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*The dark doesn't end. It waits.*
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## Author's Note on the Record

The following is assembled from the official weather logs, station records, and incident reports of Bjørnfjord Research Station for the period 18 October through 17 February - one hundred and fifty-two days of polar night.

The records are complete. They have been reviewed by the Norwegian Meteorological Institute and found to be accurate, thorough, and without irregularity.

This is a faithful account of what the records contain.
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# Chapter One: The Last Light

The sun did not rise. It came instead to the edge of things - that much she could say - and pressed its forehead against the horizon as though it had forgotten something on the other side, and then it withdrew. She had timed it. Four minutes and thirty-one seconds of direct visible arc, two degrees above the ridgeline to the south, the disk flattened by refraction into something that looked less like a star than like a warning. It would not come back. Not in the way she meant coming back.

Dagna stood outside the instrument shelter, her hand still resting on the housing of the anemometer, and watched the light go. She had a particular way of watching things she found beautiful - a slight withdrawal, a professional neutrality, as though beauty were data that needed to be recorded rather than felt. She had spent a long time cultivating this. It mostly worked. The sky above the mountains was doing something she would have called burnt orange if she were the kind of person who used that kind of language, which she was not - she would say spectral wavelengths in the 580 to 620 nanometre range, elevated refraction index due to particulate ice content, which was accurate and also, she was aware, somewhat beside the point. She noted this about herself and moved on.

In thirteen days there would be no visible arc at all. The sun would transit below the horizon and stay there until the end of January, and the sky at noon would offer only a faint bluish suggestion of the fact that a star existed somewhere beyond the mountains. She had been through two polar winters and this was the third. She knew what it did to people. She also knew, with the slightly uncomfortable certainty of someone who had studied her own psychology the way she studied weather systems, what it did to her specifically. She had made contingency plans.

The cold was at minus twenty-three Celsius and falling, and it was in her chest before she reached the door.
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The station was not large. She had once described it to her sister in Tromsø - to Marte, who had found the whole enterprise baffling in the cheerful way she found most things baffling - as a heated corridor with ambitions. This was not entirely accurate but it was not entirely wrong either. The main building was a prefabricated module system, orange-painted steel, anchored to the rock shelf by cables she had personally inspected on arrival and found satisfactory. The entry vestibule was where you shed your outer layer, a ritual of boots and suits and damp wool that took almost as long as the journey warranted. Beyond the vestibule the main corridor ran east to west, approximately eighteen meters, with the lab module branching north at the midpoint. The corridor had a way of making you feel slightly nautical - the low ceiling, the round-edged doors, the muffled sound quality that came from six centimeters of insulation foam between you and wind chill that, today, made the ambient temperature feel like minus thirty-seven.

Dagna walked the corridor the way she always did on returning from outside: slowly, cataloguing. Her inspection habit. Marte called it fussy. Lars, who had known her through two previous postings, called it leadership style, which was perhaps the same thing in professional language. She checked the seal on the first interior door: sound. She checked the emergency supply locker: locked, tamper indicator intact, as it had been on each of the eleven days since they had arrived. She noted the temperature reading on the corridor thermostat - eighteen degrees, within acceptable range - and the sound of the heating element cycling, which had a small rattle at the beginning of each cycle that Petter had diagnosed as a loose baffle plate and declared harmless. She listened for the rattle. It was there.

The common room was at the west end of the corridor, the largest space in the station, which still made it only approximately the size of a generous living room in a modest apartment in Tromsø. There were six chairs that didn't quite match, a table that was slightly too long for the space, a kitchen unit along the south wall, and the overhead fluorescent light that she had hated since the first time she had turned it on and that she hated now with the comfortable familiarity of long acquaintance. It was not warm light. It was the kind of light that made people look slightly unwell and made food look institutional and made the frost patterns on the windows look like the windows were growing something. She had requested different bulbs in the pre-winter supply requisition. The different bulbs had not arrived. She had purchased a small lamp that stood on the table now and produced a circle of yellowish light approximately fifty centimeters in diameter, which was an improvement within its own radius and served mainly to make the rest of the room look darker by contrast.

