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Chapter 1: The Long Descent
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The plane was a deafening, vibrating coffin of cold metal.

Dr. Scarlet Masters pressed her forehead against the frigid plexiglass window and watched the Arctic tundra scroll beneath them—a crumpled sheet of white, stained here and there with the gray scars of rock and the deep blue wounds of sea ice.

It was a landscape of negation.

It was perfect.

Her gloved fingers tightened around the tablet in her lap. On the screen, the final pre-deployment schematics for the Aurora Borealis Observatory’s high-frequency array glowed in clean, obedient lines. Her life’s work, or the next six months of it anyway, reduced to numbers.

Data didn’t expect affection.

Data didn’t have accents.

Data simply was.

“Ten minutes out, Doc!” the pilot shouted over the roar of the twin propellers.

Scarlet gave a sharp nod he couldn’t see and began re-securing her gear.

Everything she needed had been shipped months ago: instruments, reference texts, backup drives, tea in precisely measured quantities. She was the last variable to be integrated into the experiment.

The plane banked sharply.

A cluster of structures clawed its way into view against the white: a central dome like a half-buried metal egg, smaller auxiliary domes, a squat rectangular living module, all connected by enclosed tubular walkways. Beside it, a single wind turbine turned in a slow, stubborn circle.

A tiny assertion of order in the chaos.

The landing was rough, skidding, inelegant. Before the propellers had fully stopped, the pilot unlatched the door and let in a blast of air so cold it struck like a hand.

Scarlet pulled her hood tight and stepped down.

The silence after the engine was immense.

Not peace. Not quiet.

Absence.

Then she saw a man emerging from the main airlock.

He was larger than she expected. The personnel file had listed Dr. Mason Lewis’s height and weight, but numbers had failed to account for his physical presence. He moved easily in the cold, his body unhurried despite the bulky Arctic gear.

“Dr. Masters,” he called. His voice carried clearly in the thin air, warm and Southern. “Welcome to the edge of the world. Let’s get you inside before you freeze solid.”

“I’m perfectly capable of withstanding the cold, Dr. Lewis.”

His drawl unsettled her immediately. Boston, where she was born, was a ghost. London, where she had learned to sand every edge off herself, was discipline. His voice belonged to a world that had never been forced to flatten itself for survival.

“But efficiency is preferable,” she added. “Lead the way.”

His smile deepened. “Yes, ma’am.”

She followed him across the ice, her smaller boots fitting into the prints his had already made.

Inside, the airlock sealed with a hiss. Warmth pressed in at once. They removed their outer layers in the cramped space. He hung his parka on a peg. She folded hers over her arm.

“The main hub’s this way,” he said. “I’ve got coffee on. Real coffee. A last supply drop miracle.”

The control room was a cathedral to utility. Monitors lined the walls. Consoles blinked with diagnostics. Two workstations faced a massive window showing only the violet-dark Arctic evening. Between them sat a chipped ceramic pot and two mugs.

“Thank you,” Scarlet said, not taking one. She crossed to the primary console. “I’d prefer to review the current system status. The pre-shipment report indicated a point-one percent variance in the interferometer baseline.”

Mason poured coffee into both mugs anyway. “That variance isn’t an error.”

She looked up.

“It’s the ice,” he said. “The permafrost heaves. Just a millimeter or two under the foundation. The system compensates, but it leaves a rhythm in the baseline. Slow. Cold. Like a heartbeat.”

“Heartbeat is not a scientific term.”

“No,” he said. “But it helps you remember what the numbers mean.”

“My job is to collect pristine data on KX-7, not listen to the permafrost sing.”

His mouth twitched. He slid a paper notebook across the table. “Optical observations are uploaded to the secure directory. This is just how I track first impressions.”

Scarlet glanced down.

Instead of columns, the page held a detailed sketch of two stars, their coronas seeming almost to reach for one another. Beneath it, in precise script: KX-7—First Light. A hesitant waltz, waiting for the music.

[image: An aged journal page features a detailed pencil sketch of two binary stars suspended in space. Their textured surfaces and luminous coronas seem to reach toward one another, connected by delicate streams of energy that suggest motion and attraction. Beneath the illustration, elegant handwritten text reads: “KX-7—First Light. A hesitant waltz, waiting for the music.” The page has a vintage, weathered appearance, evoking the personal notebook of an astronomer or scientist recording a moment of wonder.]

Scarlet stared.

“This is your log?”

“One of them.”

“Intuition is the precursor to error, Dr. Lewis.”

His gaze lingered on her face. Not invasive. Worse: observant.

