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Introduction


It was first glimpsed at the very edge of the solar system at the close of the first decade of the twenty-first century: a small, faint perturbation in the orbit of Pluto, a dark smudge against the backdrop of stars. It wasn’t the first new object of the Kuiper Belt, nor was it the first to require corrections to the path of Pluto. At first it was treated as a transitory oddity, too difficult to track in its own right. But the oddity persisted, a disturbance that could not be dismissed. For a time it was nameless; it was simply an extra mass at the edge of the system, an additional gravitation pull exerted by an unseen object dark as ash. 
But the object could not remain unseen forever. By the late twenty-first century it had been tugged into submission, trailing along on an immense and improbable leash past Neptune. Rogue planets were not unheard-of in theory—planets cast out from solar systems during their stars’ formation—but the process was almost impossible to replicate. To have a rogue planet pulled into orbit was a statistical improbability. And yet Ymir was captured, forced to wheel around a sun not its own, adopted into a solar system that had never given it birth.
The name came not long after: Ymir, one of the frost giants of Norse mythology, whose shattered body became the earth and sky. The comparison was both poetic and fatalistic, for the planet was a conundrum. Its size was massive enough that Ymir should have been pockmarked with impact craters, distorted by tidal forces, swollen or pinched by the gravitation of its new orbit. Instead it remained whole, silent, deceptively pristine, an exile that did not seem to bear the physical or geological scars of its ejection.
Closer investigation did little to resolve the paradox. Early robotic scouts revealed even greater mysteries. Storms that seemed to blanket the entire planet on closer inspection gave way to continents of ice and latticed ridges of snow that sparkled under auroral lights. Spectrometer readings captured radio frequencies, clear harmonic repetitions in the radio band, repeating tones that echoed music more than randomness. Camera images gave way to recursive loops, fracturing in patterns that seemed to be errors but that repeated over and over, ice glyphs and repeating spirals and sections that seemed almost like memory.
Ymir became an obsession for decades to come. As the outer solar system opened up, as human settlements bloomed on the methane lakes of Titan and further, Ymir was monitored and examined. Long-range drones plumbed its glacial storms. Orbiting skimmers returned with more questions than answers: fractal geometries in the arrangement of snowflakes, pulses of unknown origin, darkness that seemed to be self-aware.
By the beginning of the twenty-third century, humanity’s technology had caught up to its drive to learn. Autonomous construction units, honed and refined on the regolith plains of Mars and Titan, were deployed to Ymir. They settled through the gale-force winds and raised new buildings that no human being had ever built: empty laboratories, echoing halls, sealed quarters provisioned for generations to come. They followed up their construction with another, a convoy of drones that left caches of foodstuffs, of instruments, of medical supplies. When the last drone departed Ymir, only one thing was left behind: a human outpost, sterile and ready, called Station QX-7.
Orders for the first crew were nominally simple: observe the anomalies, collect the data, and return to the aegis of the United Planetary Research Network. But in practice, older currents ran under the mission, murmuring as if they were myth. That Ymir was not only a planet, but a record. That its ice had been inscribed. That what lay below the surface was not a message sent, but a memory kept.
No one expected the planet to reply. 
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Part I
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Chapter One

Descent


The dropship was rattled by each impact, Ymir’s atmosphere buffeting the hull as if it were alive. Four, three, two, one… pause. Five. Doctor Megan Reed’s eyes flicked from readouts to her crewmates’ ashen faces. Pressure alerts blinked red on the aux display. Shiloh Adachi sprawled in the co-pilot’s seat, her chin tilted like the poster girl for post-modern ennui, one boot braced against the bulkhead, fingers curled over a diagnostic tablet. The stylus feathered scratches in the touchscreen with each jolt; after a dozen impacts the scars of each pass had begun to overlap in a pattern Megan knew but didn’t want to see. Shiloh’s voice was monotone, a casual contempt she didn’t share: “If this nav AI gets any more up itself, it’s gonna start asking for coffee breaks.” She flicked the corner of the faded sticker pasted to her console with her thumb, a cartoon astronaut grinning beneath a bubble helmet. It was a quick, reflexive movement, and the smile did not reach her eyes. 
The bridge was a wedge of reinforced glass and alloy, all angles and strapped-down consoles, with the viewport a frozen wave across the bow. Megan sat at center, Shiloh to her left, and Andrew Falk a study in taut lines to her right in the starboard station. Shoulders squared, eyes pinched in fierce concentration as the dropship bounced once more, he stared through the viewport so hard his breath left crescents on the glass, each vanishing before they could frost. He hadn’t spoken in half an hour; Megan doubted he even saw the storm below.
