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AUTHOR’S NOTE


In researching some of the scientific concepts present in this book, I have done my best to avoid going completely off the rails into unreality.

Not saying that I succeeded.

But I definitely tried.
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CHAPTER 1
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AURORA


Nuvuk Research Station sits at the far northern point of Alaska, on a spit of headland surrounded by frigid cold water and windswept tundra that stretches out to the horizon.

There is no place like it on earth. At least, not that I have seen. 

And I have seen quite a few.

The ice sometimes is white and bright and blinding. And other times it is a harsh dark gray, a forbidding expanse of slate that seems to press in, until somehow it feels claustrophobic.

But best of all is when it is a dozen shades of blue, from deep aqua to a glacial teal so deep it looks unnatural. When the sun catches it, it’s like an azurine kaleidoscope scattering cerulean and cyan and robin’s egg. At those moments, the station feels like a boat out to sea, the ocean all around.

It is a remote place. Ninety-eight percent of the world—and an even larger share of its population—lies to the south. To the north lies only dark cold water and great sheets of ice whose strength has not yet been spent in this warming world.

But to the west lies Nuvuk City, a small frozen place with only a few thousand inhabitants. It was once an Inuit hunting village and the majority of the population is still Alaskan Natives. There is little in the way of hunting anymore, a bit of fishing—old traditions kept alive in a world that has moved on—but the heart of Nuvuk City is the port, the northernmost in the United States.

Oil and gas moves through it, brought hundreds of miles from the oil fields through pipelines that cut across pristine country. From the air they look like creeping vines, stretching out across the expanse of natural beauty, strangling it.

But into the port comes life too—for the citizens of Nuvuk, and for our station a dozen miles east.

The station requires only two engineers or scientists to keep it functioning, though usually a dozen or more are in residence at any one time. There are ten now, but by tomorrow, we will be down to the essential two.

And I will be one of them.

I wake, tangled in sweat stained sheets, having slept fitfully—when I managed to sleep at all.

I have been at the station for a total of six months across three different stints, but this will be the first time I have been trusted as part of the ‘Core Crew’, the two researchers left behind to run the station.

Bleary eyed, I make my way to the commissary, where Alex sits alone at one of the metal tables. The whole place—this room and the station—is spartan, utilitarian, and just a little bit bleak. It was built in the seventies, all of metal and glass, hard angles and straight lines, more for the aesthetics than out of real need. 

The whole thing at times feels like a Hollywood set, how you might imagine a remote research station to look, if you had never set foot inside one. There’s a certain charm to it, I find.

Though not everyone agrees with me.

Alex’s eyes meet mine over the rim of his oversized coffee mug. “There’s still time, you know. To change your mind. Marcie is champing at the bit to get her crack at the Core,” Alex says, using the shorthand for the crew that stays behind. “She’s been here off and on for half a decade. She doesn’t find it fair.”

I scoff as I pour myself a cup of coffee and take a seat across from him. From this close, I can’t help but notice the dark circles under his eyes or the way the smile he gives me is lips only. The rest of his face remains placid, as if the muscles there are too exhausted to move.

His shaggy unkempt hair seems more gray this morning, flat and lifeless, rather than its normal stark shimmering white. Between that and the bushy eyebrows and the ‘spare tire’ he carries around—his words, not mine—he looks a bit like Santa Claus. Though right now, he looks like Santa Claus on December 26th.

“Someone has to be here when your code inevitably breaks something. Is Marcie going to do that?”

In the past, the two researchers left would have been engineers with practical backgrounds: mechanical, electrical, the kind of skill set that would let you fix whatever broke. But in recent years, the reliability of the base has improved as part of an effort to reduce maintenance costs. Most repairs now are a simple swap of one modular component for another.

The easier repair requirements mean that there’s more flexibility about who stays behind to run things, though at least one of the crewmembers is always someone with a programming background. While the physical and mechanical maintenance of the base has grown simpler over time, the work required to troubleshoot all the software that coordinates the various systems and subsystems of the base, along with all the sensors and data streams that power the research done at the station, has grown more and more complex.

“Please, we haven’t had an issue so far this year,” Alex says.  “You're just going to end up being a glorified babysitter. It’s bad enough being here when there’s a full crew. You really want to be stuck here with Jeff?”

I don’t. I mean, no offense to Jeff, but he’s certainly not the reason I’m staying. Jeff is the resident geologist, who just so happens to have been an ER doc in a past life, as well as an avid climber, naturalist, and cross country skier. If you had to design someone to babysit an isolated research station in the frozen northern reaches of Alaska, you would probably come up with Jeff.

“Jeff’s not that bad,” I say, taking a sip of the burnt watery liquid that passes for coffee at Nuvuk Station.

And that’s the truth, because Jeff keeps to himself. Which is not something that can be said about all the researchers at the station.

“He’s certainly better than some of the other options,” Alex says, giving me a smile that makes my stomach twist, almost like he knows something that I don’t.

“Hey there, fellow scientists!” A chipper voice calls from behind me. Nervous laughter follows.

I’ve only had a few swallows of coffee and am very far from awake. I jump.

“Good morning, Alice,” Alex says, giving me a look that makes it clear he’s enjoying how very much I’m not going to enjoy this.

A few seconds later, a bright neon pink smudge slots itself next to me on the metal bench, close enough that for a moment our legs brush.

I turn toward Alice, glowering. “There’s plenty of room on the bench,” I grumble. “Do you mind?”

“Oh, right, umm, sorry,” Alice says, scooting a few inches to her right. It’s still too close, but…well, I’ve learned to pick my battles. “I’m just so excited.”

It’s barely four-thirty in the morning and somehow she looks like this. Blonde curls spill over bare shoulders down to the neckline of her bright pink romper. She sports a dozen rings on her fingers, two diamond stud earrings, and too many bangles and bracelets to count. She has a purse—why in god’s name does she have a purse?—slung over one shoulder. Her deep blue eyes are bright and curious, vividly awake, as though the coffee clutched in her hands is just another accessory.

Even Research Barbie—if such a thing exists—would be rolling her eyes if she saw Alice right now…or if she saw Alice ever. She certainly doesn’t dress like any other scientist I’ve ever met.

In case it’s not clear, Alice isn’t exactly my favorite person here. She’s…nice. And that’s about all that I can say about her that doesn’t violate what my mother used to call the Thumper Rule. You know from Bambi? Don’t say mean shit or whatever.

But I, in more ways than this, am not my mother.

“You’re excited?” I gulp down more coffee and then stand to refill my cup. “You’ve been here two weeks and you’re already leaving.”

There’s a normal rotation of researchers and scientists coming and going from the station, at least usually there is. But this coming exodus is not one of the regularly scheduled changeovers. Technically, the next change should come at the end of the month, still three weeks away. And even then it should have only been half the crew, with the other half, including Alice, staying for another five weeks.

Instead, by tomorrow only two will remain, because tomorrow the workers at the port are set to strike. After months of tense negotiations, the two sides are no closer to resolution. The port is going to shut down.

Which means nothing—and no one—in or out until a deal is struck.

The station runs lean. There’s a stockpile of supplies for emergencies—food and fuel and the like. But the issue here is liability.

The station is run through a consortium of universities and private labs in conjunction with NOAA, and the decision has come down from on high that the risk of medical incident is simply too great without the port being open. Even with Jeff’s past medical training, there’s only so much that can be done out here away from a major hospital and without any way to easily bring supplies in or sick people out.

In a pinch, there are medivac services—much of Alaska’s interior is reachable only on foot, sled, or helicopter—but with the weather this far north, it’s not uncommon to have whole weeks where a chopper has no hope of a safe flight.

So, we are consolidating, whittling the crew down to only what is needed to run the base. For some researchers—like Alex, who keeps coming back here, but always counts the days until he can leave—this is an early end to their sentence. With most of their research complete, the disruption is inconvenient at worst.

But for others, like Alice, who only arrived a few weeks ago, the strike basically scuttles their entire research plan. Without enough time to even get their experiments up and running, and with future slots filled two years in advance, the whole thing is a major missed opportunity.

One they might never get again.

Alice and Alex share a look. Alice looks genuinely confused, while Alex looks downright gleeful.

Alex speaks first. “What time did you head to your room last night?”

I shrug, eyeing the two of them suspiciously. I take a seat next to Alice, leaving an appropriate amount of space between us.

“Like seven-thirty, why?” Unease bubbles in my stomach. I attempt to drown it with more caffeine. “Don’t tell me there was actually something important discussed at the nightly meeting.”

Alex puts his mug on the table, the heavy ceramic rattling the thin metal table like an out of tune gong. “You mean the mandatory nightly meeting? The one that I have been telling you for weeks you need to attend.”

“Yea, that one,” I say, trying to keep the edge from my voice.

Alex turns his eyes to my left. “Alice? Maybe you should fill Aurora in. It might be a good way to start your working relationship off, and work on getting to know each other.”

My heart skips a beat as I struggle to make sense out of the words Alex is saying. Like I know the words, all of them, individually, but as they combine to form clauses and then sentences and then more, my brain revolts.

What does he mean by ‘working relationship’? My working relationship with Alice has an expiration date: today.

“So, umm, there was an accident,” Alice says, as her face reddens. “A minor one. But, yea, so Jeff? You know Jeff? I mean, of course, you know Jeff. He…well, he broke his ankle. So…”

“Jeff broke his ankle,” I repeat the words back as the weight settles onto my shoulders.

A broken ankle means Jeff won’t be my partner on the Core Crew, which means…

Suddenly, Alice’s excitement and Alex’s cryptic words earlier make an unpleasant amount of sense.

I pinch the bridge of my nose and let out a deep sigh. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”


CHAPTER 2
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ALICE


“She’s going to kill me, Tabs.” My head sits in her lap as her fingers move in my hair.

“Unlikely,” Tabitha says, her voice steady. “She can’t run the station herself. And Aurora doesn’t strike me as an overachiever. She’ll keep you around out of sheer laziness if nothing else.”

I sigh, eyes rolling. “Not helpful.”

“Oh, you’ll be fine.” She shrugs. “Besides, isn't this like your fantasy come to life? You out here, the only thing standing between the station and the frigid cold outside.” Her voice dips lower. “You out here, nothing standing between you and that shaved headed hottie.”

I don’t have to look up to know that her eyebrows are dancing with suggestion. I bite back a laugh.

“That is not my fantasy,” I huff. “The second part I mean. Besides she’s not shaved.”

Tabitha laughs. “Oh, and how do we know this?”

“That’s….I meant her head. Her head is not shaved. Completely, I mean. She has that braid.” I clear my throat, hoping that Tabitha doesn’t hear the longing in my voice.

My hopes, as always, are dashed.

“That braid, huh? And what exactly are you thinking about with regards to that braid?” She apes my tone back to me, tremulous and breathy.

“Nothing,” I say, then repeat that word silently to myself.

I’m not thinking about anything about the braid or about Aurora or about what it might be like to pull it…

“Uh-huh,” Tabitha says, clicking her tongue teasingly. Mercifully, though, she doesn’t press too hard. “So are you going to tell me what happened in the commissary? I have a few minutes before I need to head.”

I ache at the reminder, like my whole body is protesting the thought of being separated from my best friend.

“It’s not fair,” I mope. “We’ve barely seen each other the last few years, and now…This was supposed to be our time.”

Tabitha and I have been best friends since the first day of middle school. I wouldn’t have survived without her. High school and college and grad school too. We did it all together, more or less. She was getting her medical degree, while I was getting my doctorate, but we were roommates through it all.

But after school, it’s been harder. She had residency and now a fellowship as she finishes her own doctorate—because being one kind of doctor isn’t enough for Tabitha. It wasn’t easy for us to end up here together at the same time: strings were pulled, pots sweetened, and even then it was no guarantee. It felt like divine intervention, the universe's way of telling us that after all our time spent apart, we deserved to be back in each other’s lives. At least for a little bit.

We were ecstatic to end up here together, because there are so few places in the world where our disparate skillsets and interests are both in demand. I’m studying the way that magnetic particles from the sun interact with parts of the ionosphere near the earth’s poles. Tabitha is studying emergency and disaster medicine in remote locations. For the last few years, she’s been around the world: Haiti, Syria, Uganda, anywhere people need help really.

I love that about her, how endless her desire is to help other people, how much of herself she gives. But sometimes I wish there was a little more held back, a little more for me.

“I know, hun,” she says, running a finger along my hairline. “It’s kind of bad luck. Hopefully, the strike will be over soon, but…”

But Tabitha has a schedule to keep. She’s only here for the three month stint and then she’s back to globetrotting with trips planned all over South America, the next stop on her world health tour. Which means, everyday the strike happens is a day stolen from us, from this…not that that’s the point. Of the strike, I mean. It feels selfish to be thinking about us and getting to spend time together, but I think it all the same.

I can feel a faint hint of tears forming: a bit of pressure behind my eyes, the wobble of my jaw. I clench my teeth, willing it away, hoping that Tabitha won’t notice.

Her thumb brushes away a tear before I even realize that it’s falling.

I laugh and then snort at the gross mucus-y noise that it produces, which only makes us both laugh harder, until I have to stand and reach for tissues to clean away the disgusting snotty mess. 

I plop down next to Tabitha on the bed, both of us leaned back against the painted cinderblock wall. 

“Come on, Alice,” she says, her hand falling over mine. “I need a good story for the trip back home. Tell me what happened.”

What happened? What happened was that my plan to strike up a relationship—working relationship—with Aurora is off to a perfect start.

“It was a disaster,” I groan. “Her and Alex were having coffee this morning so I figured I strike up a conversation, but I didn’t want to show up empty handed, so…”

Tabitha sits up straighter as her head whips toward me. “Cheese nuts?” she asks, practically giddy with excitement.

“Cheese nuts,” I confirm, not enjoying this half as much as she is.

“How many times have I told you that no one likes them?” Tabitha’s smile is blinding. “I love you so much Alice, but they are DIS-gusting.”

“I thought she might like them,” I say quietly, then shrug. “You never know.”

“And did she?”

I can still picture Aurora’s reaction to trying my famous delicacy. 

Cheese nuts are not, as I have learned, what most people assume. Most people figure they are nuts sprinkled with cheese powder or something like that. Like cheesy popcorn. Instead, they are melted cheese poured into an ice cube tray with a single nut nestled in the center. Then you pop them in the fridge, let them set, and voila! You have a delicious, interesting snack that is fun for the whole family.

When Aurora bit into it, I thought for a moment she had broken a tooth. The sheer horror on her face was obviously not what I was hoping for, but I’d be lying if I said the reaction was entirely unprecedented.

They are one of my favorite snacks, but so far no one else who has tried them shares my enthusiasm.

Tabitha called them a ‘textural and culinary war crime’ and suggested I would be better off just feeding people ipecac so as to induce the vomiting directly. It’s the meanest thing—honestly the only mean thing—she’s ever said to me, but as she likes to say, she could not in good conscience allow me to subject people to such atrocities without speaking her mind.

“She’s allergic to almonds,” I say, remembering the panic in Aurora’s eyes.

“Oh my god,” Tabitha says, giving my arm a smack. “Did you kill her? Is that why you’re so upset?”

“No, I did not kill her!” I return her smack. “There was no almond in it. She was fine…physically. But then—” I pause, white hot embarrassment freezing me as I replay the memory. “I told her not to worry: we could make the whole base a no-nut zone while it was just the two of us.”

Tabitha shrieks. “Oh Alice.” She grabs me and squeezes me until the air is forced from my lungs. “No-nut zone,” she cackles, seemingly unaware that she’s breaking every one of my ribs. “I’m going to fucking miss you.”


CHAPTER 3
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AURORA


“You should stay,” I plead, trying for one last ditch Hail Mary to avoid the inevitable. “You’re more senior. You’re always saying that I’m not ready.”

Alex shakes his head, tossing his shaggy white locks. “Nice try, kid. But that was months ago, and you know it. You’re ready for this.”

A line of perfectly folded T-shirts sits on his bed as Alex finishes the last of his packing. I’m leaned against the doorframe, watching as he works.

“We should go talk to Walters. Someone else should be assigned.”

“Be my guest, but I have to get out of here. You saw the weather report. Storm coming on quick. Might blow past, but…”

He doesn’t need to finish that sentence. Up here, this far north, and surrounded almost completely by water, the weather can be as unpredictable as it can be deadly. And with the port set to close because of the strike, the time table for departure has been moved up to mid morning instead of towards late afternoon as had been previously planned.

The base is abuzz with activity in a way it only rarely is. People and voices and movement. Usually, most people are locked at their stations, eyes glued to monitors, or else, when it comes to the more intrepid and hands-on researchers, out on the tundra studying birds or soil erosion or whatever it is they do out there.

Sometimes, even with the station full, it’s possible to feel completely alone. But now, the activity reminds me of what will soon be missing. I’m surprised how mixed my feelings are.

“But you’ll be back?” The question catches a bit in my throat. “You have another three months this year and I’ll be back by then and…Once the strike is over. I mean, it can’t go on long.”

It’s only been three months, but the truth is I’ve grown fond of Alex. Out here, three months isn’t like three months on a normal job. It’s more like three months of summer camp. You work together, eat together, and, for plenty of the researchers that come through here, even sleep together—though to be clear, I very much do not belong to that latter group.

And through the three months, Alex has been the one I’ve grown closest to, the one I work with day in and day out to keep the systems in good health, the data pipelines and processing programs running. Neither of us does research per se, but it’s our work that keeps the whole thing running so everyone else can do theirs, not just here on the base but in dozens of labs around the globe that rely on the data our programs clean, crunch, and collate.

In those three months, I’ve come to know Alex. His moods, his expressions, and over the last week as the imminent strike grew nearer and plans were finalized, it was hard not to see the fatigue written on his face.

Alex’s smile doesn’t show his teeth. “In truth Ror, I’m not sure. I have a life to get back to. A family.” He shakes his head ruefully. “Hell, I think my husband might just murder me if I sign up for another stint.”

Cue record scratch. “Wait, you have a husband?”

He raises one eyebrow and laughs. “Is that a problem?”

“What? No. Of course, not. I just had no idea. I mean I’m gay too so⁠—”

Alex gives a mock gasp. “You’re gay? Never would have guessed.”

His eyes sweep up and down my body as he chuckles. 

Okay, he might have the tiniest point. Between my brown crocs—always in sport mode—my ripped khaki cargo pants and my trusty blue flannel, I’m not exactly in disguise. Throw in the shaved sides of my head and the long braid that hangs down to the middle of my back,  and I guess you’d assume better than fifty-fifty odds on the whole lesbian thing.

But still, he doesn’t need to act like it's obvious.

“You know, Alex,” I chide playfully. “You might not know this, being ancient and all.” He winces playfully. “But nowadays, we don’t just assume someone's sexuality based on how they dress. Plenty of straight girls dress like this.”

His eyebrow raises again, higher this time.

“Okay, some straight girls.” When his expression doesn’t change. “At least one straight girl.”

Alex shrugs, a non-verbal If you say so.

“And what about drooling over pretty girls? Do plenty of straight girls do that too?” 

That catches my attention. “Excuse me?”

“Please, you and your new partner”—I don’t love the way he emphasizes that word—“can’t keep your eyes off each other. Don’t think I haven’t noticed.”

“Alice?” My hand slips off the doorframe and I nearly topple face first before Alex’s hand darts out to catch me.

“Absolutely,” he says with a grin. “I mean you’re tripping over yourself at the mere mention.”

I huff. “That is not what happened. I just lost my balance.”

He nods as he starts stacking the shirts in his suitcase with military precision.

“Weak in the knees, huh?” He winks.

“That is not—Wait, what do you mean ‘off each other’?” 

