
THE ICE BETWEEN US

Trapped in the ice. Bound by grief. Unfrozen by unexpected love.
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​​​Chapter 1. The Ice She Came For
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Dr. Sienna Voss

The helicopter's rotors faded into the gray sky like an apology, leaving me alone with three hundred kilograms of equipment and the Arctic wind. I stood on the landing pad of Aurora Station—concrete cracked by permafrost heave, rust bleeding through white paint—and breathed in air so cold it cut.

Three years today.

I checked my watch. 14:07. The explosion had happened at 14:07, though the time zone was different, though time itself had become relative the moment Liam stopped breathing. I had timed my arrival for this hour. Ritual. Control. The only things that kept the grief from becoming avalanche.

I shouldered the first pack and started toward the main entrance. The station sprawled ahead—modular units connected by corrugated corridors, a fossil of the extraction boom, now scheduled for decommission in sixty days. I'd secured the final research permit six months ago. Sixty days to collect the last ice cores, to prove what Hale Energy didn't want proven: that their drilling had accelerated permafrost destabilization by decades.

My boots found the rhythm I'd learned from Liam. He'd been the field specialist; I'd been the lab analyst. Now I was both, carrying his methods in my muscle memory, his voice in my head correcting my stance, my breathing, my impatience.

"Three years today," I said aloud, because the silence was worse, "and I'm still measuring ice while the world burns. Liam would have hated the poetry of it."

He would have laughed. He would have said something about my melodrama, then handed me tea exactly how I liked it—two sugars, because comfort mattered, because he remembered details, because he was alive then.

The airlock cycled with a wheeze. Inside, the station smelled of metal and old rubber and the particular stillness of buildings left too empty. I dropped my pack in the corridor and checked the manifest on my tablet. Main lab: functional. East wing bunks: habitable. Generator: operational but aging. I'd have forty-eight hours of solitude before the extraction crew arrived to begin sealing procedures.

Forty-eight hours to sit with my grief without performing competence for anyone.

I found the main lab first—Liam's lab, though I never called it that. The ice core storage units lined the far wall, humming their mechanical lullaby. I crossed to them and pressed my palm against the nearest housing. Cold seeped through my glove, through my skin, toward bone. Liam had held this same spot during our last season together, three years and two months ago. He'd been laughing at something, some joke about the station's coffee, and his hand had rested here while he spoke.

I closed my eyes. Counted breaths. This was my ritual: the cold, the memory, the acknowledgment that I had survived when he had not. That I had swapped shifts at the last minute. That I was here because I wasn't there.

The sound came from behind me—a door, opening. Footsteps. Human presence where there should be none.

I turned, hand still on the storage unit, professional mask sliding into place. The man in the doorway was tall, dark-haired, wearing civilian cold-weather gear that cost more than my annual equipment budget. He held a tablet and a mug of actual coffee, steam rising, and he looked at me with the mild surprise of someone finding a bird in their attic.

"Dr. Voss," he said. Not questioning. Knowing.

I straightened, dropping my hand from the storage unit. "This is a restricted research facility. How did you—"

"Hale Energy," I said, the name arriving like a diagnosis, like the blood test that confirms what you already feared. "You're in my station."

He set down the mug with careful precision. "Your station," he repeated, not quite questioning. "I was told this facility was company assets until decommission."

"Hale Energy lost their operating license eighteen months ago. Environmental safety violations." I let the words land. "The explosion that killed eleven workers. My brother among them."

Something flickered in his expression—too fast to read, then smoothed away. "I'm aware of the history."

"Then you're aware you don't belong here." I stepped forward, close enough to smell his coffee, to see the small scar above his left eyebrow. "My research permit predates your corporate whatever-you-are by six months. You can assess the empty wings. The lab is mine."

He didn't retreat. Didn't raise his voice. "Rowan Hale," he said, extending his hand, then withdrawing it when I didn't move. "Executive Director of Strategic Assessment. And you're correct—I don't want to be here either."

I hated his reasonableness. I wanted a villain, someone whose arrogance I could dismantle, whose corporate smugness would justify the anger I'd carried for three years. Instead I got exhaustion. The kind I saw in my own mirror.

"My father dispatched me to evaluate repurposing potential," he continued. "I expected an empty station. Your permit notification was... delayed in our systems."

"Convenient."

"Or incompetent. Hale Energy has demonstrated both." He said it without irony, without defensiveness. "I can verify your authorization, Dr. Voss. But I can't leave. The last transport departed thirty minutes ago. The next isn't scheduled for forty-eight hours."

Stalemate. I knew the station's layout intimately—every pressure door, every emergency seal. He could take the east wing bunks; I'd take the main quarters. We could avoid each other for two days. I'd survived worse isolation.

"The east wing has a functional bunk," I said, turning back to my equipment. "I'll take the generator check schedule. You don't need to see me."

I felt him watching as I unpacked my cores, my instruments, my carefully organized grief. The silence stretched, filled with the station's mechanical breathing.

"Dr. Voss," he said to my back.

I didn't turn.

"I know who your brother was."

My hand closed around a calibration weight. Liam's face in the official photograph—grinning, sunburned, alive. The same face in the morgue, cleaned and composed and wrong.

I stopped. Didn't turn. "Then you know why I don't need your courtesy."