This was where she had built her team. She thought of it that way - built, the way you built a model or a circuit, with care about the connections.
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Signe Aas was at the coffee machine when Dagna came in, and this was where Signe almost always was at this hour, a fact that Dagna had already catalogued and found comforting. She was twenty-nine and had the kind of composed quietness that some people mistook for coldness and that Dagna recognized as precision - the same way Dagna had precision, but expressed differently, expressed through the careful attention she brought to the coffee and to the instruments and to the exact wording of her morning reports. She had done one previous polar winter at a Norwegian station closer to the coast, and the experience had not disturbed her in any visible way. She made very good coffee. This was not a trivial thing. At the end of a polar winter, in Dagna's experience, the question of whether the coffee was good became a kind of moral question.

"Minus twenty-three when I came in," Dagna said. "Dropping."

"Twenty-four point two at the outside sensor," Signe said, without turning around. "The westerly gusted to seventeen knots at three-forty. I'm expecting it to settle."

"Good." Dagna poured herself coffee and sat. The mug was the one she had used every morning since she'd arrived - white, slightly chipped on the rim, a station mug that had been here before her and would be here after. She liked that about it.

Lars Mikkelsen was at the far end of the table with his notebook open, his pen uncapped. He was forty-one, an atmospheric physicist with a slight tendency toward pedantry that he himself seemed partly aware of and was not quite able to correct. He wore reading glasses that were a fraction too large for his face and that he occasionally forgot were on top of his head while looking for them. His notebook was not a data log in any official sense - he kept the official logs on the station computers, like everyone else - but a physical, handwritten, daily account of his work and observations, which he had been maintaining for eleven years and which occupied a row of identically sized notebooks on a shelf in his cabin. He had told Dagna this on the second day and she had noted it and found it, on reflection, reassuring. A man who kept meticulous physical records was a man who trusted records more than memory. She respected that even when it made him slow in meetings.

"The refraction data from yesterday's arc reading," he said, without looking up. "I'd like to go over it with you."

"After the radio contact."

"Yes." He wrote something. She did not ask what. He always wrote things.

Ragna Eide came in from the medical bay and went directly to the refrigerator, because Ragna was always either arriving from somewhere or on her way to somewhere and was constitutionally incapable of simply entering a room and stopping. She was fifty-two, the station physician and biologist, and she had about her the particular quality that Dagna associated with good doctors - an unhurriedness that communicated competence without having to announce it, a sense that she had seen more complicated things than whatever was in front of her and had managed. She pulled out a block of cheese and began cutting it with the focused attention she brought to everything. She was, Dagna had always thought, the person the station could least afford to lose - not because of the medicine, though the medicine mattered, but because Ragna was the emotional centre of gravity when everything else began to drift. She told jokes that were not quite funny but were warmly meant, and she remembered things about people - what they'd said last week, what they were worried about - and brought those things back when they were needed. She was the ballast. Dagna had chosen her for that reason.

"You need to eat something with substance," Ragna said to Lars, without looking at him. "Not just coffee."

"I had oatmeal."

"I know you had oatmeal. I watched you have it at six-thirty this morning. It was insufficient."

Lars opened his mouth and closed it. This was the nature of his interactions with Ragna: he knew he was about to lose and adjusted accordingly.

Petter Strand came in at ten past two in the afternoon - they were keeping a modified schedule, midnight to midnight, which on polar time felt slightly arbitrary but was better than the alternative - with his jacket still half-zipped and snow in his hair that he hadn't noticed. He was thirty-five, the systems engineer, responsible for the station's heating, power generation, communications infrastructure, and the dozen or so small mechanical problems that presented themselves in rotating sequence throughout any polar winter. He had large hands and used them when he talked. He fixed things by touch as much as by procedure, which annoyed Lars and produced functional results, which was the important thing. He made jokes when he was nervous. In the first week he had made quite a few jokes. This week, fewer. He was settling.

"The west antenna's got ice build-up on the mount," he said, dropping into a chair. "I've cleared it twice. It'll need a permanent fix before next week or we'll lose the angle."

"When?"

"Tomorrow, if the wind drops. Needs two people."

"I'll note it." Dagna noted it.