“Heh, heh.” His laugh is deep and gravelly. “I was wondering when you’d catch that.”

“There’s no way Alice is gay. I have a finely tuned gaydar and it’s gotten exactly zero pings from that one. Come on, Alex. You’ve seen the dresses she wears. She’s like a human Polly Pocket.”

He goes through the drawers of his dresser again, checking for anything he might have missed. Satisfied, he starts on the closet.

“First of all, you’re gaydar didn’t register a hit on me, and I’m your closest friend in this whole place.”

“Closest friend?” I ask, a teasing tone in my voice.

He shrugs without turning. “Only friend, closest friend. Same thing.”

I cross my arms over my chest and scowl. “What’s second?”

“Well,” he says, “you might not know this, being a little bambiesque innocent, but nowadays, we don’t just assume someone's sexuality based on how they dress. Plenty of gay girls dress like that.”

And then he turns and sticks out his tongue, forcing a laugh from me despite my attempts to remain stonefaced.

“You’re serious about this?” I ask.

Closet cleared out, Alex does a once over of the room before slotting a few odds and ends into the pockets and pouches of his bags. He slings his ruck on his shoulder and takes a duffel bag in each hand.

He nods. “I’m very serious.” He walks toward the door, pausing as I move out of his way. “You know, my husband was a researcher here once upon a time. That’s how we met. You might not think so, but this place can be romantic. Especially on the Core Crew. How else are you going to pass the time?”


CHAPTER 4
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ALICE


With only two of us left, the station is quiet, liminal. It feels like a place out of time, surreal and unreal all at the same time. It’s the last day of classes or one of those days at the end of the summer when everyone is back on campus but class hasn’t started yet. Those few pregnant days, straining with possibility.

My footsteps echo down the hall, louder than I remember, though I’m guessing that is just a trick of the mind. Being up here, being out here, all alone except for Aurora, is different than when the station is full somehow. Even with a full house, the place is often quiet—at least during the day. Everyone is busy, heads down in one of the labs or the offices, or just in their own rooms.

But at night, much to my dismay, the place usually comes alive. After the evening meeting that occurs each day, the ‘fun’ begins. You might be asking yourself:  just how much can a dozen nerds get up to in a small tin box up here at the edge of the world?

The answer, as it turns out, is a lot.

There isn’t much to do up here other than work. Nuvuk City is too remote for a casual trip at the end of the day, and that’s if the weather is cooperating. The average daily high is below freezing and in the winter the temperatures are almost always below zero—Fahrenheit.

So the only things the people up here have to do is drink and carouse and…each other. I’ve been here two weeks and so far this place is busier than my freshman hall back in the dorms. I’m no biologist, but from my field research, it’s clear that proximity, boredom, and alcohol almost always combine into horniness.

But that is very far from my scene. Not that I’m a prude or opposed to sex or anything like that, but I’m an anxious person, better one on one than in large noisy groups.

Plus, there’s the whole morning after thing. I’ve had a couple—literally two—one night stands in my life and I hated the next morning. What to do, what to say? Especially when it’s clear to both parties that it was just a one time thing.

Bad enough in college where you might run into them on the way to class or at one of the few student bars in town, but here? In an isolated station, barely big enough for a dozen people? What are you supposed to say?

“Well, that was fun buddy. See you in the commissary in fifteen minutes?”

I don’t know how other people do it.

But that’s a common sentiment with me. Even among the nerds and dorks and scientists, I’ve never quite felt like I belonged. I do belong, to be clear, and I know that, but…sometimes knowing something and feeling something are two very different things.

That’s why I was so excited for me and Tabitha to be doing this together. I’ve been on location before for research, nothing even half as remote as this—small college towns, observatories out away from town and the light pollution that comes with it, that sort of thing—and even those experiences have always been nerve wracking forays into a world of social customs and codes that everyone but me seems to be an expert in.

Tabitha was going to be my lifeline. But now, I’m on my own.

Well, not completely on my own. Aurora is here, which is as exhilarating as it is terrifying.

I may not be one to join the evening debauchery, but that doesn’t mean that the combination of boredom, close proximity, and the occasional glass of white wine doesn’t have the same biological effects on me as it does on the others.

And that’s just in the abstract. If you want to get specific, the truth is even without the isolation or the alcohol, I’d still be feeling this. Because with Aurora, how could I not?

She’s gorgeous. Tall and confident, she moves through the world like it’s not capable of hurting her, like she knows where she’s going and what she wants, and everyone else better get out of her way. I’ve spent far more time than I’d like to admit thinking about what it would feel like to run my nails along the fresh shaved sides of her head, to run my finger along the braid she always wears.

I’ve wondered on more than one occasion if she likes it pulled.

Get it together, Alice.

It was one thing to indulge those fantasies when I was a face that could get lost in the admittedly rather small crowd. It’s another when it’s just the two of us. 

I make it back to my room having completed a circuit of the place—twice—without having run into Aurora. I was hoping to…well, I’m not exactly sure. I certainly wasn’t going to make a move on her or anything—even if I wanted to, I’m not exactly a smooth operator—but I’m already feeling lonely, already anxious and nervous about spending so much time alone with a girl who hates me and who just so happens to be the subject of perhaps the biggest crush I’ve ever harbored.

The whole thing is kind of a disaster.

It’s only nine, so I settle in front of my laptop and look over a few things from the day: results from a few programs I had running, emails, and the weather report. Tabitha and the others made it safely out in time to avoid the worst, but the weather is only growing more ominous.

The station is designed to take a beating and keep on trucking, so unless this ends up being the storm of the century, we’ll be fine.

And, I mean, what are the chances of that happening?

I close my laptop and shoot a text to Tabitha.

Alice


This is already awful. Can you please come back and get me?




Tabitha


This isn’t awful. You are incredibly excited to have this opportunity.




Alice


Ugh, you’re the worst. Trying to be logical and supportive, instead of letting me spiral!




But you’re right.




Tabitha


What else is new?




This familiar banter does something to soothe the ache in my chest, but it’s not a replacement for the real thing.

Alice


Ugh, don’t ruin it. But you’re right. This is the opportunity I’ve been waiting for to show people what I’m made of. That I can handle real responsibility.




Not to mention it’s a godsend not to have this interrupt my research. I was already going to be racing against the clock to get anything workable out of my time here. If I had been forced to leave with the others, it would have scuttled the whole thing.

Tabitha


BORING. I am not talking about your professional life.




Alice


Then what, exactly, are you talking about?




I ask this even though I know full well what she’s talking about. I share everything with Tabitha. And even if I didn’t, she’s made it painfully clear just how painfully obvious my crush is.

Tabitha


I am talking about you and Aurora doing the horizontal toboggan. This is your chance! She’s all alone, lonely, facing off against the harsh elements of the north Alaskan coast with only you to protect her. [image: winking face]




Alice


The horizontal toboggan? Seriously?




Tabitha


Oh come on. You know you want to!




Alice


I do not!




Tabitha


Then why are you blushing?




I laugh, surprised that I’m even surprised how well she knows me.

Because I am definitely blushing, hard.

Alice


How would you even know that?




Tabitha


Tell me I’m wrong.




She knows me about as well as I know myself, which is an incredible—if at times infuriating—part of being her best friend.

Which just makes all of this so much harder.


CHAPTER 5
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AURORA


I find Alice already in the kitchen, a blur of oblivious motion. I pour myself a cup of coffee.

She has about six different things cooking on the stove, more in the oven, and she is bouncing her weight between one foot and the other. She glances over her shoulder as she flips an egg perfectly—no spatula, just a flick of her wrist. She doesn’t even look as it lands back in the pan.

“Good morning, partner!” Her excitement is nauseating. “Isn’t this just the best. It’s like camp! Did you ever go to camp? I used to love camp. Tabitha says she didn’t love it, but I know that’s not true. That’s where we bonded. We were friends, of course, since forever, but camp was what really did it.”

I glance down at my coffee, the pot still in my other hand, and decide to chug half of it and then refill it to the brim.

I’m going to need a lot of coffee.

“Who the fuck is Tabitha?” 

I wince a bit at my tone. I’m not the sunniest person in normal circumstances. Doubly so in the morning. Triply so when I have to deal with Alice.

Hate would be far too strong a word. She doesn’t actually seem like a bad person, but…she’s alot. She’s a three-ring circus mixed with an amusement park situated in New Orleans during Mardi Gras. Sometimes just thinking about her limitless effervescence and ebullient energy exhausts me.

I tip back my mug and drain it in one go. Then I refill it again.

“She’s my best friend. She’s here...um, was. You haven’t met her? I could have sworn you met her. Everyone meets everyone here and⁠—”

“Alice,” I cut in, unable to watch the trainwreck any longer. “I was kidding. I’ve met Tabitha. And even if I hadn’t, it’s not like you ever talk about anyone else.”

“Oh,” she says, turning back to the stove, as she starts to plate her breakfast.

“Here,” she says, sliding the plate down in front of me the moment I’m seated. “I made pancakes.”

And not only. There’s three strips of bacon, two sausage links, hash browns, and two fried eggs. There is a pancake, so large it runs off the plate, but the shape is…odd.

I glance down at the plate dubiously. “Is that…” I trail off and look back up at Alice.

She’s beaming at me, a blinding white smile outlined by full red lips. Wide sapphire eyes meet mine, open and inviting. There’s something in the earnestness of her expression that tugs at my heart.

It’s seven in the morning—I actually managed to sleep in a bit for once—but Alice is already dressed to the nines, or at least, what qualifies as far as she’s concerned: a baby blue strapless maxi, heels, her hair done up in an elegant low knot that belongs on someone’s Pinterest board, and more makeup than I wear in a year—not that it looks bad on her.

It really doesn’t. But it’s just so odd. Like it's prom and a middle school birthday party all at once, but Alice is the only one who got the invitation.

I shift my gaze back down to the pancakes and I settle on the safest version of the question I can think of. “What is it?”

She frowns, looks down at the plate, and then back up at me. “Pancakes. Have you never had pancakes?”

Once again, her sincerity is a little disorienting. Does she really think I’ve never had or seen pancakes before in my life?

“I’ve had pancakes before, Alice. I’m asking about the shape. It’s…Well, with the eggs and everything.”

Her brow furrows as she leans over the table to assess, genuine worry on her face. Not that I’m paying too much attention to her face. I feel my cheeks flush as I try not to stare at Alice’s cleavage on full display as she leans forward and gravity adds to her already impressive natural endowments.

“It’s a rocketship,” she says flatly, like I’m the one who's being odd. 

And I, dear reader, am not the one being odd here, because…

“It’s a dick, Alice,” I say.

Alice gasps, standing back up straight. “It is not a…” She looks around, as if she’s worried one of the others might have stuck around and might get her in trouble if she says a bad word. “It’s not a penis.” 

The word penis is barely more than a whisper.

I snort. “Alice, are you kidding? Look at this thing. You made a long shaft and then put two balls on it,” I say, gesturing to the two fried eggs flanking the bottom of the, ahem, ‘rocket’. “And what are these red streaks?”

“That’s strawberry preserves,” she says. “I swirl them into the batter at the end, so you get those nice red streaks.”

Her pale skin is well on its way to crimson. To say she’s flustered would be more of an understatement than saying it’s cold outside. Her fingers play with the bangles on her left arm, turning them first one way and then the other—a nervous tic if I’ve ever seen one.

I reach out and dramatically place one hand on her wrist. I sigh, pausing for a moment before delivering the bad news. “You gave it veins, Alice.”

She jumps back like she’s been electrocuted, or stabbed, or…told that the rocket ship pancake she thought she made is actually a nice big veiny dick.

“They are not,” she says. “Wait, they have veins? I mean, I know they do because of the blood and stuff, but like…that?” 

My eyes narrow. Maybe Alex was right.

“So are you a lesbian or just a virgin?” I ask. “Or asexual? You seem a little out of your element.”

“I am not a asexual and I am not a virgin,” she says, her mouth flattening as her voice raises an octave or two. 

It would appear we’ve hit a sore spot.

“Sorry.” I rush in to defuse the situation. “I didn’t mean anything by it. Nothing to be ashamed of.” I add some syrup and then gesture toward the maple covered shaft. “This is a work of art, truly. Scarily accurate.”

Alice stares blankly at me for a moment before a small, nervous laugh escapes her lips. “God, it does look like a penis doesn’t it?”

“As far as I know,” I say with a shrug. I grab my fork and knife and begin to filet this phallic flapjack. “Been a while since I’ve seen one up this close.”

“Oh,” she says, blushing. “So you’re…”

“Yes, Alice. I’m gay too.”

“Right. Of course.” She lets out a laugh, nervous as always. “I mean, not ‘of course’. I just mean that’s cool. That we’re here and gay together."

There’s a beat as I wait for Alice to realize what she’s just said. In the meantime, I shovel a bite of bacon and egg into my mouth. My fork is still coated in syrup and the blend of savory and sweet is heaven on my tongue.

“Not together, obviously. We aren’t together. Not that I mean that in an insulting way. In a theoretical sense…” Her face is beet red as she trails off.

I raise one eyebrow, smirking. “In a theoretical sense what?”

She shakes her head vigorously. “Forget it.”

She turns back to the stove. 

And this is what I can’t stand about Alice. It’s not just that she’s awkward and flustered all the time. It’s not just that she dresses like a child’s doll—though with a decidedly adult body hiding beneath the juvenile clothes. 

It’s that she doesn’t even have the egg-balls to own it, you know? It makes her seem so unserious. Which, okay, whatever. She doesn’t have to be and it’s not my business and all that.

Except, it kind of is. 

Because being a woman in science, being a woman in a technical field is hard enough already. There’s already stereotype after stereotype and tech-bro after tech-bro (or bio-bro or physics-bro or whoever) ready to explain that women aren’t really up to the task. Too emotional. Too flighty.

Too unserious.

As if we are all prancing around in pretty little dresses, unable to do any real work out of fear of breaking a nail. 

I can’t help but glance at Alice’s fingers. Perfectly manicured with a two-tone finish, bright red on the bottom and baby blue on the top, a perfect match for her dress and lipstick.

Where does she find the time? 

There’s another question that pops into my mind, not for the first time.

Why was she chosen to stay behind? Alex made a few enigmatic comments about her being the most qualified, but I think he was just pulling my leg. 

More likely the truth is simpler. The base runs itself, so it doesn't really matter who is left behind other than someone who can handle the IT shit. Maybe Alice is just low woman on the totem pole, though that wouldn’t really square with Alex’s comment about Marcie.

Maybe Alice is just the nepo baby daughter or niece of some big wig that funds this place. It would explain what she’s even doing here in the first place, since so far I’m coming up blank.

“So,” Alice says, breaking me from my thoughts as she slides onto the bench across from me. Her plate is similarly adorned with bacon and sausage and eggs…and a penis shaped pancake. “I figured we could go over the agenda for the day and then get started on the maintenance list that I’ve come up with.”

I frown, my surprisingly good mood going sour. I place one hand over my eyes and move my head back and forth like I’m searching for something. “Sorry,” I say, “just looking around to see who exactly put you in charge.”

“I’m not—” Alice gapes. “I’m not saying I’m in charge. I just thought with the storm and everything. It wasn’t too bad last night, but we’re getting to that time of year. The weather looks iffy these next few days. Figure it would make sense to check the generator building and the supply depot. Just make sure everything is good.”

She trails off, pushes a bit of egg across her plate, and then sighs.

“And you’re going to be the one to do that?” I ask, unable to keep the doubt from my voice.

I know. I know. Books and covers and all that. But, I mean, come on. This girl is going to trek around the base grounds, finding issues and fixing them in subzero temperatures? All I can imagine is Alice wandering through the snow in a ridiculous fluffy pink bathrobe and a pair of sky high stilettos. 

I stifle a laugh.

Alice frowns, then huffs. “I was a scout, you know. I know what I’m doing. I’m here for a reason.”

I tap my forehead. “Good to know. If I need someone to help me sell off a truckload of cookies, you’ll be my first call.”

We sit and eat in silence. I should apologize. I know that. That snarky comment wasn’t really necessary. I’m just very much not willing to indulge whatever friendship fantasy Alice seems to have concocted.

Still, I guess I should⁠—

Any thoughts of an apology goes immediately out the window as both our phones emit a low, urgent tone.

“What the fuck is that?” I ask, my anger an attempt to mask my embarrassment at having jumped six inches out of my seat at the noise.

My phone is wedged in the pocket of my slightly-too tight jeans. I fumble the attempt to extract it, while Alice reaches for hers on the bench next to her.

“Huh,” she says, a goofy smile on her face. “Looks like we’re goners.”


CHAPTER 6
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ALICE


“What?” Aurora’s mouth hangs open.

She finally finishes fishing her phone out of her very tight jeans. The alert on the lockscreen doesn’t seem to make things any clearer to her.

“What the fuck?” Her eyes look up and find mine. “What the hell is this? A bad sensor?”

I nod. “I mean either that or this station is somehow capable of surviving outside ambient temperatures that are a meaningful fraction of what you’d find on the surface of the sun.”

It’s a temperature alert. The station has countless sensors for almost anything you could imagine: seismic activity, temperature, atmospheric pressure, wind speed, air quality, magnetic particles in the atmosphere, etc., etc.

The sensors serve the dual purposes of feeding into data streams and pipelines used in research and as an early warning system for the station. They alert us to dangerously high winds, solar radiation, major swings in temperature or pressure that could indicate an incoming storm, or, in this case, that Northern Alaska has suddenly become a blast furnace.

Both of us are still puzzling over the alert when a second one comes in.

I can’t help the nervous laugh that erupts out of me. “You’d think for an earthquake that size, we’d have felt something. Must have put this place together out of old Ikea furniture.” More nervous laughter as Aurora scowls.

“Is that supposed to be funny?” she asks flatly. “Obviously, something’s up with…” She frowns. “There’s obviously a problem.”

Aurora is usually sour around me, maybe around everyone, but, of course, anytime I’ve seen her around other people, I’ve also been there. It’s kind of a Schrodinger’s Aurora situation.

Or maybe it’s not. I don’t know. The way she is glowering at me has my anxiety—and my attraction—dialed up to eleven. It’s a wildly inappropriate time, but there is something about a gruff, intense woman that makes me melt even faster than I would if these temperature readings were accurate.

Tabitha says I should seek therapy, but…I’m a little too into it at this point. Might as well stick with what I know.

Anyway, intrusive horny thoughts aside, the realization settles that Aurora is looking a little less confident in her anger and a little more…deflated? 

“Are you, umm, okay? We aren’t really going to melt,” I say. “At least, I doubt it.”

Her shoulders stiffen and my nipples do the same an instant later. 

“I’m well aware, Alice,” she says, my name like a curse in her mouth and, my god, why do I like it?

“Right, right.” I try and fail to stifle a giggle. “Sorry, nervous.”

She rolls her eyes. “That’s new.”

I ignore the barb, still staring at my phone as I try to figure out what’s happening. There’s an almost dreamlike quality to the whole thing. 

Aurora and I alone in the commissary. An alert. Two alerts. Both nonsensical. I half expect the words on my phone screen to start shifting as I look at them, or maybe for a tooth to come loose in my mouth.

That’s what this is, what it must be—a stress dream. There’s one way to test.

One of these days, I will figure out how not to let intrusive thoughts win. Today is not that day.

“Ow,” Aurora yelps. “Why did you pinch me?”

“To see if it’s a dream,” I say, feeling like I want to crawl in a hole. “Guess it’s not, huh? Whoops.”

“Whoops?” Aurora rubs at her arm. “And if it’s a dream, aren’t you supposed to pinch yourself?”

My eyes don’t meet hers as I scratch  my neck. “That would hurt, though.”

I don’t need to look up to guess how unpleased Aurora looks.