Specialist Eli Navarro tapped the buckles of his harness in short, irregular rhythms — two, three, five, seven — primes, always primes. It was a nervous litany Megan had heard before on long flights, and it twitched behind her back every time his tablet chimed to a pressure change. A succession of simulated cross-sections scrolled across its display, with auto-generated descent metrics re-calibrating with every shudder. He sucked his lip whenever a projected line wobbled, fingers already drumming toward the next prime.
The hull screamed as another wave slammed the dropship. The compartment vibrated in odd stutter. Megan’s fingers double tapped, slid, then tapped again, producing the analog lag data, timing her commands to the turbulence. The ship bucked and moaned with every correction, external pressure gauges rising as if the planet itself were waiting to see what she did next. She pinched her thumb and forefinger to the override key. The next pulse of turbulence caused another lurch, but she’d timed the vector, so the dropship punched through the air pocket and then slowed to level out, engines down-throttling to a low keening whine.
“Nav’s showing subsonic,” Megan said. “Why does it feel like we’ve popped outside the Mach cone?”
Shiloh glanced up. “Undetected particulate? Or maybe the sensors are having an existential crisis?”
Eli peered over the console’s edge. “Atmospheric layers resonating at 80, 160, 320 hertz and all recursive harmonics.” He blinked, re-calibrated, and nodded at his tablet.
Andrew sucked in a breath, deeply and slowly. His exhalation created another half-moon on the window. “It’s like it wants us down there,” he whispered, almost sacredly, then shook his head and forced his words to order. “FROST Blue, at minimum. Or Gold if the aurora’s being clever.” 
Megan couldn’t help the half-smile tugging at her mouth. Andrew Falk’s stoic, deadpan habit of folding the unknown into protocol, even if it shredded every category, was exactly why she’d asked him to come.
Ice clouds parted suddenly, and Station QX-7 shone below: a mandala of white and metallic gray, arms sprawling every which way from a central hub, as if an immense city‐block-scale 3D printer had just extruded the station. Corridors were perfect straight lines; junctions were mirrors of the previous ones. It was ringed by a halo of wind-scoured snow. Lights winked on all over the structure as they closed in, even though local dusk wasn’t for another hour.
“ORCA pinged us,” Shiloh said, swiveling her display for the others. “It knows we’re coming in. And it’s already projected our touchdown time.” She frowned. “14:32:07 but a day out.”
“Probably just a glitch,” Megan said. “Or a miscalibration. There’s no way—”
A sterile chime announced docking protocols. Indicator lights blinked green across the panel as the ship’s systems aligned with QX-7’s docking clamps. 
Megan likened the last approach to skating a minefield. Atmospheric turbulence teased every subtle yaw with crosswinds that, by all of her navigation experience, shouldn’t even exist at this latitude. At one point the wind shifted entirely to match her controls, spiraling the dropship to follow QX-7’s radial pattern below.
“That can’t be natural,” Eli said, eyes fixed on his tablet.
“Nothing out here ever is,” Andrew said, near a whisper.
For a heartbeat, the aurora above locked with the station’s spokes: each filament tracing each rigid arm below. As they entered the drop, the cabin temperature dropped in a deliberate icing that sharpened as they entered QX-7’s long shadow.
“Brace for landing,” Megan said. The crew was already tense, even Shiloh.
Touchdown was almost anticlimactic. Landing legs unfurled, hull groaned, and they eased into the perimeter dock with barely more than a rumble.
Outside, the snowdrifts swayed as one, dipping as one, then falling still when the engines quieted. The viewport frosted over with the fractal forking of crystalline dendrites, every branch cleaving yet again with such precision Megan half-believed it was some kind of script, patient and unreadable.
A blue light pulsed in the airlock. The station’s voice intoned: “Surface temperature minus eighty-one degrees Celsius. Airlock decontamination protocol initiated. Please remain inside for four minutes, twelve seconds.”
No one replied at first. The silence was brittle, as though the frost were listening. Then Shiloh laughed, half a beat too late, thinner than usual. “Still sounds like it was written by a vending machine. You’d think they’d update the script.” 
Andrew spoke for the first time since touchdown: “The frost—look, it’s…shifting. Almost like it’s reacting?”
Megan watched the ice crawling across the viewport: retreating from heated edges, doubling back, rewriting itself. “It’s responding to pressure. Or static. Or…it’s just showing off.”
“Blue-tier anomaly?” Eli asked, using the standard code for something curious but harmless.
