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Chapter One: Signal
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The first thing Aldous Renn learned to distrust at Halvorsen Station was silence. Not the absence of sound; there was plenty of that, three hundred kilometers from the nearest living tree, but the absence of change. Ten years of ice-core data had taught him that nothing down here ever stayed the same for long, however still it looked from the surface.

Which was why, at 4:12 a.m. station time, the flatline on his thermal array was the loudest thing he'd heard in a decade.

He'd taken this posting ten years ago for reasons that had made sense at the time and had stopped making entire sense somewhere around year four, when the quiet he'd come here chasing had curdled, slowly, into something closer to isolation. He liked to tell people, at the rare conference he still bothered attending, that Antarctica had ruined him for ordinary weather, that a place this indifferent to human concerns had a way of putting a person's smaller anxieties into proper perspective. He liked it less when people asked, gently, whether that perspective had cost him anything on the way in. He usually changed the subject before answering honestly, and had done exactly that, four years ago in Reykjavik, when a sharp, curious geneticist with an aquavit-loosened tongue had asked him precisely that question and he'd deflected into a joke about ice cores instead of giving her the honest answer he suspected she'd actually earned by then.

Tonight, alone in the instrumentation shed with a space heater doing its best against air that never fully warmed no matter the season, he pulled up the borehole readings twice, then a third time, because the number refused to make sense on the first two tries. Sub-shelf temperature at Site 14 had climbed 0.6 degrees Celsius in the last eighteen months. Anywhere else on the continent, that would be background noise, the slow arithmetic of a warming planet doing what it had been doing for fifty years. But Site 14 sat above bedrock that geology said should be dead. No volcanism. No known thermal vents. Nothing down there that should be producing heat instead of just losing it.

He'd flagged the anomaly to the climate consortium eight months ago as an equipment fault. Then six months ago as a data artifact, after replacing the sensor entirely and watching the same curve reassert itself within weeks. He'd stopped flagging it after that, not from carelessness but from the specific, weary caution of a scientist who has learned that some anomalies are better quietly monitored than loudly announced, at least until you understand them well enough to survive the questions that follow. Tonight, watching the curve tick upward in real time on a sensor he'd personally recalibrated that afternoon, he ran out of ordinary explanations.

He did what he always did when he ran out of ordinary explanations. He called the one person he knew who was constitutionally incapable of accepting a comfortable one.

It occurred to him, dialing, that he could have called any number of people. The consortium's on-call geophysicist. His own department head, three time zones and a continent away, who would have told him, kindly, to log it and go back to bed. He didn't examine too closely why none of those calls had seemed like real options. He told himself it was simply that Mirela was the only person he knew who treated an anomaly as an invitation rather than a problem to be closed out, and left it there, because the alternative explanation, that he'd been waiting four years for an excuse that wasn't really about the data at all, was not one he had the composure to sit with at four in the morning.

•  •  •
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Six thousand kilometers north, Dr. Mirela Adise was staring at a gel electrophoresis image at 11:40 p.m. and losing an argument with her own funding committee in her head, which was, she reflected, a worse way to spend an evening than losing the argument out loud.

Her lab occupied the unglamorous end of the building's third floor, two rooms that had once been a storage closet and a break room before the university's genetics department annexed them in a fit of overexpansion nobody had properly funded since. She'd learned to love it anyway, the hum of the minus-eighty freezer, the particular quality of light from a single window that faced an air shaft rather than a view, the sense, present here at almost any hour, that whatever she was chasing belonged to her and her small, devoted team rather than to a department chair who periodically expressed polite confusion about what, exactly, her grant money was accomplishing.

The team itself had shrunk to something closer to a conviction than a staff roster over the past two years, three postdocs and a rotating cast of graduate students who'd each, in their own way, decided that a marker nobody could get published was worth more of their career than a safer project that would. Marla had been the first to make that bet, four years ago, and the only one who'd never once seemed to regret it out loud, which was, Mirela suspected, the real reason she trusted her opinion more than she trusted her own some nights.

The sequence on her screen had a name now, unofficially; Marla, her postdoc, had started calling it "the Adam marker" as a joke six weeks ago, during a long night of data cleaning that had left all of them punchy enough to laugh at things that weren't especially funny, and the joke had metastasized through the lab the way jokes do when nobody has a better name for something they don't understand. It sat in a stretch of DNA long classified as non-coding, junk, in the old vocabulary nobody used anymore because it kept turning out to be wrong. Identical, near enough to make a statistician nervous, across every human population they'd sampled, from cohorts in Nairobi to cohorts in Reykjavik, populations that shared no recent common ancestry by any conventional model and yet carried the same silent sequence with an identity that should not, by any model she trusted, have been possible. Silent under normal conditions. Anything but silent under the specific kind of acute physiological stress her team had spent four years accidentally cataloguing before they noticed the pattern underneath it, in trauma cohorts, in grief studies, in a dataset originally built for an entirely unrelated question about cortisol response.

