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    Discovery at the Edge of the Ice

    
    
  
  Jules Everhart watched her breath furl like ghostly ribbons in the bitter, pre-dawn air. The digital readout on her wrist thermometer blinked -44°C, a number bordering on the absurd. The world had shrunk to white, to the thump of wind on sheet metal, but she pressed forward through knee-deep snow. For a week, this place had been inescapable sameness—until this morning, when the storm’s edge revealed a dark line at the drift’s base, near the comms tower. Not rock, not the familiar blue gleam of polar ice, but something else. Something sharp.

She crouched, scraping with gloved fingers until she felt steel. A shudder rolled through her, not from the cold. A seam in the ice. A manmade edge. Jules sketched out its border, uncovering a square panel—heavier than any hatch used on Aurora Station, rimed with a frost older than the station itself.

Her radio hissed at her hip. “Jules? That you outside?” Luca’s voice, fuzzy. She pressed the talk button, lips numb. “Just checking the array. I’ll be in soon.”

She muted the channel. No one else could know yet—not until she understood what she’d found.

With effort, she pried at the hatch’s edge. It groaned, resisting, then finally lurched open with a stale exhalation. A narrow stair spiraled downward. Blackness, pierced by the weak beam of her headlamp. Below: silence.

She hesitated, then descended. Steps creaked beneath her weight. At the bottom, the floor changed—no longer the raw, frozen ground, but concrete. She swept her lamp around. The chamber opened, shadowy and industrial: consoles, old-fashioned dials, the skeleton of a telescope draped in tarpaulin. This was no storage room. It was an observatory—sealed, forgotten, sleeping beneath the ice for who knows how long.

Jules’s mouth was dry. She moved to a desk and found a stack of notebooks, their covers crackled with frost. Dates smudged: years before the station was ever built. Diagrams—some astronomical, some indecipherable equations. The air here tasted of dust, metal, secrets.

Her pulse thudded. Was she trespassing on something sacred, or dangerous?



Later, hunched over a mug of instant coffee in the galley, Jules stared at her reflection in the aluminum table. Shadows flickered across the room; the howling wind outside seeped into her bones. Only Dr. Linhart lingered by the stove, waiting for water to boil.

“Could I have a word?” Jules tried to sound casual, but Linhart’s eyes, shrewd behind wire-rims, caught her tension immediately.

They retreated to the equipment locker, surrounded by the chemical tang of solvents and fuel. Jules spoke in a whisper. “I found something by the comms tower. Under the snow. It’s… I think it’s an observatory. Old. Hidden.”

Linhart’s eyebrow arched. “How did you get in?”

“It was buried, but the wind uncovered the hatch. There are journals, gear… It looks like it’s been sealed for decades. We should check it out.”

Linhart’s jaw tightened, but curiosity won. “Show me. Tonight, after shift. Tell no one else.”



Night came early at Aurora: a swirling blue dusk that faded into endless black. The main station lights dimmed, and Jules met Linhart by the back door. They crunched across the hard-packed snow, heads bowed, silent. The wind snapped at their backs. Jules led Linhart to the hatch, brushed off the snow, and pried it open. Linhart hesitated on the threshold before descending into the ink-dark spiral.

Their flashlight beams pooled across ancient control panels. Linhart examined the telescope, tugging back the tarp. “CryoDyne never mentioned any prior structures on this ice sheet.”

“They hid this for a reason,” Jules whispered.

They rifled through the notebooks. One, in careful block letters, read:


17 July. Midnight. Persistent interference in radio band. Local geomagnetic activity or deliberate jamming? Morrison suspects sabotage. Sleep comes uneasily.



Another held sketches—a comet’s path, a coded spiral, lists of numbers and weather notes. Jules’s fingers left prints of condensation on the pages.

A metal cabinet held boxes of glass photographic plates, a rusted Geiger counter, and a smaller case marked DO NOT OPEN. Linhart’s hands lingered on the case but did not force it.

“We need to catalog everything and photograph it,” Linhart said, voice hushed.

Footsteps clanged above. Both women froze. Jules killed her lamp, and the darkness closed around them. The footsteps faded—an echo, or maybe someone checking the generator in the howling gale above.

But when Jules restored her light, she felt something shift inside her. The chamber was not truly empty—and perhaps hadn’t been for a very long time.



Hours passed. Jules lay in her bunk, listening to the drip of icy water and the moan of the wind through the ventilation ducts. Her mind spun. Why hide an observatory beneath Aurora? Why abandon it—and who interacted with them, decades before?

