against the endless white. Instead of photographing the dramatic landscape like the other tourists, his attention was fixed on the ice beneath our feet. He kept looking down, then out at the distance. I eyed him before I forced myself to focus.

Our group moved in single file across the glacier. I was tethered to a middle-aged woman named Susan who wanted to tell me about her prize-winning roses. I listened with half an ear as we walked, taking a video of the nearby mountains. The vastness of it all made me feel impossibly small. Insignificant.

The first hint of unease came slowly. A prickle at the back of my neck. I let my camera hang around my neck and adjusted my hood, blaming the wind. But the feeling persisted like phantom fingers trailing across my skin.

The feeling grew stronger with each step. My eyes kept darting to the edges of my vision, catching nothing but suggestions of movement, like dark water flowing beneath the ice. My heart began to beat faster, though I could not say why. The sound of blood rushing in my ears almost drowned out the crunch of snow and Susan’s voice.

Then I saw it.

A dark shape moved against the whiteness, too far away to make out clearly. Time seemed to stop. The cold, the wind, the group around me - everything fell away. Pure terror shot through me, primal and electric.

My muscles locked. My chest constricted. Something deep in my DNA screamed danger, run, hide. I stumbled when Susan crashed into my back, breaking off mid-sentence.

“You okay, honey?” I heard Susan’s voice like it was coming from a great distance.

I raised my camera with shaking hands, trying to zoom in on the dark shape, but it was gone. Just a white expanse and blowing snow. The paralysis passed, leaving me gasping.

"You okay back there?" Owen called.

I nodded vaguely and continued walking. Susan quietly questioned me but seemed to realize I was not going to talk about it. She soon went back to telling me about winning runner-up in her local garden competition. I tried to focus on the beauty around me, but I could not shake the sensation of eyes on me. The feeling of being hunted.

Back on the ship that evening, I sat alone in the dining room nursing a cup of tea. The lights were dimmed for night hours, creating pools of shadow in the corners where shapes seemed to writhe and dance. My hands were still cold from the expedition, or maybe from the memory of what I'd seen. Or thought I had seen. I stared at the rising steam, not really seeing it.

The door across the room opened and Ethan walked in. He walked to the coffee bar and filled a large mug from the pot. He paused when he saw me, then crossed to my table.

"Mind if I join you?"

I considered refusing, but I gestured to the empty chair across from me. I took a sip of my tea and sighed. "Couldn't sleep?"

"Too much on my mind,” he said. He settled into the seat, wrapping his hands around his mug. He looked at me from under heavy brows. "You seemed distracted out there today."

A shiver ran through me that had nothing to do with the ship's temperature. "I thought I saw something," I said, trying to sound unaffected.

Ethan's expression shifted. “Oh, yeah?” Even with my gaze on my mug, I could feel him studying me. "The locals have stories," he said quietly. "About things that live beneath the ice. In the crevasses."

My gaze flickered to him before going to the window. "What kind of things?" I watched his reflection, as he seemed to deliberate.

"Ancient things. The deeper you go, the older the ice gets. And the older the ice..." He trailed off and took a sip of his coffee.

I wanted to scoff, but the sound caught in my throat. "You believe that?"

His eyes met mine, dark and serious in the dim light. "I believe there are things in Antarctica we don't understand." He made a face and pushed back from the table. "Get some sleep, Amelia. We’re going out further tomorrow."

I watched him leave, the dining room suddenly feeling colder. I shook my head at myself. I was being crazy.

But I could not stop thinking about those crevasses, stretching down into the ancient ice. And what might be waiting in the depths. In my mind, I heard it again - that whisper that was definitely not the wind.
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Chapter Four

Base camp huddled at the mountain's feet like a cluster of bright insects against the endless white. Six one-man tents and a large tent for meals marked our temporary home, a day's trek from where The Seal waited in the bay. Beyond the camp, the mountain rose in sheer walls of rock and ice. My breath misted in the frigid air as I stared up at it.

I checked my equipment one final time, the familiar routine calming my nerves. Camera batteries, backup batteries, emergency beacon, radio, first aid kit. Each item clicked into place with reassuring solidity. The morning briefing had warned of deteriorating weather later, but for now, conditions were perfect. The wind had died to nothing, leaving an eerie stillness broken only by the occasional crack of shifting ice.

"Remember the check-in schedule," Owen said, marking my planned route on his tablet. His breath hung in the air between us as he muttered a few more instructions and gave me a quick once-over. "You have your whistle? Beacon? The radio I gave each of you?”

I nodded to each question, patting my waist pack.

“Every fifteen minutes,” he continued. “No exceptions. If you are not in sight of the camp, we will come looking.”

I nodded, trying not to show my impatience. The snow sparkled like crushed diamonds, each crystal catching the light and refracting. Perfect for filming the mountain.

"I've done this before," I assured him, adjusting my ski bindings. The metal clicked into place with finality. "Just a quick run for some footage. My followers will love it."

Owen's expression remained stern, his eyes dark against his wind-burned face. "Stay within visual range of camp,” he repeated. “And Amelia?" He pointed at the base of the mountain. "Watch for crevasses.”

"Understood. I don’t plan to get too close."