It looked, if she was being unscientific about it for one private moment before bed, like an instruction sitting dormant in every human being alive, waiting for a signal nobody had sent yet.

She'd said something close to that, once, in an early grant proposal, and had spent the following six months regretting the phrasing after a reviewer flagged it as unscientific speculation dressed up as hypothesis. She'd learned to keep the intuition private after that, folded away behind careful, defensible language, though it had never once stopped nagging at her, late at night, precisely like tonight.

Marla had left two hours earlier, after a final round of debate that had ended, as it usually did, with Mirela insisting on one more pass through the data before anyone went home. "You're going to be here until dawn again," Marla had said, shrugging into her coat, not quite a complaint. "The sequence isn't going anywhere, Mirela. It's been sitting there, silent, for however many thousand generations. It can wait until tomorrow."

"That's exactly what worries me about it," Mirela had said. "Something that patient makes me nervous. I'd rather understand what it's waiting for before I stop paying attention to it."

Marla had laughed, not unkindly, the particular laugh of someone who had worked alongside Mirela long enough to recognize the shape of her obsessions without needing to share them. "One of these days that patience of yours is going to turn out to be right about something enormous, and I'm going to have to admit I laughed at you for it. Go home at a reasonable hour tonight. Please. For my sake if not your own."

Mirela had promised, and had meant it, right up until the moment, an hour later, when a discrepancy in the cortisol cohort's baseline had caught her eye and refused to let go, the way such discrepancies always did, pulling her back to her desk for one more hour that had already, by the time Renn's call came through, stretched into three.

Her phone buzzed against the desk. Not a text. A call, which from anyone in her life after 11 p.m. usually meant a parent in a hospital or a reviewer with a complaint. It was neither.

Renn, the screen said. She hadn't heard from him in four years, since a conference in Reykjavik where they'd argued for two hours, over drinks that had started professional and ended considerably less so, about whether ice cores could preserve organic signal older than anyone believed. They'd split a bottle of aquavit to make up for the argument, and she remembered, with a clarity that surprised her, the specific, easy warmth of that night, the sense of having found someone whose mind worked in the same restless, evidence-hungry way hers did, and the quiet, private disappointment when he hadn't called again after flying home, and she hadn't either, both of them, she suspected now, too proud or too frightened to be the one who reached first.

"It's midnight," she said, by way of hello.

"It's four in the morning here," Renn said. "I need you to look at something and tell me I'm being an idiot."

"I'm very good at that."

"I know. That's why I'm calling you and not literally anyone else on this continent." A pause, the particular kind of pause that meant he was choosing words he'd already discarded twice. "Mira. Does the phrase 'thermal signature with no geological source' mean anything to you, professionally?"

She sat up. "It means someone is either about to lose their funding or discover something."

"I was hoping you'd say something more reassuring than that."

"I don't have anything more reassuring than that. What have you got?"

He sent the file while they were still talking; she watched it land, watched the curve draw itself across her second monitor, and felt something in her chest do the thing it did maybe twice a year in this job, the thing that was half excitement and half a very specific, very cold species of dread.

"That's not a fault," she said.

"I know."

"That's not weather, either."

"I know that too. It's why I called you and not a geologist. Geologists have theories that fit. I need someone whose whole professional personality is not accepting the theory that fits."

She almost laughed. Instead she looked, for the second time that night, at the sequence on her other screen, the one everyone in her lab had started calling a joke name because the real name hadn't been invented yet, and felt the two unrelated problems on her two unrelated monitors settle into the same uneasy register, the way two instruments in an orchestra will drift, unbidden, into the same key. She didn't say that out loud. It sounded, even to her, like exactly the kind of unscientific intuition that had gotten her in trouble with a reviewer once already, and she'd learned to keep such thoughts private until she had evidence enough to defend them properly.

"Send me everything you have," she said. "And Aldous, who else has seen this number?"

The pause this time was longer.

"That's the other thing," he said. "I flagged it to the consortium eight months ago. Nobody from the consortium called me back. Three days ago, a joint logistics team showed up to 'reinforce station security.' They didn't ask me a single question about the thermal data. They didn't need to. They already had it."

"That's not how funding oversight works," Mirela said slowly. "Not for a climate station. You don't get a security detail for an equipment anomaly."