“You think?”

“Okay.” I begin to pace, half eaten penis pancakes wholly forgotten. “Okay. Okay.”

“Phenomenal insight,” Aurora deadpans. “Does this mean we have to suit up and start checking sensors?”

The stress must be getting to her because she sounds oddly unenthused about that possibility. And honestly, what could be more exciting? Not even here alone for a day and the chance for an adventure? 

Sign me up.

Only…one sensor spitting nonsense warrants a check. But two completely unrelated sensors measuring completely different things? 

Unfortunately, that makes it unlikely that the cause is the sensors themselves, and more likely the issue is upstream, somewhere in how that data is being processed and fed through the system that is triggering the alerts.

“No, that would be awesome though, right?” I shake my head. “No, this probably isn’t the sensors. It’s got to be on the data end of things. Probably some silly mistake in the code somewhere.”

Aurora’s whole body stiffens, and only then do I realize my mistake.

“Not that, umm, it’s your fault. It might be, of course, but, like, we don’t know that?” Oh, boy I am NOT helping. “Like, I just mean that it would be improbable for it to be the sensors. So…”

“So, it’s my fault?” She crosses her arms over her chest.

“Well, maybe?” I shrug, then have to stifle a burst of almost uncontrollable laughter that bubbles up in my throat. I manage to turn into a sound that sounds half strangled gasp, half cough, and fully insane.

Shut up, Alice! Seriously, this is not a new problem. This is not an Aurora problem. This, very much, is an Alice problem.

I wouldn’t say that I have no filter; I don’t just blurt out whatever comes into my head, after all. But I do have a different filter from the one that everyone else seems to have, the one that everyone just intuitively understands.

It’s a big part of the reason that I come across the way I do. I say the wrong thing or I don’t say the things I’m supposed to. No matter how much I try, sometimes I feel the same way I did when I was eight years old and I tried to talk to my cat. No matter how closely I thought I mimicked her meows and chirps and cries, she would always just tilt her head and stare at me like I had insulted her very existence.

The look in Aurora’s eyes is eerily similar. 

And I get it. Aurora is the IT gal. She’s the one whose code might be implicated here, and she’s definitely the one whose shoulders it will fall on, at least chiefly, to diagnosing and figuring this out. Maybe it’s Alex’s mistake and not hers, but something tells me that suggestion will go over about as well as my earlier comment, since Alex is just about the only person here that Aurora gets along with.

“Aurora…” I start to speak without knowing where I’m going. Never an ideal strategy in high stress situations, it’s doubly unwise for me, given, well…I think you know. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“You did.” A muscle twitches in her jaw, followed a moment later by one just below her right eye. “I’m not the one who can barely make it through a conversation without tripping over my words, Alice. So maybe before you point the finger at me, it would make sense to do a little self-reflection.”

I tilt my head to the side. “What do you mean? How would my work have anything to do with this? It’s all well upstream of the data pipeline, and doesn’t even really touch on anything that would feed into the alert system.”

Maybe it’s my imagination, but she clenches her jaw tighter and I swear I can hear her teeth creak. 

“But you, uh, knew that, of course,” I say, the noise tumbling out so quickly it sounds almost like one long and completely nonsensical word.

“Thanks for the pancakes,” Aurora says as she stands from the table and storms off.

Usually, this is the part where I would collapse, crumble, go running to Tabitha. She would tell me it was okay, that it wasn’t my fault and all that kind of bullshit that your best friend tells you when she knows you can’t handle hearing anything else.

It’s not that she lies to me, not exactly. But she knows how much I struggle, how I replay these interactions again and again. She helps to take the pressure off, helps me realize that not everything is life and death. After growing up with my father, who is the only person I’ve ever met with less of a concern for decorum than me, I always found it a welcome relief. 

But there’s a part of me that wonders if it hasn’t stunted me somewhat, or left me unequipped to deal with hard situations, awkward conversations. I wonder if it hasn’t been a way to avoid having to do the harder work or actually learning to handle these situations on my own.

I clean up quickly, wiping down the stove and placing everything in the dishwasher. The table is a little messy, but that can wait. I make a beeline for Aurora’s door, and, because, even when I’m trying to do the right thing, I’m still completely hopeless, I barge in without knocking.

Then all hell breaks loose.

Aurora screams. Her pants are twisted around her ankle, and up top, she’s completely bare. My eyes linger on her breasts, perfect perky handfuls, and for just a moment—okay, several moments—my mind goes blank.

But I don’t have a lot of time to admire the view, because Aurora loses her balance, her feet catching on her jeans and she falls forward—and directly into my arms. My hands shoot out and my fingers slide over warm smooth skin. 

I breathe a short-lived sigh of relief as I manage to catch her, mercifully managing to avoid making contact with any areas that would warrant a call from HR—though maybe we blew past that point a long time ago.

“Umm, hi,” I say. 

My cheeks are hot, my mouth dry. I can feel my heart rattling my ribcage, and I’d like to say it’s all because of the sheer embarrassment of the moment, but I’m guessing it has a lot to do with a topless Aurora—my crush—falling quite literally into my arms.

“Let me go,” she mutters as I help her to her feet.

“Sorry, I wanted to make sure you were okay,” I squeak. “I didn’t mean to be rude and⁠—”

Aurora huffs and rolls her shoulders and I go slack jawed. For as angry as she is at my intrusion, she makes no effort to cover up. She just glares at me while she kicks her jeans away, leaving her standing, hands on hips, in nothing but a pair of form fitting boyshorts and a lacy black bra.

“You’re staring,” she says.

“I am not,” I say, my eyes never leaving her body.

And with that body it’s not hard to understand where she gets her confidence. I don’t think I’m ugly, but I’ve never been comfortable in my skin. I’m not super curvy or anything, but I have wide hips, a full bust, and am just generally on the softer side. My stomach isn’t perfectly flat and my thighs and ass are slightly out of proportion to the rest of my lower half. In a good way, from the attention they seem to draw, but even good attention has always made me uneasy.

Aurora, on the other hand, is sculpted. Her stomach is hard and flat, with her abs partly defined. There are sharp cuts at her hip bones that make me salivate. Her hips are narrower than mine, but their curve still draws my eyes. And then her breasts.

Unconsciously, I lick my lips.

“Jesus, Alice,” she says, her voice sounding oddly different than before. “You’re drooling.” She shakes her head and mutters. “Guess you are really gay.”

That snaps me out of it. “Of course, I’m gay. And I wasn’t drooling, I just—” I wave my arms in her direction. “Your body is just—like objectively it’s…”

She raises one eyebrow, and I do not finish that sentence.


CHAPTER 7
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“What do you want, Alice?” I ask, trying to regain the anger that had me bristling earlier.

“To apologize,” she says, her voice several octaves higher than usual. “For earlier…I didn’t mean to insult you.”

“I’m not insulted," I lie, turning toward my dresser and grabbing an oversized t-shirt that I throw over my head.

When I look back at Alice, her face is slightly less red, her mouth slightly less agape, and her eyes are no longer threatening to bulge out of their sockets. 

“Well, whatever the case, I shouldn’t have said that. I mean, it’s true, kind of.” Alice’s hand plays with the strap of her dress as she speaks.

Ah there’s the anger again.

She must see it.

“No, not like that. It’s just that it probably is the code or some piece of the system, you know? Just logically. That doesn’t mean it’s your fault. Or, if it is, we all make mistakes. Believe it or not, I make lots of mistakes.”

Her face contorts strangely, mouth curling up while her eye on the same side twitches.

“Are you having a stroke?” I ask, a moment before it dawns on me. She’s trying to wink at me. “Wait, was that a joke?”

“Hah, yea, first one. How did I do?” She’s so fucking nervous it would almost be adorable in other circumstances.

Other circumstances, like if she hadn’t just barged in on me getting undressed only to continue to blame me for the bogus alerts we got.

What grates even more is that she’s probably right, and for exactly the reasons she stated. One weird reading is a faulty sensor, but two weird readings on two completely unrelated pieces of equipment points to something else. I haven’t had time yet to investigate, obviously, but I’m pretty sure what I’ll find. 

Something in the code is messing up. Something in my code.

It could be Alex’s, but I’ve just spent the last four weeks rewriting the entire data cleaning module. That's the code that hooks directly into the feed from the sensors and processes that raw data into something usable. The conditions out here are harsh and the equipment sometimes has minor blips. Blips that usually show up as odd or truncated values, usually not the kind of extreme outliers like the two we were alerted to, but odd enough that if you don’t clean them up or sometimes drop them all together, they can mess up the data quality.

The original code, written by Alex, had been full of kludges and hacks, the whole thing held together with bubblegum and paperclips. So being the go-getting overachiever I am—read overconfident know-it-all—I convinced Alex to let me rewrite the whole thing. He fought me at first but I can be fairly annoying when I think I’m right, and eventually he relented.

I was pissed at Alex for ever doubting me in the first place. It wasn’t enough that he eventually gave in. We didn’t have a falling out over it or anything, but I for sure gave him shit before, during, and after the rewrite.

“Look,” I say, taking a seat on the bed. Alice’s eyes drift to my legs and I resist the urge to cross them. I laugh. “I didn’t mean look.” Another shake of my head. “I’ll take a look at the code and see if there’s any issues that might be causing this. Meanwhile, you can do whatever it is you do. Something with gluesticks and glitter, I imagine.”

Her face falls a bit at that, and I wince. One joke between us doesn’t exactly make us best friends, and I’m still figuring out how to navigate this whole thing.

“I can help,” Alice says. “I’m not an expert or anything, but I can code. I’m resourceful. Just tell me what I can do. We’re a team. We could meet in my room. It’s not quite as cramped as yours.” I clench my teeth and try to remind myself that coming from Alice, this is just unfiltered obliviousness; I don’t think the girl is capable of malice. “After you…you know?”

No. I don’t know.

Arms crossed over my chest, I give her a questioning look.

“After I get done taking a shower?”

“Right.” Alice nods, taking a seat next to me on the bed. It’s completely presumptuous but I feel a jolt go through me at the realization: Alice is sitting on my bed…with me. I cough to clear my throat as she gives me an odd look. “That’s what I used to call it too, back when I used to live with Tabitha. I mean, I would actually shower, but…Eventually, she told me I was being a little obvious about the whole thing. We had a whole talk about shame and pleasure. The kind of talk your parents are supposed to give you.”

What the fuck is she talking about?

“You know about how your body works and stuff?” She shrugs. “Anyway, my dad wasn’t exactly the best with that sort of stuff. He loved me, but he was—well, if you saw him you’d think I was a suave social butterfly by comparison. Obviously, he had some idea about that stuff. He made me and whatnot. But still, it was⁠—”

“Alice,” I cut in, my tone strained. “What in the ever living fuck are you talking about?”

She quirks her head, looking at me like I’m the crazy one here. “Masturbation,” she says, confusion in her voice.

“Masturbation? Are you joking?”

“No,” she says, standing as though she’s realized sitting is not going to work out this bout of nervous energy she so clearly has. “The one joke was enough today. Don’t want to overdo it and pull something.” That actually almost brings a smile to my face. “You know I was just kidding, right?”

The more I get to know Alice and more I hear her speak, the less and less I understand her. It feels like I’m only getting snippets of a conversation that she is having in her own head. Or maybe she has a telepathic connection with Tabitha, who she never seems to stop mentioning.

The two of them were more than a little close during their time here. Tabitha didn’t exactly give off sapphic vibes, but I wonder for a moment if they’re girlfriends. For some reason, that thought sits uneasily with me.

“Kidding about what, Alice?” I need to get out of my head, need to stop doing the same thing that I’m mentally accusing Alice of.

“This being a no-nut zone,” she says as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “I just get nervous sometimes and…I just said that. It was about nuts though. Not masturbating. Plus I’m not even sure that applies to us, you know? Like I think ‘to nut’ just means when a guy…” She shudders. “Yucky.”

Yucky? I mean, yea, not my thing either, but…yucky? She really is a child.

“What? You think I was—” I glance at Alice then down at myself. I pull the hem of my t-shirt further down my legs. “You thought I was about to masturbate?”

“Of course,” she says, smiling now that I finally have ‘gotten it’.

I scoff. “I was not. Like I told you, I was going to shower.”

“Oh, right, ‘shower’”. Alice adds air quotes as a dreamy smile spreads over her face. “I love ‘showering’ too. Especially in the shower. But since it’s a little wasteful, I usually use my toys and⁠—”

“Get out.” I stand, not caring as my t-shirt rides up, and not missing the way Alice’s eyes track the movement.

“What?” She looks genuinely upset. “I wasn’t trying to be weird. I just thought…Since it’s just the two of us and—” She pauses, then sighs, her whole body deflating. “This was not an appropriate topic for work colleagues, was it?”

She sounds like she’s being scolded.

“Jesus, Alice, just go. Please? You barged in on me getting undressed and now you’ve stuck around, talking about who knows what? Is this an appropriate topic for work colleagues? Seriously? Are you even a real person? How do you function as an adult in the real world?”

Her lip quivers. “Tabitha says⁠—”

“Enough with Tabitha!” My ferocity surprises me. “Why don’t you go call your little girlfriend and you can do your whole aw-shucks routine and talk about how much you love ‘showering’ and I can actually have some privacy and peace!”

She recoils, backing up into the hallway. Her expression goes flat, lifeless. Her eyes, usually deep and blue and full of light, are flat and dimmed. She doesn't even cry. She just nods and turns. 

Somehow, it would have been easier if she cried. But watching the light go out in her eyes? Something digs at me, like a jagged bit of metal jammed between my ribs.

With the door closed, I collapse onto the bed, my head sinking into the pillow. I stare up at the ceiling, my mind racing, the same way I do every night. Only, this isn’t night. And the thoughts running through my head aren't the usual ones: self-doubt and recrimination, loneliness and anger and all that fun stuff.

No, what’s running through my head is an internal war between two voices. One is trying to tell me that I was right to freak out on Alice. She invaded my space after all. She insulted my work. And why the hell didn’t she leave once she saw that I wasn’t fully dressed? That’s why I snapped at her. And, obviously, it was completely justified.

But there’s another voice and it has questions too.

And to those questions, I don’t have any answers.


CHAPTER 8
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I silence my phone and put it on “do not disturb” as another erroneous alert blares. They’ve been coming a few times an hour since this morning, and all of them are wacky. There’s been no face melting wall of heat, no massive earthquake. We haven’t been buffeted by gale force winds and the atmospheric pressure hasn’t cracked the shell of the station like an egg.

There’s a problem, clearly, but I have other things on my mind. Other people.

Well, one other person.

My plan to overcome my crippling anxiety and win Aurora over is going perfectly.

Yep, perfectly. One hundred percent according to plan. This is all playing out exactly the way I envisioned. 

The cheese nuts were obviously a strong start. I mean, she didn’t even break a tooth or vomit. So we count that as a win. And then the whole “I masturbate a lot, too” gambit was a huge success. 

You see it’s about subtlety. It’s about playing it cool.

It’s about telling the girl that you are stuck with, the gorgeous aloof terrifying one, that your only hobby while the two of you are alone in a remote research station is flicking the old bean.

Thank god she didn’t ask the reason.

Sure, boredom is part of it. But, come on, even you already realize that’s not the only one.

So, no, things aren’t going according to plan. In fact, things are going about as badly as they could be. 

Aurora fucking hates me. At first, I was hoping it might just be that she found me a little annoying. I’m an acquired taste, or so I’ve been told—Thanks Dad!

But if anything, Aurora has only gotten colder toward me, more annoyed, now that we are the only ones here. 

And that was before I told her how much I like playing with myself. Before I insulted her. 

Before I walked in on her changing. 

God, she probably thinks I’m a creep now too. Hopefully, she just thinks I’m awkward. Not that I was bringing it up because I was trying anything.

Oh, I like to masturbate so much, hee-hee. What about you? Oh, really? What do you use? Oh me? Yea, I have this toy…Want to try it?

What the fuck was I thinking?

The answer is that I wasn’t. And that’s pretty much the only answer when it comes to Aurora. 

I don’t think when I’m around her. I can’t.

My mind completely shuts down.

And can you really blame me? She’s intimidation personified: gruff and grumpy and…gorgeous. Between her effortlessly cool hair, her collection of vintage denim, and the way she can make my legs quake with a look, I haven’t been able to think straight since I got here.

Get it? Think straight?

Yea, not funny. I know. But that’s my point. My brain has stopped functioning when it comes to this girl.

I’m not like this. I’m not this person. Or at least, I didn’t use to be. Sure, I can be a bit of a clutz. Sure, I often manage to be awkward or I say the wrong thing, but with Aurora it’s all dialed up to eleven.

When I initially learned I was going to get a chance to be on the Core Crew and that my counterpart was going to be another queer woman, I was ecstatic. It can be tough being a woman in STEM. Even tougher to be a queer woman, and while I’ve worked with and met a few over the years, I’ve never really had the chance to connect and be colleagues with someone who understands what it’s like. 

I was really looking forward to a chance to get to know a kindred spirit. And that hope and enthusiasm hasn’t even survived the first morning. Hell, it barely survived the first few minutes.. That’s all it took for me to realize that she absolutely loathes me. 

I’m guessing for her the realization came even quicker.

And can I blame her? After everything I’ve done…seriously, it’s a miracle she hasn’t strangled me.

I sigh, sitting in front of my computer, rereading the same article introduction for what might be the eighth time. And I am getting nowhere.

A thought creeps into my head that I know I should ignore. Technically, I have access to the same systems that Aurora does. I could peek at the code, look at the data streams, maybe get to the bottom of what is causing these alerts. 

That thought sparks a bit of life in me. 

I’ve been deflated since this morning with Aurora and this is at least something to keep me occupied. 

Work is the distraction I need. Now and going forward. Of course Aurora is going to find me annoying if I’m following her around like a lost puppy. We might be the only two here but we still have jobs to do. 

True, mine doesn’t really have to do with the code and these sensor glitches, but if the data pipelines are faulty, that means my own results will be faulty too. Garbage in, garbage out, as they say. Not to mention, as a member of the Core Crew, my responsibilities are to ensure the proper functioning of the station, and the entire function of the station is research. If the data is bad or the processing is messed up, it’s not just my research that could be impacted. 

Scientists around the world hook into the data being collected at this station.

And that newfound motivation courses through my veins like a shot of espresso—hell, make that a triple shot.

Before the motivation can fade, I gather my things: laptop, a few notebooks, and a bag to put them in. I’ll work better in the lab. It’s a bigger space. Not quite so cramped as my room. Plus when I’m really digging into a problem my laptop screen just isn’t enough. I need a few external monitors as well to keep track of the different screens and programs.

Once I get setup, it looks a bit like chaos, but it’s the kind—the only kind really—that I thrive on. Everywhere else in life, I need order and routine. Any deviation sends me for a loop. But here? This?

This is where I am in control.

That the lab is only a short walk down the hall from Aurora’s room—my own is on the complete opposite side of the base—doesn’t even factor into my thoughts. No way. Not a chance.

And I’m doing this for the right reasons. Not because I have some crazy notion that fixing this problem for Aurora will fix my problem with Aurora.

And with absolutely no ulterior motives, I set to work. If this were a movie, now would come the montage.

Headphones on. Tense music with a heavy bass. Fingers dancing over keys as text pours across the screen, Matrix style. I'd be pounding back energy drinks, one after the other, while I furrow my brow, bite my lip in concentration, and hack my way to a solution.

The reality is somewhat more prosaic. I type a few commands into the terminal, look over what comes back. I open a file, read it slowly, then move onto the next one. I bounce around a little between reading the code, looking through logs, and running commands against the incoming raw data feed, but most of what I do is look and read and think.