Linhart joined her in the mess later, feigning casual conversation, both glancing at the door. “You told no one else?” Linhart asked.

“I swear.” Jules said. “Nobody. Luca… he wouldn’t understand.”

Outside, the storm rattled metal siding. Jules sipped her cooling tea, feeling eyes on her back even when the galley was empty. Was it paranoia? Or was the secret no longer entirely theirs?

As she returned to her bunk, Jules caught a glimpse of a shadow at the end of the hall—gone the instant she focused. She shut her door tight, heart pounding, unsure if dawn would bring answers or only deeper questions beneath the ice.



  
    Shadows in the Whiteout

    
    
  
  A metallic clatter jolted Jules awake. She sat bolt upright, tangled in her sleeping bag, the tips of her fingers cold and prickly. For a moment she listened—nothing but wind, a constant low drone pulsing through the walls.

She dragged on her jacket and boots, slipped out into the corridor. Aurora’s halls were bone-white, fluorescent-lit, so sterile they almost glowed. As she hurried toward the lab, the echoes of the noise faded, replaced by another sound: voices in the comms room, low and tense.

She paused at the door. Luca and Gregor hunched over the backup radio. Gregor’s thick arms crossed, his breath flaring in the chill.

“—not a glitch. It was working yesterday,” Luca insisted.

Gregor scowled. “Batteries fresh. Cables checked. This switch—” He jabbed at a panel. “Somebody’s tampered with it. And the emergency beacon?”

Jules slipped inside, feigning sleepiness. “What’s going on?”

Luca shot her a grim look. “Beacon’s dead. So is the weather uplink. All after midnight.”

Gregor grunted. “That’s not all. Generator battery packs: four are missing. Somebody’s gone through the stores. Rations—”

Jules’s mouth went dry. “You think someone here—?”

A muscle ticked in Gregor’s jaw. “Nothing here happens by itself. We keep to main modules until this is sorted. Nobody leaves the compound. Understood?”

Luca protested, "We need to check the heating oil drums—if they messed with those—"

"That’s enough," Gregor barked. He shot a look at Jules. “You either?”

She shook her head. “I—no. Only slept.”

“From now,” Gregor said, “everyone logs their location. Triple-check seals. Until further notice—all movement is reported. We’ll get through the next few days, then track down whoever’s screwing with us.”

Luca opened his mouth to object but Gregor silenced him with a stare. "Sundown in two hours. After that, no one steps outside."



Jules retreated to the lab. Half the day passed beneath the harsh strip lights, her eyes scanning spreadsheets that blurred into nothing. Every now and then, she glanced at the door. Linhart arrived late, lips pressed thin.

Jules risked a whisper. “Is it about the observatory?”

Linhart didn’t answer at first. “No one could’ve followed us last night...” Yet the way she said it, Jules heard the doubt.

A klaxon wailed. Emergency signal. Gregor’s voice sounded over the PA: “Blizzard warning! Secure hatches. Repeat—secure hatches.”

Within minutes, the wind ramped up to a banshee howl, hail pecking the windows like angry teeth. Luca and Jules heaved crates against the interior doors; Linhart did inventory of medicines and foodstuffs, lips moving soundlessly.

The last time Jules checked the station comm array, the screen showed only static. No weather, no news, nothing but a wall of white noise. Gregor stalked the corridors like a caged bear, shoulders hunched, issuing orders in a guttural monotone. No one challenged him.

By evening, they were five people sealed in a tin can surrounded by shrieking ice.



They ate dinner in the galley: noodles slick with oil, silence stretched taut. Occasional thunks or groans from outside made everyone flinch.

Jules excused herself early. In the corridor, she heard faint scraping—like footsteps—outside the south exit. She checked the window slit. Only darkness and wind. It could have been snow shifting, she told herself. Or something else.

In bed, her mind unraveled every shadow in the room. Sometime after midnight, a metallic crash echoed from the storage bay. She listened, waited for a cry—nothing. Minutes passed. She drifted between nightmares and waking: figures lurking in the snow, old radio voices muttering her name.

Come morning, the blizzard had passed. A bruise-grey sky, snowdrifts piling against doors, radio still dead. Gregor gave out new orders: check oil tanks, catalogue missing supplies, clear vents. Everyone moved in pairs.

Jules and Luca trudged out to the maintenance hatch. The air was so sharp it cut, but the wind had mercifully died. As they clambered over a knee-high drift toward the deck, Jules paused.

