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-Chapter One

The Last Assignment
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The road to Ash Fell Observatory twisted like a grey, sluggish vein through the high Cumbrian fells, half-swallowed by fog and rain. Dr Helena Roth had been driving for hours, relentlessly pushing her small car uphill, climbing into country where the low, bruised sky pressed close enough to touch. Her headlights were weak yellow fists punching through the thick, wet air, picking out the edges of crumbling drystone walls and the black silhouettes of skeletal winter trees, but little else. The wipers clacked a furious, monotonous rhythm—a mechanical tick-tock that kept her thoughts churning, anything to drown the oppressive silence of the car's interior.

She hadn't expected the place to be beautiful, not in a conventional way, but the Lake District had a way of feeling profoundly eternal: hills folded like vast swathes of damp, grey cloth; hardy sheep hunched like boulders against the constant weather; the valleys filled with mist as if the world were exhaling slowly and without end. From a certain angle, it looked merely peaceful. From another, beneath the scudding clouds and vast emptiness, it looked utterly godless.

Ash Fell itself rose abruptly from the moor like something recently unearthed—a black, heather-strewn hump of stone capped with a monumental brass dome, streaked green and verdigris from a century of storms. The observatory was older and more imposing than she’d imagined; its narrow, deep-set windows glistened like blind, unblinking eyes watching the hostile landscape.

Her satnav had failed ten miles back, freezing its display on a maze of nonexistent roads, so she followed instinct and the faint, erratic glimmer of a single bare lamp swinging near the entrance. A hand-painted sign, battered and peeling, leaned drunkenly against a gatepost:

ASH FELL OBSERVATORY. British Astronomical Survey. Authorised Personnel Only.

The smaller, final line beneath the main text had rusted away entirely, leaving a brown smear.

A man stood by the heavy iron door, his coat buttoned high to his chin, the relentless wind plucking at its frayed hem. His features were pale and drawn, his lips tinged bluish with cold. He didn’t look up until she cut the engine, allowing the sudden, crushing silence of the fells to rush into the void.

“You’re later than you said,” he called, his voice surprisingly robust, carrying easily in the thin, still air between the gusts.

“Traffic near Keswick,” Helena said, pulling her gloves off and forcing a bright, professional tone into the cold air. “The fog thickened around Derwentwater. I’m Dr Roth.”

He nodded once, a minimal, economical movement. “Ainsley. Caretaker. Been waiting since six.”

He had the air of a man who’d been left to mind the dead—or perhaps simply waiting for the inevitable. The raw chill emanating from him wasn't just the Cumbrian weather.

He took her worn leather suitcase without asking, his hand surprisingly quick, and led her through the massive iron door and into the circular chamber. The temperature dropped instantly, hitting Helena with a damp, geological cold that sank into the marrow of her bones. The place smelled overwhelmingly of old, forgotten paper and settled dust, with a sharp, industrial undercurrent of oil and something metallic, faintly sweet and sharp—perhaps ozone, or simply profound corrosion.

The great telescope dominated the high-ceilinged room, its immense brass surface dulled by age, pitted by time, the long, black barrel pointed upward through a permanent slit in the dome. A single, weak bulb, encased in a wire cage, swayed gently above the centre of the chamber, its pale, yellow light wobbling sickeningly over the cracked and stained floor tiles.

Ainsley’s heavy boots echoed with a loud, lonely resonance as he crossed the curved room. “Power’s temperamental. We run off a generator in the cellar. Don’t run it longer than an hour without a break—she overheats and smells like burning rubber. You’ll find logs and a spirit-plate stove in the side room. There’s an electric heater, but it sulks dreadfully in this damp. It’s barely worth the effort.”

Helena moved toward the telescope, running her hand along its massive, cold equatorial mount. The thick metal was cold enough to sting her palm. “I’ve worked with worse. I only need it for a few weeks to capture the spectrum.”

He gave her a long, sidelong look, his pale eyes unnervingly steady. “Most say that, Doctor.”