I didn’t study computer science. I’m not a software engineer or developer. I wouldn’t even call myself a coder or a programmer. Sure, I program. Sure, I code. But in STEM anymore that’s just everyone. There are very few fields that software and data aren’t eating alive. To stay in place, you have to know your way around code: calculations, simulations, data munging. Pen and paper and a T-84 just don’t cut it anymore.

Looking through the code, one thing becomes immediately clear:  I’m completely out of my element. 

Most of what I write are just throwaway scripts or one-offs. Code that takes data from somewhere at a given point in time, does something with it, and then spits out some results that get recorded and then used for analysis and publication. They aren’t neat or tidy or clean. The vast majority of the code I write is unintelligible even to me if I don’t look at it for a few weeks. Which is fine, most of that code has a purpose and once served, might as well go in the trash.

But the software that runs the station, including the programs that ingest and process the data, aren’t like that at all. This is code that is written once and read hundreds of times. Software that will run for years, long after the people who wrote it have left this place.

That means there’s structure to it: modules and submodules, abstractions and indirection. It’s dizzying, and probably to be expected. Looking at this code after being used to working with my little baby scripts is like trying to decipher architectural blueprints for a skyscraper when your only experience is putting together IKEA furniture. Sure, there’s technically some similarities, but good fucking luck.

My neck aches. That spot in my lower back that I hurt all those years ago on the rope course at camp is twitching. I know that if I stay in this position too much longer, I’ll risk it starting to spasm, so I shift slightly and hope that buys more time. Even my eyes start to rebel, getting dry and scratchy as the light of three different oversized monitors bathes them in their harsh glow.

I glance at the clock. It’s a bit before ten in the morning and I’ve only been at it for ninety minutes. But ninety minutes of intense concentration, pouring over file after file of complicated code, tracing the call stack until I understand the structure—it’s draining.

And yet, somehow, inexplicably, as I read and read, opening and closing this file and that one, testing out commands and hooking into the data stream, it begins to make some sense. The impenetrable wall of code and symbols begins to relent, and the underlying structure begins to emerge.

Once the pattern is clear, there’s actually a kind of elegance to it—at least in some places of the code. It’s clear that this kitchen has had too many cooks, or at least has had two cooks following very different recipes. It’s like the codebase is at war with itself, jumping between two styles seemingly at random, sometimes even within the same file.

Without even checking who wrote what, I begin to pick up on the differences between the authors. There are many voices here, but the song is mostly sung by just two. One is loud and direct and clangorous, bowling over problems, cutting across the lawn instead of sticking to paths. The other is the voice of order and restraint, guiding, structuring, making order. One voice changes depending on what the problem at hand calls for, while the other brings the same voice to each line of code, the same style, bending the problem to fit that shape, so that each piece of code is part of a recognizable pattern, part of a whole.

It might sound odd. To talk about lines of code like they are poetry, but…for me they kind of are. Because at the end of the day it’s just math, really, and math, with its equations and symbols and its whole secret language, has always been beautiful to me.

Of the two voices, it is the second that impresses me more. It’s a voice of patience, of care and consideration, not fighting with the other voice. Not drowning it out, but here and there taming it, curbing its excesses, channeling its nature to where it is most effective.

The strong voice is Aurora, I assume, but who the second voice belongs to—who wrote that other code is a mystery. I mean, likely Alex given what I know, but I know very little. In truth, the code could predate either of them. I’m too busy trying to trace my problem to look at the code history and see for sure.

At ten-thirty, I pause, taking a deep breath as the bigger picture begins to take real shape in my mind. I understand the codebase, somewhat. Certainly not well, but enough to begin to trace the alerts back to their triggers, then the triggers to the conditions that cause them, then back further and further, until we arrive at where the data enters into the system at the level of the sensors and⁠—

Oh. That’s…not what I was expecting. 

If I had known better how the system works, I could have started here, though even then maybe not. Because when I started I assumed that problem was in the code itself. After all, how could so many sensors be going wrong all at once?

I still don’t have an answer to that question, but it’s clear that these numbers are coming from the sensors like this. Something swims at the edge of my consciousness, like a word on the tip of your tongue, or a half-formed dream that evaporates in the morning light. 

The fine hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge. Goosebumps pebble my skin. I’m so close to something, some non-verbal thought, some intuition that will make this all make sense. I’m so close to it and then⁠—

“Fuck, Alice. There you are.” Aurora shouts as she throws the door to the lab open. 

It slams hard enough against the wall to rattle the glass. I wince waiting for it to shatter, but the vibrations slow and then still, leaving Aurora standing in the doorway, chest heaving, anger and something else written on every inch of her face. Something else like…concern?

“I didn’t mean to step on your toes,” I say, gesturing to the screens. “I just thought maybe if I could help track down the issue, I could make it up to you, and there’s good news.”

“Good news?” Aurora is incredulous. “What are you talking about?”

I stare blankly back. “The code. What are you talking about?

“The code?” Aurora’s lips tremble. “The alert,” she says, nearly breathless. “The storm.”

I noticed her heavy breathing earlier, but I see more now: the way her hair is wet and her braid fraying. Flyaways are matted to her forehead and sweat glistens on her brow. Her outfit is mismatched to say the very least. She’s still wearing her signature blue flannel, but it’s paired with athletic shorts that are very un-Aurora.

“The storm?” My stomach sinks. “But if there was a storm coming, I should have gotten an…alert.”

Oh no. 

I flip my phone over, and I see what I’ve been missing. Alert after alert sits on my lock screen. Half of them are the same variety of nonsense that led me to silence my phone in the first place. But the other half are real and the sight of them lands like a punch in the gut, forcing the air from my lungs.

“Shit, shit, shit,” I curse. “I was looking at the code and the alerts kept coming and⁠—”

“You silenced them?” Aurora shakes her head in disbelief. “Are you fucking kidding me? I’ve been running around this place trying to find you for the last half hour and I find you hunkered down still trying to pin this shit on me. Unbelievable.”

My eyes pour over the various alerts, hoping to find some reassurance there. I come up empty handed.

Alert after alert, some just a few minutes apart, all tell the same story. A massive and fast developing storm system, freezing temperatures and howling wind with enough snow being dumped to bury us up to our necks.

I turn back to the computer and pull up more information. Our own sensors are still mostly wonky, but these alerts are coming from Nuvuk City as part of an early—or in this case late—warning system. It only takes a quick scan to confirm everything in the alerts.

“How bad is it?” Aurora asks, and for the first time I hear the fear in her voice.

“It’s bad,” I say, and my eyes never leave the screen.
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“What do we do?” I’ve pulled up a chair behind Alice and I watch over her shoulder as she works. “Who do we call?”

“Everyone,” she says, then shrugs. “Or no one. They already know. It’s not like no one is paying attention to us out here. Even if we aren’t calling out for help, the board is seeing this shit. The others too. And it won’t make any difference. This is going to hit before anyone can help. The only question is how hard.”

It’s odd hearing Alice so calm. It’s like the glow of the computer screen and our impending doom is somehow soothing to her. Meanwhile, I am a bundle of tightly wound nerves that would make the normal Alice seem cool, calm, and fucking copacetic.

The wind is already beginning to pick up outside, whistling harsh against the hard metal angles of the base. It’s easy to forget that this place is essentially a spaceship—just thin metal walls forming a shell between us and a cold, indifferent death. 

Alice isn’t a meteorologist or anything, but her research is in atmospheric science, so she’s the expert here. My experience is limited to watching clips of that gorgeous meteorologist from Channel 9 and wondering what it would be like to experience her, ahem, warm front.

So I’m more or less clueless here. I got the alerts and those were clear enough even I could understand them.  I waited a few minutes, expecting a text from Alice, or for her to come barging into my room again. Having just gotten out of the shower, I dressed quickly to avoid a repeat of earlier.

But none came.

It’s dumb, honestly. I felt bad about my earlier outburst, even if Alice really was the one at fault. Felt bad enough that I was somehow nervous to go and find Alice, worried that it would seem like I was coming slinking back to apologize. Which, of course, is absurd. The storm of the century at our doorstep, and I’m still worried about our petty little squabbles.

Watching Alice watch her three monitors, I feel the frustration building in me. It’s not like another half-hour of preparation would really mean much but, still, I feel like an idiot.

Running through the halls of the station, screaming out for Alice like a child separated from her mom at the department store, and then I find her, looking over my code, trying to figure out how the initial false alerts were my fault. 

I’m mad at myself. For earlier and what I said. Mad at myself too that the initial alerts very likely were a result of some bug in my code. But that shame morphs into defensiveness and I can feel my body gearing up for a fight. Flight has never really been in my vocabulary.

It’s Alice’s fault that we are behind the eight-ball, and I keep reminding myself of that very important fact. If she hadn’t silenced her phone—if she hadn’t been busy trying to find a way to pin this one on me…

Then what, Aurora? What would be different?

“Can you do me a favor?” Alice asks, not even turning back to look at me. 

“Sure thing, princess.” The words drip with contempt, and I wince.

Alice doesn’t seem to notice. “Can you hop on one of these and take a look at the generator? Run diagnostics, make sure everything is working, and see where we are with fuel?”

“The generator?” Something catches in my throat—just allergies probably—and I force a cough to clear it. “We still have the powerlines coming into the base and…Is that really⁠—”

“Yes,” she says, her voice not so much bored as distracted, like only a very small fraction of her energy is on the conversation she’s having with me, and the rest is off doing more important things. “It’s necessary. This storm is going to block out the sun for a bit, I’d imagine. So that means solars out. We have batteries but those are only going to give just half a day. With the gusts, the wind turbines will be at risk too. We need to shut them down, feather the blades to avoid the worst of it. Sure, we have the power running in from Nuvuk City, but they’re right in the path of this too. And those powerlines are above ground. Not a stretch to think we lose them too.  That leaves us with old King Coal.”

“Coal?” That can’t be right. In truth, I should know how the generator works. It’s part of orientation. There’s a manual for the Core Crew too that had a section on emergency scenarios. I’m almost positive that would include something about the generator.

Can’t be certain though, considering I’ve never read it.

“Right, it’s diesel actually,” Alice says. “I don’t know why I said that. Sounds better I guess. But diesel, coal whatever…we need to know what we have and how long we can run this place.”

“It’s months, right?” I slide over to another workstation and boot up the computer there. But my hands freeze, perched over the keyboard. “There’s no real danger here, right? This place can run for a long time.”

Alice turns her head, giving me an apologetic look. “Normally.”

“Normally?” My pace quickens. “What exactly does that mean?”

“It means,” Alice says, turning back to her computer and typing furiously away, making me feel once again, like I’m back home hanging onto my brother, asking a million annoying questions, “that this place is supposed to have about three months of backup power. Used to be that it was all the generator.”

She sighs, moves a few screens around on her monitor, frowning deeply. 

“But with battery technology getting better, the board has moved more in that direction. Not entirely, but we’ve been slowly relying more on the batteries for intermittent needs, you know, at night and everything. But it’s an incomplete transition. We keep less diesel around and rely more and more on the batteries as they get added.”

“From your tone, I’m guessing that’s not a good thing.” 

This interaction is the first time I think I’ve ever had a real conversation with Alice. She’s not stuttering or stumbling over her words. She’s not nervously scratching her neck or going red faced every time she looks in my direction. It’s a completely different side of her.

And I can’t say that I hate it.

She’s smart, clearly. And I didn’t exactly doubt that to start. She was accepted here and even though I’ve had suspicions that maybe she or Tabitha had some connection, even straight nepotism would only get you to the front of the line. This isn’t a joke up here, and they wouldn’t approve of someone who didn’t belong.

“It depends, I guess.” Alice bounces her head from one shoulder to the other. “Like for the environment and all that? It’s pretty good. No more fossil fuels and we can do our small part to make the impending climate disaster just the tiniest bit less disaster-y. But…” She pauses and sighs, turning toward me. “Pull up the diagnostics and you’ll see.”

I’ve been so engrossed in listening to Alice I’ve completely forgotten that I’m supposed to be doing something, that I’m supposed to be helping out here. 

It only takes a few key strokes to pull up the information that we need, and when I do, my stomach sinks.

“A week?” I stare, slack jawed. I must be reading this wrong. “That can’t be right. It’s not enough⁠—”

“It is,” Alice says, plainly. A glance at one of her screens shows the same information. “Right, I mean. Enough is relative I guess, but I have to agree with you there. Not enough.”

“How is this possible? I thought you said months.”

Alice scratches her neck. “So, yea, that used to be what this place would have, but between budget cuts, the incomplete changeover to battery backup—again delayed because of budget cuts, and the strike at the port, the cupboard is looking a little bare.”

“How fucked are we?” I ask, feeling real panic beginning to bloom.

Getting to spend a few weeks up here mostly alone was just supposed to be a chance to get some solid work done in solitude. Sure, technically being on the Core Crew comes with a series of emergency responsibilities and roles, but in the over fifty years that the station has been running, that’s rarely amounted to more than fixing a leak or tending to a sprained ankle.

Nothing like this has ever happened before. Not at the station. Not here.

But my mind flashes back to that night. It was warm then and it’s freezing now. This is ice and snow and that was rain, great dark black sheets of it, mixed with hail. I can still see the flash of lightning, so close that for a moment it was like the sun was sitting on the front lawn. I can hear the creak and the crack, sharp as a whip. And then the screams.

“Aurora?”

I blink at Alice whose face is only inches from mine. Her hand rests on my forearm.

I clear my throat and pull my arm back. “I’m fine. Sorry. Just got distracted for a moment.”

“It’s…” Alice blows out a breath. “It’s going to be okay, I think. Like the storm isn’t great. Very much not great, but we should be able to weather it. A week is a long time. They’ll come for us.”

“Right,” I say, feeling something like relief. “They’ll come for us.”

I repeat back Alice’s words, finding less comfort in them than I’m hoping for. But it’s true, isn’t it? This station is valuable. Millions of dollars in equipment and grants, not to mention the data collected here that goes out to dozens of universities and hundreds of researchers. Maybe if it were just the two of us freezing to death in the far northern reaches of the world, rescue might not be a priority. But there’s more to protect here than the lives of a couple researchers—there’s money too. 

Investments is how they’d phrase it. Sounds a little higher minded that way. Investments in science and research and knowledge that they can’t let go to waste. But what they mean is money, piles of it, that they are unwilling to set on fire.

But still…

“Are you sure? Have you heard anything back?” 

Alice stands and powers down her computer. “Let’s take a walk,” she says.

“Where?” I ask. 

The base isn’t a broom closet, but it’s hardly a resort either. There are dorms and bunks, a commissary, some labs and workrooms, one single common room with a television, and a series of hallways that connects them all. 

The outbuilding houses the generator, lots of equipment both for conducting research and maintaining the base, along with workshops and attendant tools and machinery for all manner of things that might need to be patched, fabricated or repaired. 

“Anywhere,” Alice says, pushing her chair in and heading for the door. 

I follow quickly after.

At the door, she pauses. “Oh by the way, I figured out the issue with the code. Or, I guess it’s better to say⁠—”

“Better to say what?” The anger in my voice surprises me.

For a moment, my panic at the storm vanishes, replaced by the tell-tale annoyance that springs up anytime I’m in close proximity with this woman. The few minutes of trying to figure out whether we were going to live or die, distracted me, but, now, as she looks at me with that combination aw-shucks/well-ackshually expression, I remember exactly how I feel about her.

I remember exactly what she was doing, exactly why I couldn’t find her when the alert came in. Why I spent a half-hour worried, absurdly, that she had gone out for some reason. Out into the storm.

That’s why memories of that night are flashing back to me, so real that I can taste the metal in the back of my throat. So real that I can almost hear the crack of lightning as it hits the tree, the sound of thunder rattling my heart as it stopped in my chest.

“Who told you to do that?” I ask, bitterly, my voice rising not quite to a shout. “There was an emergency alert and you were so busy trying to pin a silly little error on me that you missed it. I was looking for you and I was wor—” I stop, choosing my words carefully. “I couldn’t find you.”

Alice shifts her weight, hands folding and unfolding nervously in front of her. This is the Alice that I know. Unsure and uncertain, unable to answer for her actions. Her whole Barbie-doll aesthetic might work for some people, but it’s just a way to hide that she’s actually a dick, self-centered and self-important. You know, like Barbie.

“You were, um, worried about me?” Her voice trembles. “I’m really sorry. I wasn’t trying to snoop or pin anything on you, I just…”

“You just did the same thing you always do. And now, confronted with it, you retreat. Like you always do to this adorable little bundle of nerves. Well, newsflash Alice, it’s not cute. It’s embarrassing.”

“No, Aurora, you don’t understand,” she says, trying to explain, but at this point, I’m past the point of explanations.

“Forget it,” I say. “It doesn't matter. We have a  week of fuel if we lose the main power. We can stay out of each other’s way until then. If there’s another emergency alert, we meet here. I don’t want to have to come looking for you again.”

I make it to my room before the tears start. I’m not a crier but between everything with Alice and the storm, and the memories that it brings, I can’t keep them at bay.

“Are you okay?” 

Her voice makes me jump. I’m sitting on the edge of my bed, head in my hands. Alice stands in the doorway—again having followed me to my room like a needy little puppy.

“What do you want, Alice? Jesus, can’t you take a hint.”

“Take a hint?” she squeaks.

My eyes take her in. I was excited, in truth, when I heard that Alice was coming here. Another queer woman in STEM to work alongside. I’d be lying if other things hadn’t crossed my mind too. There’s not exactly a wide selection here, if you catch my drift, and after I cyber stalked her a bit, and came across a picture, my interest was doubly piqued.

And then, I met her. Dressed so similarly to the way she is now: bright primary colored dress, absurd heels, and pink ribbons tied into her hair. I have a niece who dresses like that, and she’s eight.

I’ve been biting my tongue for weeks now, though in truth the last few hours have been the hardest, and my patience is all but exhausted.

“I don’t like you, Alice.” I spit. “And I’m not going to like you. I have no idea why they stuck me here to babysit you, but I’m already sick of it.”
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“You don’t…you don’t like me?” I can’t help how childish the words sound as they tumble out of my mouth. 

I hate the way my voice shakes, the way my upper lip trembles. I hate the way the tears sting my eyes even as I furiously blink them away. It’s not fair. This. The way my body betrays me. 

“Why?” I croak the word out and it sounds so small in the cramped little room—as small as I feel.

“Because you make us look bad,” Aurora says, standing from the bed, her arms flying wide in exasperation. “Because you make me look bad. Don’t you get that? When you prance around like a little girl in a little pink dress stuttering and blushing and doing your whole aw-shucks routine, it means they take all of us less seriously.”

“All of us?” There is an ache in my chest that feels like memory. 

“Women in STEM. Queer women in STEM. Take your pick. It’s just⁠—”

“It’s bullshit,” I say, angry fists pulling at the fabric of my dress. “No matter what I do, I can’t win with you people.”

“You people? Aurora asks, her tone unreadable.

I shake my head, tears spilling down my cheeks, zigging and zagging with the motion. “All of you,” I choke out, the words rasping in my throat. “The people who seem to have gotten the instruction manual.”

Aurora takes a step back. Her posture is guarded. “Instruction manual?”

Of course, she is backing away from me. Putting up distance. It’s what people do to me. It’s what I invite.

“For life, for how you are supposed to act so that people don’t hate  you.” I bite back the sobs. I can’t help the tears, but I won’t break down—not completely. 

It would just be more proof of everything Aurora already believes, proof of every dark thought I believe about myself. That at the end of the day, I can’t handle it. That when push comes to shove, I just get bowled over. Time and time again.

“I don’t know how to be normal. I don’t know how to not be…this.” That word at that moment means so very many things. “I don’t know how to be a girl. I am, to be clear, but not the way that anyone expects, apparently. There was some rubric passed out and I didn’t get one. I’m being graded constantly and I have no idea what the criteria are.