Near the sealed hatch to the observatory, she saw it: a footprint, almost perfect, crisp-edged and fresh. The imprint of a boot. Not hers—too large, a different tread.

She crouched, pulse bounding. Luca called from ahead, "You coming?"

“Yeah," she croaked. "Just—snow in my boot."

She lingered, staring. There was nothing else nearby, no other marks. The print pointed straight at the observatory’s hatch, then away into the white.

A surge of dread swept through her. The station had been locked since the blizzard began. No one was supposed to be outside.

Above, the sky brooded, clouds pressed down like a lid. Inside Aurora, her friends joked and grumbled, Gregor stalked with lists, Linhart kept to her quarters. But now, beneath all that, Jules knew: someone else had come to the lost observatory in the night. Someone wanted in.

And she was certain now—they were not, as Gregor claimed, alone out here at all.



  
    The Code in the Snow

    
    
  
  Jules hunched in the cramped storeroom, its ceiling so low that Linhart’s thick parka brushed the insulation foam overhead. The table between them was cluttered with artifacts: frostbitten colored pencils, glass plates scrawled with notations, the pile of battered, coded journals. The print in the snow outside still haunted her peripheral vision each time she closed her eyes—a phantom tread pressing at her sanity.

Linhart’s gloved hand steadying the lamp, her brow cut deep with worry, watched as Jules leafed through the topmost notebook again. There, among the pages of night-blackened equations, she found what she’d missed before: a cipher key, disguised as a weather log. It seemed innocuous—rows and columns, temperature measurements, wind speeds in three-hour intervals. But Jules recognized the subtle pattern, the improbable repetition of numbers, the mirrored digits at dawn and dusk, as if the weather itself were repeating a secret word.

Jules looked up. “Did you see these columns? It’s not just weather patterns. Look—the minuses line up with the letters from the margins. It might be a transposition cipher, or maybe… something more.”

Linhart squinted. “You think it’s a code within a code?”

Jules nodded, heart pounding fast. “Help me. If I’m right, it’s like those old one-time pads—each line uses the weather data as the key. Here, look.”

For the next hour, the two women whispered and scribbled. Their working rhythm—Jules’s fingers tapping across her own rough notebook, Linhart’s muttered calculations—became frantic and intimate as the puzzle started to yield. With each cracked row, a word appeared: PHASE CYCLE, LOCAL OSCILLATION, EXPERIMENT INITIATED, SUBJECT STATUS—none of it the language of a standard observatory. Their breath froze before it could reach the walls; the room itself, wretched and windowless, felt host to a dozen ghosts.

The next page, more difficult, forced them to cross-reference margins, skipping words as if avoiding tripwires. Linhart’s voice trembled: “This isn’t weather data. These are medical stats—pulse, temp, cortisol. Look, someone here was monitoring people.”

“Experiment initiated at 2200 hours,” Jules read aloud. “Subject: S. Ruvalcaba. Exposure, two-hour window. Catalyst administered.”

Jules’s hands shook. “There are dose logs. Chemical abbreviations. None standard.”

They made the cipher leap for another tense thirty minutes, working backwards, pausing only to listen for footsteps in the corridor above. Between two pages, Jules found a folded, yellowed photograph—five people standing on the surface tents, smiling stiffly, aurora borealis rippling behind them.

She blinked at the face second from the left; the jaw was familiar, slightly crooked, the heavy browbone oddly reminiscent. Her pulse skipped. She slid the photo cautiously toward Linhart.

“Look at this one,” Jules whispered, pointing. “Does he remind you of anyone?”

Linhart adjusted her glasses, frowning. “That’s impossible. He’s—he’s… That’s Gregor. Or his double.”

Jules’s certainty was ice-cold. The short, blocky man in the parka, chin lifted, jaw set with the same grim resolve. But the photo was dated: August, 1987.

Linhart stared until her lips pressed white. “Has to be a relative.”

Jules’s fists closed on the paper. “Or Gregor’s kept secrets deeper than any of us imagined.”

A low, ominous hum vibrated through the floor as the generator cycled. For a moment, the lights flickered. Jules tucked the photograph away in her sleeve and returned to the journal.

The next code she cracked was short, almost like a confession under duress. “Subject resistance increasing. Exposure effects unpredictable… Advised to terminate protocol Delta. Awaiting authorization. No response. Fearful… sabotage…"

She swallowed, exchanging glances with Linhart. “They knew someone was working against them. Maybe from the company. Maybe one of their own.”