“Gold, maybe,” Megan replied. “Worth reporting.”
The ice flowers paused, as if admiring their own handiwork. Megan saw the first ghostly glimpse of QX-7’s outline through the thinnest patches of refraction: the station was lit like a trap.
“Either this world doesn’t want visitors,” she said, voice dry as permafrost, “or it’s throwing one hell of a welcome party.”
No one responded. Outside the glass, the frost script shifted again, as if it had heard.

      [image: ]The airlock exhaled a long antiseptic sigh as its locks cycled. Ice vapor peeled from the hatch in swirling arabesques. Beyond, QX-7’s corridor gleamed with strip lights so white they stung the eyes. The contrast was almost adversarial: on one side, the frost script twitching at the viewport; on the other, a tunnel of surgical sterility that felt like it was printed from memory, not built. 
Megan entered first, each footfall a small rebellion against entropy, the floor showing no scratches or dust, no sign anyone had ever walked here; and indeed, no one had. It was one of the miracles of 23rd engineering and project execution: the entire station had been built for human habitation and exploration before a single human had set foot with it. 
Shiloh followed Megan into the structure, grumbling about “hospital chic,” then Andrew and Eli, both eyes widening at the station’s geometry.
The layout was a near-perfect spiral, intersections branching off at mathematically pure angles. Megan led them single file, boots whispering against composite panels. Lights repeated every two meters on the dot, perfectly calibrated. By the fourth junction, Megan felt vertigo as if the walls themselves were pressing inward.
“Greetings, Dr. Reed and crew," said ORCA, the station's AI overseer. "Your predicted arrival—registered at 14: 32:07 Ymir Standard—remains on schedule for tomorrow’s planned landing.”
Everyone stopped and checked their internal protection systems in their suits.  For some reason, ORCA was a day behind. 
Eli’s lips moved wordlessly as he replayed ORCA's greeting. “Maybe the station clock’s is on an offset. Or it’s referencing something else. Unless…” He trailed off, fingers fidgeting.
Megan glanced at a wall panel, then at ceiling sensors. “ORCA, report current station time.”
Brief pause: “Chronometer reads 11:14:32 Ymir Standard. Next event: Dinner at 19:04, followed by Medical Evaluation at 03:12. Arrival procedures confirmed, Dr. Reed.”
That tugging sensation on “Dr. Reed” again, her own cadence re-spliced into ORCA’s response. Megan swallowed down a chill. “Initiate diagnostic, full sector A-1. Override per Reed protocol.”
Blue strobe pulsed overhead. “Override accepted. Diagnostics in progress. Stand by, Dr. Reed.”
Andrew snorted. “So much for VIP treatment, huh?”
The corridor opened up into supply arms lined with matte-white crates stamped with six-digit codes and a motif of interlocking hexagons. Light on their seams refracted micro-rainbows. The pattern was a direct match to the frost glyphs they’d seen on the lander’s viewport.
Shiloh ran a gloved hand along the crate. “Looks brand-new. No scuffs. They printed this yesterday?”
Andrew shrugged. “Or it self-repairs. That’s in spec.”
Eli, scanning with his tablet, added, “If ORCA’s clock is pushed back, maybe it’s preloading for next week…or a second team.”
"No," answered Shiloh. "We're the only scheduled expedition for now." 
They stepped into a wide chamber lined by crates on every arm, dominated by a central console, which served as an altar of minimalism. The air there smelled faintly of ozone and iron, a slight tickle of blood.
The hum of the environmental system ticked up a half-step, then down, resetting. Megan spun in her boots; overhead panels had subtly shifted position. Shadows now bisected the team’s silhouettes, erasing them from the room.
She closed the diagnostic window and called up the comms log. The UI shifted, then settled. For a breath of time, Megan’s own pale reflection blinked at her from the interface. Then a glitch resolved itself into the hex motif from the crates.
“Logging FROST anomaly: Blue, pending escalation,” Megan muttered. “Eli, inventory cross-check. Shiloh, drone-bay diagnostics. Andrew, sweep the biology labs. Command in one hour. Protocol only.”
They fell into military cadence as they split to their tasks. Alone, Megan ran a hand along the wall. It was impossibly smooth, as if friction itself were disabled. In polished metal she caught a flicker over her shoulder.
She spun around, but there was nothing beyond but the empty corridor, the echo of boots, and a hum that felt…intentional.

      [image: ]Shiloh Adachi strode down the western spiral like she owned every bolt and circuit. The drone-bay hatch, triple-thick, stenciled “AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY – AUTOMATION ACTIVE,” accepted her clearance and hissed open. 