I waited for the corporate response—the apology, the deflection, the offer of condolences that meant nothing. Instead, silence. Then footsteps, retreating. The airlock cycling as he moved toward the east wing, giving me the space I'd demanded.

I stood alone in the lab and listened to the station settle around me. Metal contracting in the dropping temperature. Ventilation systems cycling. The particular hum of the ice core storage, which Liam had called "the Arctic's heartbeat."

I should have felt relief. Solitude restored. Ritual preserved.

Instead I felt his absence in the corridors—three rooms away, probably reviewing building schematics, drinking his expensive coffee. A Hale. In Liam's station. On Liam's anniversary. Breathing air that should have been mine alone.

I checked the weather monitor automatically, a habit from field seasons with Liam. The polar night had begun two weeks ago—no sun, only the gray twilight that passed for day. Temperature: minus twenty-four Celsius, dropping. Wind speed: elevated but stable.

The screen flickered. Updated.

I stared at the new data. A storm system, massive, Category 5, had shifted trajectory. The prediction models showed it arriving eighteen hours ahead of schedule—tonight, not tomorrow evening. Evacuation window: closed. Survival shelter recommendation: immediate.

The east wing door opened behind me. I didn't need to turn; I felt his presence like pressure change.

"Category 5," Rowan Hale said, his voice different now—tight, professional. He stood at the weather monitor, pointing to the red swirl consuming the map. "Arriving eighteen hours early. Evacuation window is closed."

I looked at the screen. At the storm that would bury us. At him.

"You planned this."

His jaw tightened. "I planned to assess a building. Not to die in it."

The accusation was unfair, and I knew it even as I spoke. But the storm was real, the trap was real, and he was here, Hale Energy was here, in Liam's station, and my anger had nowhere else to go.

"There's a survival protocol," I said, forcing my voice steady. "The station can withstand Category 5 if we seal the east wing, consolidate to the main structure, and maintain the generator."

"Consolidate," he repeated. "Together."

"Survival doesn't require friendship, Mr. Hale. Only cooperation."

I moved toward the emergency supplies, checking inventory by rote, by Liam's training. Water: sufficient for seventy-two hours. Rations: adequate. Medical kit: standard. The generator was my concern—aging, temperamental, requiring hourly monitoring in extreme cold.

"The east wing has its own heating system," he said, following me. "I could remain there, maintain the seal—"

"And freeze when the auxiliary power fails. Which it will. The east wing draws too much current." I didn't look at him. "We consolidate. Main lab and quarters only. You take the storage room floor. I'll take the bunk. We rotate generator checks every two hours."

"Professional courtesy?"

"Survival efficiency."

He was quiet. Then: "Dr. Voss. I know what my company cost you. I won't pretend otherwise. But I don't want to be your enemy in this storm."

I finally turned. He stood in the harsh LED light, shadows pooling under his eyes, and he looked—not innocent, not harmless, but human. Tired. Out of place in his expensive gear, in this decaying station, in my grief.

"You don't get to be anything to me," I said. "Not enemy, not ally. You're a variable I didn't plan for. I'll adapt."

I turned back to my equipment, dismissing him. But my hands shook as I calibrated the ice core drill, and I hated him for that too—for seeing, for knowing, for being present when I wanted to be alone with my brother's ghost.

The storm hit at 20:00, earlier than predicted.

I felt it first as vibration through the station's frame, then as sound—the wind finding every gap in the aging seals, howling its hunger. The temperature dropped five degrees in an hour. I sat in the lab, monitoring the generator remotely, and tried to pretend I was alone.

He was in the storage room, as agreed. I could hear him occasionally—footsteps, the rustle of fabric, once the murmur of a voice that might have been a phone call until I remembered the satellite uplink was our only connection to the outside world.

At 22:00, I made tea. Two sugars, because Liam had taught me that comfort mattered, that ritual sustained. The station groaned around me, metal contracting in the dropping temperature. Somewhere, Rowan Hale was doing the same—preparing, surviving, existing in parallel to my solitude.

I pressed my palm to the ice core storage. Cold seeped through glove and skin. Liam had held this same spot, once, laughing.

I wasn't alone.

I wished I were.

The generator alarm sounded at 23:15—a pressure fluctuation in the fuel line, exterior housing ice buildup. I checked the monitors: the storm had worsened, visibility zero, wind speed dangerous. The repair required manual reset of the exterior valve, fifty meters from the main airlock.

I stood in the corridor, gear in hand, and calculated risks. The valve could wait until morning, maybe. Or it could fail completely, leaving us without heat in temperatures that killed in minutes.

The storage room door opened. Rowan emerged, already in his parka, rope coiled over his shoulder.

"Exterior valve?" he asked.

"How did you—"

"I've been monitoring the same systems." He held out the rope. "Tether. If you go down, I need to find your body. The permits require accounting for all personnel."

"Charming."

"I'm not charming, Dr. Voss. I'm prepared. There's a difference."

But his hands shook slightly, threading the carabiner, and I saw that he was afraid too. Not of the storm. Of me, perhaps. Of this forced proximity. Of the weight of his name in my presence.

We stood in the corridor, the station screaming around us, and I realized that I had a choice. I could refuse his help, risk the repair alone, maintain my isolation even in survival. Or I could accept that Liam was dead, that the storm was real
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