“Or, more likely,” Linhart said, her voice rough, “something went wrong, and whoever survived scoured the records.”

The final page, messily decoded, simply read: “Ice holds everything. No exit. We are ghosts on the glacier.”



It was after midnight when Jules finally staggered to her bunk, migraine pulsing behind her eyes. The station was silent, save for the occasional spasm of the heating pipes. There was comfort only in the two thick walls between her and the snow outside.

Sleep was not kind. She dreamed of faceless men drilling holes in living ice, of black shapes shifting under a field of auroras, of her own breath fogging onto a one-way glass, observing what could never be unseen.

She woke to someone shaking her shoulder, breath fast and shallow; for a heartbeat, she thought it was Linhart, but it was Luca. “Jules. The lab. Something happened.”

Jules was up instantly. Together they hurried down the corridor, the air metallic and sharp. The door to the lab was ajar, its lock twisted, gouges fresh in the paint. Inside, sample vials lay shattered—chemical trace residue chalking the tiles. Data sheets ripped down the center. A single line was scrawled on the cabinet in thick, trembling black:


NOT YOUR SECRET



Jules’s legs nearly buckled. Luca stood by the ruined bench, dumbstruck. She felt her heart rattle. Whoever had done this knew she’d been digging—but worse, they’d wanted her terrified.

Luca touched her arm. “Who would—Why?”

Jules shook her head, but already, a sinking certainty squirmed in her chest. Whoever had left the print by the observatory—whoever might be related to that man in the photo—had moved from silent sabotage to open threats.

Linhart arrived, pupils huge with dread. “We’re out of time. Someone here is willing to do anything to make this vanish.”



That morning, Gregor prowled the halls, jaw bouncing as if grinding bone. Jules watched him from the galley, the photograph burning in her inner pocket. Now every word, every sideways look among the crew, felt thickened with menace. Had Gregor seen her in the snow? Or was it someone else—someone wearing a ghost’s face in the endless Arctic dark?

Aurora Station had always been shadowed, but now, with the coded truths beginning to unravel and the threat made real, the ice around them seemed thinner than ever, ready to crack. Jules stared at her cup, unable to lift it, lost in the way secrets echoed across time—cold, devouring, always unfinished.



  
    Hidden Motives

    
    
  
  

Luca stripped the audio pickup from its adhesive—no bigger than a thumbtack, a scrap of black plastic and foil. Jules winced as he pressed it beneath the battered galley table, then pretended to wipe the tabletop. Beside them, Gregor lingered, eyes deadened by fatigue and something harder, while Linhart ignored everyone entirely, her spoon clinking in deliberate, furious rhythm against her mug.

Jules forced herself to look normal—just a research assistant, hunched over a splay of ration wrappers, eyes hollowed by sleeplessness. “Shouldn’t we—try the comms again?” she offered in a small voice.

“No use,” Gregor muttered. “Systems are fried. We’ll try tomorrow. Or you can dig out the array in forty below.”

Luca, head bowed, didn’t challenge him. But his eyes met Jules’s, full of unspoken tension.



Thirty minutes later, in the cramped warmth of the electrical closet, Luca turned on the receiver. Static washed through Jules’ earpiece—then, faintly, voices: the galley, caught from above by their newly planted bug.

“It’s good,” Luca whispered, biting his lip. “Range won’t last more than a room.”

Jules clung to the wall for balance. “Check the lab next?”

They crept in silence through Aurora’s bowels, shrouded in the artificial twilight of energy-saving lights. The station felt smaller every hour; now, with wires and secrets strung between walls, it pulsed like a nervous animal.

They planted two more bugs: one behind the lab console, another tucked under a vent grille outside Gregor’s quarters. On the way back, Jules noticed Linhart emerging from the Chief’s locked office, her parka only half-zipped, for once looking flustered.

“Trouble?” Jules asked lightly, approaching, voice deliberately flat.

Linhart failed to mask her jump. “Gregor asked about the injectable glucose. Routine inventory.”

Jules watched the senior scientist’s eyes: darting, raw, almost furtive now. There was something in her left hand, slipped into her pocket before she walked off.



Luca and Jules holed up in the mechanics’ bay to listen. The receiver hissed, cycling channels. They caught snippets: Gregor cursing the power grid under his breath; Linhart muttering, “He never said anything about the file. He can’t know.”

“She’s hiding something,” Luca whispered, nervous energy making his fingers fidget with a busted fuse. “I know she’s scared, but—”

“Watch her tonight,” Jules said. “I’ll try to get into the observatory again. We need to know what’s in that safe.”