“Well then, Dr. Masters,” he said, voice lowering. “Looks like we have a six-month experiment ahead of us.”

Outside, the last of the twilight vanished.

Inside, the monitors hummed awake.

Scarlet did not look at him again.
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Chapter 2: Protocol
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The silence of the Arctic night was not silent.

It was ventilation hissing, distant metal groans, generators murmuring, all of the low structural complaints of a place built to survive what humans should not.

To Scarlet, it was infrastructure.

To Mason, as he remarked over rehydrated eggs, it was “the building breathing.”

Scarlet did not dignify that with a response.

Their first full day—though day had become theoretical—was orientation.

“The ABO runs closed-loop,” Mason explained as they moved through the tubular walkway. “Water recycled. Waste incinerated. Wind turbine primary. Diesel backup. Enough fuel for three months of continuous use, so we pray for wind.”

“I don’t pray. I calculate redundancies.”

“The generator maintenance schedule’s posted in the mechanical room. I service it on Sundays.”

“I’ll perform independent verification.”

Mason stopped at the living module door. “This isn’t a multi-lab collaboration, Scarlet. It’s just two people. Verification is me watching you and you watching me.”

He opened the door.

The living quarters were small, functional, and far too intimate. A compact kitchenette. A bolted table. Two worn armchairs. A shared bathroom. Two sleeping pods barely larger than coffins.

Every sound would carry.

Every routine would overlap.

Scarlet’s gaze swept the room. “Domestic labor?”

Mason leaned against the counter. “I’ve been alone for three weeks. I’ve just been doing it.”

“Unstructured systems lead to inefficiency and resentment. We will alternate meal preparation and common-area sanitation weekly. Laundry is personal, so machine use will be scheduled.”

“No objections. But Saturday night is mine.”

“For laundry?”

“For jambalaya.” His smile returned. “It’s tradition.”

“Tradition is repeated behavior. It can be scheduled.”

He laughed, short and surprised. “Saturday, then. Chef also requires whiskey.”

“There were no rules.”

“There are now.”

She looked at him for a moment. He had been here first. “Fine.”

At 1800 hours, their first observation shift began.

Scarlet sat rigidly at the high-frequency array station, headset in place. Mason worked the optical telescope with his headset hanging around his neck.

“HF array green,” she said. “Initiating calibration sequence for KX-7.”

“Optical scope on target. Visibility is poor. Atmospheric turbulence. I’m extending exposure.”

“Compensation introduces blur.”

“The blur is the data right now.”

She fell silent.

On her screen, numbers moved cleanly.

On his, two distant points shimmered through interference.

For two hours, they spoke only when necessary.

Then Mason said, softly, not into the headset, “It sure is pretty.”

The words unsettled the room.

Scarlet kept her eyes on her screen. “Shifting frequency to the hydrogen line.”

“Tracking.”

At the end of the shift, they powered down.

“Our first night together,” Mason said. “Productive.”

“Sufficient.”

She went to her sleeping pod and sealed the door behind her.

In the dark, she heard him moving through the common area: mug, paper, a low hum of melody.

He was alone out here too.

The thought irritated her.

Worse, it stayed.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: The First Storm
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The alert began in the floor.

A deep vibration traveled up the frame of Scarlet’s bunk and into her jaw. Then the wind-shear siren tore through the pod.

She sat up instantly.

The meteorological dashboard confirmed it: a localized Arctic squall had become a high-velocity blizzard, moving faster than predicted. The barometric pressure dropped like a stone.

She threw on her robe and stepped into the corridor.

Mason emerged from the common area, hair disheveled, with a sweater pulled over his thermals. His face was calm in a way that made her feel more exposed.

“Pressure’s down to nine-forty millibars,” she said. “Wind gradient climbing. We’re outside of the operational margins for the turbine.”

“I know. If the brake hasn’t engaged, the bearings could shear. We need to verify diesel switchover.”

“It’s automated.”

“Automated systems freeze out here.”

“The diagnostics are sufficient.”

“They aren’t.” He picked up his boots. “We’ll go together.”

The mechanical room smelled of iron, hydraulic fluid, and cold air forcing itself through vents. The generator filled most of the space, vibrating hard enough to rattle the panels.

Scarlet crouched beside the control interface.

“Line pressure steady,” she said. “Intake clear.”

Mason knelt at the secondary fuel bypass valve, wrench braced in both hands. His movements were slow and precise.

“Baseline readout?”

“Voltage fluctuating between two-twenty and two-forty. Turbine still spinning.”

The generator sputtered.

Then the lights died.

The darkness was all encompassing.

The familiar hum of the station vanished, leaving only the blizzard clawing at the shell above them.
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