"I know. I've spent three days telling myself I'm imagining the connection, and I've spent three nights failing to convince myself of that."

Mirela looked at the flatline that wasn't flat anymore, climbing a slow half-degree at a time under three kilometers of ice that had kept whatever this was asleep for longer than anyone had a name for, and felt, distinctly, the sensation of two separate mysteries she'd been carrying quietly for years finally, unmistakably, beginning to rhyme.

"Book me a flight," she said. "I want to see it before it wakes all the way up."

After they'd hung up, she sat for a long while in the quiet of her lab, the gel image still glowing on one monitor, Renn's thermal curve still climbing on the other, and found herself doing the thing she always did in the moments before a decision she couldn't yet fully justify to a funding committee: running the argument forward, honestly, to see whether it held.

A thermal anomaly with no geological explanation. A security detail deployed for an equipment fault that wasn't an equipment fault. A genetic marker, present in every human population she'd sampled, silent except under conditions of profound physiological duress, behaving, more each year, less like an evolutionary artifact and more like an instruction waiting on a signal. None of it, taken separately, justified a flight to the bottom of the world on four hours' notice. Taken together, in the specific, uneasy register her instincts had learned to trust over a career built on chasing patterns other scientists dismissed as noise, it justified rather a great deal.

She thought, briefly, of the funding committee meeting scheduled for the following week, of the careful, defensible language she'd need to invent to explain an unplanned trip to Antarctica in pursuit of a hunch she couldn't yet properly cite. She thought, too, of Renn's voice on the line, four years of silence dissolved in the space of a single urgent phone call, and felt something she hadn't expected to feel this late on an ordinary Tuesday: a small, private flicker of anticipation underneath the dread, the specific, guilty thrill of a scientist who has just found, after years of careful, solitary work, someone else finally willing to chase the same impossible thread.

She began packing before she'd finished the thought, pulling up flight schedules with one hand while the other saved a final backup of every file her lab had generated on the marker, unwilling, even now, to leave the last four years of quiet, patient work unprotected while she went to go stand at the edge of whatever Renn had actually found.

She left Marla a message before she left the building, brief and deliberately vague, the kind of message designed to be defensible later rather than informative now. Called away for a few days, field consultation, I'll explain when I'm back. Don't let anyone touch the freezer racks. She read it over twice before sending it, aware even as she did that she was already, three hours into this, beginning to practice the specific art of telling the truth in pieces small enough that nobody who received one piece could yet object to the whole.

It was not a comfortable realization. She sent the message anyway, and told herself, as she locked the lab door behind her for what she did not yet know would be the last ordinary night of her career, that there would be time enough later to decide whether that particular skill was one she was proud of learning.

•  •  •
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Renn sat alone in the instrumentation shed for a long while after the call ended, watching the thermal curve keep its slow, patient climb on the monitor in front of him, and found himself doing the arithmetic he'd been avoiding since the number first stopped making sense. Four days until she could reasonably arrange transport this far south. Four days of watching a number rise without a name for what was causing it, and reporting that rise to nobody, since the one channel meant to receive it had already, apparently, stopped listening months ago.

He thought, unwillingly, of the eight months he'd spent telling himself the anomaly was nothing, and of how easily he'd accepted that comfortable answer the first two times, and of what it said about him that it had taken a security detail with no interest in his actual data to finally convince him otherwise. He was a careful scientist. He had spent a decade building a reputation on being careful. He did not like how thoroughly that carefulness had been, in the end, indistinguishable from looking away.

He logged the night's readings, flagged the file with a designation he'd never used before, one reserved for data he intended to personally hand-carry rather than trust to any shared server again, and sat with the quiet a while longer before finally, deliberately, allowing himself to feel something he'd kept carefully unexamined for four years: relief, plain and uncomplicated, that in a few days he would not be facing this alone.
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Chapter Two: Descent
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Halvorsen Station looked, from the air, like a scattering of orange dice thrown across a sheet of white paper. Mirela pressed her forehead to the window of the Twin Otter and watched it grow from a rumor into a place, three low modules and a comms mast and, beyond them, a scar of drilling equipment half buried in wind-packed snow.

She had spent most of the eighteen-hour journey doing what she always did on long flights toward uncertain destinations: reviewing everything she already knew, as though enough careful repetition might reveal a pattern she'd missed the first ten times through the data. She had brought a hard drive with four years of the marker's baseline readings, a stack of papers she hadn't yet had time to read on population-level genetic anomalies, and a growing, unshakable suspicion that she was about to learn something her existing framework had no room for.