I settled my goggles on my face and pushed off. My cross-country skis cut clean lines through the snow that had fallen the night before. The silence wrapped around me like a blanket as I fell into the rhythmic movements. As my muscles warmed up, I found myself smiling.

The first few shots were easy. I captured the base camp growing smaller in the distance, red tents becoming crimson dots against the white expanse. The mountain's magnificent scale dwarfed everything, its ice walls reflecting the light in ways that made my camera's sensor struggle to adjust. But with each stop, I spotted an even better angle just a little further up the ridge.

A voice in my head whispered caution, but I pushed it aside. Just one more shot. The camp was still visible below, though smaller now. The snow here was different - lighter, less packed. My skis sank deeper.

The crack came without warning. A sound like a gunshot, sharp and final. It seemed to come from everywhere at once. For one eternal moment, I stood frozen. Then the world dropped away.

I plummeted into darkness, my scream strangled in my throat. Ice walls rushed past in a blur of blue-black. My body slammed against something hard - a ledge, an outcropping, I could not tell. Pain exploded through my left side. I tumbled, spinning, each impact driving the air from my lungs.

I heard fabric ripping and equipment falling free and breaking. It felt like I fell for hours, days. Then, with bruising force, I crashed onto an uneven surface. For several moments I lay there, gasping, trying to understand what had happened. Everything hurt, a sharp ache radiating from my left side with each shallow breath.

The taste of copper filled my mouth where I had bitten my tongue, mixing with the strange, mineral flavor of the snow. I shuddered. Slowly, carefully, I pushed myself up.

The feeble light filtering down from the distant crevasse opening barely penetrated the gloom. With shaking hands, I fumbled for my headlamp, nearly crying in relief when it clicked on and cast a beam of light at the ice wall in front of me. I could not help thinking of the moment in my tent when I almost left it behind. After all, why would I need it during the endless daylight hours?

I looked around. The crevasse stretched in both directions, its walls rippling with strange, blue-black ice formations. They looked almost organic, like frozen tendrils reaching through the ice.

My hand trembled as I reached for the radio clipped to my jacket. Nothing. I looked down at myself. My waist pack was gone.

“No, no, no!” I shouted, looking around frantically.

My voice echoed off the walls, mocking me. I spotted my pack lying several feet away, half-buried in a snowdrift. I scrambled toward it, ignoring the stabbing pain in my side. When I reached for it, something moved in the shadows beyond.

I froze. A sound echoed through the darkness. Like ice shifting, but wrong somehow. Like something trying to mimic natural sounds. Goosebumps rose on my arms, as I slowly stood.

The beam of my headlamp caught something moving in the shadows. Something large. My lamp flickered, dimmed. In the failing light, I saw something emerge.

Tall - impossibly tall. Its body was sleek, black as tar, a twisted parody of a penguin's form. But the proportions were all wrong. The limbs too long, too jointed, moving in ways that violated everything I knew about anatomy. Its head swayed on a serpentine neck, and where there should have been a beak... my mind recoiled from what it saw there, refusing to process the impossible number of teeth.

My headlamp died.

In the darkness, I heard it move closer. I was too scared to scream. I could not move. Could not breathe. My body knew, on some primal level, that this thing should not exist. That it was wrong in ways my mind could not process. Every cell in my body vibrated with the wrongness of it.

And then, the smell hit me. Ancient, rotting fish. Decay trapped in ice for millennia. But underneath that, something else - a scent that sparked recognition in parts of my brain I did not know existed. Something that whispered of depths and darkness and hunger.

In the darkness, something cold and wet brushed against my face. The touch was almost gentle. My scream echoed off the ice around me. And in response, I heard it make a sound that might have been laughter.
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Chapter Five

Frantically, I scrabbled backward, my movements clumsy and slow. The creature advanced, unnaturally fast despite its lurching gait. Adrenaline flooded my veins, as pure terror drove me. As my eyes started to adjust, I saw one of my ski sticks.

I fumbled for it, gripping it so tight my fingers ached. When I whipped around, holding up my makeshift weapon, the monster paused. It tilted its head as if bemused by my futile attempt at resistance. A choking sound, like rocks grinding against each other, filled the air. Was that laughter? It took another menacing step forward.

The beast loomed over me, blocking out the meager light that filtered through the crevasse. When it reached out, the solid flesh of its flippers warped and split into snake-like tendrils. They quivered, dripping milky goo that splattered on the ice at my feet. The creature’s belly burst open, spilling more of the snake-like, writhing tendrils.

I squeezed my eyes closed, bracing for death. The creature's tendrils wrapped around my arms and legs, their slimy grip terrifyingly strong. They yanked me forward, slamming my body against the monster's. The ski stick fell from my hand, as I sank into the writhing mass of the creature’s body.

I screamed. One of the tendrils slithered up my body and wrapped around my throat, choking off my air. I thrashed and writhed, but the creature's grip only tightened, crushing me. Its hot breath washed over my face, and I choked on the scent. Slithering tendrils, some of them covered in hooked barbs, pulled me closer to its teeth.

“No!” I wailed.