Hanne Woll was the last to arrive for the afternoon gathering that served as their collective transition point in the day, the hinge between morning work and evening. She was twenty-seven, a glaciologist, the youngest of them by two years, and she was on her first polar winter. She had been recommended by three separate supervisors, all of whom had used the word capable and all of whom had hedged it in slightly different ways that Dagna had noticed but chosen not to investigate too thoroughly, because a certain amount of hedging was normal when recommending people for difficult postings. She was watching everyone. Dagna had noticed this on day one. Hanne watched the way new people watched - looking for the normal behavior so she could calibrate her own reactions against it, looking for the person who was least unsettled so she could aim for that. Dagna found this not concerning. She found it sensible. She had done the same thing, on her first winter.

The window in the common room showed nothing. It was six minutes past two in the afternoon and the window showed nothing - not the black of deep night but a blue-black so total that the glass itself seemed to have become opaque. Hanne looked at it and looked away.

"The sun," she said, and then stopped.

"Four minutes and thirty-one seconds," Dagna said. "I timed it."

"Does it - does it look different after, or does it look the same?"

"It looks the same. The sky changes faster than the disk."

Hanne nodded as though this were reassuring, which it probably was, and which was the reason Dagna had said it in those terms.
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The radio contact with Tromsø was scheduled for sixteen hundred hours and Dagna ran it from the communication console in the lab module, which was the warmest room in the station and smelled of solder and the specific stale warmth of electronics. The connection took eleven seconds to establish - she counted, habit - and the voice on the other end was a coordinator named Henrik whom she had spoken to on twenty or thirty previous occasions and who had a manner she associated with people who had been told to be cheerful and had internalized it completely.

"Station Nordvik, this is Tromsø coordination. Good signal today. How are conditions?"

She filed the meteorological data in the order specified in the protocol: surface temperature, wind speed and direction, barometric pressure and trend, visibility, cloud cover, precipitation type and estimated rate. The data were as follows: minus twenty-four degrees Celsius and trending negative, westerly at twelve knots gusting seventeen, nine hundred and eighty-two hectopascals falling, visibility approximately four hundred meters in blowing snow, overcast stratocumulus, trace precipitation. She read these figures in the order specified and Henrik read them back and she confirmed the reading-back and there was a brief administrative pause.

"Supply flight confirmed for the twenty-eighth of January," Henrik said. "Pending weather, as always. You have your window."

"Confirmed. Any changes to cargo manifest?"

"Negative. The - ah - hold on." A pause, a sound of paper. "The additional batteries for the radiation instruments are on the manifest. Engineering pushed through the order last week."

"Good." She had been waiting for those. She made a note.

"How's morale?" Henrik asked. It was a standard question. It was on his checklist, she was fairly certain. She answered it the way she always answered it - fine, team is functioning well, adjustment period proceeding normally - and the word cheerful kept returning to her as she spoke. His voice was relentlessly, professionally cheerful, and it occurred to her that cheerfulness from a distance was a different thing than cheerfulness in person. From a distance it meant the person on the other end of the signal was warm, and lit, and had colleagues they could walk to if they wanted, and could go outside without preparing for it the way you prepared for surgery. His cheerfulness was not commentary on their situation. It was the sound of a different situation entirely, passing briefly through the same frequency.

"Station Nordvik, you're signed off at sixteen fourteen. Good luck out there."

"Thank you, Tromsø."

She replaced the headset and sat for a moment before opening her data log. The room was quiet. The heating element cycled, the rattle. Somewhere outside, very faint, at the edge of audible, she heard a sound that took her several seconds to identify. When she identified it she found it unremarkable: a wolf, somewhere south of the station, on the far side of the rock shelf, calling once and then going silent. The wolves on the archipelago kept away from the station as a rule. She noted the time - sixteen seventeen - and filed it the way she filed everything, and thought nothing more of it.
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Dinner was eighteen hundred hours, a tradition Dagna maintained with consistency because consistency was what you had when daylight was what you no longer had. Ragna cooked on Tuesdays and Thursdays; otherwise they rotated. Tonight was Lars's night, and Lars produced a fish stew that was adequate and slightly over-salted and that no one commented on because adequate and slightly over-salted was the kind of thing that only mattered when you had something to compare it to.