The final leg, a rattling four-hour hop aboard the Twin Otter from the coastal research base, had given her more time than she wanted to sit with the specific, low-grade dread of a decision already made and no longer revisable. She'd caught herself, twice, drafting the explanation she'd eventually owe her department chair, sentences that sounded reasonable and defensible and entirely beside the point of why she'd actually boarded three separate flights on four hours' notice. She gave up drafting somewhere over open water and let herself simply watch the ice instead, white in every direction, ancient and enormous and giving nothing away.

She had told herself on the flight down that she was here as a favor to an old colleague with an overactive imagination. She stopped telling herself that the moment she saw the second aircraft parked on the ice beside the station's own plane, gray, unmarked, and considerably too large for a climate research resupply run.

Renn met her on the tarmac in a parka two sizes too big for him, looking like a man who hadn't slept in a week and had stopped expecting to. Four years had changed him more than she expected, a deeper weathering around the eyes, a grayness at the temples that hadn't been there in Reykjavik, though something in the way he crossed the tarmac toward her, quick and unguarded, told her the essential shape of him hadn't changed at all.

"You brought company," she said, nodding at the gray plane.

"They brought themselves." He didn't smile. "Colonel Osei. Joint logistics, officially. He'll want to meet you within the hour, so let's get the parts of this conversation done that he doesn't need to hear."

Inside the main module, over coffee that tasted like it had been made from recycled snowmelt and regret, he laid it out properly for the first time: the borehole readings, the eight months of being told it was equipment drift, the sudden appearance of a security detail that had never once asked him a technical question. He showed her the seismic profile of the cavity beneath Site 14, a shape that had no business existing in bedrock that old, regular where it should have been random, walled where it should have been hollow.

"You said you flagged this to the consortium," Mirela said. "Who exactly did you flag it to?"

"A shared inbox. I never got a name back. Just funding renewal, no comment on the anomaly, and then Osei's people, four months later, with a security classification I don't have clearance to ask about." He turned his mug in both hands without drinking from it. "I called you because you're the only person I know who'd rather chase an answer that ruins her career than accept one that's merely convenient."

"That's the nicest insult anyone's given me all year."

"It wasn't an insult."

"I know. That's what made it land." She studied him over the rim of her own mug, noting the exhaustion in the set of his shoulders, the particular tension of a man who had spent eight months being told he was imagining things and had finally, this week, stopped believing it. "Four years, Aldous. You could have called sooner. About the readings, I mean. Or about anything else."

Something flickered across his face, quick and rueful. "I told myself I was giving you space to build your career without an inconvenient distraction from Antarctica showing up in the middle of it. I think, honestly, I was giving myself an excuse not to find out whether four years had changed anything you felt in Reykjavik."

"And now?"

"Now I don't have the luxury of being careful about it. Whatever's under that ice doesn't care how long either of us waited to pick the phone back up."

She looked at him for a long moment, then back at the seismic image on his laptop, the too-regular shape sitting under three kilometers of ice like a held breath.

"Take me down there," she said.

"There's a briefing first," Renn said, not quite apologetic. "Osei's rules, not mine. He wants to meet you properly before anyone descends, and I suspect he wants to form his own opinion of you before he decides how much latitude to give either of us."

"That sounds like a reasonable thing for a man in his position to want."

"It does," Renn agreed. "I've spent a week disliking how reasonable most of his positions turn out to be, given how much easier this would all be if I could simply decide he was an obstacle instead of someone doing a difficult job carefully."

"Welcome to the last two weeks of my professional life," Mirela said, "condensed considerably."

•  •  •
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Colonel Han Osei was younger than she expected and more tired than his rank should have allowed. He met them at the elevator shaft the drilling team had sunk two winters ago to service a borehole array, now retrofitted with a cage lift wide enough for four people and a stretcher, which Mirela noted and did not mention out loud.

"Dr. Adise," he said. "I was told you were coming as an independent consultant. I wasn't told why a molecular biologist qualifies as an independent consultant on a geothermal anomaly."

"Neither was I, technically. Dr. Renn called a friend. I'm the friend."

Osei studied her for a beat, decided this was either an honest answer or a well-rehearsed one, and clearly concluded it didn't matter which. "Whatever you find down there stays down there until I say otherwise. That's not a request."

"Understood," she said, and meant, for now, only the first half of the sentence.

"I'd like to be clear about something else, while we're being direct," Osei said, leading them toward the equipment lockers. "My job here is containment. Not discovery. I imagine that sounds cold, given what you've traveled this far to look at, but I've built a career on the belief that most disasters are simply undiscovered facts that arrived faster than anyone's ability to manage them responsibly. I intend to manage this one responsibly, whatever it turns out to be."