Struggling, I arched my back, kicking out with my legs, desperate to break free. But it was no use - the creature's grip was unyielding, its strength immeasurable. My muscles strained against its unrelenting hold, my heart pounding in my ears. The harder I fought, the more my strength waned, leaving me panting and trembling.

It watched me with a predatory patience as if it had all the time in the world. Barbed tendrils slithered through my hair, tangling and tugging at the long strands. I winced, but the pain barely registered over the blind panic. As the monster continued to study me, its teeth inches from my face, I felt something slither beneath the hem of my shirt.

I gasped as a tendril slid across my bare stomach, leaving a trail of slime to cool on my skin. More tendrils wormed their way under my clothes, their slick probing caresses sending unwanted shudders through my body. I tried to twist away but the creature's grip was unbreakable. More tendrils slithered beneath my clothes, their probing touch violating and invasive.

My struggles only seemed to excite the creature more. Its tendrils coiled tighter, crushing the air from my lungs. Spots danced before my eyes as I fought for breath. The tendrils slid into my bra, their slimy flesh enveloping my breasts. I whimpered as they squeezed and kneaded, sending jolts of revulsion and unwanted pleasure through my body.

More tendrils slithered into my pants, sliding along my thighs and between my legs. I cried out as they pressed against my pussy, writhing and probing. I tried to clench my thighs together but the creature's grip was too strong. I could do nothing to stop the tendrils from sliding over my folds and then pushing inside me.

I cried out, horrified when the touches sent a surge of pleasure through me. The creature bumped its beak against the side of my head, the gesture an unsettling mockery of affection. Confusion surged through me, followed by a jolt of renewed energy. With a burst of strength, I thrashed.

Its hooked tendrils tightened on my wrists. "Ssshhhhh," it hissed into my mind, the sound grating like nails on a chalkboard. "Do not struggle. I may break you."

I ignored its words, bucking and twisting. Panic clawed at my throat. Slowly, methodically, it began to tear at my clothes. The fabric was shredded like tissue paper. Icy air hit my exposed skin and I gasped.

A wet, slimy appendage slithered over my belly, far larger and hotter than the others. It pulsed, drooling a slick viscous fluid down my body. The tendril around my throat eased its grip at the same time others spread my legs wide. I was powerless to stop it as the monstrous cock found my entrance and pushed.

Instinctively, my body clenched, fighting the intrusion. My inner muscles burned, feeling like they were on the verge of ripping. Inch by excruciating inch, it pushed deeper, stretching me in ways I never thought possible. The monster purred and began to thrust. Its movements were slow, coaxing.

I grit my teeth, fighting back a scream as the massive, pulsating cock invaded my body. Each thrust sent shockwaves of unwanted pleasure rippling through me, my traitorous body relaxing even as my mind reeled in horror. My hips began to move into it, demanding more.

The tendrils writhed over every inch of my skin, as the creature plunged inside me over and over. Something inside me shattered. I arched my back, moaning brokenly, as the creature's squirming tentacles flicked against my swollen clit.

The creature’s voice whispered in my mind, words of approval. Ownership. Its mind was a black hole of hunger. Its hot breath fanned my face as it continued to breed me, my wetness now mingling with its fluids. I writhed helplessly, as its monstrous cock ravaged my pussy.

Every breath left me as a sob as the pleasure built. I hated it. I love it. My mind felt turned inside out. Every sibilant whisper of the monster’s voice in my mind made me want to scream. But I wanted to come.

“Please!” I gasped.

“So pretty you beg,” the voice said.

“I hate you!” I sobbed. “Let me come!”

The monster’s tendrils tightened their grip, the barbs sinking into my skin. Pain and pleasure blurred together until I could no longer distinguish one from the other. It pounded into me savagely, its massive cock ripping the orgasm out of me. I came so hard it hurt. Tears streamed down my cheeks as one orgasm rolled into another.

The wet filthy sounds of our joining echoed in the icy cavern. My clit ached, oversensitive and tender, but the creature’s tendrils continued to lovingly caress it. As if we were mates rather than a monster and its victim. I struggled to move away, but there was no escape.

“Mine, mine, mine,” the creature’s voice chanted in my mind.

“No,” I gasped. My thighs tensed and I whined through another orgasm. “Stop,” I begged. “Please, stop.”

“More,” the monster purred. “Hatchlings.”

I went limp, too wrung out to do more than twitch in the creature’s hold. A terrifying sound, a collection of hisses and clicks, erupted from where the monster’s face should have been, and what felt like ice water flooded my pussy. I jerked, whimpering as the fluid seemed to swell inside me. An overwhelming sense of smugness filled my mind before my body gave up and I blacked out.
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Chapter Six

Consciousness returned slowly, like swimming up through dark water. Everything hurt. My body felt heavy as if the ice itself had seeped into my bones, crystallizing in the marrow. Above me, a voice echoed down the crevasse, distorted by the icy walls.

"Amelia! Can you hear me?"

Owen's voice. I tried to respond, but my throat was too dry. Raw from screaming, I remembered with a jolt. And then I remembered why. The memory of that twisted form sent fresh shivers through my battered body. My mind tried to reject the images, but they had burned themselves into my consciousness.

