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CHAPTER 1: THE EDGE OF THE WORLD
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PUNTA ARENAS, CHILE 2230 HOURS (TWILIGHT LINGERING)

The wind sounds different when you reach the end of the world. It has no mercy left. It cuts through the heavy air, digs into your marrow, and whispers a cold truth: humanity ends here. Beyond this point, there is only the Empire of White Death.

I sat on the safe side of the café window. The black coffee in front of me was steaming, but I couldn't feel the heat. My eyes were locked on the street, fixed on Dock 3.

There she was. An anchored steel leviathan. The icebreaker Polar Star. Her hull was scabbed with rust-orange paint, like she was wearing the scars of a forgotten war.

For the last three months, the logistics officer didn't exist. I was just 'Aryan.' My passport claimed I was a Geologist. But tucked inside my jacket, holstered against my ribs and resting right over the thump of my heart, was a Glock 17. The cold bite of the polymer against my skin was the only thing keeping me grounded.

My pocket buzzed. Unknown number. No voice, just text.

Gate opens in 20 minutes. Don't be late.

I killed the screen and slid the phone away. El Dorado had delivered. They were coming for me.

I stepped out of the café and the Chilean wind slapped me across the face. Punta Arenas is a strange town. The locals wear a permanent mask of melancholy. They know the score—people who head south from here usually don’t come back.

I popped my collar and started the march toward the docks. The backpack riding high on my shoulders wasn’t for laundry. Inside, nestled between shock-proof padding, was a satellite phone jammer, high-grade detonation fuses, and the notebook containing the broken cyphers of the Inca plates.

Two men guarded the gate. Heavy fur coats, but they stood with feet shoulder-width apart, hands loose at their sides. Military stance. These weren't fishermen. Their eyes swept me like airport scanners.

"Mr. Aryan?" the one on the left asked. Thick Russian accent.

"Yeah."

"Captain Victor is waiting. Once you board, there is no disembarking."

I nodded and hit the gangway. Every metal step rang out, feeling like the door of a cage sliding shut. But I asked for this. If you want to hunt in the tiger’s den, you have to tolerate the smell of its breath.

I stepped onto the deck of the Polar Star and felt the shift immediately. The ship was alive. The diesels hummed somewhere deep in the belly, sending a low vibration through the soles of my boots. I grabbed the railing and looked down. The dock lights shivered on the black, oily water.

The hair on the back of my neck stood up. Eyes.

I snapped my head up toward the bridge. A silhouette stood behind the glass. Face hidden in the shadows, betrayed only by the cherry of a cigarette burning like a trapped firefly. Victor? Or just another cleaner on El Dorado’s payroll?

The figure flicked the cigarette. The ember traced a glowing arc through the wind before hissing out in the dark water below. Just like my old life. Gone.

The ship’s horn bellowed—a long, mechanical scream that echoed off the mountains. We were pushing off. Ahead lay the violent churn of the Drake Passage. And beyond that... a frozen hell.

I muttered under my breath.

"Game on."
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​CHAPTER 2: THE STEEL CAGE


[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


LOCATION: INSIDE THE ‘POLAR STAR’ 2315 HOURS

The atmosphere inside the ship was a different biosphere entirely. The air didn't smell like the ocean; it smelled like cancer—a toxic stew of burnt diesel, heavy grease, and stale tobacco smoke. The corridors were coffins with lights. Overhead, bundles of pipes and cables snaked along the low ceiling, looking like the exposed intestines of some leviathan beast.
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