“Like when I was younger and I loved bugs and mud and books about space, the other girls would scream and laugh and call me names. And the boys weren’t any kinder. So in middle school, I started dressing like this. Like—how did you say it?—a creepy little doll?”

Aurora takes a tentative step forward, but when she sees the expression on my face, she retreats again, further this time, so that her figure is framed perfectly in the door, the light from the hallway spilling around her. 

“Alice, I don’t think I said⁠—”

“No.” I shake my head. “For once, I’m going to talk and you're going to listen without interrupting me, without making a joke, or a quip. For once, I am not going to let you make me feel like shit. So yea, do you want to know why? It’s stupid. Really stupid, but the first day of middle school—I had begged my dad for a new dress, a real dress. It was yellow with big pink polka dots. And I saved my allowance to get a haircut at the salon down the street from my house, the one the popular kids went to.

“And I got there on the first day, more excited than I could ever remember. Because now, finally, I was going to be one of them. A normal kid. Someone who got invited to slumber parties and birthdays, who got to go mini golfing and kiss boys.” My laughter is bitter. “Though that last one didn’t happen for lots of different reasons.”

I pause, the emotion rolling through me, and what is shocking is how calm I feel. I’m crying, still, tears flowing freely down my face, but my mind is clear and focused and even when I raise my chin and meet Aurora’s gaze with my own, I don’t go mute. My tongue remains untied. 

It’s like the anger that I’ve summoned from some deep reserve inside me is just the shock my system needed. There is power in this anger, though there is danger too.

I can feel the pull of it, like a rip current. And it would be easy to think that I can swim against it, keep myself near to shore, and ride it out.

But it is just as likely that it will pull me out to sea.

“Only that didn’t happen, the whole me suddenly being a normal part. It wasn’t the right dress and it wasn’t the right haircut. Except, there was this one girl who…” My throat tightens, memories lodged in my esophagus until I can’t breathe. “...who said she liked my dress.”

“Tabitha,” Aurora says, her voice soft, guessing somehow.

I nod, letting motion push the tears from my eyes. They roll slowly down my cheeks.  “So I decided that, actually, I liked the dress and screw whoever didn’t. I thought that I would leave those mean girls behind where they belonged: in the middle school cafeteria. Only, no. That’s not how it went.” The look I give Aurora is poisonous. “It turns out there’s mean girls everywhere. Ready to tell you how you need to be, how you need to dress. The right way to be a woman. The right way to be queer. The right way to be queer and a woman in science. Who the fuck are they to write the rules, Aurora? Who the fuck do you think you are?”

She steps back, retreating toward the door. I let her.

“And for the record, me looking at the code? I was trying to apologize. Everyone makes fucking mistakes Aurora. Who cares if you made one? This whole I’m-so-tough-and-smart-and-how-dare-you-question-me machismo bullshit you have going on is fucking toxic, do you know that? Yea, I might wear silly dresses, and I get fucking nervous for a million different reasons, but at least I’m not mean. At least, I don’t put other people down.”

The laugh that comes out of me is lacking even a single note of joy. “And you realize, in the end, what I found—what I wanted to tell you—was that it wasn’t even your fault? Like the numbers were coming into the software that way, already bogus. So fucking sorry that I was trying to help and managed to prove that it wasn’t even your fault in the first place. Again, not that it would have mattered if it was. People make mistakes, Aurora.” I pause, looking her up and down, lips curling in distaste. “I know I certainly have.”

“I—” Aurora’s expression is pained, but it is too late for apologies.

“Just go, please.” I say, and the damn breaks. “Just go.”

“This is my room,” Aurora says, but the look I give her a moment later, has her already moving toward the exit. “Okay, okay, I’ll…I’ll give you a minute.”

Alone, I collapse onto Aurora’s bed. I know I should crawl back to mine, but the exhaustion of the last few hours washes over me and my eyelids feel impossibly heavy.

A dark laugh rumbles up as I remember what Aurora said earlier, about leaving her alone for the week. At first, that thought was like a dagger to the gut, shredding my insides, twisting painfully until I couldn’t breathe.

But now?

Oh, boy what I wouldn’t give to leave her alone and to be left alone in turn.

But that’s not going to happen. Because Aurora was so pissed at me, I didn’t even tell her the whole story. Well first, she seemed so worried about the storm and the generator that I didn’t want to dump anymore—like seriously upset. That distant look in her eyes was haunting, but I knew it wasn’t the time to press.

And then after, she didn’t really need a new excuse to rip my head off.

I knew that this wasn’t going to be easy in any way. The work is demanding, the environment unforgiving, and, of course, the whole place is very far removed from anything and anywhere that constitutes normal, or, at least, what’s normal for me.

I wasn’t expecting a cake walk. I knew that there would be long lonely nights and days with not enough hours to get to all the work that needs doing. I’m only here for a few months. Twice that amount of time still wouldn’t be enough. 

Which means I have to focus, which means I need to figure out how to coexist with Aurora, or at least not let her get to me. Both to survive this storm, and then, once things are back to normal, everything that comes after.

I blow out a long breath and remember something my dad told me a long time ago.

I had been having trouble at school. Fitting in had never been my strong suit. It’s not that I was a complete outcast or that I never had any friends, but the extent that I managed to fit in correlated perfectly with the extent that I learned to flatten out my rough edges, to pretend not to like the things I liked. In short, what I learned was that if I wanted to have friends other than Tabitha, it was best to pretend to be someone else entirely.

One afternoon, I made the mistake of complaining about it to my dad, telling him that I was so worried that no one would ever like me for the person that I really was on the inside.

He sat me down, looked at me kindly, and said something to me that I haven’t forgotten since.

“You know, Alice, not everyone is meant to have friends.”


CHAPTER 11
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AURORA


I’m the asshole.

Seriously, I get it. You don’t have to tell me. It’s as obvious to me as it is to you.

Alice—sweet, kind, slightly-too-much Alice—was just trying to help, trying to figure out an issue with my code. And it turns out, from her investigation, that it’s not even my fault to begin with. Far from pinning the blame on me, thanks to her, I’m exonerated. 

And for her troubles what prize did she receive?

Not an all-expenses-paid tropical vacation, not a brand new sports car. Nope, all she ended up with was a brand new set of steak knives, all of which I jammed right into her back.

So yea. I feel about as small and as awful as I ever have.

The kind of bone deep regret that makes you want to crawl under the covers and never come out.

The only problem? Alice is under my covers.

Metaphorically, I hope, though in truth I left her there a half-hour ago, so who knows where she is now. Back in her room, hopefully, but I can’t bring myself to check.

There’s part of me that’s waiting for her to come find me…again. That would be what? Three times already. It’s like I can’t help it.

I blew up at her and then she threw it right back at me—deservedly, I know. But I was so taken aback by Alice's newfound fervor that I was almost…shellshocked? I just sort of backed away and wandered off, leaving her in my room.

Which I’m not a huge fan of. Partly, because I’m a very private person and the idea of someone having access to my personal space makes my skin crawl. And partly, for very similar reasons, when I’m in a sour mood here, my room is my refuge. 

How could it not be?

Other than a bathroom stall, there’s no other private space with a door where you can be alone here. Even with only a dozen or so researchers at any one time, we are more or less stacked on top of each other. There’s enough rooms and walls and people are busy enough during the day that it doesn’t always feel like that, but the cruel irony is that the moment you need some space, there’s always someone directly on top of you, choosing the worst possible moment to try to alleviate their boredom or loneliness or whatever.

I glance at my phone. No new alerts in the forty minutes since I left her. No messages from Alice either, though, really, what would she say? 

Like what am I expecting? I’m the one who should apologize. 

And I told her to leave me alone. I told her that we should weather the storm and try to keep away from each other as much as possible. We are the only two people here, staring down the barrel of a seriously intense storm, and I still can’t learn to play well with others.

It’s my fucking curse. Too brash, too short tempered. I know it. And I hate it. But sometimes I just can’t figure out how to help it.

My therapist, if I had one, would probably say it’s a trauma response. Not wanting to bond too closely with anyone because of what I’ve gone through. That I put up walls so that no one can ever get close and blah, blah, blah. 

Boring shit. How many times have you heard that one?

But that doesn’t mean it’s not true.

I sigh, tap my fingers against the table. The motion reverberates through the hollow metal, pinging like a tuning fork. 

“Fine,” I say to no one but myself. “I’ll fucking apologize.”

My expectation was that Alice would be in her own room, but a quick check shows it empty. A check of the lab shows the same.

“Seriously?” I mutter to myself as I stomp my way back down the hall in the direction of my own room. I start speaking before I turn the corner into my room. “Alice, I was fine giving you the room for a second to yourself, but that wasn’t an invitation to camp⁠—”

As I enter my room and take in the scene in front of me, my lips stop moving. The joke about camping was just that: a joke. 

Or at least, that was the intention.

“Oh hey,” Alice says, giving me a sheepish wave from where she kneels on the floor, adjusting her sleeping bag. “I can explain.”

Her sleeping bag. 

I pass my hand over my eyes but nothing changes. I spin around, exit the room, check that I have the right place, enter again and⁠—

“What are you doing?” I ask. In my confusion, all thoughts of an apology have been discarded, because…what is going on?

Alice’s sleeping bag is set up on the floor next to my bed. A shower caddy sits next to it, along with a suitcase and a smaller bag, both stuffed to the brim.

“Right,” she says, her hand pulling at her neck. “So, you were nervous earlier. About the storm. And I didn’t want to freak you out. More than you were, I mean.”

“I was not freaked out.” It’s a lie, but I don’t like being seen like that. What business is it of hers anyway?

“Sure,” she says, nodding like she’s not at all convinced. “Well, it’s bad. Not like this-is-the-apocalypse-and-we-are-all-going-to-die bad, more like this-is-going-be-really-fucking-inconvenient bad.” She shrugs. “But still.”

“And that requires us to suddenly become roommates?”

For a moment, Alice looks perplexed. “Oh no, this has nothing to do with that.” A nervous laugh follows. “I just figured since we were getting along so well, this was the natural next step.”

“Funny,” I say, crossing my arms over my chest. I sigh. “That’s the second joke you’ve made today. Things must be really bad. You sure we’re not going to die?”

And then, Alice begins to explain it. Once again, I’m struck by the way her demeanor shifts, changes, mellows out. When talks about frigid winds and the temperature dropping too fast for the generator to keep up, all the anxieties seem to melt away, her nervous ticks with them.

The storm, as she’s already said, is bad, moving in fast. We only have a few hours before it starts dumping on us, inches of snow every hour, while the temperatures plummet, below zero at first and then lower still. The sun, already not much help at these latitudes this time of year, will be more or less covered by the storm. The solar panels won’t be pulling in enough energy to power a microwave, let alone the base. The wind and the ice will similarly make the miniature wind turbines useless.

Though the base has moved to rely more and more on renewables, the station still relies on overland power lines that run from Nuvuk City to handle baseload requirements. There are times in the summer, or when the wind is just right, that the whole place can run without relying on the grid. And a good enough day lets the place run on battery during the night, but that’s the exception rather than the rule.

And with the limited fuel the generator has, we need to start prioritizing.

“We shutter most of the station. Close the fire door to the east wing, set the heat to emergency levels there. We turn down the temp in the labs and the commissary, but switch to emergency lighting everywhere but your room and the hallways just outside. We hole up here. One room to sleep in means only one room to heat. And by tomorrow morning, this has all blown over and I’ll be out of your hair.” 

She pauses, then nods to herself, and it’s like the moment she stops talking through something complex and serious, she’s right back to the same old Alice. “Hopefully,” she says. Then nods again. “Probably.”

I sigh and toss myself onto the bed, leaping over Alice’s sleeping bag with one fluid motion. “Really inspiring confidence there, Alice.”

I bite the inside of my cheek in silent reprimand. It’s like I just can’t help myself. Partly, it’s the nerves from the impending storm. Even without Alice’s warning, the simple truth is I hate storms. Even a little thunder is enough to set me on edge, and ruin a whole day. 

But, in truth, I don’t like leaning on that as an excuse to be short with Alice.

“Is all this really necessary?” I turn over, looking down at Alice who has been nervously adjusting her sleeping bag since I entered the room, seemingly to no noticeable effect.  “Like, us sharing a room, shutting off the heat⁠—”

“Lowering the heat,” Alice interjects.

“Yea, lowering it, whatever. I just mean, aren’t we over reacting? When they built this place they knew what they were getting into, I have to imagine. It’s been decades and no storm has put a dent in it.”

Alice blows out a long breath. “There haven’t been any storms like this. The angle, the speed. It’s…not great. Yes, the place will stand. We aren’t getting blown out to sea or anything, but we will probably lose power. If we had more fuel for the generator…” She lifts her hands and lets them fall. “This isn’t panic, Aurora. It’s just prudence.”

“Right,” I say, wishing I believed her, wishing I had spent more time paying attention to procedure and protocol and what to do in case of an emergency. It would be easier if I felt like I could read Alice at all, but the truth is I can’t. One minute, she’s cool as a fucking cucumber, and the next she makes a three month old kitten high on catnip look calm. “We should contact someone though, right?”

“Oh,” she says, her shoulders sinking a bit. “I already tried that.”

I shoot up in the bed. “What? What do you mean tried?”

I’ve been on edge for hours now, but I’ll admit Alice’s confidence that we’d be able to weather the storm had rubbed off on me a little bit. Her line about prudence and panic was a good one. 

But now the panic is back.

“Yea, so,” she says, flopping onto her back, having finally finished futzing with her sleeping bag. “I tried to send out our notice of distress, per the protocol outlined in the manual.” The manual that I didn't read—but I still nod along like I know what she’s talking about. “But we aren’t getting anything from the satellites. Cell, internet—it’s all down. We still have the UHF radio if we really need it. I sent out the notice, but nothing’s come back.”

“All that from the storm?” My mind is racing. It’s one thing to be waiting on an impending storm and another thing entirely to be doing it with no way to communicate with the outside world if shit really hits the fan.

“No,” Alice says, running a finger over her chin. Her voice is amused and contemplative, like this is a fun puzzle she’s solving. “I mean, it shouldn't be, right? The storm didn’t suddenly take any satellites out of the sky.”

“I don’t like this,” I say, staring up at the ceiling, wondering why I ever wanted this position in the first place. Not just on the Core Crew, but here at the station generally. There was a time it felt like an adventure.

Now, it just feels like a death wish.

“Probably just a coincidence,” Alice says, though her voice betrays her own doubts. She worries at the corner of her lip. If she keeps up like that, she’s going to draw blood. “Ow.”

Right on cue.

Alice huffs and then brings two fingers up to her lips; when she brings them away they are wet with bright red blood. 

“Oh, you really got yourself there, didn’t you?” I tease, but the words exit my mouth stillborn, all the levity draining out of them as I see Alice’s expression.

Two wide eyes stare at her two fingers. In truth, there’s not that much blood, but from the way she’s gone pale, you'd think she nicked an artery or something.

Her bloodied lip begins to tremble, her nostrils flare as she takes a series of shallow, rapid breaths. 

“Are you okay?” I sit up in the bed, swinging my legs over the side and sliding down onto the floor next to her.

“I’m fine,” she says, her voice sounding like it’s coming from the other end of a poorly connected phone call. “I just…I hate blood.”

She says the word in a harsh whisper, like blood might just be listening in, waiting for a moment of weakness.

“You hate blood?” I raise an eyebrow. “How do you manage being, you know, a woman?”

Her eyes narrow for a moment as she exhales and gives me a forced smile. “Very funny. Do you have, like, a tissue or something?”

I grab a box of tissues. And hold them out toward Alice, who looks at them like they are a particularly vicious looking snake. I furrow my brow, glancing back between her and the box, trying to suss out what I might be missing here.

“Um, is something wrong with the tissues?” I ask, plucking one from the box. It looks perfectly normal to me.

“This is—” Alice starts and then stops. “This is kind of embarrassing, but do you think you could help me? Like could you do it?”

“Do it?” Now, I’m truly confused. “What is ‘it’?”

“Like…” Alice glances down at her fingers again and shudders. “I can’t do blood. Like I really, really can’t. Just the sight of it makes me feel like I’m going to faint. And I can’t touch my own cuts, not if they’re bleeding, not even with a tissue, and I know this makes me sound crazy, and I’m sure you think so, and you can make fun of me all you want and⁠—”

Alice goes still as I press one finger against her lips, away from the corner that’s bleeding. “It’s okay,” I say without any trace of sarcasm or irony in my voice. Do I find it odd that a little cut is sending Alice into a tailspin? Absolutely. But I’m not cruel. “I can help.”

I take a tissue and fold it carefully, before I press it gently against the cut, blotting away the blood until I can see the cut itself—just for a moment before the blood wells up again.

“It’s not bad, honestly.” I say. “I used to bite my lip all the time. Couple that with my aversion to drinking enough water and my love of overlong and way too hot showers and, well, I’ve had a few of these myself.”

As the immediacy of the moment fades, all I can think about is how intimate this feels, how charged. Alice and I are sitting, more or less, on her sleeping bag, I’m straddling her left leg and leaning in close, so that our faces are only a few inches apart. 

I know that Alice is attractive, but at this distance the effect is almost intoxicating. It’s just the oddity of this moment, proximity and physical contact and, well the blood isn’t exactly revving my engine, but still. It’s hard not to get lost in those deep sapphire eyes, hard not to swoon at the soft curves of her face, or the little button of her nose. 

But what I can’t stop thinking about is how soft her lips felt against my finger, about how supple and inviting they look, and how much I want to touch them—not with a finger or a tissue, but with my own.

The thought panics me.

“Umm, Aurora?” Alice's voice shakes me back to my senses.

And it is only then that I realize my other hand has never left Alice’s face, no longer on her lips, but cupping the smooth skin of her jaw, holding her head up.

“Sorry,” I say quickly and let that hand fall away, not too fast, not too conspicuous, but there is still a question in her eyes. “Just trying to keep you still.”

“Trying to keep me still?” Alice asks, her voice a whisper. “You’re the one who's shaking.”

“I am not,” I say, even though I realize that she’s right. Nothing major, but a slight tremble in my body, too subtle for her to even realize if I wasn’t still holding the tissue up against her face. “It’s just the position, a reflex.”

“Right,” Alice says and neither of us are convinced. Thankfully, she changes the subject. “I think it’s probably stopped now. Can you check?”

I nod, withdrawing the tissue and studying the cut. It’s barely even visible anymore, the blood already clotting to form a scab. I wait one breath and then two and then another, telling myself that the reason I’m staring at these lips is just to make sure that the bleeding has stopped.

That’s why I’m being so thorough.

“Looks good,” I say, cursing myself silently for the choice of words. They feel like a betrayal and an admission, like Alice will know exactly what I mean by them, but she only nods.

“Thanks,” she says quietly, then shudders again. “You have no idea how much I hate blood.”

That draws a laugh from me. “I think I have some ideas.”

It takes Alice a beat, but then she laughs as well. “Oh yea. Right.”

We are still so impossibly close. I’m still straddling her leg, the suggestiveness of the position becoming suddenly clear, now that the pretense has evaporated.

I clear my throat as I stand. “So what do we do now?”

Before Alice can answer, the lights go out.


CHAPTER 12
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ALICE


It takes ninety seconds for the lights to come back on. 

On the one hand, ninety seconds is nothing. 

On the other, when you’re trapped in a remote research station miles away from the nearest human settlement with the storm of the century raging outside and you’re waiting on a  generator to kick on that has seen better days…well, in that case ninety seconds is a lifetime.