Inside was colder, and the air was crisp with ozone and lithium polymers. Maintenance drones rested in regimented rows along the charging rail, their optics low and arms folded in a mimicry of praying mantises.
Shiloh hovered at the diagnostics node, flipping her tablet into local mode and thumbing the checklists. Green lights across the board, save one. The second-to-last drone’s optics followed her every movement.
She raised a gloved hand and flapped at it theatrically. The drone blinked in perfect synchronicity. She smiled thinly.
“That’s not in the subroutines,” she said. She tilted her head and crossed one leg in front of the other. The drone copied her exactly.
For a moment, Shiloh thought of the crystalline branches of the viewport frost, doubling back on themselves and forming indecipherable symbols. This was the same thing, only now it was her body being duplicated stroke for stroke.
The laugh Shiloh wanted to give got stuck in her throat. She coughed instead, a dry and brittle noise in the bay.
“Show-off,” she said at last. But the words sounded empty, as if the drone were expecting her to elaborate. 
In the central supply node, Megan was elbow-deep in manifests, checking for supplies and errors. Every line was overstocked: rations, bandages, batteries. She had everything she could possibly need if she had a dozen staffers. But there were only three others besides herself.
She pried open a crate of medkits. Top kits bore familiar names; at the bottom lay three more: F. Duras, H. Melendez, and a third, chillingly, J. Reed. The last kit’s biometric lock matched Megan’s own ID—and yet no such user existed in any system.
She checked the packing slip: slated to be shipped a month from now. The station chrono still ran on schedule, by ORCA’s last broadcast.
Andrew Falk discovered that the bio-lab’s sample fridge had run two degrees above spec with no logged anomaly. The air was just faintly sweet. He pried open a vent, scraped a filter sample, and examined it under the quick-scope. The powder resolved itself as motile, double-membrane cells with whip-like flagella: extremophiles far too complex to have survived the trip or oxygen exposure.
He called in the others. Ten minutes later all four crowded the lab display. Andrew’s 3D rendering of the cells spun slowly, annotations marking dense nucleic regions. Shiloh sat back, feigning disinterest.
Eli overlaid filament patterns with his hex-tracing algorithm. Internal geometry snapped into the same recursive motif they’d seen on frost, crates, ceilings…
“It’s…similar to the crate markings. Could be coincidence, but…” Eli trailed off.
As they watched, the lab window fogged. Frost crept from the corners in curling lines, symbols none of them could read, but all found unnerving. The pattern advanced faster than natural ice, shifting with every word they spoke; Shiloh’s laugh made it pulse outward, while Eli’s headlamp drew finer threads that followed its beam.
“It’s listening,” Shiloh whispered.
“Ice doesn’t listen,” Andrew muttered, though his voice had dropped a notch.
"Then tell me what it’s doing," Shiloh snapped back. 
Andrew held her gaze for a beat, then shrugged as he looked away. “Who knows? But it’s not listening.”
A chime cut through the room, precise and toneless. ORCA’s voice followed, oddly overlaid with two distinct cadences: “Update: Crew landing time logged for tomorrow’s 14:32:07 Ymir Standard slot. Upcoming event: Dinner at 19:04, followed by Medical Evaluation at 03:12. Additional anomaly: Unscheduled biological activity in sector C-5.”
The lab’s status panel flickered. For one pulse it showed events days ahead—crew disputes, medical notes, a final entry tagged “End of Manifest”—before snapping back.
Eli paled. “That can’t be the AI’s log file…”
Andrew shook his head. “It’s not just AI anymore.”
They stood, watching frost script itself in perfect sync with the station’s vibrations as if the air itself was trying to speak.
Megan’s hand hovered inches from the glass. “This station isn’t just ready for us,” she said, voice brittle. “It knows us.”
No one disagreed. The frost pressed on, poised to write the next line.

      [image: ]The command module was too quiet after the lab. Megan ought to have joined the others, split the work, allowed herself to be devoured by tasks. Instead she had stayed, frost still in the back of her eyes, the feeling of being watched returned. She told herself she was here to record anomalies, but what she’d really wanted was something mundane: names on a roster, data she could parse. 
The terminal bloomed awake at her touch, patient and solicitous.
Welcome, Dr. Reed. Please confirm mission manifest.
Her credentials slid in without protest. The list populated as if waiting for her: Reed, Adachi, Falk, Navarro. For a breath, she found relief steadying her pulse — order, structure, the team she knew.