"That's a fair position," Mirela said. "I'd only note that containment and understanding aren't always the same job, and I don't think either of us should assume in advance which one this site actually needs."

"No," Osei agreed, something almost like respect flickering across his tired face. "I don't suppose we should."

He led them through a brief safety briefing that felt, to Mirela, more like a formality being observed for the sake of a report someone would eventually file than a genuine effort to prepare them for what waited below, cold-weather layering checks, radio protocols, a reminder that the cage's descent would take longer than either of them expected and that neither of them should be alarmed by structural groaning they'd almost certainly hear along the way.

"Has anyone else been down there," Mirela asked, as they suited up.

"Two members of the drilling crew, briefly, before I arrived," Osei said. "Neither of them has said much about it since. I'd rather you form your own impression than have theirs colored by what they told me."

"That's either admirably careful methodology," Mirela said, "or you don't trust what they told you."

"Both," Osei admitted, with the first flicker of something like humor she'd seen from him. "I've learned, in this posting, that fear makes for unreliable witnesses, and I'd rather have your professional impression than their frightened one."

They rode a smaller service elevator down to the borehole platform first, a journey of its own several minutes long, passing through layers of ice Renn identified by depth and approximate age with the easy, practiced patience of a man who had spent a decade thinking in geological time. Mirela watched the layers blur past the small viewing pane cut into the shaft wall, each band a different color, a different century, a different climate the planet had once carried, and felt, distantly, the particular vertigo of descending through so much accumulated time toward something that predated all of it.

The cage dropped for what felt like a great deal longer than three kilometers ought to take, ice giving way to bedrock, bedrock giving way, with a lurch none of them commented on, to something that was neither. Mirela watched the readout on the cage's control panel tick downward, meter by meter, feeling the temperature shift subtly around her, a warmth that had no business existing at this depth, growing steadily as the platform descended.

"You feel that," she said quietly to Renn.

"I've felt it in the data for eighteen months," he said. "Feeling it on my own skin is considerably worse."

The lights came on automatically as they stepped off the platform, which was the detail that stayed with Mirela longest afterward, longer than the walls, longer even than what was on them. Not floodlights rigged by the drilling crew. Something in the structure itself waking up to greet them, as if it had simply been waiting, patiently, for someone to arrive.

The chamber was vast, black stone worked smooth in a way no drill bit could account for, and along one curved wall, carved and inlaid in a material that caught the light like old bronze, ran a procession of figures. A tall shape with hands raised over smaller kneeling ones. A woman with something coiled at her feet. A second tall shape, apart from the first, facing the opposite direction, as though the wall itself had been built to hold an argument that never resolved.

Mirela had seen versions of every one of those images before. In a museum in Cairo, on a research trip during her doctoral studies she'd nearly skipped for a conference deadline. In a manuscript facsimile in a seminar she'd sat through half asleep in graduate school, the professor's voice a distant drone against her own exhaustion. In a woodcut her grandmother had kept on the kitchen wall her entire childhood, a devotional image she'd stopped noticing decades ago the way one stops noticing any object seen daily since infancy.

She had never seen them side by side, carved by the same hand, in a room no human hand could have reached.

"Osei," Renn said, voice tight, "tell me your drilling crew mentioned this. Tell me somebody prepared us for this."

"They mentioned lights," Osei said, his own voice carrying none of its earlier procedural flatness. "Nobody mentioned this."

Behind her, she heard Renn's breath catch, and beside him, quietly enough that she almost missed it under the hum of newly awakened light, Osei said something into his radio that was not, this time, a request.

Mirela stood very still, letting her eyes move slowly across the full length of the wall, cataloguing details her scientific training insisted she record properly even as some older, less disciplined part of her simply wanted to stand and stare. The carved figures were rendered with a precision that unsettled her more than any crudeness would have, proportion and anatomy correct in ways that argued against primitive execution, the hands especially, articulated with a level of detail that suggested the carver had understood human anatomy from the inside rather than merely observing it from without.

She became aware, after a moment, of the particular quality of the silence in the chamber, not the absence of sound but something closer to its careful management, as though whatever had built this space had also considered, deliberately, what a person standing here should be permitted to hear. Their own breathing carried further than it should have. The hum of the awakened lights sat at a frequency that seemed, disconcertingly, to settle just beneath conscious notice rather than above it, present in the body before it registered in the ear.

"Do you hear that," she asked, quietly, unable to keep the question entirely steady.

"I've been hearing it since the platform stopped," Renn admitted. "I didn't want to be the first one to say so."