They arranged themselves the same way they had arranged themselves for ten previous dinners and would, Dagna suspected, arrange themselves for the majority of dinners that remained. Signe sat at the corner nearest the window and faced slightly away from it. Lars sat at the head with his notebook six inches from his plate. Ragna sat across from Petter and talked to him the way you talked to someone who needed talking to without wanting to admit it. Hanne sat beside Dagna and observed without appearing to observe, which was a skill that required certain things to be true about a person's nature and that Dagna, who did the same thing, recognized immediately.

The darkness outside was total. Dagna knew this was accurate - the sun was seventeen degrees below the horizon, there was overcast above the overcast, the nearest human structure with lit windows was two hundred and forty kilometers south - but there was something in the quality of the windows that went beyond accurate. The glass gave nothing back. No reflection, no suggestion of the landscape beyond, nothing of the shape of the rock or the instruments on the shelf or the antenna array. Only the glass itself and behind it whatever was behind it, which was more dark.

Hanne looked at the windows three times during dinner. Dagna counted.

"First week was the adjustment," Petter said, reaching across for bread. "This is the new normal. Right? This is just how it is."

"Yes," Dagna said.

"You've done three of these."

"Three, yes."

"And it gets - not easier, but normal. Like normal is just what you make it."

"Something like that."

He seemed to want more from her answer and she had given him what was true, which was perhaps not quite the same thing as what he wanted. Ragna, across the table, caught her eye briefly in the way Ragna sometimes did - a small acknowledgment, nothing more - and returned to her conversation with Lars, who was explaining something about the refraction data that Ragna was listening to with the patient attention she brought to things she found mildly tedious. This was also, Dagna noted, a service Ragna provided: she absorbed what needed absorbing.

The darkness was pressed against the windows. That was how it felt to her, and she was aware that felt was an imprecise word for a station commander to apply to atmospheric conditions. But the word seemed accurate. The darkness was not an absence. It had density and direction. It came from somewhere specific - from the north, from the ice, from whatever was on the ice - and it pushed against the station's light in the particular way that pressure pushed against a sealed system. The light held. The darkness waited.

—-
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She lay in her bunk at twenty-two hundred and listened.

The station spoke at night in the way that buildings spoke when they were alone with the cold. The outer wall on the north side contracted first - a tick, a longer sound that was somewhere between a creak and a crack, a low sustained groan that had no emotional content whatsoever, she reminded herself, and was simply the behavior of steel at differential temperatures across a thickness. She identified each sound as it came. The tick: the external cladding at the north-east corner, the junction between panels two and three on the upper row, which she had identified on night three and had heard every night since. The sustained sound: the anchor cable on the west side, a harmonic vibration in the frequency range that could be calculated from cable length and tension and temperature, which she had done, and which confirmed that the cable was within tolerance. The smaller sounds - the ticking of the corridor pipes, the intermittent knock from the heating system's secondary circuit - she had catalogued in the first week and had since moved to the background of attention, the way you moved familiar sounds to background once their source was known.

There was a new sound tonight. Low, brief, not structural. It lasted two seconds and came from the north wall of the lab module and she could not immediately assign it a source. She noted it. She filed it mentally in the category of things requiring follow-up: not urgent, not dismissible, pending additional data.

The wind had dropped to four knots, which at minus twenty-six was still enough to make the cable hum at a slightly different frequency than it had hummed an hour ago. She noted the frequency change. She calculated the temperature drop it implied: approximately one point five degrees in the last two hours, faster than the forecast had suggested. She would adjust the morning prediction.

She thought about Henrik's cheerfulness. She thought about the supply flight on the twenty-eighth of January. She counted forward: ninety-three days. She thought about the wolf, south of the rock shelf, calling once in the dark at sixteen seventeen, and then saying nothing more.

She was still cataloguing sounds when she fell asleep. It was how she counted sheep. It had always worked. She found it more reliable than actual sheep, which required a level of imaginative investment she had never found easy to sustain.

The station contracted in the cold. Outside, the darkness was patient and still.