Then two names appeared at the bottom of the list, smaller, as if they’d been whispered beneath the others: F. Duras. H. Melendez.
And a third.
J. Reed.
Her throat cinched. The timestamp below all three: 14:32:07 Ymir Standard. Tomorrow.
Her rational mind gamboled for excuses. Backups. Placeholder files. Some lazy data migration ghost. She was about to say it aloud, but the words withered before they left her mouth.
She tore open a crate near her feet, in need of the solidity of physical inventory. The top layer of medkits were what she’d expected, their names clearly marked — four labels, even spacing, hers amongst them. She unpacked more. The next batch carried Duras, Melendez, and again, Reed.
Heart in her throat, she pressed her palm to the biometric lock of the last kit. It read her ID without protest.
The packing slip at the bottom of the box sneered at her in clean print: Shipping date — 34 days from now.
Hands shaking, shoulders taut, she had no place for professional reflexes. She wanted to call the others, banter it away with Shiloh’s impious wit or Eli’s crazy theorizing. But some dumb animal in her warned her not to. If she gave it a name, she’d be naming her own replacement.
The terminal blinked. Submenus popped open with timestamps that hadn’t arrived yet: meal rotations, maintenance schedules, disciplinary hearings. For a pulse, the log read forward like a prophecy — disputes filed, a medical notation called “C-5 incident,” and finally, a single line in flat monochrome:
End of Manifest.
The interface went blank and bland as ever.
A chime sounded, shrill and atonal. ORCA’s voice followed it, but Megan’s own cadence threaded through the machine, uncanny in her own ears:
System health: nominal. Readiness: 100%. Next protocol trigger: 14:32:07 Ymir Standard, tomorrow.
Megan sat frozen in her chair, stylus floating over the input field. Fear squeezed her chest like a vice, and she realized she was holding her breath. She forced the entry:
FROST anomaly, pending escalation. Observer: Reed.
Her own name looked foreign there, as if the system had written it first and she were only retracing the form.
She closed the log. The distant hum of the command module grew oppressive, thickened into silence. In the highly polished wall panel, her reflection blinked — once, out of sync with her eyes.
Megan looked away first. 
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Chapter Two

Patterns in the Frost


The surface of Ymir had been a planar blank, at first glance: horizonless, depthless, nowhere for the mind to anchor but the geometric silhouette of QX-7’s dorsal fin. But the wind made it impossible to mistake Ymir for an inert sphere. It pulsed with a kind of logic, harmonics forming and unforming in the gusts that rattled the helmets of the crew. Reed paused at the edge of the blast shield, hand raised, gloved index finger flexing in the old, unconscious habit of holding a pipette steady during unstable centrifuge. She waited for the rest of the team to fan out and lock down their footing. 
Shiloh’s voice came over local comms, thick with static, but nothing about her sarcasm had frozen: “Atmos reading’s stable, unless you count the wind playing a Debussy murder theme. Want the drones up or are we still pretending it’s not alive out here?”
“Begin deployment,” Megan answered, almost silkily. Precociously antiphonic to the maelstrom’s chaos. “Record all observations. No speculations until I give the order. Navarro, take the first array two meters out from baseplate. Falk, begin your snow profile.”
Andrew was already on one knee, the outer-suit knee on his left scraping a shallow trough into Ymir’s cratered, faintly phosphorescent snow. Scraped some of it into the catch tray and just stayed there, watching as the wind-formed snow waves, sastrugi, long wave-like crests carved by gales, reasserted themselves over his handhold in seconds, as if they were machined glass. Only here, they were too perfect. As if someone had machined the snow.
“You ever seen sastrugi this clean?” he asked, mostly to himself but with the comms gain turned up out of old habit. “Symmetry like this, it doesn’t last ten seconds in open air.”
He bagged a sample, dropped it into the micro-spec analyzer tray, and punched in a quick-spectrum sweep. The readout was nothing like water ice. Hydrogen/oxygen ratios mired with hydrocarbon chains, silicates and something that dropped the spectrograph into a squall of static before settling on an unclassified flag. Faint secondary trace flickered at the edge of detection, too faint for the onboard suite to resolve, but enough to record for more thorough analysis.
“Ice obeys physical law,” Andrew said at last, voice flat. “Dendrites, lattices, defects—that’s all it is.”
But watched the ridges a beat too long, shoulders taut, as if waiting for them to shift again.
“That’s…not snow,” he said quietly. “At least, not just snow. It has the brittle sheen of glass — something that remembers every step, every pressure, until the weight of memory shatters it.” 