That afternoon, the sky outside thickened, clouds cupping the pale sun. Frost bit the windows, drawing ferns across the glass. Aurora Station’s bones creaked; somewhere, a relay snapped open and electricity flickered. Jules found Linhart alone by the storage lockers, staring at a strip of paper in her hands—a carbon of some kind.

“You really think Gregor’s hiding something?” Jules asked, voice low, cautious.

Linhart’s tone was edged with stress. “Gregor’s hiding everything. Including his own name, if I had to guess.”

“Let’s find out what’s in the observatory.”

For a moment, Linhart only stared, her breath visible in the cold corridor air. Then she nodded—muted, brittle.



They waited until Gregor’s rations call—potatoes and stale crackers, Aurora’s idea of luxury—before slipping out the back module. Luca met Jules at the hatch, his face shadowed beneath a woolen cap.

“Power’s low,” he whispered. “I’ll keep the breakers steady. If we get cut again, it’s—well, it’s not weather.”

Together, they hurried to the observatory, boots sinking in old footprints. The concealed hatch yielded after a minute’s struggle. Inside, the chamber’s stale cold hit them like a slap.

With Luca watching, Jules paced to the far wall: the half-hidden safe she’d noticed wedged beneath a dead computer terminal, its lock corroded but still flashing an LED—someone had tried to open it recently. She knelt by the dial, inspecting the symbols. No numbers—just a sequence of colored dots, faded marks. Not a combination, but a code.

Luca leaned close. “Can you crack it?”

“Maybe with time. We’re not alone here.”

A noise outside: footsteps? Luca snapped off his headlamp. In the dark, their breath was thunder. The footsteps faded—a trick of the wind, maybe, or someone circling from above.

Jules wrenched her focus back. The code: three red, two green, one blue dot. The colors matched the data tabs in the logbooks. She thumbed through the battered journals, lining up pages. In the margins: color-coded sequences next to old CryoDyne letterhead.

She entered the sequence, matching tabs to lock. The safe clunked, bolts withdrawing. Inside: wax-sealed envelopes, stamped CRYODYNE INDUSTRIAL RESEARCH; a sheaf of carbon microfilm; and a heavy manila file marked ‘VOSTOK PERSONNEL—RESTRICTED’.

Jules skimmed the file. The first sheet: ‘Dr. Sofia Ruvalcaba—Missing, presumed dead. Final assignment: Aurora Precursor Facility. Sponsorship: CryoDyne/Northlight Ventures.’

She shivered. “CryoDyne planted the observatory. Not research. Something dirtier.”

A second page, clipped with a paperclip labeled ‘DELTA’: ‘Subject monitoring protocols. If exposure exceeds tolerance, terminate all staff and expunge records.’

Luca’s face tightened. “Jesus. They had orders to dispose of everyone.”

Jules flicked to the back: names, signatures—one matching the man in the old photo.

Gregor. Or whoever he’d been, in another life.



Returning to Aurora, Jules saw Linhart at the window, spine rigid. In her room, she scanned the galley feed as Luca rewound the bug: Gregor’s gruff baritone, Linhart’s tremulous interrogatives—the drift of mistrust clear as fresh blood in the snow.

The power blinked out. A sudden, cloying silence. Emergency lights stuttered to life, painting the halls red.

“Station blackout!” Luca called, voice pitched high. “Everyone stay put!”

In the confusion, footsteps thundered nearby. Louder shouts: “Curtis?! Where’s Curtis?!”

Jules joined the others, a sick dread in her belly. The team’s only other medic, Curtis Field, had vanished in the chaos—parka still hanging by the door, boots gone, headlamp missing.

They combed the station. Every closet, air duct, crawlspace. No trace. Only a single, smeared swipe of blood on the east storage hatch, already freezing in a slender line.

Gregor’s face had gone corpse-white. “He can’t survive out there alone,” he growled. “If someone—one of you—knows where he is, now’s the time.”

No one spoke. Linhart’s hands shook visibly. Lucas glanced at Jules, mute with terror.

Jules stared at the frozen hatch. Every secret twisted tighter, every shadow loomed larger. Something out there wanted to keep its ghosts.

And inside Aurora—no doors were locked tight enough to keep them out.