—-
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# Chapter Two: Day Ten

**0545h. Surface temperature: −31.0°C. Wind: NNE, 8 kts. Barometric pressure: 978.4 hPa, falling. Cloud cover: 10/10. Visibility: <200m in blowing snow. Precipitation: trace. Polar night, day ten.**

She wrote this in the log with the precision of a person writing a prescription - each value a fact, each fact a boundary, the boundary between what was known and what was not. The station's official meteorological log was a standard-format document that she had maintained through two previous winters, and she maintained it now not because she believed any individual entry was significant but because the accumulation of entries was, because a sequence of readings across a season was a record of something real, and real was what she was working with. The numbers did not feel real in the ordinary way that numbers felt real. Numbers derived from measurement always felt slightly more real to her than numbers derived from abstraction - this was a preference she had noted in herself and associated with her training, which was practical and field-based and had always prized the instrument reading over the theoretical value.

She had gone outside at five-thirty with her headlamp and her two-layer glove system and the particular economy of movement she used in extreme cold, where waste was not an aesthetic problem but a thermal one. The instruments were in the shelter six meters from the main door and she went to them by the guide rope that ran between the shelter and the door, not because she needed the rope in ordinary conditions but because conditions could change in the time it took to walk six meters and she had made the rule for herself and kept to it. The headlamp made a cone of yellow light in which blowing snow moved the way static moved on a screen: random, persistent, exhausting to look at for long periods.

She read the thermometer, the hygrometer, the barometer. She checked the anemometer reading against the station's interior readout and found a difference of 0.3 knots - within acceptable calibration range. She noted it anyway. She read the precipitation gauge: trace accumulation, insufficient for meaningful measurement. She looked south, briefly, where the sky was the same black as the sky in every other direction and gave no indication that anything existed south of the station except more of the same. She went inside.

The log entry took eight minutes. She was satisfied with this. Eight minutes was efficient without being hasty. She made coffee and waited for her body to return to its full temperature, which at minus thirty-one required more patience than at minus twenty-three and less patience than she knew it would require in another six weeks.

Day ten of full polar night. She had been in darkness for thirteen days if you counted the last few days of diminishing twilight, which she did not - she counted from the date of zero solar arc, which was scientifically coherent and also practically meaningful, because it was zero solar arc that changed the psychology and not the gradual approach to it. Or so she had observed in herself on previous winters. She was aware that this was a sample size of two and was therefore limited.

—-
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The morning work was real work, which was important to remember. It was easy, by day ten, to begin experiencing the work as ritual rather than science - the sameness of the procedure, the sameness of the data, the way each morning looked from the outside like each previous morning. But atmospheric science at a polar station was not ritual. It was a longitudinal study. The value was in the accumulation. She reminded herself of this and found that reminding herself was becoming necessary more often than it had been in week one, and filed this as data about herself.

The radiation data from the previous four days showed a pattern she wanted to understand better before deciding whether it was signal or artifact. There was a consistent offset in the UV readings at the late-morning collection window - not large, half a percent, within the instrument's stated error margin - but consistent, which was the thing. Random error was noise. Consistent error was either systematic instrument drift or something real in the atmosphere. She had set up a comparison analysis and was waiting for two more days of data before drawing any conclusions, because two more days of data was the minimum responsible threshold.

Lars was at the lab bench when she arrived, already into his own analysis, already unhappy with something. She knew he was unhappy because he was holding his pen against his lower lip, which he did when the data were not behaving.

"The refraction index calculation," he said, before she had set down her coffee.

"Good morning."

"Good morning. The refraction index calculation for the last transit observation - the geometry is right, the temperature corrections are right, and the observed arc duration doesn't match the predicted duration by four seconds."

"Four seconds is within-"

"Instrument error, yes, I know, I know what I'm going to say, I'm saying it's consistent with the two previous observations in the same way your UV offset is consistent, and I don't like consistent error."

She looked at him. "You've seen the UV data?"

"Signe mentioned it yesterday. She's been watching it too."

"I haven't drawn any conclusions."

"Neither have I. I'm noting it." He picked up his pen and wrote something. "I'm noting that I'm noting it."

This was Lars at his best: the slightly pedantic precision, the meticulous cataloguing of his own state of knowledge, the unwillingness to over-conclude. She respected it. She also knew that when Lars began collecting anomalies without conclusions, he was in a particular mode that could either produce good science or profound irritability depending on how long the anomalies took to resolve.