"We're lowering a thermal blanket and rescue harness! Hold on!"

Something bright red fluttered down through the dim light. I forced my aching body to move, to reach for it. The blanket's material crinkled as I wrapped it around myself, the sound unnaturally loud in the silent space. My hands shook, but not from the cold.

Do not look into the darkness, I told myself. Do not think about it. But the darkness seemed to pulse at the edges of my vision. Mocking me, as if I did not still feel that aching stretch inside me.

The rescue seemed to take hours. Every movement sent spikes of pain through my battered body, every muscle screaming in protest. The harness bit into my thighs and waist as they pulled me up, the rough nylon catching on the barely healed scratches.

When they finally pulled me into the sunlight, I squinted against its harsh glare. Faces peered down at me, concerned. Owen's weather-beaten features creased with worry, new lines etched deep by whatever he saw in my face. The doctor rushed forward. I caught a glimpse of Ethan, standing slightly apart.

"Just got trapped," I managed to say through chattering teeth, the lie tasting like metal on my tongue. "Lost my footage. Sorry about the equipment."

No matter how many times the doctor asked me for details, I stayed tight-lipped. And I did not take off the emergency blanket. I insisted on walking back to the ship, unable to even consider sleeping outside where that thing was. I trekked back to the ship with the doctor and two other crew members, locking myself in my cabin as soon as I could escape the doctor’s hovering. He did not understand why my hands would not stop trembling, why my skin felt like it was crawling.

I showered until my skin was raw, but nothing washed away the feeling of the writhing tendrils. Every time I closed my eyes, I saw that twisted form emerging from the shadows. Heard that horrifying voice in my mind. The doctor said I was lucky to escape with just bruises and mild hypothermia. He was wrong.

Something was different inside me. Wrong. My stomach churned. My muscles twitched and spasmed as I tried to lay in the bed.

Sleep did not come. I wondered if I would ever sleep again. The next morning, I heard the whispers on the way to the dining room.

"Another one," a crew member muttered to his companion. "Three penguins this time. And a leopard seal, half-eaten. Found them at the edge of the research zone."

"Never seen anything like it," the other replied. "Did you see the pictures? The bite marks... They're all wrong. And the patterns... it's like whatever did it was playing with them."

I wanted to cover my ears, but I knew I would still hear the wet sound of writhing tendrils. I had no doubt that creature would play with its food.

Two days later, I saw Marcus - one of the other passengers - arguing with his brother David in the lounge. Their voices carried enough that the other people scattered around the room gave them annoyed looks. Curled in an armchair in the corner, I was close enough to hear their whispered conversation.

"We need to leave!" Marcus whispered, glancing toward the lounge windows meaningfully. "This isn't natural. Did you see the pictures?"

"Keep your voice down," David hissed, but his face was pale. "No one else knows, I think."

I frowned down at the travel magazine in my lap. What pictures? He was the second person to mention photos. What did they know that the rest of us did not?

Marcus and David suddenly noticed me sitting nearby, their argument trailing off into uneasy silence. I pretended to be engrossed in my magazine, but I could feel their eyes on me. After a few tense moments, they continued their conversation.

"We can't just pretend everything is fine," Marcus insisted, his voice rising slightly. "Something is out there.”

David grabbed him by the shoulder, shaking him until he snapped his mouth shut. “Just stay on the ship, okay? Whatever it is can’t get on the ship.”

I thought of the monster, its bottomless hunger and grasping tendrils, and I shivered. That thing could get on the ship. If that was what had the brothers and the crew so terrified, they were smart. Even if I had escaped alive, I had no doubt that creature was death incarnate. Dread settled like a stone in my stomach.

That night, I lay awake in my bunk, staring at the dark ceiling above me. It was too quiet. Every shadow seemed alive, full of writhing tendrils that wanted to pull me into the icy darkness. I considered opening the blackout curtains. I rolled over to gulp water from the glass beside the bed. I needed sleep.

I flopped onto my back and rubbed my face with both hands. As I pressed my palms against my closed eyelids, a sudden jolt of pain stabbed through my belly. I gasped, curling in on myself as the sharp sensation radiated outward. It felt like something was twisting inside me, rearranging my organs.

I stumbled from the bed, nearly crashing to the floor as another wave of agony seized my gut. Cold sweat broke out across my forehead as I dragged myself to the small bathroom, fumbling for the light switch. The pain subsided as suddenly as it had begun, leaving me shaking and clammy with sweat.

In the mirror, my face was ashen, eyes wide and haunted. I splashed cold water on my face. Maybe I should see the doctor. I had been avoiding the clinic, but if something was wrong internally… I shuddered.

Pulling on the complementary robe, I slipped out of my room. The light was still on in the clinic despite the late hour. I slipped through the door and paused. Two familiar voices came from the exam room.

"The old whaling crews avoided this area," Chau was saying, his usually steady voice wavering slightly. "Called it the Dead Zone. Said things lived in the deep ice.”

"Things," the doctor echoed.

The doctor's voice was heavy with skepticism, but I could hear the undercurrent of fear. "What kind of things?"

Chau hesitated before responding. "Monsters," he said finally. "Demons.”