  
    Confronting the Frozen Past

    
    
  
  

The silence after Curtis’s disappearance stretched through Aurora Station, a pall as much as a practical threat. The red gloom of battery-powered emergency lights turned every face to a mask, every corridor to a blood-streaked tunnel. Jules sat in her bunk with her knees hugged to her chest, mind racing. Who had sabotaged the power—Gregor, Linhart, even Luca, or someone else? Had Curtis been taken or was he hiding from something—or someone?

She pressed her palm to the cold wall, gathering herself. Now, or never. The hidden CryoDyne microfilm, the photograph, and the coded journals might be all she’d ever have to force the truth into daylight. She pulled on her overshirt, jammed her hands into glove liners, and set out to find Linhart.

The old scientist was in the med bay, lit only by the green blink of a battery monitor. Linhart was hunched over the sink, sleeves rolled, scrubbing at something stubborn—blood? Her head jerked up at the sound of footsteps. Jules saw fear in the planes of Linhart’s lined face—fear, not guilt. For just a moment, Linhart looked exhausted, crumpled rather than sinister.

“Close the door,” Linhart rasped.

Jules obeyed, leaning against it. The wind howled past a cracked window, threatening even here. She remembered the bruised photograph heavy in her pocket, the inked roster marked ‘DELTA’ and the notes from the safe. All of it dangerous, if Linhart truly wasn't on her side.

“I know about the experiments,” Jules said, before her courage failed. “The ones in the logbooks. The photo—the man next to Dr. Ruvalcaba. He looks like Gregor, but it’s dated before he was ever assigned here. And I found this.”

She slid the folder onto the bed. Linhart hesitated only a second before opening it, jaw clenched as she skimmed the documents. Leaden silence lingered while she adjusted her glasses.

“There are things I was never supposed to know,” Linhart said quietly, almost mournfully. “CryoDyne funded the build, but the observatory’s real purpose was… something else. Human trials for an experimental cold-resistance agent. They never admitted it outright. I joined the station a year after it ‘went dark’. They said the last team left due to… irreconcilable data and isolation stress. I found one of the old logbooks, but—"

Jules didn’t blink. “So you kept it hidden.”

“I had nothing to do with the sabotage,” Linhart snapped, then softened. “Maybe I should have told you more. But I’m not the one leaving threats or hurting people. I needed time to decide what to do. Was I supposed to run to the authorities with a few frost-eaten pages and a ghost story?”

Jules wanted to scream or weep—she wasn’t sure which. “Curtis is missing. We’re out of time. I need to know everything. Now.”

Linhart deflated, gesturing to a cramped chair. "Whatever Gregor’s hiding goes deeper than just keeping the observatory secret. He’s been jumpy ever since that first comms blackout. I caught him rummaging through my quarters last night."

The thump of boots in the corridor sent both women scrambling—Jules crossed the floor in an instant, peeking around the door while Linhart stilled herself to a medic’s calm.

Into the light staggered Luca, skin ashen, jacket crusted with rime. “Found him," he hissed. “Curtis. Down in crawlspace access C, under kitchen module.”



Curtis’s eyes were wild and hollow as they led him, with shaking hands, into the warmth of the galley. Under the flicker of weak ceiling bulbs, he looked half-frozen in body, thoroughly shattered in mind.

“He’s been hiding this whole time?" Linhart asked softly.

Curtis swallowed, shuddering. "I saw someone—the blackout, it was planned. I was fixing the heating relay when the lights cut. Heard heavy boots, a man’s—Gregor’s, I think, or someone shaped like him. He was in the hatch corridor. I heard him talking, to himself, angry. He said, ‘No more loose ends.’ Then something crashed. I—I heard someone else, but when I peeked out, Gregor was gone. I saw the blood, freaked out, went for the crawlspace."

Jules sat next to him. “Did anyone threaten you?”

Curtis nodded frantically. “A voice over the intercom—told me to keep quiet or I’d end up like…" He shook so hard he nearly fell. “Said the ice would keep my secret.”

Linhart and Jules exchanged a look. Jules’s heart hammered. They’d confirmed it: Curtis was targeted, not vanished by the cold or fate, and Gregor—if not Gregor alone—was resolved to destroy every piece of the past.



Jules stormed to Gregor’s office, ice in her veins. Gregor was waiting, on edge in the low-lit mess of schematic printouts and ration tins. His hand rested on a heavy flashlight. He gave her a feral smile.

"Found your little friend?"

Jules stared, unblinking. “I know. About the observatory. About Ruvalcaba. About the missing records.”

Gregor’s smirk faltered, replaced by something darker. “I did what I was told,” he snarled. “Corporate said we were done. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone left to find in the ice.”