“Oh god,” I say, breathing a deep sigh of relief. “I almost thought it wasn’t going to come back on.”

From where she stands by the door to the restroom, Aurora looks horrified. “What do you mean? Was that a possibility?”

Cue nervous laughter. “Again, I didn’t want to freak you out or anything, but the generator is due for replacement. Overdue, more like it. I mean the thing should still be fine for another few years, theoretically, but they like to replace it ahead of schedule, given, well, everything.”

“The generator needs to be replaced?”

I nod.

“The generator that is the only thing between us and freezing to death?”

My head motion here is more equivocal. “That’s not entirely true.”

“But it’s partially true?” Aurora grows more animated with each question. 

I nod.

“The one that has only a week's worth of fuel and that barely managed to turn itself on just now? That generator?”

“Aurora,” I say slowly, pausing after her name to give myself time to think here.

I’m not exactly the warmest person. I’m bubbly. I’m outgoing in a completely awkward and, per my father, ‘polarizing’ way, but people don’t really feel connected to me. I know this, because they tell me. Friends and girlfriends, lab mates and professors and fellow scientists. They aren’t all quite so blunt about it, but in so many words, that is what I have been told all my life.

And it’s because of moments like this. It feels like a normal person should know how to handle this. How to comfort Aurora, who is clearly freaked out by the whole storm thing, maybe more than the situation warrants. And that’s not judgement, just assessment. 

It’s the way my brain works.

I catalogue and categorize. That’s how it’s always been: listing and labeling, dissecting and diagramming every bit of information that comes into my head.

It’s the kind of thing that I think other people do automatically. It’s the basic programming that people with normal brains have and that I lack. What others can do by intuition and being able to read a situation, I can only do through careful and painstaking assessment.

And even then, I usually misread things. Or even if I don’t, then I say the wrong thing in response.

“Is there something you want to talk about?” I ask, quite satisfied with myself for landing on that open ended and non-judgemental question. 

It’s the kind of thing Tabitha might say, and people have always gravitated toward her. She’s been my best friend for years now, but while my social circle has remained small, if you can call two people (me and Tabitha) a circle, Tabitha has branched out, met other people, in high school, in college, and beyond.

I wouldn’t say that I try to copy Tabitha. She has an easy way about her that I could never hope to mimic. But there are parts—little pieces really—that I try to emulate. It usually doesn’t go well.

From the way Aurora’s expression drops, I can tell this will be one of those times. Sometimes I’m not sure why I bother. I’m missing something that most other people seem to have naturally, whatever that unknown quality is that makes other people like you.

Some people have it. Some people don’t. And I know which group I belong to.

“With you?” Aurora asks, and I try not to wince from the disdain in her voice. “No thank you. I’ll be fine. I’m going to take a shower and then read, and then head to bed. And when I wake up, we can go back to the way things were.”

I nod, trying to keep my lips from moving. “Right. Let’s do that.”

And before Aurora can answer, I pull the sleeping bag up over my head. I wait until I hear the door close and the shower begin to run before I let the tears come.
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“Alice!” Aurora's frustrated voice stirs me from my wallowing.

I wipe away my tears with tissues from the same box as before. I blow out a gross mixture of snot and salty tears, and clear my throat in the hopes that my voice won’t make it obvious that I’ve been crying.

“Uh, yea?”

The water is still running, and Aurora has to nearly shout to be heard over it. “I kind of forgot a towel.”

There’s a resigned sort of anger in her voice, frustration really. I can almost tell that she wants to blow up on me for it, maybe blame me for being here, for distracting her, but something holds her back.

“Oh,” I say, not knowing what else to say. “That’s not good.”

A dark laugh slips just past the sound of the running water, barely but clearly audible. “No shit. There’s one hanging by the door. Can you grab it?”

“Sure,” I say, a little too cheerfully. I spring to my feet so quickly that my sock clad feet slip on the smooth nylon of my sleeping bag. 

It’s like ice skating without skates, which means my feet slip while the rest of my body tries to stay exactly where it is. I crash into the desk pressed up against the wall, catching my hip against the corner hard enough to make me yelp. I sort of crumble over the desk, which is thankfully sturdy enough to catch my weight. 

There’s going to be a mark there tomorrow for sure, the kind of big nasty bruise that lingers for days. But that’s the worst of it. I’m lucky I didn’t crack my head open.

And even luckier that I didn’t break Aurora’s desk or anything on it.

“What the fuck was that?” Aurora shouts from the bathroom.

The water shuts off a moment later.

“Just almost died, but we’re all good out here.” I sound like a crazy person. “Grabbing your towel now and then⁠—”

I take a step and crumble like wet cardboard. My whole left leg where I hit my hip is numb and apparently completely uninterested in carrying any weight. Which is fair! It’s been through a lot.

Majorly inconvenient for me though, as I find myself tumbling once more—this time toward the floor. Luckily, my arms are working as are the hands attached to them. I break my fall, avoiding the indignity of having my face splat completely against the ground.

Pain shoots up through my arms, worst in my joints: wrists then elbows then shoulders. In between, the pain is less, but by no means minor. I manage to push myself onto my back, pain jolting through me as even that gentle motion is too much in my current condition.

The door to the bathroom flies open.

“What the hell is going on out here, Alice?” There’s at least a little note of concern. It’s hidden, almost completely concealed beneath the anger, but it’s there. 

That’s something, at least.

“I slipped and then I fell. And then I sort of fell again. I was trying to get your towel.”

My eyes are closed against the pain and when I open them I see Aurora standing in the doorway to the bathroom. Completely and utterly nude.

Because, of course, she is. Because I was supposed to be getting her her towel.

“Umm,” I say, my brain is not exactly firing on all cylinders. “You’re naked.”

She scoffs. “Well aware, thank you.”

She stands for a moment, arms hanging at her side, not even trying to cover up. God, what I wouldn’t give for that confidence. Though if I looked like that maybe I’d be confident too.

I’m not out of shape and I don’t think I look bad naked or anything, but I’ve always had a somewhat boxier build that never quite matched up to the conventional standards. I’ve grown into it over the years and the curves that came in puberty have helped, but there’s something about Aurora’s long lean limbs and easy grace that has me tongue tied.

Her stomach is flat, her tits two perky handfuls, studded with tiny pink nipples, one of them pierced. I can see the hint of her abs, rippling beneath her flat stomach. Her rib cage on one side is covered in an elaborate and colorful tattoo that is almost too much visual noise for me to take in all at once.

Though maybe the cuts in her hips have something to do with that as they draw my eyes down lower, between her legs. Thankfully, while I’m staring, Aurora is crossing the room to grab her towel.

I take another deep breath in and let it out, but then my mind goes blank.

As she reaches for the towel, she turns her body away from me and⁠—

“Oh my god,” I gasp, causing Aurora to spin back toward me.

“What is it now?” she asks with a scowl as she wraps the towel around her body. 

“Your ass…Aurora, holy shit. Is that thing real?”

What a thing to ask! But as you’ll recall, I have more than a few issues with filtering myself. And it’s all about a thousand times worse when I’m this turned on, which, given the dramatic curve of Aurora’s backside, I believe I can be forgiven for.

Her front side isn’t too shabby either, just to be clear. But that’s an ass that someone should write songs about. Ballads, sonnets, odes! That thing deserves to be worshipped. I’m practically drooling over the shape, the muscle, the way it bounced ever so slightly with each graceful step she took. 

I had eyes mostly for that ass, but couldn’t help but drink in the long, powerful legs attached to it: thick thighs and muscled calves that make my own knees weak.

And Aurora notices it all.

A smirk tugs at her lips. “Everything okay, Alice?” Her tone is beyond teasing. “It looks like you just saw a ghost.”

“Sorry.” I shake my head. “That was not appropriate of me. I should not be staring at you while you're naked. And I definitely should not be making inappropriate comments about that perfect spankable ass of yours. And I, uh…oh man, I’m just saying things now aren’t I? Well, actually a shower sounds good. See you later.”

I don’t wait for any response. I close the door behind me and turn on the shower—Aurora’s shower—and then slip beneath the steamy water, hoping that it can wash this embarrassment away.


CHAPTER 13
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AURORA


Over the video feed I watch the storm.

There are dozens of cameras placed all around the base, though half of them are shut down—part of Alice’s emergency power saving measures. Those that remain bear witness to the harsh cruelty of Mother Nature: the snow so thick at times that you can see nothing but a sheet of swirling white.

I couldn’t imagine being out in that. Two weeks after I first arrived, I experienced my first snow squall. I was out with Alex. We had a light afternoon and no major fires to put out, so he took me out on one of the snocats. Not far, just a few miles up the headland.

We parked and got out, snow crunching beneath our boots, the vast expanse of the icy sea before us. The air was so cold it hurt to breathe, but the wind was calm and that made it bearable. Out at sea, there was a thin line of dark clouds, stark against the pink hued sky. It felt like standing at the edge of the world.

The storm seemed to come out of nowhere. One moment everything was still, but the dark line of clouds seemed like it was growing, slowly at first and then suddenly, and then before we could even scamper back to the vehicle, a wall of white enveloped us.

The snowcat couldn’t have been more than a dozen feet away. Alex no more than five. And both of them were gone. I couldn’t see anything, not even my own hands in front of my face. Even bundled up as we were, the cold stung, ice and sleet and snow. 

It was blind luck that I stumbled into Alex, and then that the two of us managed to stumble into the snowcat. Huddled in the cab, we were safe from the worst of it, and fifteen minutes later it was like nothing had happened at all.

Like a giant had picked up a snow globe, given it a few good shakes, and then grown bored, leaving the snow to settle once again into stillness.

But, now, the giant doesn’t seem to have any interest in putting down the globe.

It’s astonishing, the full power and fury of the natural world, and it’s a reminder. A reminder of our powerlessness against it, a reminder that this headland thrusting out into the Arctic is not a place made for us.

The dread that fills me as I stare at the screen should be all the convincing I need not to fixate. I can feel my stomach roiling, skin dancing with heat, but it’s a manageable kind of discomfort. The kind that the therapists have always said I should lean into: a little ad-hoc exposure therapy, different enough from the real trauma in my past.

It’s also a wonderful distraction. 

If it weren’t  for my silent rumination, I’d be thinking about Alice. Alice Ainsley, the most frustrating person I know, who is currently showering in my bathroom.

So it’s good, really. That I can’t tear my eyes away from the screen. Prudent too. And it means that I’m not thinking about Alice, steam rising all around her, water sluicing off her curves. Not thinking about her hands sliding over smooth, soapy skin, working over every inch until it's bright and pink. 

And I’m definitely not thinking about the fact that she obviously doesn’t have a towel in there. Doesn’t have a change of clothes either. Nope, definitely not thinking about that whatsoever.

The water shuts off. Silence follows, the pause pregnant enough to need a maternity muumuu. 

After what feels like minutes, but is probably only thirty seconds, Alice calls out “So, um, Aurora?”

I bite back a smile, feeling a little better about my earlier brain fart. I, at least, am used to showering and then coming out to get my towel. What’s her excuse?

“Need something?” I ask, my voice oversweet.

“So, you know how you forgot a towel?”

I shake my head as I rummage through drawers, looking for an extra towel. I manage to find an old beach towel that’s practically threadbare. It’s crumpled up at the bottom of my ‘miscellaneous’ drawer beneath a few notebooks, a hole-y sweater, and about a tree's worth of loose paper. 

I’m not even sure why I brought it in the first place. Even at the height of summer, when the outside temperature reaches normal ranges, the water is still barely above freezing. Not much use for a beach towel, except maybe as something to lie on.

“Hang on,” I call back. “I have something.”

Alice cracks the door and I hand her the towel, keeping my eyes glued to a bare spot of wall opposite the door.

When the door is closed again, I let out a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. 

It’s the proximity. It’s the situation, the impending danger and what it reminds me of. My brain is all scrambled, and that’s the only reason I can’t stop thinking about Alice in that towel, can’t stop thinking about Alice out of that towel.

And when she finally emerges, things go from bad to worse.

“Oh shit.” The words tumble out while my eyes try to follow, bulging out of their sockets as they take in the sight before them.

The towel is even more threadbare than I thought, partially sheer across her stomach, dangerously translucent at the top of her breasts. Everything of importance is covered, but barely. I don’t know if the towel shrunk in the wash at some point or it was just undersized to begin with, but it barely stretches past the curve of Alice’s ass.

The lack of fabric is not helped by how much is needed to cover up her mouthwateringly ample chest. Maybe she’s been wearing dresses with built-in shape wear, or maybe I’ve just been trying not to stare at her chest for weeks, but now I can’t help myself.

I try not to drool as my eyes pour over them. Big doesn’t really do them justice. Huge might work. Massive might as well, but still somehow perfectly in place on her small yet curvy frame, which the towel is doing exactly nothing to obscure.

I fight the primal urge to rip that towel off Alice.

“Umm, Aurora?” 

My eyes shoot up, cheeks heating as I realize I’ve been caught staring. I clear my throat.

“Sorry, I didn’t realize the towel was so short.” At that moment, Alice shifts, and now the dark outline of one of her nipples is clear through the fraying threads. “Or so see-through.”

That last part is little more than a murmur under my breath, but Alice appears to have noticed. Her eyes shoot down at the same time her hands shoot up, covering her chest.

Her cheeks are rosy, and she won’t meet my gaze. “Would you mind handing me my bag?” She nods toward the battered blue backpack that sits just next to the sleeping bag. 

I cross my arms. “Why don’t you get it yourself?”

With Alice’s tits no longer on display, I’ve managed to snap out of the lust addled haze. Finally thinking clearly, I remember what this is. Who this is, standing in front of me. Sure, maybe she’s hot, but I knew that, subconsciously or otherwise. And sure, if that body belonged to someone else, that towel would already be on my floor, with me on my knees right next to it.

Alice huffs. “I can’t exactly bend over with this thing on.”

Ah, that’s fair.

I’m about to grab the bag for her when a ridiculous idea pops into my head. A ridiculous idea which somehow I listen to.

“Worried you're gonna give me a view of that taut ass of yours?” The words send a thrill through me as I say them.

“Are you serious, Aurora?” Keeping one hand covering the outline of her nipple, the other sweeps up and down her body. “If I bend over in this thing, you are going to see a lot more than my ass.”

That image is impossible to keep out of my head.

“Fair is fair,” I say, flashing my teeth. “You saw mine, now you show me yours.”

Alice stands there for a moment, maybe in anger, maybe in disbelief. Most likely both.

“You know what, fuck you,” she says, but she doesn’t go for the bag. Not at first.

Instead, she drops the towel while I drop my jaw.

I can’t help myself, eyes roaming over her body greedily taking it all in. She looks so soft, smooth skin with beads of water still clinging to them. I watch one roll down her collar bone and slip between her full, heavy tits. 

Others slide down her stomach, the cut in her hips funneling them between her legs, toward a neatly manicured strip of barely visible blonde hair. Below that, the outline of her lips is clearly visible.

A look passes over Alice’s face, defiance replaced by something else—confusion maybe?  It’s gone a moment later as Alice crosses her arms beneath her chest, pushing her tits up even more as I stand there completely slack jawed.

“Got a good look?” she asks. “Yes? Now can you hand me my bag.”

My eyes never leave hers as I grab the bag and hand it to her.

“Thanks,” she mutters and then spins on her heel, heads back into the bathroom, and then slams the door behind her.


CHAPTER 14
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ALICE


“Five more minutes,” I groan, eyes still closed.

Distantly, I can hear an alarm—not mine. I close my eyes tighter, hoping that the noise is just a dream. There’s something familiar about the tone, something vaguely dangerous that sets me on edge. And within a half minute any hope of falling back asleep is dashed.

I lift my head out from under my pillow, blinking in the harsh overhead light.

“Ow,” I mutter, feeling a stab shoot through my neck and down my right arm.

I’m on the floor. Aurora’s floor. Yesterday comes back to me.

“Why are the lights on?” I turn toward the bed and find Aurora sitting up, sheets bunched around her.

“Check your phone,” she says, her expression unreadable.

“Fuck you,” I groan, turning over and closing my eyes again. 

Aurora’s laugh is full of surprise. “Where did that come from? Oh, are you bitchy in the morning? This is a whole new side of Alice. I like it.”

“Not the only side of me you like, you perv.” I turn back over and stare at her through bleary eyes. “Don’t think I forgot about you trying to make me bend over.”

Another laugh. “I didn’t make you do anything. I was always going to get your bag. Just teasing. ”

My cheeks flush in confusing ways and for confusing reasons. I’m still barely awake.

The alarm sounds again—no, not the alarm. It’s another alert.

“Fuck.” I don’t really curse. Not in front of other people. Not often. But it’s morning and while I’m usually up early, that’s less because I’m a morning person and more because it takes me about an hour to wake up. Hence, the need for an early start. “What is going on now? What did you do, Aurora?”

I can’t help the accusatory tone in my voice. I expect Aurora to bristle at that. She’s prickly at the best of times, so I can’t imagine she’s going to take morning Alice’s demeanor any better.

Except, of course, that she does.

“How is it possible you are this grumpy in the morning?” Aurora asks, more amused than bothered. “Half the time, you are already in the commissary when I get there, practically bouncing off the walls and drinking a cup of coffee that you most certainly do not need.”

Another groan is my initial response. I close my eyes, but I know it’s in vain. I’m awake, barely, but I know falling back to sleep just isn’t going to happen.

“There’s a lot of reasons,” I say, my voice as grumpy as it is groggy. “I have a whole routine.”

Aurora glances over as she swings her legs over the side of the bed. She reaches into her dresser for a pair of socks and begins to put them on. 

“A whole routine?” she asks, unrolling her socks up her legs. They reach almost to her knees and I can’t help the way that makes my pulse quicken.

I don’t know what it is about a beautiful woman in knee high socks, but it’s definitely doing something to me.

“Yea,” I say. “I have one of those gentle alarm clocks. It coaxes you awake.”

“Well, Alice,” Aurora says in faux-patient tones, “what will it take to coax you awake right now, so that I can eat breakfast?”

I could think of a few things that would coax me awake right now. Heat creeps into my cheeks as I realize where my thoughts are headed. I’ve always found Aurora attractive. Hell, I’ve basically had a crush on her since the day I saw her, but being in close proximity to her is shifting that crush into something deeper, more intense. 

It’s turning it into something that feels dangerous.

I steer toward safer ground. “You can make your own breakfast.” I turn over, still fighting futilely for sleep. “You don’t even like me.”

Still half-awake, my mouth is moving without waiting for directions from my brain. Yea, part of it is the disruption to my routine, but part of it is that I slept awfully. My neck aches, and there’s half a dozen new knots in my shoulders and upper back—and I already didn’t need any more of those. That coupled with bone deep exhaustion has me in a rare mood.

Aurora scoffs playfully. “I like your cooking. That’s a start.”

I crack one eye. Her arms are crossed over her chest. A slight smile tugs at her lips.

What exactly is going on? I know I bumped my hip yesterday. I can feel the dull ache there that is no doubt accompanied by a nasty bruise. And then, of course, I tripped. But I didn’t hit my head, which would be the logical thing to think here. A concussion that wiped out some moment between Aurora and me that has her suddenly acting…pleasant? Nice? Like she might actually like me?

It must just be the lack of sleep. I’m reading into things.

I prop myself up on my elbows, and then pause there. That’s enough exertion for now. Maybe in another half hour I’ll get myself fully into a seated position.

I reach for my bag, dig through the outer pouch, and come up empty. With a sigh, I collapse onto my back again, the impact pushing the air from my lungs as I come down just a little more forcefully than I intended.

Aurora laughs.

I glare at her. “Okay, here’s the deal. I’ll cook breakfast, but you have to get my medicine. There’s an orange pill bottle in the drawer of my desk. It’s my prescription for⁠—”

“Adderall?”