“Most?” Helena pressed, sensing an implication in the word. “How many have stayed recently?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he simply placed the heavy iron keys, tied together with thick twine, into her palm. His fingers were rough, calloused, the skin strangely bloodless and cold. “You’ll hear the dome move at night. The gears creak. Don’t panic. She likes to stretch and align herself.”

Helena almost managed a short, nervous laugh, then saw his face—utterly serious, devoid of any humour or irony.

“Goodnight, Dr Roth. Best not to linger under the dome after midnight. The cold up there is... significant.”

When he finally left, the sound of the outer iron door closing echoed through the observatory like the lid of a coffin being sealed.

She unpacked methodically, needing the routine to anchor her: laptop, a stack of blank notebooks, a battered thermos, a few heavy textbooks she’d pretended not to care about bringing. Her phone was dead—a flat, silent black brick. The nearest signal, Ainsley had warned, was “over the ridge, if the wind’s right, and you stand on the trig point.”

On her wrist, the second hand of her sturdy field watch ticked with a noticeable, uneven gait. Click-click-click... pause... click. She tapped the glass hard. It caught up with itself with a faint whir, but she was certain she’d felt it hesitate, losing fractions of a second.

She opened a fresh notebook and recorded her first official log, the pen scratching loudly on the paper:

20:11 — Arrived at Ash Fell. Facility intact but profoundly neglected. Temperature 6°C internally. Dome alignment appears operational. Power intermittent. Note: minor discrepancy between local watch time and expected system time (observed lag 1m 8s).

Her voice, when she spoke the final words aloud, echoed oddly in the vast, curved chamber, as though the very space listened and measured her.

The storm passed completely by ten o’clock, leaving a sky washed clean and sharp as fractured glass. She wrapped herself in a thick wool cardigan and climbed the narrow iron spiral stair to the observation platform. The telescope’s massive shape loomed above her, less an instrument now, more a great, coiled metallic thing, ancient and strangely alive in its own weight. The cold up here was biting, laced with the sharp scent of clean air and metal.

Through the opened slit of the dome, the heavens wheeled vast, indifferent, and unimaginably deep. Cassiopeia, Andromeda, Perseus—familiar companions since childhood. She traced the constellations with her finger, whispering their names like prayer beads for comfort.

Then, near the lower curve of Perseus, a pinprick of blue-white light drew her gaze.

It was too bright. Too cold. Too close.

She quickly checked her current digital star charts. Nothing listed in that precise sector. No known variable star of that magnitude, no recorded satellite track, no recorded transient burst. The light held steady for a moment, then pulsed once, faintly, rhythmically, like an enormous, distant heart.

Helena adjusted the lens, the metal wheel freezing her fingers. The object blurred, then came into perfect, sharp relief—a steady glow, cool and perfect, but fundamentally wrong. It wasn’t quite part of the sky. Its edges were too still, too defined, as if it were painted onto the cosmic canvas. It did not twinkle like a star; it simply was.

She blinked rapidly, her breath misting instantly in the frigid air, and the dome creaked a response behind her.

The great telescope shivered almost imperceptibly on its mount, a low, internal vibration. She stepped back, her boots scraping the dusty iron platform, listening to the lonely whisper of wind threading through cracks in the thick stone walls.

Then, under her breath, a phrase escaped her: “Hello again.”

The words were involuntary, escaping before she could stop them—a strange, instinctual reflex to that cold, familiar pull of the unknown.

Somewhere deep within the observatory’s granite framework, a low, resonant metallic thrum answered her. It was too deep to be the generator, too steady to be the wind.

When she finally turned down the stairs, resolving to get some sleep, her computer clock, which relied on its own internal crystal, read 00:17.

Her wrist watch, however, insisted it was precisely 23:03.

She reset it twice, tapping the glass aggressively, before giving up on synchronization. She left the laptop running. Outside, the rain began again, soft and persistent, and the massive dome above her shifted faintly—a slow, mechanical breath in the oppressive darkness, aligning itself, with infinite patience, toward the same uncharted patch of sky where the blue-white light pulsed.
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