“Curtis is alive.” Jules made her voice steel. “The files are out. Linhart knows. Even if you silence me, CryoDyne’s secret won’t die with you.”

A flicker of something passed across Gregor’s features—fear, guilt, maybe just the old habit of calculating odds. He straightened, chin jutting. “Then I’d better finish what was started. Not one of you is leaving here with anything.”



They found Luca and Linhart waiting by the tool lockers, each armed with a pipe wrench. Jules relayed Gregor’s admission. “He’ll try to destroy what’s in the observatory. We have maybe five minutes.”

“Main chamber’s never opened—not fully,” Linhart muttered, voice tight. “Each time, I thought the lock was fused.”

Jules remembered the journals—buried on a page was a six-digit sequence, disguised as a weather report. She dug out her notebook, counting the code aloud as her gloved finger hovered over the keypad bolted to the observatory’s inner hatch.

6-8-3-3-2-7. The old steel bolt groaned, then snapped open. The door shuddered ajar, and unfrozen air gusted past their ankles, stale and syrupy.

Gregor’s boots pounded behind, thudding down the spiral stairs. “Get away!” he howled, brute force over caution now. “You think you understand? None of you has seen—what it does!”

Jules, Linhart, and Luca slipped into the round, central chamber. The old telescope loomed, frost-rimed. Around it, computers ancient and pocked with corrosion, but humming faintly now on backup circuits. Cabinets lined the wall, covered in frostbitten warning stickers.

Jules darted to the central control panel, tugging cords, opening covers. Files spilled out—lab notebooks in three hands, microfilm disks labeled “Phase Delta,” and a row of audio reels. An old video player, screen fogged with condensation, flickered to life under Luca’s urgent work. Grainy footage appeared: men and women in padded suits, faces frozen with suffering, being injected, observed beneath glaring halide lamps. A clipboard flashed to the foreground—Ruvalcaba’s name written large, followed by itemized symptoms, doses, and—at the tape's end—a short, damning statement in Gregor’s own, unmistakable voice: "Terminate subject protocol by dawn. All logs to be incinerated."

Gregor burst into the chamber, arm raised. In a wild moment, he swung the flashlight at the monitor. Linhart and Luca seized his arms; the monitor went spinning but survived, video still whirring.

“You left people to die!” Jules screamed above Gregor’s roared denials. "You lied to us all!"

Gregor slumped, the fight knocked out of him. He wept, words spilling in guttural fragments: "I tried to warn them. CryoDyne would rather erase history than pay for it. You think they'll let you—"

Linhart knelt, gently cuffing him with a scarf, voice impossibly weary. “We’ll make them answer. All of them.”



It was hours before the adrenaline ebbed enough for Jules to notice the station’s unnatural warmth—Luca had risked a full breaker reset. Outside, the wind had slackened, the sky a faint bruise of purple. Together, battered and shivering, the survivors watched old secrets flicker to digital life, the station’s icy heart now broken open for the world to see.

Yet as Jules gazed at her own faint reflection in the ancient observatory glass, she wondered if it would ever be possible to truly leave the ghosts of the glacier behind.



  
    Aurora Revealed

    
    
  
  

A violet day dawned, brittle and unfathomably clear, the blizzard at last exiled beyond the horizon. The wind that had battered Aurora into a sealed, howling fortress slackened into a long, shivering hush—a cold peace over shattered walls.

Jules blinked at the fragile light, her mind and body raw. Every muscle ached, every thought bruised. The nightmare was over, or changed, or simply gone.

Inside the galley, survivors huddled around a dented table. Water dripped in yellowish strands from the eaves. Luca clutched a mug in scarred hands, eyes hollow with exhaustion. Linhart stared into a page of notes she couldn’t read. Gregor, bound by a fraying cable-tie and watched over by Curtis, sat canted to the side, lips bloodless, face blank as cold stone.

No one talked. The silence was too thick.

Jules rose, dragging her boot soles across the warped linoleum. Her breath misted as she moved, trailing through the half-lit corridor. The antenna mast was still up—miraculously undamaged, just caked in clotted snow. For the first time in days, the static had faded from the comms module.

She fumbled frozen toggle switches. A dim orange LED flickered and then—like a patient coaxed back to consciousness—a narrow band of green noise replied. For an agonized heartbeat, she feared it might be nothing. But then Luca, behind her, squeezed her shoulder. "Try again. Give them everything."