"Let's see what the next five days give us," she said.

"Yes." He wrote something else. "I agree with that."

—-
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By week one, the light schedule had been a fact of the environment. By day ten it was something else - something slightly harder to name but that Dagna experienced as a mild persistent wrongness in the peripheral vision of her attention.

The schedule was designed by a psychologist at the University of Tromsø who had done three polar winters herself and whose work on circadian maintenance in polar night conditions had been published in four peer-reviewed journals, two of which Dagna had read. The principle was straightforward: simulate diurnal rhythm through artificial lighting, using spectrum-shifting LEDs that cycled from a warm low-intensity morning light through a cooler, brighter midday period and back down to warm amber by evening. It had worked, in week one. She had noticed herself feeling something she recognized as morning when the lights shifted and something she recognized as evening when they shifted back, and this recognition had felt, on day three, almost like a small gift.

By day ten it had shifted. Not dramatically. Petter had adjusted the timing on day seven, moving the dawn cycle earlier by twenty minutes and extending the midday period, because he had felt - his word, which he seemed to use unselfconsciously in a way that Dagna filed as a difference between them - that the original schedule felt slightly off. The adjustment had been well-intentioned and not unreasonable. But the result was a lighting cycle that no longer corresponded to any pattern she recognized as internal. The dawn came too early to feel like dawn. The midday was too long to feel like midday. By afternoon, when the amber began to deepen, there was no accumulated sense of a day being completed - only the arbitrary deepening of a light in a room that had been lit for reasons she had stopped quite believing in.

She mentioned none of this to Petter, who had worked on the adjustment with care and would reasonably feel criticized. She noted it in her personal log as follows: *Day 10 - light schedule modification by Strand producing slight dissociation between artificial and internal rhythm. Not functionally significant. Monitor.*

She would monitor. This was the appropriate response.

—-
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The argument about the coffee syrup was not about the coffee syrup.

She recognized this within the first thirty seconds - Hanne's voice with that particular elevation that came not from anger but from something the anger was riding on, Petter's defensive flatness, the way they were both standing slightly angled away from each other the way people stood when they wanted to leave but felt they had to stay and resolve it first. She had come into the common room for her afternoon coffee and found them in the kitchen unit, and she poured her coffee and let them continue for fifteen seconds before saying Hanne's name in a tone she had calibrated across a career for this specific purpose.

"It was there on Monday," Hanne said. "I used it on Monday."

"I used it Monday evening, it was already almost gone."

"I'm not saying you finished it. I'm saying someone should have noted that it was running out."

"Someone should have - the stock list is on the door. If you checked the stock list-"

"The stock list hasn't been updated since last Thursday."

Dagna waited. They both looked at her. "The next resupply box is in storage," she said. "Panel C, third shelf. There are four bottles."

A pause. "Oh," said Petter.

"Oh," said Hanne, slightly differently.

"The stock list needs to be updated," Dagna added, mildly, not as a reprimand but as a fact, and went to sit at the table.

She recorded it in her personal log that evening. Three arguments mediated in ten days - coffee syrup, storage allocation, thermostat setting in the sleeping corridor. All trivial. All. The rate was one argument every three and a third days, which was within the range she had observed in previous postings. But she ran the projection anyway: if the rate held, or - more likely - if it followed the pattern she had documented in her notes from the Svalbard posting, which showed argument frequency increasing nonlinearly with time in polar night, not doubling but roughly following the curve she associated with compound interest, then by week six she could expect a meaningful increase in frequency and by week ten the arguments would no longer be quite about the things they were apparently about.

She knew this. She had prepared for this. She was practiced at managing this.

She also knew, and noted, that knowing a thing was coming did not fully prepare you for the thing.

—-
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Lars showed her his notebook at fourteen hundred.

Not the official log - the physical notebook, his personal record. He opened it to the day's entry and set it on the bench in front of her without explanation, which was his way of asking for something: not assessment, not validation exactly, but witness. He wanted it seen.

The entry was meticulous. Column headings, cross-references to the official dataset in precise notation, a running margin note in smaller handwriting that she had to tilt her head to read and that was his thinking-through-process, the argument he was having with himself about what the data meant. He had sketched a small graph in the lower margin - the refraction data against the expected curve, with the four-second discrepancy annotated with three question marks and a small neat arrow.