"Renn," she said quietly, "I need you to tell me honestly. Does anything about this material match known human toolmaking from any period you're aware of?"

"No," he said, just as quietly. "And I've spent a career looking at worked stone. Whatever cut this, it wasn't a chisel, and it wasn't a hand holding one."

Osei lowered his radio slowly; whatever he'd said into it had clearly not yet produced a response, and his face, when he turned back to them, had lost the last of its careful professional neutrality. "I need both of you to understand," he said, "that whatever this is, it exceeds every briefing I was given before I arrived at this posting. I don't have a protocol for it. I'm not certain anyone does."

"Then we write one," Mirela said, still looking at the wall, "as we go, carefully, and we don't pretend to understand more than we actually do."

Osei nodded once, and said nothing further, though Mirela noticed, in the following silence, that his hand had not moved far from the radio at his belt, as though he expected, at any moment, to need it again.

None of them suggested leaving. It was several minutes before anyone moved at all, the three of them standing in the awakened light like witnesses at something too large to properly attend, and when they finally did retreat toward the platform, none of them spoke again until the cage had begun its slow ascent, carrying them back up through centuries of ice toward a surface world that would, Mirela understood already, look considerably smaller to her than it had that morning.
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Osei called the retreat before anyone asked him to. That, more than anything else that had happened in the chamber, told Mirela something about him worth remembering: he wasn't a man who needed to be talked out of staying somewhere too long.

"Back to the cage," he said, already moving. "Now."

Nobody argued. Renn was still staring at the wall of carvings with the particular stillness of a man doing arithmetic he didn't like the answer to, and it took Mirela's hand on his sleeve to get him walking. The lights followed them to the platform and then, as the cage began to rise, went out behind them in the same unhurried, deliberate way they had come on, section by section, like something closing its eyes.

Nobody spoke on the ascent. Mirela watched the readout climb back through the same layered ice they'd descended through, centuries of accumulated cold sliding past the small viewing pane, and found herself unable to stop replaying the wall in her mind, the precision of the carved hands, the strange, unsettling correctness of anatomy no primitive tool should have been able to render.

By the time the cage reached the surface module, Osei had already made two calls Mirela wasn't invited to hear, and his face had rearranged itself into the specific calm of a man who has just been handed a problem several ranks above his authority to solve.

"I need the room," he told them, once they'd stripped off the outer layers of cold-weather gear in the equipment bay. "Not you, Doctor Renn, this station is still yours. Dr. Adise, you're a guest of a guest. I'd like a few hours before either of you talks to anyone outside this building."

"About what we found," Mirela said. "Or about the fact that your people already knew it was there."

Something crossed his expression, not quite guilt, closer to the flat recognition of being caught in an accurate sentence. "About both. Give me the hours."

He left before she could decide whether that had been an admission or a deflection, and Mirela stood for a moment in the equipment bay, watching frost form on the inside of the door he'd just closed behind him, feeling the particular disorientation of someone who has just descended into something enormous and returned, within the hour, to a room that still smelled faintly of engine oil and instant coffee, as though the ordinary world hadn't yet caught up to what she'd seen.

"You alright?" Renn asked, watching her.

"I don't know yet," she admitted. "Ask me again once I've had a chance to write it all down properly. I find things settle better once they're on paper instead of just rattling around loose in my head."

•  •  •
[image: ]


The hours became most of a day. Renn spent it running new thermal passes on the borehole array, muttering to himself in a way that told Mirela he was recalibrating not the instruments but his own understanding of what "geology" was allowed to mean. He cross-referenced the chamber's dimensions against every known geological survey of the region, searching, methodically, for any natural process that could account for a cavity this regular, this deliberately shaped, and found, by the end of the afternoon, nothing that came close.

Mirela spent it doing the thing she always did when a discovery outran her vocabulary for it: she wrote down everything she'd seen, in plain, careful, unpoetic language, before her memory could round it off into something tidier and less true. She'd learned the habit during her doctoral fieldwork, transcribing interviews with grieving families before the day's accumulated emotion could soften their exact words into something easier to carry, and she was grateful, now, for a discipline built originally for an entirely different kind of overwhelming encounter.

She worked through three full pages before she let herself stop, cataloguing not just the carvings but every detail of the chamber itself, the seams in the stone, the particular quality of the awakened light, the specific, disorienting sense that the room had been waiting for an audience rather than merely sitting empty. She found, writing it out, that the discipline of plain language did what it always did: it kept the fear at a workable distance, close enough to inform the work, far enough that it didn't stop her hand.