The doctor scoffed. “Nonsense. It's just a rabid animal. I’m worried about diseases, not demons.”

“No animal kills like that,” Chau insisted. “And the piles of meat on the shore? They were basically gift-wrapped. What does that?”

I waited for the doctor to reply, but he stayed silent. I inhaled shakily and slipped out of the clinic. That night, I dreamed of ice caves stretching endlessly beneath the surface. Of dark things stirring in the depths. And in the dream, I hungered.
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Chapter Seven

A week later, I caught Ethan watching me at dinner, his eyes following my shaking hands as I pushed food around my plate. I felt nauseous. Everything seemed to trigger my gag reflex. Eating. Not eating.

I took a sip of water and my stomach lurched. I fled the dining room, rushing to the closest bathroom. Hunched over the toilet, I retched until there was nothing left in my stomach. Cold sweat beaded on my forehead as I collapsed against the tiled wall, trying to catch my breath. What was wrong with me?

Almost a week later, I gave in to my suspicions. My mind told me it was impossible, but I had to be sure. The clinic door was unlocked. I slipped inside and glanced around. The light in the office at the end of the hall was on, but the rest of the clinic seemed empty. I went to the closest of the two exam rooms and quietly opened the door.

The small room smelled of antiseptic, with undertones of iodine and latex. The smell made me gag. I closed my eyes, slowly breathing through my mouth until the worst of it passed. I hurried to the far wall and began to open cabinets.

The third one I opened had two shelves full of white boxes. I tipped my head to read the labels. Flu tests, Covid tests, ketone tests, and finally on the bottom shelf, a single pregnancy test. My hands shook as I grabbed it, and shoved it deep in my pocket.

I made my way out of the clinic, my heart pounding in my ears. The small box felt heavy in my pocket. I retreated to my cabin and locked the door behind me. For a long moment, I leaned against the door with my eyes closed. Finally, I pulled the box out of my pocket.

Trying to still the tremble in my hands, I opened the box and read the instructions. Easy enough. I followed the directions and paced while I waited. Five steps one way, five steps back.

Three minutes. The instructions said three minutes. Had time always moved this slowly? I felt a hysterical laugh trapped in my throat. Twenty-seven years without a pregnancy scare only to have one now.

When the time was up, I forced myself to look at the result window. Two lines. Positive.

"No." The word came out as a sob. "No, no, no..."

I barely made it to the toilet before vomiting. I felt like I was drowning. I hugged my knees to my chest, rocking back and forth on the bathroom floor. What was inside of me? What was I carrying?

I eventually cried myself to sleep on the bathroom floor. I woke up gasping. Something felt different. Wrong. I struggled to my feet to look in the mirror.

My belly which had been flat when boarded the ship had a very clear swell. I pressed my hands against it, feeling the unnatural firmness. Too fast. This was happening too fast. Human pregnancies did not progress like this.

But then, this wasn't human, was it? My mind immediately went to Ethan and his secrets. The way he watched the ice. His knowledge of the crevasses. Did he know what was happening to me? Had he seen this before?

I found him in the observation lounge, staring out at the endless Antarctic day. It was unsurprising. The man did not seem to sleep. He turned when I entered, and his gaze scanned me clinically.

"I need to talk to you," I said, my voice barely a whisper.

He gestured to the chair across from him. “Have a seat.”

The room was empty aside from us. Despite the endless daylight, it was nearly two in the morning. Normal people were in their beds.

“What do you know about what’s going on?”

His expression did not change, but something flickered in his eyes. “Meaning?”

I frowned. “There are rumors going around about animal mutilations. You haven’t heard them?”

He glanced away. “Can’t say that I have.”

“And the stories about the ice. You don’t know anything about that either?”

His expression flickered. “Is there something specific you want to ask?”

My hand drifted to my belly, and his gaze followed the movement. He reached across the table, his hand stopping just short of touching me. He looked fascinated. It made my stomach turn.

"There are things in the ice,” he murmured. “Ancient things. They need hosts to—"

I stood up so quickly my chair toppled backward. "I have to go."

The rest of his words were a background hum as I hurried out into the corridor. Something whispered in my mind. Something familiar. I stumbled, falling against the wall. I frantically looked both ways down the corridor. It was deserted.

I had to be imagining things. The ship was safe. The light above me flickered. The whispering grew louder, more insistent. I pressed my hands over my ears, but it did no good. I ran.

Above me, the light flickered and died. I tried to convince myself it was just a burnt-out bulb, but a part of me knew better. It was inside the ship now. Somehow, the monster was coming after me. I raced toward the lit part of the corridor ahead, but that light began to flicker before I reached it.

I passed an intersection and caught movement from the corner of my eye. A familiar form, inky black and grotesque. I ran faster. My lungs burned, as I hyperventilated. Not again.

I passed another intersection and tendrils burst out of the darkness. I did not have time to scream before they were on me. Barbed tendrils encircled my wrists, reopening the wounds. I opened my mouth to scream for help, but a hot, slick tendril plunged into my mouth.

I bit down, thrashing, but the grip on me was unbreakable. I gagged as the tendril pushed deeper, down my throat. My heart pounded in my ears. Was it going to kill me this time? As I was carried further down a dark corridor, my vision went black.