She read it. She thought about what she was comparing it to: the previous winter's station leader, Hallvard, whose reports she had read in preparation, whose style had been competent but compressed - summary-oriented, conclusions-forward, the kind of reporting that told you what had been found and not the texture of the finding. Lars was nothing like this. Lars's notebook was the opposite of compressed. It was a document of someone thinking.

She became aware, as she looked at it, that she was drawing a conclusion. She paused before drawing the conclusion, which was her practice - she paused and asked herself what comparison she was making and whether the comparison was valid. She was comparing Lars's present notebook to Hallvard's past reports, and these were not equivalent documents and did not measure the same thing. She could not conclude anything from this comparison about Lars's state of mind, and she should not. She needed more data. She needed to observe the notebook over several more weeks before she had a baseline to compare against.

She noted this in the margin of her own thinking, returned the notebook, and said: "The graph is helpful. Let's see what the next observation gives us."

He nodded and wrote something.

—-
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Signe's readings were an ordinary thing. Instruments drifted in extreme cold - this was documented, this was expected, this was the reason for calibration procedures and for the practice of taking verification readings. The temperature at minus thirty-one affected the fluid dynamics of the barometer, the resistive properties of the thermometer elements, the mechanical tolerances of the anemometer bearings. Instruments were not abstract. They were physical objects in physical conditions and the conditions changed what they were.

She found Signe at the instrument station at sixteen hundred, which was Signe's scheduled reading time, and watched her complete the first reading with the focused quiet she brought to everything. The thermometer: minus thirty-one point four. The barometer: nine seventy-seven point eight. The wind gauge read-out: seven knots. Signe wrote these in her primary log and then, without pausing, began the second reading.

Dagna waited. The second reading: minus thirty-one point four. Nine seventy-seven point eight. Seven knots.

"Consistent," Dagna said.

"Today, yes." Signe capped her pen. "On day six it wasn't. Temperature reading came back two degrees higher on the first pass."

"Which pass?"

"The first. Then the second reading came back to where it should be."

"Two degrees is well outside calibration error for that instrument at this temperature."

"Yes." Signe looked at the thermometer with the calm, level attention she brought to things that were not yet decided. "I've been doing the double readings since day six. Most of the time they're consistent."

"Have you logged the anomalies?"

"I logged that I was doing double readings. I haven't logged the anomalies separately because they don't persist - by the time I've got a second reading the first reading is overwritten. I can't document something that's not reproducible."

This was precise and correct. You could not document a measurement that did not persist. Dagna approved of the logic even as she was aware of a different thing settling somewhere below the logic, something that was not quite approval. Instruments drifted. Instruments at extreme cold produced transient artifacts. This was known. This was ordinary.

"Note the dates in your log," she said. "Even without values - just a flag. If there's a pattern to when they occur we want to be able to see it."

"I'll do that." Signe made a note immediately, the way she made notes: without delay, without discussion, with a pen she produced from her front pocket where she kept it for this purpose.

Dagna went back to the lab. She thought about the anomalies that had not been recorded anywhere. She thought about them in the methodical way she thought about things she did not yet understand: she outlined their edges. A reading that diverges from baseline by two degrees at extreme temperature is either instrumental drift or measurement error or a real thermal variation in the vicinity of the sensor. The second reading correcting the first argues for instrumental drift. The fact that it has occurred more than once argues for systematic rather than random drift. The fact that Signe had not logged the anomalous values meant she was correct - there was nothing to examine. But correctness and utility were not always the same thing. She had nothing. She was looking at the shape of a nothing and trying to determine if it had meaning.

This was, she noted, perhaps an early symptom of the kind of thinking she would need to manage over the next eighty-three days.

—-
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She went out for the eight o'clock instrument check because it was her turn and because she had been inside for five hours and her body had begun to feel like furniture.

The door seal released with the sound it always released - a soft exhalation, like a held breath let go - and the cold came in through the gap before she had her outer layer fully zipped, and she stood in the vestibule and let it come in because the vestibule was for transition and you did not rush transition. Then the outer door and the darkness.