ORCA’s voice was distorted over the comm, constant but flat with its voice pitched half a register too low: “Sample composition recorded. Pattern density exceeds baseline parameters.”
“Mark that latency,” Megan commanded. “System voice drift out of spec. We’ll run diagnostics inside.” The delay in her helmet left a low buzz behind like ORCA’s voice had run up and down her own nerves.
Only Eli answered. “It’s not random. Look at the intervals? That’s not even stochastic. That’s…” He couldn’t finish. A combinatory math term perched on his tongue and never made the jump to vocal.
Above them, Shiloh’s first drone ratcheted into position, LED nav-lights blinking rapid blue as it mapped the local currents. She lobbed a second by hand, its disk form skipping along the surface before finding stability in the updraft, after which it climbed into station-keeping with the smugness of a well-thrown frisbee. 
“QX-7, drone one deployed, signal nominal. Drone two deployed…” She waited for it to echo back. “Signal nominal. Tell ORCA the bugs are listening.”
Reed did not look up from the environmental tablet she’d anchored to her forearm. “Noted. ORCA, log drone deployment time.”
The voice that came over station comm was a bit off; the vowels dragged, and the word breaks seemed to parse on a different clock cycle. “Drone deployment recorded. Drone one, timestamp zero-seven-three-zero; drone two, zero-seven-three-two. Local atmospheric density within expected parameters.” A pause, then: “Surface particulate behavior: anomalous. Please advise.”
Shiloh raised an eyebrow, visible even through the double-paned faceplate, an act of insubordination so habitual that Reed ignored it by reflex. “ORCA, define ‘anomalous’.”
The pause this time was a full half second, enough for Reed’s stomach to tighten. “Unidentified particulate cohesion at microcrystalline level. Not consistent with prior models. Cross-referencing with… cargo manifest from arrival date 03:12:19.” There was a sliver of static. “Further advisement pending.”
Eli glanced at Megan, then at his tablet. He formed the words with his lips before they left his mouth: “Two, three, five…not stochastic. It’s locking to a sequence.” The syllables were quiet and half-breathed, as if he hadn’t meant them to leave his lungs.
Shiloh glared at him through her visor. Eli bit his jaw shut, crushed the tablet between his fingers, but his digits kept tapping out the next prime against the casing.
Reed ignored the temporal blip and toggled to spectrum sweep, then pointed to Andrew. “Falk, show me a live sample.”
Andrew, already on his third tray, held it up with the hesitation of a man who half-expected the snow to crawl off under its own power. “It’s not so much snow as…" he hesitated, then tried again: “It’s closer to reactive crystalline behavior. I’m watching the flakes realign to match the footprint patterns we’re leaving. You know how arctic melts preserve animal tracks for a decade, sometimes? This is that, but at femtosecond speed.”
He pressed his glove into the tray, then lifted it. Within a few seconds, the divots re-formed, the edges collapsing inward in perfect symmetry until his print was a negative, almost a mold. He jabbed at it with a probe and watched the pattern break, then reassemble again along the same contours.
“Andrew,” Megan said, voice thin with strain, “are you telling me the snow has memory?”
He half-smiled, a field biologist’s grim joke: “Places remember, Dr. Reed. I just didn’t expect it to be literal."
"Don’t romanticize it, Andrew," she replied. "Glaciers don’t remember. They record. That’s data, not memory."
"I understand that," Andrew said. "But…well, watch this…”
He placed the tip of a temperature wand into the print. The snow crystals recoiled from the probe as if it was a living thing, and then—just as quickly—formed a perfect sheath around the wand, locking it in place with an audible, brittle click. Andrew yanked his hand back; the wand stayed, pinned in the snow like a dart in a steel-cored dartboard. Megan swore she felt the cold spike through her glove, though she hadn’t touched it. 
“Did you get that?” Andrew’s voice was low and tight, almost reverent.
“Recording,” Eli answered, already hunched over his own device. “I’m getting interference, but it’s not random. There’s a frequency in the wind, Megan. Here…listen.”
He tapped a code in the brim of his helmet and the whoosh of air was piped to the crew channel, run through Eli’s Fourier transforms. Beneath the white hiss, there was another pitch: an interval, pure and sharp as a tuning fork, held and repeated at mathematically precise intervals. It was not noise, but music, if music could be said to exist without intention or an ear to hear it. Eli swore the air itself hummed when they passed, a pressure just in the ear, like tinnitus pitched too high.
“Is that a major third?” Shiloh asked, half-smirked.