I woke with a gasp. A single red bulb glowed above me, lighting what looked like a boiler room. I blinked in confusion, trying to make sense of it. Where was I? The last thing I remembered was…

Something slithered over my belly. My naked belly. I looked down at myself. I was sprawled naked on the metal floor. I slowly traced the black tendril to its source.

That twisted mockery of a penguin. The glowing eyes and too many limbs. The mass of writhing tendrils that spilled from the torso like living intestines. Its hunched form filled the small room, its head brushing the ceiling, its limbs scraping against the walls.

A sound escaped my throat - not quite a scream, not quite a sob. My hands clutched protectively at my abdomen, where something stirred in response to its parent's presence. The creature's head tilted, an impossibly fluid motion. Not here. Not again.

I rolled onto my belly, scrambling to escape, but the tendrils caught my legs. I clawed at the floor as it dragged me toward its body, tendrils already worming their way up my thighs, circling my waist. As it pulled me closer, several of its tendrils stroked over my belly.

“Hatchlings,” it crooned.
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Chapter Eight

The tendrils pried my thighs apart, barbs scraping my skin when I resisted. I remembered the horrifying pleasure. The overwhelming ecstasy that made me want to simultaneously throw up and beg for more. But there was no choice, no escape.

The monster wasted no time preparing me. Tendrils teased my folds, demanding my arousal. There was no fighting it. Gentle, almost loving caresses until my pussy began to drip. The slick tendrils spread me open while others ran the length of my slit. Some dipping inside me and another rubbing over my clit until an involuntary moan escaped me.

The monster made that horrifying sound, rocks grinding together, as it laughed. I looked over my shoulder to see it looming over me. Its mouth opened and a long tongue slithered out. I arched as it licked up my spine, trying and failing to pull away.

The tendrils pushed inside me, one and then more, spreading me for the creature’s monstrous cock. I bit my lip until it bled, refusing to let out another sound. I squeezed my eyes closed, trying to tune out the writhing tendrils stroking my inner walls and coaxing my clit to swollen sensitivity. Something wrapped around my throat, cutting off my air, just before a slick tendril nudged my back entrance.

I clenched trying to keep it out, but it forced its way inside. My ass burned with the stretch. I wanted to scream, but I could barely think. My vision went spotty from lack of air.

The tendril around my throat loosened just enough for me to gasp in a desperate breath before it tightened again. My mind swam, disoriented from the lack of oxygen. The pain in my ass faded, replaced by a growing fullness as the tendril pushed deeper, pressing against the ones in my pussy.

The creature's massive cock pressed against my entrance, the slick tendrils pulling me open, exposing me completely. Cool air flooded inside me and I shivered. My inner muscles rippled, hungry no matter how my mind screamed against it.

The monster released my throat as the bulbous head of its cock pushed inside, stretching me impossibly wide. I let out a choked scream. The creature's cock drove into me with slow, deliberate thrusts, each one deeper than the last. I felt impaled, stretched to the limits of what my body could take. A second writhing tentacle pushed inside my ass moving in tandem with the relentless penetration.

My swollen clit throbbed at the light, teasing strokes of a tendril. Not enough to push me over the edge. Just enough to make me crazy. And I felt crazy. My body was moving without my permission, pushing back into the agonizing stretch.

Tears were streaming down my cheeks but I wanted more. I wanted that too much pleasure I remembered. At that moment, I wanted to be taken apart. Turned inside out.

The monster seemed to sense my desperation. After another horrifying chuckle, its thrusts grew rougher. Savage.

“How well you serve.”

I shook my head in denial. The tendrils gripped me tighter, barbs lightly scratching over every inch of exposed skin, as the ones on my thighs pulled me into the monster’s punishing thrusts. My pussy clenched, the only warning I had before an orgasm ripped through me.

Every muscle locked, aching even more when the monster did not stop. It forced open my spasming holes, uncaring of my pleasure or pain. The tendrils binding my arms pulled me back onto my knees. I could see the shifting mass of the monster inching closer from the corner of my eye.

Hot breath gusted against the side of my sweaty face. “In two days,” the creature said, “You will come to me.”

I shook my head weakly.

A tendril fluttered against my clit, making my stuffed pussy clench. I sobbed.

“You will.”

I turned my head and tried to flinch back from the mouthful of teeth, but I was bound too tight. The monster opened its mouth wide and settled those knife-like teeth against my skin. My entire shoulder and upper arm disappeared into the creature’s mouth.

“You are mine.”

I shrieked, agony exploding through my body as the monster bit down. I could feel the wet warmth of my blood dripping down my body. I shook uncontrollably, as my mind went fuzzy. Pain. So much pain.

And then the monster was licking me, bathing the wound. Between one breath and the next, the agony faded and pleasure radiated outward from the mark. My nipples tingled.

The pleasure spread through my veins like fire, igniting every nerve ending. I cried out, my voice breaking, as another orgasm crashed over me, more intense than anything I had ever felt. Wave after wave of ecstasy rolled through my battered body as the monster flooded my pussy.