Three figures, possibly more, obscured by damage. Central figure upright, arms raised over kneeling smaller figures, proportion suggesting deliberate hierarchy rather than narrative accident. Second upright figure, separate register, facing away from the first. A third element, coiled, at the feet of a smaller figure to the left, rendering ambiguous between serpent, rope, or umbilical form. Material unidentified; catches light at an angle inconsistent with natural mineral deposits. Tool marks, where visible, show no chatter, no correction, no evidence of multiple passes. Either the carver worked with a precision beyond any instrument I've studied, or the carving was not made by hand at all.

She stopped writing when she noticed her hand had started to shake, not from cold.

It was Renn who found her there, hours later, staring at her own notes without reading them.

"You've seen something like this before," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Everyone's seen something like this before. That's the problem." She capped her pen. "Genesis. The Garden. A version of the same three figures is on a temple relief in Karnak I sat through a lecture on in my second year of grad school, and another one, close enough to make my skin crawl, is carved into a stela from a culture that had no contact with Egypt at all, as far as anyone's ever proven. I used to think that meant something reassuring about the human imagination. Shared archetypes. Jung, collective unconscious, that whole tradition."

"And now?"

"Now I think it might just mean everyone was describing the same thing."

Renn sat down heavily across from her, rubbing both hands over his face. "I've spent a decade studying ice as a record of the past. I never once expected the record to include something that looked back."

"Neither did I," Mirela admitted. "Though I suppose I've spent four years studying a genetic marker that behaves less like biology and more like a message. I should have seen the shape of this coming sooner than I did."

"None of us could have seen this coming," Renn said. "I don't think that's a failure of imagination. I think it's just the size of the thing."

The satellite phone on the table between them rang before either of them could say more, an unfamiliar number with a Rome area code, which was how Sister Teodora Vance entered the story: not in person, but as a voice on a bad connection, calm in a way that made Mirela immediately suspicious of how much she already knew.

"Dr. Adise," the voice said. "My name is Sister Teodora Vance. I work with an office you have probably never heard of, and I'm told I'll be joining you at Halvorsen Station within the week. I wanted to call ahead, out of courtesy, rather than simply arrive."

"An office I've never heard of," Mirela repeated. "Attached to what, exactly?"

"The Pontifical Academy has an old and quiet arrangement with a handful of research consortia, dating back further than either of us would find comfortable to discuss over a satellite line. When a discovery touches certain categories, we're notified. This one triggered three of those categories at once, which I'm told has never happened before."

Mirela looked at Renn, who had gone very still again.

"Which categories," Mirela said.

"Origin of species. Divine imagery. And," the voice said, with the first trace of something that might have been genuine unease, "resurrection mechanics. I don't fully know what that last one means yet either, Dr. Adise. I was rather hoping you might be able to tell me when I arrive."

"How did your office even learn about this," Mirela asked. "We've barely had time to process it ourselves."

"I imagine considerably faster than either of us would find comfortable, if I'm honest," Teodora said. "I don't yet know the exact channel. I intend to find out, both for my own peace of mind and because I suspect the answer will tell us something about who else already knows more than they're saying."

"Will you tell me what you find," Mirela asked, "or is that also something your office prefers to hold close?"

"I'll tell you," Teodora said, "on the condition that you extend me the same courtesy with whatever you learn down there before I arrive. I find these arrangements work best when both parties actually mean the promise."

"Then we have an arrangement," Mirela said.

The line went quiet for a moment, static breathing between two continents.

"I look forward to it, Sister," Mirela said, and found, to her own surprise, that she meant it.

She set the phone down slowly afterward, feeling the particular vertigo of watching her own private discovery become, within the space of a single phone call, something several institutions had apparently been quietly watching for, waiting, patiently, for exactly this moment to finally arrive.

"What do we tell Osei," Renn asked, "when he asks who else knows."

"The truth," Mirela said. "That we didn't tell anyone. That whoever's watching found out on their own, the same way his own people apparently did months before either of us arrived. I'd rather he learn that from us honestly than suspect us of something we didn't do."

Renn nodded, though something in his expression stayed troubled long after the conversation moved on, and Mirela understood, watching him, that the day's discoveries had cost him something even he hadn't fully measured yet, an old certainty about the shape of the world quietly giving way beneath the weight of everything they'd seen.

Osei took the news better than either of them expected, and worse than either of them had hoped, when he finally returned to the common room that evening, exhaustion written into every line of him.

"A Vatican office," he repeated, when Mirela had finished explaining. "Arriving within the week. Did either of you invite this, or is my site simply popular this month with people who were never on my clearance list to begin with."