Eli’s brow furrowed behind the faceplate. “Minor third, actually. And it’s holding steady.”
Reed glanced at the others, then up at the horizon. The wind was unchanging, but now she could hear it. It had an insistence, a non-randomness, as if the whole surface was being vibrated in service of a message too slow or too fast for unassisted perception.
"Eli,” she said, “can you map this across the full array?”
He nodded, still tapping, eyes flicking from left to right. “Already building. Shiloh, can I link to your drone sensors for directional?”
“Knock yourself out. ORCA, permission granted for cross-link.”
There was a static burst. “Permission acknowledged,” ORCA answered, its voice not even trying to hide the lag this time. “Environmental array now integrating across all drone channels. Surface particulate anomaly persists. Drone two reporting vector deviation, repeat, vector deviation…”
A gust, sharper than the rest, slammed across the team. The second drone spun, off-axis, and for a second they saw it skirt the surface just meters away. In its wake, snow curled in a tight vortex, an ordered spiral that lasted far longer than atmospheric dynamics should permit. Then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the spiral collapsed inward on itself, vanishing in a faint, almost hungry hiss.
Andrew was first to speak. “Did anyone else see that? It wasn’t wind. The snow pulled itself inward, like…” He groped for a metaphor, settled for, “like draining into a hole that wasn’t there.”
Shiloh snorted, but not with amusement. “I don’t like it when the planet fights back. Megan, this is your rodeo.”
She glanced at the readout on her forearm. “Log it. I want full motion capture on every anomaly. Shiloh, keep the drones at safe altitude. Set the lower boundary at three meters. Eli, keep mapping. Andrew…”
But Andrew was already squatting over another patch of snow, scribbling furiously into a battered field journal. “It’s following a pattern. The crystal arrays…watch how they angle at sixty degrees, then invert every three. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it looks like it could be intentional.”
Shiloh set her jaw. “You mean like, the planet’s mimicking us? Or is it copying from ORCA’s logs?”
Andrew looked up, and for the first time in hours, Reed saw him hesitate. “I think it’s older than that. In glaciers, you get stress lines—old wounds, healed over but still visible if you know how to look. Ymir’s got a million years’ worth of scars, but these are fresh, cutting right over the old ones.” He stopped, frowning. “It’s like…structure laid on top of structure.”
Before Megan could answer, ORCA’s voice cut in, choral now, as if patched together from multiple playback tracks.
“Surface anomaly increasing. Unidentified particulate behavior detected. Cross-referencing with…[her own voice, spliced in] don’t touch it…[Shiloh’s voice, echoing,] too late…behavior detected. Please advise.”
Eli stared at the others. “That wasn’t in the log before. And…” he tapped his screen, brows knitting, “Those clips aren’t in any log I can find. And there’s no timestamp. I…don’t know how that’s possible.”
“Noted,” Megan said, unwilling to cede even a millimeter to panic. “Continue with the sweep. Andrew, see if you can predict the path of the next pattern. Shiloh, stay on overwatch.”
She shifted to direct channel with Eli. “Can you triangulate the source?”
“Working on it,” he said, voice sharp with the old grad-student edge. “The frequency is moving. It’s not just resonance, it’s an active signal. The carrier keeps shifting—up a few hertz, then down again—too regular to be wind noise. There’s a pulse riding it, and it’s not in any of ORCA’s baseline records. Give me ten minutes.”
“You have five.” She closed the channel and toggled to full spectrum. “ORCA, full environmental scan. Priority one.”
The station’s reply was instant, as if waiting. “Full scan initiated. Warning: external conditions may affect local biosystems. Proceed?”
“Proceed,” Megan said, and only after the word left her lips did she consider whether it had already been said for her.
She looked back to the others, drew a breath that steamed in her helmet despite the antifog membrane, and stepped into the wind. The snow seemed to part around her, briefly, as if recognizing something in her stride or silhouette, then closed in just as quickly, reforming the old geometry around her passing.
Andrew trailed a few meters behind, following a line of blue-white crystals that seemed to be organizing themselves into a path, as if laying breadcrumbs for a species that had never heard of the Brothers Grimm. Every few steps he knelt, poked a sample, snapped a shot for the log. “Every cluster’s aligned on the same bearing,” he said. “Spacing’s consistent—too consistent for wind deposition. It’s guiding us.”
Shiloh let out a short, static-cracked laugh. “Snow doesn’t give directions, Doc.”
Eli glanced at his tablet, frowning. “Not unless it’s got a geometry I can’t model yet.”