I was drowning, unable to tell where pain ended and pleasure began. The creature’s come filled me until it gushed out onto the floor beneath me. I felt like a ragdoll, my body limp and unresisting as the monster pulled its cock and tendrils from my body. It eased me down to the floor, still hovering.

The cool air against my overheated, sweat-slick skin made me shiver violently.

“Two days,” the monster hissed in my mind.

I moaned weakly and gave in to the siren call of oblivion.
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Chapter Nine

When I woke later, the room was bright and the monster was gone. Overtaxed body shaking, I somehow made it back to my cabin without being seen. I showered and fell into bed, sleeping for a full day. At some point, I heard a knock and Ethan’s voice at the door. I rolled over and ignored it.

The angry grumbling of my stomach is what finally forced me out of bed. I stumbled over to the bathroom and splashed water on my face. The reflection in the mirror made me pause. My eyes were bright and my cheeks flushed. I did not look like someone who had lived through a nightmare.

I stepped back from the counter to scrutinize my body. The swell of my belly was larger, but the dull ache that had plagued me for the last couple of weeks was completely absent. I raised my hand to touch my belly before skimming my fingertips over the mark on my shoulder.

The bite was the silvery white of scar tissue. It stretched from where my neck met my shoulder to just above my elbow, fully encapsulating my right breast. With trembling fingers, I traced the raised edges of the scar. The skin was smooth and cool to the touch, a stark contrast to the feverish heat that had consumed me then. I shuddered at the memory and turned away from the mirror.

I dressed in a simple pair of leggings and an oversized sweater before sitting at my desk. My podcast had been neglected for the past two weeks. The satellite internet allowed me to upload videos, but I had not been in any shape to do it. I did not want to see how that had affected my numbers. I booted up my laptop.

The call came as a vibration first, a low frequency that resonated in my bones. I froze. My skin prickled, as I slowly turned in the chair. Something was pulling at me, like a hook behind my ribs.

I felt a strange compulsion to follow the call, even as my mind screamed at me to resist. I tried to fight it, to stop myself, but it was like I was a prisoner in my own body. My legs moved on their own, carrying me across the room to the door.

I felt like I was sleepwalking. Crew members and passengers spoke to me as I passed, but I could not reply. I drifted through the ship, eventually taking the elevator down to the first floor. The area was deserted. I mechanically pressed the button to lower the ramp.

The Antarctic tundra slowly appeared. A cold wind blew my hair back from my face, and for a brief moment, terror filled me. Then the fog settled over my mind again and I walked to the ramp.

My boots crunched in the snow, each step drawing me further from the safety of the ship. As I trudged through the unrelenting whiteness, the cold bit at my cheeks and fingers, but I felt strangely insulated from it. The chill should have sent me running back to the warmth of the ship, but instead, I found myself mindlessly following the call.

The cave entrance appeared suddenly as if it had materialized out of thin air. Beyond the jagged mouth, there was only a pitch-black void. My feet carried me closer and the darkness swallowed me whole.

The compulsion vanished as if it had never been there. I immediately froze in place and looked around. The floor, ceiling, and walls were black stone that absorbed the meager daylight from outside.

Deeper inside, the walls were dotted with small glowing lights. I eased forward enough to get a better look. The lights moved. I stumbled backward. I needed to return to the ship.

The first pain hit me as I turned to face the entrance. Sharp. Low in my abdomen. I doubled over, gasping. It felt like my insides were rearranging themselves.

The creature melted out of the shadows on my left, crooning as it reached for me. Its slick tendrils wrapped around me as another wave of pain washed through me. The smell of it, death and ice, wrapped around me. I grit my teeth against the pain, wanting to fight but too afraid to be alone.

The monster reached out to pluck several of the glowing organisms from the wall. They writhed in its grip, still living. Still pulsing. The creature’s glowing eyes settled on me and my stomach turned. I struggled, trying to break free despite the growing pain.

Tendrils gripped my arms and legs, binding them to my sides. I thrashed, turning my head from side to side until a bone-breaking grip seized my jaw. The monster squeezed. I screamed through grit teeth, but it forced my mouth open.

The organisms wriggled on my tongue, bitter and gooey. I choked, trying to spit them out, but the creature held my mouth closed. When I still refused, its eyes narrowed to slits, and a tendril wrapped around the bottom half of my face. Shuddering in disgust, I chewed.

Their texture was like frozen jelly. They squirmed, fighting even as I choked them down. The monster released my face and brushed the tears from my cheeks, leaving a trail of slime behind. I did not want it to be, but the gesture was comforting.

I gagged but managed to keep the worm down. A strange warmth filled my stomach, slowly spreading through my body. The painful cramps became a stretching sensation. I felt something inside me soften and expand.

My clothes suddenly felt suffocating. I struggled, wanting them gone. My skin felt too hot, too tight. I gasped for breath.

The monster seemed to sense my needs. It quickly stripped me, before wrapping its slick tendrils around me again. With a lurch, I realized I was wet.

“What…?”

“Hatchlings,” the creature purred in my mind.

Suddenly, it hit me. I was in labor. I wheezed for breath, struggling to think past the horror. Knowing I was pregnant and delivering the monster’s spawn were vastly different things. Panic filled me, but there was nowhere to run, no way to escape.