"Neither," Mirela said. "She said her office was notified independently. I believe her. I don't think she has any more reason to lie about that than we do."

"That's not comforting, Dr. Adise. That's considerably worse than a lie would be. A lie means one leak I can chase down and close. Independent notification through a channel I don't control means I have no idea how many more doors this site has that I haven't found yet." Osei rubbed a hand over his face, the first crack in his composure Mirela had seen since the tarmac. "I was sent here to contain a geothermal anomaly. I am now, apparently, meant to contain a geothermal anomaly, a genetics researcher with an unregistered discovery, and an incoming representative of an institution I have no authority whatsoever over. I would like it on record that none of this appeared anywhere in my original briefing."

"Welcome to the last two weeks of my professional life," Mirela said, not unkindly, "condensed considerably."

Osei almost smiled at that, tired and brief, before the exhaustion reclaimed his face entirely. "I'll clear her arrival," he said. "I don't see that I have a realistic alternative. I would ask, going forward, that anyone who learns anything relevant to this site tell me directly and immediately, rather than let me learn it secondhand after the fact. I can work with surprises. I work considerably better without them."

"Agreed," Mirela said, and meant it, recognizing in the request the same instinct that had first made her trust him on the tarmac: a man who wanted to do his difficult job well, and was honest enough to admit when the job had already outgrown what he'd been prepared for.

She lay awake a long time that night, in the narrow bunk the station had allotted her, listening to the particular quality of silence Renn had once described to her in Reykjavik, the sound of a place too indifferent to human concerns to bother generating any noise of its own. She thought of the wall, and the phone call, and Osei's tired, honest face admitting the shape of a job that had already grown past him, and found herself, for the first time since Renn's call had woken her three days ago, genuinely uncertain whether she was more afraid of what waited below the ice or of how quickly the ordinary shape of her life had already begun rearranging itself around it.

She fell asleep before she'd settled the question, and did not dream at all, which struck her, waking hours later to the station's ordinary morning clatter, as its own small mercy, however temporary it might turn out to be.
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Chapter Four: The Office That Doesn't Exist
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Sister Teodora Vance arrived on the same kind of gray, unmarked plane that had brought Osei's people, which Mirela noted with a private, uncharitable satisfaction: whatever quiet arrangement funded her, it evidently shared a hangar with the military.

She was not what Mirela had built in her head from a voice on a satellite line. No habit, no collar, just a heavy civilian parka and a laptop bag she carried the way other people carried something breakable. Mid-fifties, gray hair cropped short and practical, the kind of face that had learned patience as a discipline rather than a temperament.

Renn had watched the plane land from the equipment bay window, arms crossed, and said little beyond a low, muttered observation that the station's population had roughly doubled in a week without a single person on it having actually chosen to be here for the reason they'd originally arrived. Mirela had laughed, briefly, at the accuracy of it, before the aircraft door opened and the laugh died somewhere in her throat.

"Dr. Adise," she said, extending a gloved hand at the base of the aircraft stairs. "You look exactly as unconvinced as I hoped you would."

"Unconvinced of what?"

"Whatever I'm about to say. It's a useful quality in a room like the one I understand you found." Teodora glanced past her, toward the drilling rig and the scar of equipment leading down into the ice. "May I see it before anyone briefs me? I find briefings tend to arrange the facts in whatever order best supports whoever's giving them."

Osei, predictably, said no. Not today, he told them both, not until his own report had cleared whatever channel he answered to, and Teodora accepted this with a mildness that struck Mirela as either genuine serenity or a very old, very practiced patience with men who thought a closed door was the end of a conversation.

They ended up instead in the station's cramped common room, three mugs of the same regretful coffee between them, while a storm front outside turned the windows into sheets of moving white. Renn had excused himself after the introductions, muttering something about instrument calibration, though Mirela suspected he simply wanted a moment away from the accumulating weight of new arrivals, each one another reminder of how quickly a private discovery was becoming a shared, institutional one.

"How long have you been with the Academy," Mirela asked, more to fill the silence than from any real expectation of a full answer.

"Twenty-two years, in one capacity or another," Teodora said. "I trained originally as a theologian, not a scientist, though I've spent enough of the last two decades reading papers I barely understand to have developed a working fluency in several fields I never formally studied. It's a strange career, Dr. Adise. Half of it is prayer, and half of it is reading peer-reviewed genetics journals at two in the morning, trying to understand what a given finding might mean for several thousand years of accumulated













































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SOME DISCOVERIES AREN'T MEANT TO BE UNEARTHED.

LaH E

ING

DR +J EREIMESEEHSEWEE'ST RAN D





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