That gets me about five percent closer to being awake. “How did you know that?”

Aurora gives me a look that says, “Are you joking?”, but what she says out loud is, “Alice, finding out that you take Adderall is just about the least surprising thing I’ve ever learned. You’re like ADHD personified. Flighty, brilliant, switching from being easily distracted to hyper focused. Not to mention, well…”

“Well what?” I ask, feeling a stab of defensiveness at Aurora ticking off the unfortunately accurate list of my ADHD symptoms.

She shrugs. I watch her chest rise and fall, more than a little distracting in her tight crop top.

“No offense,” she says, “but you very much come across as someone who is usually on speed. Maybe try a lower dose?”

“That’s not—that’s rude, Aurora,” I say pointedly. “Yes, I’m a little hypersensitive to stimulation which is kind of a catch 22 with ADHD, but if I don’t take them I can’t really function, and you shouldn’t try to make me feel bad about that.”

This feels more like the back and forth that I’m used to with Aurora. Her making fun of me and me struggling to defend myself.

“Jesus, Alice. It’s just a joke. Besides, I’m qualified to make it.” To illustrate the point, she pulls a white bottle from her dresser and gives it a shake.

“Ritalin for me,” she says. “Same difference though.”

And just when I think we’re settling back into our routine, things switch again, leaving me more than a little confused, but not in an entirely unpleasant way.

“Oh yea, tried that years ago. Made me feel like I was dying. Not as bad as the non-stimulant meds though. They didn’t do anything and they had me constantly shivering and sweating at the same time. Awful.”

“The worst,” Aurora says in agreement. “Tried those for like a week before I went running back to old reliable here. Guess everybody’s different.”

“Yea,” I say, nodding in agreement, but in my mind all I can think is that maybe some people aren’t so different after all.

As we’ve been talking, Aurora’s smile has grown wider and more amused until it looks like she is about to burst into laughter.

“What’s so funny?” I ask, eyes narrowing.

What am I missing here?

She shakes her head. “I think you wanted to say that you’re hyper sensitive to stimulants.”

Her smile grows even wider.

“Wait, what did I say?”

Aurora bites her lip in thought, like she’s deciding whether to let me in on the secret or not.

“You said you were hypersensitive to stimulation.”

My face is instantly aflame. I don’t need a mirror to know that I went from pale to tomato in the few seconds it took my brain to register Aurora’s words.

“Oh god.” I groan. I gasp. I bury my face in my hands. “So fucking embarrassing.”

Aurora laughs, but for once it doesn’t seem like it’s at my expense.

“Okay,” Aurora says, shaking her head with a laugh on her lips. “Enough bonding for today. Now, get up. I’m starving.”

She nudges me lightly with her foot.

“Go away, you’re kind of being a dick, Aurora. Go make your own penis pancakes if you’re craving cock that badly.” 

My eyes shoot open. I am in desperate need of some medicine and half a pot of coffee to wash it down, because I am just saying things out here.

“Aurora, I am so sorry. I⁠—”

Her laugh stops me mid-sentence.

“Don’t be,” she says with a wave of her hand. “That actually might be the first time I’ve liked you.”

I can’t help my own smile. “Then show me how much you like me by leaving me the fuck alone.” In for a penny, in for a pound. Plus, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit I got a little thrill using bad language like that, and from the way Aurora responds to it.

She scoffs in disbelief as she heads toward the bathroom. “Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?”

At that moment everything goes quiet and the world seems to slow. I’ve seen moments like this in movies, read about moments like this in books. But I thought it was just an expression, something to highlight the importance of a single moment.

How very wrong I was. The last day, since yesterday morning and the mayhem, since penis pancakes and walking in on Aurora, since finding out that a storm is barreling toward us while sensors fail and the strike carries on, everything has been a blur.

So many little moments packed tight like sardines into a can. And now? A moment when the pressure equalizes and everything goes still.

Something strange seizes me, giddiness and glee and pure relief. “Aurora, that’s it!”

Before I know what I am doing, I’m on my feet and my arms are wrapped around her, pulling her body against mine, so tight she groans. But then that sound slips and changes, softening into something that I can’t quite be certain isn’t a sigh.

Not of exasperation, but of relief.

My chin resting on Aurora’s shoulders, my eyes shoot open. I move back, hands falling down her sides to her hips, and landing there lightly, pulling back, but not all the way. For the briefest of moments, we stand like that, faces far far too close, mouths inches apart. Aurora’s bottom lip trembles. My heart pounds.

But that moment doesn’t last. Aurora’s expression sours, the disdain clear as her eyes move down, glancing at where we meet. I jump back half a foot.

I wait for the biting remark, the I’ve-had-it-up-to-here with you comment, the snide aside that lets me know just how fed up with me she is.

But Aurora just takes another step back and shakes her head, muttering something to herself, before she looks back up at me.

The spell is broken and whatever insanity took hold of me is gone. But the revelation sparked by Aurora remains.

“What was that?” Aurora asks, her voice far calmer and more measured than I would have ever guessed. Like she isn’t mad or annoyed, but just…confused. And that’s fair, because I have no idea what took hold of me, other than the excitement of finally figuring out the solution that has been dancing at the edge of my mind since yesterday.

“You solved it,” I say. “The issue with the sensors. I know what’s happening.”


CHAPTER 15
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AURORA


“So are you finally awake enough to walk me through this?” I ask, reaching across the table and snatching a strip of bacon from Alice’s plate.

She knocks my hand away and wrinkles her nose at me. “There’s more in the oven,” she says. “Get your own.”

With a sigh, I follow her advice. The smell of bacon as I open the oven door is so heavenly, I almost miss what Alice is saying.

“Okay, so yesterday we started getting those strange alerts.”

I grab the entire plate of bacon and hurry back over to the table.

“Ow.” I put the plate down as quickly as I can, shaking my fingers as the pain blooms on each of my fingertips. “Fucking hot,” I curse, sucking on my fingers one by one to ward of the sting. “You were saying? With the alerts?”

I bite into a bacon strip, relishing the fat and salt that melts on my tongue. It’s just bacon, but still…this girl knows how to cook.

“Right,” Alice nods, her enthusiasm the teensiest bit adorable, not that I’d ever admit that to her. I can barely admit it to myself. “Those should have been a clue. There wasn't any issue with your code. The mistake was thinking that multiple sensors couldn’t fail at the same time.”

“Seems like a reasonable assumption, though,” I say, still not really clear where Alice is going with any of this.

“Right, only in this case wrong. Check the logs from yesterday. The hour before the first alert.”

On my phone, I call up the logs, tap a few screens to get to yesterday’s logs and start to look through them. I filter out anything major. Those we’ve already seen, the ones that triggered the  alerts to our phones in the first place. What’s left are the minor notifications: smaller measurement shifts, external reports, warnings, and watches. Really anything that might still be important but doesn’t quite rise to the level of requiring immediate attention.

I frown. Nothing really stands out. I glance up at Alice who nods her head toward my phone. 

“Keep looking,” she says. “You’ll see it.”

At first, I don’t see anything. Just normal readouts from a few key sensors, some status reports on critical station systems, but nothing stands out. Nothing that explains Alice’s excitement or her earlier reaction to my words.

Aren’t you just a ray of sunshine?

And then, buried between an all clear status report from the data feed and a forecast for next week's barometric pressure, I see it.. “Oh shit.” I glance up again. “Seriously?”

The log entry is just a few lines of plain text. Description: Type II emissions occur in association with eruptions on the sun and typically indicate a coronal mass ejection is associated with a flare event.

A solar flare. Sunshine.

“You couldn’t have just explained this to me?” I ask, even as something pricks at the back of my mind. “But, wait…how does that really explain it? If it was major enough to do all this damage, wouldn’t they have sent something more than this?”

Alice shrugs. “Science isn’t really an exact science. But my guess is?  It’s just bad luck. Wrong place at the wrong time, cosmically speaking. Old equipment that should have already been replaced, a massive snowstorm coming at just the same time. It fried some equipment and made a few sensors go haywire.”

“But it’s over now? The flare already happened. We’re in the clear.” For some reason, my stomach feels suddenly queasy, the grease from the bacon sitting like lead. “Right? The sensors are still fried so that’s why the alerts are coming.”

“The flare is over,” Alice explains. “That’s quick. That’s electromagnetic radiation moving at the speed of light. That left the sun early yesterday morning and got here eight minutes later.”

She shovels a bite of scrambled eggs into her mouth.

“For whatever reason, we’re still getting the alerts. Usually disruption from a flare should be more transient, but like I said, old equipment, bad luck, etc.. It’s not crazy that there’s some lingering effects. I’m gonna go take a look after breakfast, if you’re up for it.”

I almost drop my fork. “Up for it? You mean going outside? I know the storm’s mostly over, but…”

Everything shifts.

“Is someone scared of a little snow?” Alice teases.

I flinch. She has no idea exactly what those words trigger in me. 

I feel the anger flare, defensiveness following close in toe. I bite down hard, feeling my jaw click, and then slam my fork down on the table. Alice jumps.

“You can go back to your room, right?” I ask.

Alice’s amused expression drops. “Go back to my room?”

“Yea, you know the place you’re supposed to be sleeping, instead of keeping me up with you’re snoring?” My voice is harsher than I intended, but after her mocking me about the storm, I can’t help myself..

“I don’t snore,” Alice says, her voice a blend of confusion and hurt.

I should say something to her. Maybe it was a dick comment, but the truth is my reaction has more to do with me than with her. Say that to a hundred people and I’m the only one who’d take it so harshly.

This is about me. I know that. This isn’t about her.

And still, I can’t stop myself.

“The power should be back on sometime today, right? With the storm passed? I have work to do and I need my space.” 

“Right,” Alice says flatly. “Of course. I can take care of that, right now.”

She pushes back from the table, her eyes dim, dumps her plate into the sink, and heads for the door.

Just as she’s about to exit, the light flickers for a moment, the hum of the generator ceases, and the lights come back on, all of them, not just the emergency ones.

“Perfect timing,” she says.

And then she’s gone.
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After I finish a few more bites of food, I realize I’ve completely lost my appetite. The eggs have gone cold and slimy, and the fat from the bacon has congealed, leaving a thin film of grease coating the plate. The same grease that is now lining my stomach.

I feel like I might puke.

Back in my room, things feel strangely empty. What once felt like a modest little space, now feels like an abandoned airplane hangar. Like if I call out Alice’s name, I will hear it echo back.

Even when the others were here, Alex among them, I still spent most of my time by myself. In my room or in one of the labs, away from everyone else. 

The last twenty-four hours, I realize, are the most one-on-one social interaction I’ve had with someone in years. 

That’s what this is. Sometimes you don’t realize how lonely you really are, until something reminds you what it’s like to feel connected again, for however short a time, in whatever way, with another person.

That’s what it has to be. It could have been anyone else in the same situation and I’d be feeling the same things. That’s what I go with, because the alternatives are too frightening to consider.

I hop onto the computer, hoping that burying myself in some work will help distract me from wasting anymore time thinking about Alice. Instead, there’s a message waiting for me. And you’ll never guess who it’s from.

The timestamp shows an hour or so ago. This must be from when I was getting ready before breakfast. Before Alice stormed off.

I looked at the code again. Just to double check with the alerts and everything. None of it was on you or your code. It’s funny when I first was looking at the code, I could tell there were two people who had written it. At least mostly. I thought the chaotic stuff, the cowboy code and all that…I thought that was yours. I looked again this morning. Checked the logs. Guess I had that completely backwards. I love your code.

For a lot of people, that last sentence probably sounds a lot like someone saying, “I loved your spreadsheet” or “Your TPS report is beautiful.” Like thanks, but who really cares? 

But for me, it’s not like that at all. 

For me, coding is more than just a job. It’s my form of self-expression. My outlet for creativity and frustration and self-doubt. The real world is messy and hard and chaotic. But when I’m coding I’m in control. What happens only happens because I say so, when I say so and how I say so. As corny as it sounds, for me coding is like art.

And that is why I feel a pleasant warmth spread out from my stomach as I read Alice’s words once and then twice. That glow fades quickly, however, as I remember my blow up in the commissary. 

It hasn’t even been 48 hours that we’ve been alone together and how many times have I already blown up at her? How many times have I made some biting or rude comment? And what has Alice been doing all that time?

She’s been double checking my code, proving that I have nothing to do with the faulty alerts. She’s been cooking me breakfast and taking charge to make sure the storm didn’t kill us both and wreck the station. 

Guilt spurs me into action. That and the fact that after staring at my computer screen for five minutes, I know I’m not going to get anything done. I can’t look at more than a few lines of code before my eyes glaze over and my mind begins to wander.

And where it goes, feels very telling. Images of Alice flash before me. Alice in cute little dresses. Alice in tight little dresses. Alice bumbling, stumbling, and tripping over her words. Only as I imagine it, no annoyance comes. Instead, it’s something far, far worse.

“Oh fuck.”

Alice isn’t in the lab. Alice isn’t in her room. Even with the emergency measures lifted and the whole base open to me, there just aren’t that many places to check. Still, it’s big enough that if she moved from one room to another while I was searching, I might miss her.

But after two sweeps of the base, my stomach begins to sink. 

Where is she?

It takes me longer than I care to admit for the obvious answer to occur to me.

She’s outside.

I check my phone, trying to calculate how long she’s been out there. It’s obviously an approximation based on when she left the commissary and how long it might have taken her to get ready. It’s far from exact. She could have waited. It might have taken her a while to get ready.

But…

Something in me knows. Knows that she went straight out. She was upset after my comment.

I can picture it so clearly: her storming off back to my room, gathering her belongings in a huff. Then back to her room, a quick change into warmer clothes.

And then outside. Into the snow. Into the cold and the ice and frigid winds. I don’t know much about Alice’s background, but the thought of that girl out in the elements makes me cringe. Not to be rude, but with her elaborately decorated nails, cutesy sundresses, and endless collection of bows, ribbons and fuzzy hair scrunchies, she doesn’t strike me as the outdoorsy type.

And this isn’t the outdoors that you find at your local state park. Not even the kind of wilderness you find in remote national parks or out in the vast federal lands in the American west. No, this is the kind of wilderness that you find on frozen alien planets.

I race toward the exit that closest to Alice’s room. There are four main ways into and out of the base, as well a number of other emergency exits and utility access points. In theory, she could have gone out any of them.

But the exit closest to Alice has the equipment lockers, where thick coats, thicker gloves, and all manner of cold gear is kept. I find her locker open, mostly empty, and my whole stomach shifts.

I fumble with the combination of mine, failing at least a half dozen times. The lockers still use old mechanical locks, no fancy touch pads or biometric scanners. They get enough use, and the equipment they store is critical enough so as to require a foolproof and essentially failure proof mode of operation. Hence, the good old manual MasterLock.

Only right now is like every nightmare I’ve had about being back in high school, rushing from homeroom to an exam I didn’t know about for a class I’ve never attended with my supplies on the other side of a locker whose combination I cannot remember for the life of me.

Luckily, in real life, I remember it. It’s my hands that don’t want to cooperate. My fingers too.

She’s been out there too long. Not ‘she definitely died’ long, but more like ‘something has to be wrong long’, and out here, the latter turns into the former quickly and without fail. I don’t have time for this.

I rush back to the maintenance closet around the corner. Thankfully, this one opens with a badge swipe and a few seconds later I’m sprinting back to my locker, a pair of bolt cutters in hand, which aren’t technically scissors, so I think I’m in the clear.

I come to an almost cartoon-esque skid, nearly sliding past my locker as I bring myself to screeching halt. Hands still shaking, I open the jaws of the cutter, slot the lock between them then bring the two handles together.

Metal shears against metal as the lock pops open and falls. An instant later, there are two sounds. 

The first is the sound of the heavy metal lock clanging onto the metal floor with a deep resonant thump. 

And the second is the sound of squeaking metal as the latch pops open and the door pushes in. The wall of cold nearly knocks me on my ass. So frigid, my face stings and my hands go clammy in just a few seconds.

“Fuck,” I hiss as the wind whips in, whistling in the confined space loud enough to make my ears ring.

Alice struggles with the door. I rush over, brace myself and give a push. With a satisfying whoosh, the door closes, the latch catches, and after a beat, I can finally feel my face again.

I’m not sure I can say the same for Alice, because, in truth, I can’t see Alice at all. All I see is a bundle of equipment: parka over jacket over layer upon layer of thermal gear, goggles, face covering, gloves, boots, and more.

She presses her back against the door and slides down into a seated position. She fumbles with her face covering, but her limbs are stiff and awkward, and the bulky mittens she’s wearing don’t exactly improve her dexterity.

“Here let me.” I pull her hood down and peel off her hat. Then her muffs, and the face covering.

Alice’s face peeks out from the parka, which I unzip and help her out of. 

Even with all the gear, her face is raw and red—windswept though far from frostbitten.

For a moment, she seems still frozen. Then she gives her head a shake as her eyes come to focus on me.

“Oh my god,” she says. “That was a terrible idea.”

“You think?” I say, a little more forcefully than I want to. “What the fuck were you thinking? I would have⁠—”

“Gone with me?” Alice asks the question, her tone flat.

Right. She already asked me that, and in response I told her to pack up and leave me alone. 

“I’m so sorry, Alice. I shouldn’t have reacted the way I did. I⁠—”

She lazily waves me off. “Don’t worry about it. I got it done anyway.”

“Got it done?” I ask, not following what she means. My concern is still at about an eleven, so I’m more worried about her being okay than I am about anything else, so it takes me a second. “The sensors?”

She nods. “Yea, well no. I mean not sensors. Just the central radio relay that they all call into. The flare must have messed something up and it got stuck in a diagnostic loop, trying to adjust itself to a known stable state. It overheated—ironic, I know—and there was some physical damage. That I was able to patch. Took a little longer than anticipated.”

I stare at Alice slackjawed and amazed.

And more than a little fucking confused.

“How?”

Now, it’s her turn to look confused.

“Why do you think I’m here?”

I continue to help her gear. She lifts her leg and I yank on her boot, nearly toppling over backwards when it finally pops off.

“Here? At the base, I mean I guess you applied with your research and got accepted. Same as most people.”

I have more theories about exactly why Alice’s application had been accepted, but on those I bite my tongue.

She shakes her head.

“No, I mean here. Like right now.”

I glance around the room, as if there might be someone else there to give me a clue.

“Because you foolishly decided to try to singlehandedly fix the sensors and almost died out in the cold.”

She rolls her eyes. “I did not almost die, Aurora. Don’t be so dramatic.”

It’s odd. Who is this girl? This woman? So calm in the face of danger and the possibility of bodily injury. She’s a far cry from the nervous bundle who could barely make it through a few sentences without blushing.

True, her cheeks are red now too, but from the cold, and that only seems to highlight the difference.

“Okay, maybe you didn’t almost die,” I concede. “But what are you talking about?”

“I mean, why do you think I’m here with you? When everyone else is gone? Why did they pick me to be on the Core Crew?”

Without thinking, I blurt out my real answer. “Same reason you got a slot here in the first place. Because of Tabitha.”


CHAPTER 16
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ALICE


“Tabitha?” The frost on my ears must be affecting my hearing, or else my brain is still frozen, trying to reboot itself after nearly freezing solid. “Did you say Tabitha?”

I have no earthly idea what she could mean by that.

Aurora’s mouth flattens. “Forget it.”

“No,” I press. “What is that supposed to mean?”

I can feel my limbs warming, life starting to flow back into them. Little pinpricks of heat dance everywhere as the blood rushes to my skin. It’s not at all pleasant.

“Look, no offense, but everyone knows about Tabitha’s family. About the donation.”