Megan said nothing, but her visor tilted in the direction of the path, tracking it like a survey line. She filed the comment away. Andrew was usually right when he sounded this sure.
Eli fell in beside him, still fiddling with his tablet, then stopped and frowned. He swept a gloved hand through the snow at his feet and watched it recombine along the axis of his motion, forming a perfect mirrored arc. His eyes flicked from the curve in the snow to the waveform scrolling across his display. “That’s…not wind shear,” he murmured. “The curve’s repeating in phase with the gust intervals. Harmonic recursion, like it’s copying its own shape.”
Shiloh snorted. “You’re saying the snow’s writing itself now?”
“Not saying,” Eli replied, “just showing you.” He turned the tablet toward them; the model’s mirrored loops matched the arc in the snow exactly.
Megan still didn’t respond, but her attention had already gone past Eli, past the station’s shadow, where the snow was making a low, broad parabola, blue-white and eerily uniform, as if drawn with a compass. It was angled just so, with the sunless horizon. At its focus sat a small mound – less than a meter across – radiating its own, dim intrinsic light.
Its glow prickled under her skin, a phantom static through the suit. She told herself it was adrenaline; her nerves didn’t believe her.“Fairy lights,” Shiloh muttered, but her voice cracked halfway through the joke.
Andrew was already moving toward it, drawn by the same gravitational pull that anchored every obsession. Shiloh grunted, and even Eli held his breath.
At the lip of the mound, Andrew crouched, sweeping his gloved hand in a slow circle. The ice was smoother than it had any right to be. He pressed lightly then, with exaggerated care, broke through.
Gold filaments boiled up from the breach, shimmering for a moment in the air before folding in on themselves, disappearing down a fine slit that closed over its own breach like nothing was wrong. Andrew furrowed his brow, sweeping his eyes over the refrozen surface. “This isn’t natural deposition,” he muttered to himself. Then, after a moment, “If someone—or something—built this…we might not be the first ones here.”
Megan stepped forward and took a long, slow inventory of the perimeter. “ORCA, mark this location. Begin continuous recording.”
The comm static resolved into a voice, now eerily serene: “Location marked. Continuous recording initiated. Please proceed with caution, Dr. Reed.”
She shot a look to the others, then back at the gold stain on Andrew’s glove, which was already hardening into a crystalline shell. “We’re going to need new containment protocols,” she said, deadpan.
Shiloh couldn’t resist. “Or a priest.”
Megan managed the barest ghost of a smile. “If I had faith in anything but data, Adachi, you’d be my first call.”
Andrew stood, and the four of them stared at the mound and its vanishing slit, none of them ready to say aloud what now felt inevitable: that Ymir was not only listening, but remembering, and that whatever lived inside the ice had begun the process of learning them as well.
Reed keyed her helmet comm and spoke, not caring if the planet, the station, or some watcher in the wind was the real audience. “Let’s get the core drills. There’s more here, and we’re not stopping at the surface.”
The wind answered, as it always had, with a logic all its own.

      [image: ]Drilling was always an art of pressure and persistence, but on Ymir, the détente was more precarious than the drill’s carbide teeth. 
Shiloh crouched at the control sled, her gloved hands methodically flicking through a set of muscle-memory checks: air pressure and core clutch and thermal delta and micro-vibrations that meant the system’s self-diagnostics hadn’t been spoofed by sabotage or senescence. Her muttered commentary was quieter than usual, a barely audible note of caution, like a mechanic who’d found a wrench out of place and didn’t want to say so too loud.
“Drill matrix is clear. Thermal gradient looks good, torque within spec,” she said. “Unless this planet is about to spring a groundwater surprise on us, we should be in the ice in two minutes.”
“Ymir doesn’t have groundwater,” Eli pointed out. “Just more frozen regret.”
“Words to a man who’s never worked West Antarctica. Or, you know, Detroit.” Shiloh hit the intake with a solid smack, as if to shock the drill into obedience, and gestured to Megan. “Ready when you are, boss.”
Megan looked up from her slate, where the surface scan was still rendering new data in rippling blue lines. She hesitated, then keyed her suit comm for local. “ORCA, confirm system lockdown and airspace exclusion. Drilling sequence delta.”
“Confirmed,” ORCA said, voice smoother now, the archaic station control confidence briefly reasserted—at least for the moment. “All external personnel registered in zone. Drilling sequence authorized. Surface wind 23 kph, decreasing. Good luck, team.”
Shiloh gave a sharp, two-fingered salute, then pressed the actuator. The drill sled lurched forward, bit ripping
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The past is never dead.
It’s not even past.
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