Jules exhaled; she queued up the battered thumb drive, plugged it into the auxiliary input. Video files, microfilm scans, audio of Gregor's confession and CryoDyne’s damning orders—all tidily, irrevocably arranged. Her thumb hovered above SEND.

"It’ll mark all of us," Luca said, voice hoarse.

Jules nodded. "If we wait, they’ll bury us, too."

Her finger pressed:

BROADCAST DATA. BURST MODE. ALL CHANNELS.

A progress bar limped across the screen. For a minute, she didn't breathe.

Then, just above the hum and drone of background radiation, came the absolute, breathless certainty of being heard—not by the wind, or ghosts in the ice, but by living, judgmental people thousands of kilometers away.



Within an hour, a return ping—faint, official—scrambled through the uplink. The signal was military, short and clipped, relayed through a satellite Jules didn’t recognize.


RECEIVED. HOLD POSITION. SUPPORT ENROUTE. COMPLIANCE REQUIRED: ALL DATA. <



She slumped back, eyes stinging. Linhart hovered behind her. "Well?"

"They got it. They’re sending a team. We’re—safe. Sort of."

Luca’s laugh was half-hysterical. He looked at Curtis, at Gregor, at the scattered bric-a-brac and faded emergency strip-lights of Aurora’s bone-white core. “Doesn’t feel safe.”

Outside, the world was glass and glare. Every bloodstain, every boot scuff on the corridor rubber, was a mute testament to what survival cost in this place.



They spent hours in limbo. With the storm gone, every creak of the structure was audible, the wind making only the faintest plea at the battered walls. Gregor remained silent, cuffed to a chair by the comms module, refusing food, refusing eye contact. Linhart lingered at the med bay window, sometimes writing, more often simply staring. Curtis prowled between modules, unable to sit. Only Luca returned, sometimes, to catch Jules staring into the wide blankness beyond the panes.

She tried to catalogue her feelings—relief, triumph, vengeance. Each turned to sand in her hand. She’d done the right thing, she told herself. She had told the world what was hidden—but at a cost: Gregor had been more than a jailer and a criminal. He’d been their chief, the man who’d gotten them through blizzards, who’d once shared silent jokes and lopsided toasts. She’d betrayed him, and the others, and perhaps even herself. Truth did not feel warm. Not yet.

Linhart approached her in the corridor, footsteps hesitant. Together, they watched as the sun climbed a fist-width above the horizon, its light cold and sterile. “We had to,” Linhart said. “Didn’t we?”

“No one will ever come to Aurora again without remembering what happened here. Maybe we’ll be blamed—maybe they’ll bury it anyway.”

Linhart’s smile was broken. “Scientific record endures. Truth, too. Sometimes.”



When the helicopters came—green dots growing on the blue and gold of the southern sky—everyone braced. They landed windward, slamming the snow with thunder that made the prefabs tremble. Parkas blazoned with official crests rushed out: Environmental regulators, military police, medics. The weight of authority was almost as heavy and inhuman as the cold itself.

Gregor was taken, docile and shrunken, by two uniformed silhouettes. The evidence was logged, carried in crates: journals, film, stacks of encrypted hard drives, even samples of the mysterious chemical ampoules still labeled with Ruvalcaba’s doomed name. The observatory, once a secret shrine, was suddenly a crime scene, webbed with hazard tape and official warnings.

One official, young and barely comprehending the full weight of what she surveyed, asked Jules, “Who first discovered this?”

Jules shrugged. “No one. Everyone. It was always here. The ice just decided—finally—to show it.”

Curtis was already thinking of home; Luca hunched by the old container, waiting for their fate. Linhart stood apart, hands clasped as if in silent memorial.

That night—the last night before the team would be flown out—Jules took one final walk to the observatory’s hatch, still rimed with human breath and frost. The sky above was impossibly clear; stars blazed, the aurora fluttered low and green. Her flashlight carved a narrow passage down into memory. Past the red hazard tape, partway down the stairs, she stopped. Beyond the open door were the ruins of computations and hopes, the skeleton of a telescope never aimed for wonders, only for control. Secrets remained here, she suspected, buried in the sub-basements, in data sets no one had yet decoded, in stains not even a blizzard could erase. The ice always kept something for itself.

Back at Aurora’s heart, Jules paused, hand on the pitted aluminum door. She breathed in the cold—sharp, metallic, alive.

Some truths, she understood at last, would always come at a cost. Some secrets were worth betraying for. And in the silence of the polar night, there was, perhaps, a kind of forgiveness in that—a grace as thin and bright as the morning aurora, traced across a sky still full of mystery.
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