The darkness was not dark in the way a room was dark or a night in a city was dark. Those were darknesses with memory - you knew the room, you knew the shapes inside it, the darkness was only the absence of light and the shapes remained. This was a darkness without memory. Her headlamp made a yellow world approximately three meters in diameter and beyond those three meters there was nothing - not the suggestion of something, not a gradient from visible to invisible, simply an edge at which everything ended. She knew this was not accurate. She knew the rock shelf was there, and the instrument shelter at six meters, and the antenna array at twenty meters south, and the landscape for kilometers in every direction. She knew these things intellectually. The darkness did not care about her intellectual knowledge. The darkness presented a world that was three meters in diameter and did not acknowledge anything beyond it.

She moved along the guide rope. The cold was not a temperature. That was what she kept returning to, how inadequate temperature was as a description. Temperature was a number - minus thirty-one, minus thirty-two now by the feel of the air in her lower airways - and a number could be measured and recorded and filed. This was not a number. This had weight. She felt it on the top of her skull through the hat, along her shoulders, in the small of her back where her jacket joined her trousers and the insulation was thinnest. It pressed. Not painfully, not yet. But with the clear intention of pressing. The cold was patient in the way that large things were patient. It had been here before she arrived. It would be here after.

She read the instruments - minus thirty-two point one, gusting nine, nine seventy-seven falling - and wrote them on the log sheet that was clipped to the shelter wall, and her handwriting was slightly small because cold hands made for precise unconscious effort, and the headlamp threw the shelter's interior in sharp yellow relief and the shadows behind the instruments were very black. She did the check in the order specified in the protocol. Everything within tolerance. Everything as expected.

She stood outside the shelter for thirty seconds before going back, which was not in the protocol and which she noted as a deviation. She was not certain why she stood there. She was looking at the darkness, which gave nothing back. There was no wind sound, the gust had passed. The silence had the quality of held breath. The darkness pressed from all sides against her three-meter world and she stood in the center of it and felt - she used the word again, imprecise and unavoidable - the pull of it. Not fear. The opposite of fear, which had no good name in the professional vocabulary she preferred.

She went inside. She logged the readings. She did not log the thirty seconds.

—-
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The film was something Swedish, a comedy Petter had chosen because Petter tended to choose comedies. They sat in the common room in their usual arrangement and watched it on the laptop propped at the end of the table, the screen the brightest thing in the room by far, making the overhead light look even more institutional by comparison.

Dagna could not follow the plot. This was not a problem with the film. She watched Lars watching the screen and making small adjustments to his position as though physically aligning himself with the story. She watched Ragna's expression - not watching the film but watching the room over it, the same thing Dagna did, the same instinct - and Ragna caught her eye and made a small almost imperceptible movement that was both acknowledgment and agreement. They were, both of them, in the same mode. Watching the team. Recording.

Hanne laughed twice, genuine laughs, and Dagna found this disproportionately reassuring. Hanne was calibrating, still, but tonight she laughed twice, which meant she was finding the new normal the way she was looking for. That mattered.

Petter fell asleep before the end. No one mentioned it.

After the film Signe made tea and they sat with it, quietly, the way they had learned to sit in the first week when conversation was effortful and silence was not yet comfortable. Now the silence was not comfortable but it was at least familiar. It took its place at the table like a seventh member of the team.

Dagna drank her tea and thought about nothing in particular, which was not quite true - she was thinking about the nothing that Signe's anomalous readings were the shape of, and about Lars's four-second discrepancy, and about her own UV offset data that were consistent in the way she would have wanted them not to be, and about the fact that all of these were well within normal ranges, and the fact that they were consistent, and the difference between those two facts and what you did when you held them both.

The darkness was at the windows. The light held. She noted, before she took her tea to her cabin for the night, that it was day ten and she had mediated three arguments and reviewed two anomalous datasets and adjusted the morning forecast twice and gone outside into the dark and stood in it for thirty seconds without being afraid.

She was not afraid. This was true and accurate and she filed it as such.

She also filed, with the same accuracy, that not being afraid and being entirely all right were not quite the same category, and that she was collecting data, and that it was too early to know what the data meant.

It was too early. She would have more data tomorrow. There were eighty-three days remaining, and the darkness
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