The monster’s tendrils began to stroke my bare skin slowly. Lovingly. I hated it, but it soothed me. Sweat beaded on my forehead and I whimpered, unable to hold back the sound as a contraction hit. It rolled through me in a disturbing mix of pain and pleasure.

The tendrils stroked up my thighs. I bit my lip, trying to muffle a moan as the monster teased my folds. Despite my fear and pain, my body started to respond. I rolled my hips, pushing my clit into the slick flesh.

Another contraction ripped through me, more powerful than the last. I screamed, but it was half agony, half ecstasy. The monster's tendrils continued, rubbing my swollen clit as another wave of pleasure crashed over me. My body shook, confused by the conflicting feelings.

Something gushed out of me. The monster’s tendrils moved more urgently, making me squirm in pleasure despite the odd stretch in my pussy. Something was coming out of me. I felt it crown, a leathery outer shell spreading me open as the bulge pulsed with its own heartbeat.

A demanding rub over my clit made my inner muscles clench, and it popped out with another flood of fluid. I caught a glimpse of a translucent white orb in the monster’s tendrils. Something moved beneath its surface. Something with too many limbs.

I did not have time to focus on it, as my muscles rippled again and the deep stretch began again. The monster's tendrils remained relentless as the contractions continued to wrack my body. I arched my back and panted, moaning against the pressure.

Another egg forced its way out of me, slipping from my body and into the creature's waiting tendrils. My inner muscles clenched around nothing as the monster massaged my belly and thighs. The room seemed to spin as the contractions faded, leaving me panting and soaked with sweat.

A thick tendril slipped into my pussy, worming its way deep inside me. I felt it moving around, prodding as if searching for more eggs. My hips jerked and the prodding became a more purposeful massage. I moaned.

“You have served me well,” the monster said.

I squeezed my eyes closed. The lingering ache mingled with the pleasure, and my hips rolled. Tendrils stroked over my folds, giving without teasing. I whined in need.

“Please,” I sobbed. After everything, I deserved it.

Teeth filled my vision, as the monster leaned over me. With a final, electrifying touch to my clit, a scream tore from my throat. The orgasm crashed over me in relentless, shattering waves, leaving me breathless and trembling. The cave spun around me, aftershocks making my muscles twitch.

I turned my head to look at the eggs. They were not much larger than jumbo chicken eggs. As I stared, the closest one split, and tiny black tendrils wiggled into sight. Despite everything, I smiled faintly.
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Chapter Ten

My laptop hummed as I uploaded my final video blog. "Antarctica: The Last Frontier." The footage was beautiful - sweeping shots of pristine ice fields, and towering glaciers catching the eternal sunset. Nothing to suggest what lived beneath those pristine surfaces.

I had edited carefully, excising anything unusual. No dark shapes in the distance. No crevasses. No glowing caves. Just the sanitized version of events my followers expected.

Once I returned to L.A., I would make the announcement. I was stepping back from the podcast. I had been sitting on a job offer for almost six months, and I found myself craving warm weather. Maybe, the correspondent position was exactly what I needed.

The PA System beeped and announced the ship's departure. Anyone who wanted a last look at the continent was encouraged to go to the lounge or view deck. I settled back in my desk chair. I had seen more than enough of Antarctica.

The captain had announced our early departure soon after I returned to the ship the day before. According to him, a leopard seal had been causing havoc in the area. We were leaving early as a precaution.

The ship's horn blared and I rubbed my face. I waited an hour before I left my room to head up to the dining room. A handful of people ate at one of the large tables, chatting and laughing. I filled a plate at the lunch buffet and forced a smile for the smiling crew member.

The single tables by the window were mostly vacant, but a familiar face sat in the corner. Ethan looked up and froze when he saw me.

“Amelia,” Ethan said, visibly startled as I sat down across from him. His eyes were sunken with dark bags as if he had not slept in days. "I didn't expect to see you here."

I shrugged. Part of me was still angry with him. He had known, or at least suspected, what was under the ice, and he had not told anyone. Though, I had to admit I would not have believed him.

“How are you?” he asked hesitantly. His gaze dipped to the table as if trying to get a look at my belly.

I gave him a tight smile. “Fine. You?”

He swallowed hard. “I was wondering if you might be interested in working together.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Why’s that?”

“I thought you might have a unique viewpoint,” he said. He gave me a look.

I pasted a puzzled expression on my face. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean. Besides, I have a job offer waiting for me.”

Ethan’s face went red. “You saw something out there,” he accused. “You have a responsibility to the scientific community to tell someone.”

I stared at him for a moment. “I’m not a scientist,” I finally said. “I don’t have a responsibility to do anything.”

I stood up, leaving my tray and walking out. I immediately returned to my cabin and sat at the desk. I had several files that hinted at something not quite right in Antarctica. I dragged them to the trash bin and emptied it. The evidence was gone.

Ethan was wrong about one thing - I did not just see something out on the ice. I had known it intimately. I could still feel it calling to me as the ship sailed further away. No matter how far away I ran, I would never forget what lurked under the ice at the bottom of the world.
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