I can’t help the laugh that erupts out of me. “You’re kidding right?”

“I’m not saying you’re not qualified. These spots are competitive and they don’t just sell them to the highest bidder, but come on. You two both get spots? Childhood best friends. And it all just so happens to be right after Sinclair Alexander makes the largest donation in the Nuvuk Foundation’s history.” Misreading my surprise, she continues. “Sorry, but word travels.”

I laugh again. “You’re wrong. Well, sort of. You’re right that we didn’t both get in the traditional way, but you have it backwards. Mr. Alexander made that donation after Tabitha’s application got accepted. And me? I never even applied.”

“Never applied?” Her brow crinkles. “You didn’t apply…so they just gave it to you because Tabitha asked them?”

There’s a hint of resentment mixed in with her confusion. A shake of my head quickly dispels it.

“No, I was recruited, Aurora. And them accepting Tabitha’s application for this cycle was the price I demanded. She was going to get in anyway, to be clear. I just asked them to bump her up to now, instead of next year. So that we could be together. Mr. Alexander made a generous donation without either of us knowing. After both of us had been accepted.”

Aurora freezes, her hands gripping my other boot, ready to pull. “You were recruited?”

“You just assumed I didn’t deserve to be h-here?” The anger at Aurora’s assumption makes my voice shake, or…no. That’s not the anger. “Holy fuck it’s cold.”

A shiver passes through me. I’m not dying or anything. Not frostbitten. But there’s a kind of cold that sort of seeps into you, icy fingers digging through skin and blood and muscle, until they burrow bone deep. It’s the kind of cold that lingers for a day.

“Just with Tabitha,” she says, loosening the laces on my remaining boot and pulling it off more smoothly than the first. “I didn’t realize.” 

She helps me to my feet and she seems to remember something.

“Who are you?”

I laugh. “Excuse me?”

She shakes her head, a small smile on her lips. “Like, how did you know how to do that? With the sensors and shit? Out in the snow and the cold.” Her face opens in recognition. “They didn’t recruit you just for your research, did they?”

“Smart cookie,” I tease. 

It’s obvious that Aurora is not just surprised. She’s impressed. And that reality sends a zing through me that almost feels like warmth. It’s at least enough to get my frozen joints moving. I reach out a hand and Aurora helps me to my feet.

“Like I already told you,” I say, feeling strangely emboldened. “I was a scout.”

“And here I was picturing you selling cookies or something,” she says. 

I turn as I unzip my outermost layer and Aurora helps me shimmy out of my parka.

“A boy scout actually,” I say, turning my head over my shoulder. “An Eagle scout.”

“A boy scout? But you’re a girl.”

“I’d go with ‘woman’, but sure, Ror. You know they went coed a few years back? My dad was thrilled. He was an Eagle Scout himself and he loved that all the camping and outdoorsy skills he taught me could be put to the test.” 

“Ror?” Aurora’s voice rasps.

There’s a thrill at coming up with that little impromptu nickname, mostly because I am not the kind of person who can do this kind of thing. Be confident and all that. I’m certainly not the kind of person who comes up with little pet names for a beautiful woman who is helping her get undressed.

Sure, in context that fact is less salacious than it sounds, but try telling that to my barely functioning mind. It’s like all my higher faculties are still waiting to thaw, while my base, animal instincts are left to run the show.

Maybe that’s why it takes me so long to notice Aurora’s open locker. There’s a pair of bolt cutters resting on the bench in front of it and a Masterlock sitting on the floor, cut completely through.

That must be it. Because in truth, I should be pissed at Aurora, not inwardly giggling like a schoolgirl over the role reversal here—I haven’t missed the slight flush in Aurora’s cheeks or the way her hands fumble as she helps me out of my gear, like she’s the one whose fingers are frozen stiff.

“You were going to come out there? To look for me?” I tell myself the muscles in my throat are still thawing out and that’s why it’s suddenly so hard to swallow. 

I turn back toward Aurora, who will not meet my gaze.

“You were gone for a while,” she says quietly.

I didn’t miss the way she reacted at breakfast. The way her mood shifted the instant I talked about going out into the cold, out into the trailing remnants of the storm. There was something more than her usual annoyance in the look she gave me, more vitriol in her reaction. 

It was impossible to miss the fear in her eyes. So, if she was going to come after me…

I clear my throat. “Oh my god, Aurora. Is it possible you like me? You were worried about me.”

I wiggle my eyebrows and give her an exaggerated smile.

Her eyes flash up to mine, panic blooming in them for just a moment, before her usual steely demeanor returns. Her mouth is pressed into a flat line, but there is effort in the expression. The muscles at the corner of her lips tremble..

She’s trying not to smile.

“If you died, it would make this much less convenient for me,” she says, trying to sound nonchalant about the whole thing. “Who would make me breakfast?”

I should be pissed, shouldn’t I? After this morning?

It’s not like I expected to stay in her room once we had the power back and things were fixed, but she didn’t have to be so rude about it. I know I’m not her favorite person. 

And why would I be? Apparently in addition to all my fuck ups and annoyances, she’s also thought this whole time that I don’t even deserve to be here. Not just on the Core Crew, but here at all. 

Throughout my career, doubt has been my constant companion, both from myself and from others. Mostly from men, but sad to say, the women I’ve met in STEM aren’t always all that much better. Plenty are, most even, but it’s a cut throat world, only so many positions to go around, and too many women are happy to pull the ladder up after them if it gives them a better chance at success.

So Aurora’s doubts and judgement shouldn’t bother me, but, of course, they do. Because Aurora isn’t just another woman in STEM, not even just another queer woman in STEM. She’s the woman I’ve been crushing on since the moment I saw her, because she’s all the things I’m not: tall and intimidating and effortlessly cool. And, of course, she’s more than that too.

At some point, while my mind has been turning all this over, Aurora’s hands have stopped moving. She’s stopped helping me out of my gear. Her hands rest on my arms, her grip firm even through three layers of clothing. Her eyes find mine, green and bright and questioning.

There is electricity in the moment and, as if she had been shocked, Aurora jumps away. She folds one hand into a fist and uses it to cover what is so obviously a fake cough. The other hand fiddles with the long braid that stretches down her back.

I take a step toward her, not wanting this closeness to end, but when I do, my knees buckle.

I fall into her.

“Jesus,” she huffs, stumbling backwards a step before she catches herself—and me. “Are you okay?”

“Just frozen like a popsicle,” I say. “Need to thaw out.”

I force a weak smile as the weight of my exhaustion settles on me for the first time. People talk about heat being exhausting, but cold—deep cold—is so much worse. Your body has to work overtime to keep itself warm, burning through reserves at an alarming pace.

“Come on,” Aurora says softly. She wraps an arm around my shoulder and begins to lead me to the door. “I got you,” she says, and even though she means something different, I can’t help the way those words make me smile.


CHAPTER 17
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AURORA


For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Alice Ainsley is in my shower. Only this time, there is no door between us.

“Can you hand me some soap?” Alice asks dreamily. “Looks like this one is empty.”

“Uh, yea, sure,” I say, taking the empty bottle of bodywash she passes out through the gap in the curtain–the very thin, not entirely opaque curtain that is the only thing separating me from a very naked, very wet Alice.

I hop off the counter, toss the empty in the trash, and grab another from underneath the sink.

She takes it and her arm disappears again. I avert my eyes, knowing what’s coming next. I can feel the blood in my face.

“You didn’t have to do this, you know? I have a shower in my room.”

“You could barely walk, Alice.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, her tone unreadable. “And why does that mean you have to be in here with me?”

I purse my lips, not exactly sure what to say, mostly because I’m not exactly sure what the answer is. There’s a part of me that says it’s just about safety and concern and all that high minded nonsense.

Like, she really could barely walk here. I had to support her the whole way so she didn’t lose her balance and topple over. The cold took more out of her than she realized, and while she’s not in any imminent danger from it, her uncooperative muscles could easily change that if she fell and busted her head open.

A head injury out here is a dangerous thing in the best of times, and these are very far from the best of times.

“Relax,” Alice says, taking my silence for some kind of admission—and, in truth, maybe it is. “I’m just teasing.” She pokes her head around the curtain. “Can you…?”

I quirk my head. “Can I…what?”

“I need to get dressed,” she says. “I know I’ve seen you naked, and I know I sort of flashed you yesterday, but not all of us have a model’s body like yours, so…”

“A model’s body?” Desire curls in my stomach. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She rolls her eyes even as she clutches the shower curtain closer against her chest. “You look like something out of one of those magazines my brother used to hide under his mattress when he was in highschool.”

“Excuse me?”

“What? I have a brother.”

“That was not the part I was reacting to.” I shake my head. “You used to look at dirty magazines you found under your brother’s mattress?”

“No!” She practically shouts the word. “I mean, I did once, but it was an accident. I just found them. I was in eighth grade and I was nosy, wondering what my brother was always up to when he locked himself in his room.”

I give her a wide eyed stare.

She laughs. “Yea, yea, I know. My dad raised us by himself. And he was…not exactly the best when it came to teaching us about that kind of stuff. Trust me, if I had been aware of what it is that teenage boys do alone in their rooms for hours at a time, there is no chance I would have gone looking.”

“Ugh,” I groan at that image. “Disgusting.”

“Tell me about it.” She shrugs. “Anyway, that’s when I figured out I was gay.”

I nearly fall off the counter. “When you learned what teenage boys do alone in their rooms? Can’t say I blame you.”

“Gross,” Alice says, but a laugh follows, even as she shudders. “I mean the magazines. When I saw the pictures in those magazines.”

She looks nervous, her tongue swiping out over her bottom lip, teeth gnawing at the corner.

“Oh.” 

Silence hangs between us, broken only by the soft sound of water lapping at the tile of the shower.

“Aurora?”

“Yea?” I clear my throat, fighting the urge to shake my head and make it obvious how distracted I am by what Alice just told me.

She compared me to a pinup in one of the magazines that were the catalyst for her gay awakening.

“I still need to get dressed,” she says patiently. “Can you throw me my bag and then get the hell out of here?”
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“Seriously, Aurora, I’m fine,” Alice says as she runs a brush through her damp blonde hair. 

Wet, it’s darker than it usually is. It makes her look older, and not in a bad way. More mature maybe.

I turn back to my task: rearranging my clothes drawer. And the reason? Well, your guess is as good as mine.

I’m not a neat person. I’m not messy. I’m not a slob, but I’m not neat, you know? I make my bed, but it’s not passing any inspection. I keep the floor clean and my dirty clothes in the hamper—mostly. 

I don’t dust often, by which I mean I haven’t dusted once since I got here, but it is perpetually on my list of chores that I’ll definitely get to tomorrow, along with cleaning the bathroom mirror, scrubbing out the shower, and sending my mom a text to let her know I’m still alive—not that I really think she cares.

But this? Rearranging my sock drawer? What am I even doing? Socks and underwear in the top drawer, stuffed in along with my bras. Tops in the drawer below that, pants the next one down. If anything is or remains folded, that’s a bonus, but far from a requirement. 

“You almost froze to death out there,” I say. “You’re going to be sleeping here again tonight, so I can make sure you’re fine.”

She looks at me, brush pausing midway through its stroke. A frown forms. “I know you don’t want me here, Aurora. And it’s fine. I get it. We don’t have to be best friends. I know I’m a lot.”

“You’re not,” I blurt out, but she just continues.

“Aurora, it’s fine, I get it. You’re not being a dick. It’s just who you are. It’s fine.”

“No, I mean it, Alice. I shouldn't have reacted that way this morning. It wasn’t about getting you out of here. It was about going outside.”

The brushing continues, bristles zipping through her hair. 

“Do you want to⁠—”

“No. I don’t want to talk about it. I just wanted you to know. It wasn’t about you.”

She nods, then smiles. “Thanks.”

She resumes her brushing in silence, while I stare at the socks, underwear, and bras strewn about my bed. 

“What am I doing?” I mutter under my breath.

“You’re using a completely pointless task that requires your focus in order to avoid focusing on something else.”

“I was talking to myself,” I throw back, but there’s no heat in my words.

She’s very much not wrong.

“Thanks,” she says again, though this time I’m not sure what she means.

“Thanks? For what?”

“For being nice.” She must see the way I look at her. “For being nicer, I guess I should say.” She laughs and I laugh along with her, the sounds so strangely in sync, harmonized almost.

“If we survive until the others make it back, you are going to be sworn to secrecy, Alice. I have a reputation to preserve here.”

“Ah, yes. The scary mean computer lesbian.” She gives a fake shudder. “Terrifying.”

“Where did this come from?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief. 

It’s a question I’ve been asking myself for a bit now, the more time I spend with this girl. No, this woman.

There’s so much more to her than I assumed. She’s smart and kind and has an earnestness to her that I took for weakness at first. But now it doesn’t feel like that. Not after everything that has happened.

From the first alert, the storm, the power—everything—she has been the one calling the shots, the one ready to spring into action, to put herself on the line. 

That’s the high minded version.

The truth is partly that and…partly something else.

Look, sometimes as a queer woman, I like to think that the way I desire women is different, purer, somehow less problematic than the way that men do. 

And then there are the times when a busty little scientist in a cute sundress turns out to also be an Eagle Scout capable of braving the snowstorm of the century in order to fix a broken radio relay.

And it’s those times that I have a hard time seeing a difference between the frantic desire that blooms in my chest, and, well, whatever was being sold by those magazines that Alice found.

Because right now, my body feels like a live wire. Once I knew that she was okay, wasn’t frozen to death, once I realized what she did, I fucking melted, desire welling up between my legs until I could hardly move for fear that the slightest sensation would set me off.

Things had calmed down, mostly, while I was out here figuring out if I should organize my socks by size or by color—I went with color, since that was easier, since I have only gray socks—and Alice was getting dressed in the bathroom. But then the door opened and she was wearing that dress.

It’s like a more adult version of the cute little dresses she’s been wearing since she got here. Not ‘adult’ like she bought it at a sex shop, but the hem is shorter, the neckline more daring as it slopes down into a moderate V. It hugs her just a little tighter than the others, highlighting her eye-popping curves, making me sweat every time I glance her way.

Her makeup too is different. Her eyes are the slightest bit smoky, so subtle I’m sure I’d miss it if I hadn’t been around her so much the last few days. Her cheeks have color to them that for once is not just a product of her adorable blushing. And her lips are bright red with a hint of gloss that catches the light and makes them shimmer.

“Where did what come from?” Alice asks, with genuine curiosity.

“You seem…different,” I say carefully, more than aware that there are ten bad ways to say this for every good one. “More confident. You don’t seem like you're ready to jump out of your skin every time you try to talk to me.”

She laughs, and even that laugh is different somehow, more confident, there is depth to it. Certainty.

“Did you think I’m just always that bumbling bag of nerves? Good lord,” she shakes her head. “How would I get anything done?”

“That was a question I had as well.”

“You’re smiling,” she says with a smile of her own.

“I am not.” A lie, but we both know it.

“I guess I’m just more comfortable around you now,” she says, her eyes fixed on the wall over my shoulder, the expression in her face contemplative. “I’m always nervous meeting new people, or getting to know them. I don’t always make a good first impression. Doubly so when I have a  crush, at least according to Tabitha.”

My mouth goes dry. “A crush?”

Alice’s eyes snap to mine. “I didn’t mean to say that. That wasn’t cool of me. It’s unprofessional and besides…” She trails off as she shrugs, like what she means is obvious.

But to me it isn’t.

“Besides what?”

“Come on, Aurora,” Alice says, and her voice is almost sad. “Ow.”

The brush catches on a tangle and there’s a loud rip as she yanks the brush through.

“You’re going to hurt yourself, Alice.” I open my top drawer and swipe the contents on top of the dresser into it, deciding to abandon my pointless reorganization project. I hop on the bed and pat a spot beside me.  “Let me help.”

Her lips press together, but silently she hands me the brush and takes a seat. I take the brush and move it gently through her hair, unable to keep the shake out of my hands. 

To be touching her like this, after the thoughts that have been swirling in my mind, feels somehow like cheating. Maybe that’s because, right now, I very much do not trust my own intentions.

When the brushing is finished, Alice is practically leaning back into me. There’s a moment, after I stop, where we both seem to notice it. Alice clears her throat. I cough. She adjusts her position so that she’s still sitting next to me.

But now, her eyes are on me.

“I like these colors,” I say, running a finger over the strap of her dress. “This blue and…” I swallow hard. “The red. Your lips.”

The moment hangs heavy between us. I have spent hours and hours everyday in this room for three months now, and only now does it hit me just how small it is.

Only now does it hit me just how close we are—barely enough room to fit any plausible deniability.

Alice’s eyes are dark, the dim light catching the blue only slightly. They remind me of the ocean at dusk, when the sun has crept—not completely—over the horizon and only the faint memory of its light remains.

Something inside me snaps as I drop my hand to my side—too quickly. 

Alice's eyes blink and then widens and the mysterious expression I saw there a moment ago is gone. So fast, it’s easy to tell myself I imagined it.

“So, yea,” I say, pulling at the back of my neck until I know it will leave a mark. “I like those colors. Sometimes I kind of wish I was bi, you know?”

From her expression, it’s clear that Alice doesn’t know.

“Not for the dudes,” I clarify, and, for how hard it is to form words, it’s impressive just how many embarrassing ones I manage. “But for the flag. Red and blue? I always liked those colors better. I mean, pink and orange? No thanks.”

She laughs, shaking her head. 

“What?” I ask, casting my eyes down at my hands, folded tightly in my lap. I fight the urge to reach out and touch her again.

“Nothing,” she says as she stands. “It’s just…” She smiles, and for once there is no nervousness there. “You’re weird too.”

Coming from anyone else, anytime else, that would sound like an insult. Instead, I can feel the warmth in my stomach, pleasant and strange and dizzying.

“Don’t get any ideas, Alice,” I chide in teasing tones. “We aren’t becoming friends or anything like that.”

“Uh-huh,” she says, grinning like a fool. “Whatever you say.”

She pauses, looking down and then back up, and when our eyes meet again, I forget how to breathe. “It’s a sunset, I think. The lesbian flag, I mean. I remember hearing that once. I don’t know if it’s true but…I’ve always liked sunsets.”

“Me too,” I say, my voice strangely thick.

We are close. Closer than close. It wouldn’t take much. It wouldn’t take anything. My limbs are heavy and numb and yet my whole body is buzzing. Zips and zaps of energy and want that terrify as much as they excite. 

Her expression shifts. Her head tilts. Is she moving closer? It’s so hard to tell, one frozen moment that stretches on forever. No sound but our breaths.

No one else but each other.

And then, the very last moment before I do something stupid, Alice’s phone rings.

I turn my head as Alice springs back, awkwardly sliding off the bed into a standing position. 

It takes us both a moment for the obvious to become apparent.

“Looks like cell phones are back,” Alice says simply, but her looks says so much more. “I should…”

“Right.” My hand scratches at the back of my neck, hard enough to hurt. “For sure.”

She gives a sad smile, sapphire eyes offering something that I do not understand. A moment later her phone is in her hand and her whole face lights up.

“Tabitha!” she practically squeals. She answers and then is out the door, excited exclamations echoing back to me as I stand in the room, my heart finally starting to come back to equilibrium.

There’s a stab of disappointment, though maybe ‘stab of insanity’ is the better description. Because, obviously this is good. 

Kissing Alice would be an awful idea, both now then later. Now and then and always.

It would be a bad idea.

No matter how kissable her lips look.


CHAPTER 18
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ALICE


“Alice! You’re alive!”

It’s impossible to explain how good it feels to hear her voice. It’s rare that I go this long without talking to Tabitha, especially not when we are both in the States.

“Don’t be so dramatic, Tabs,” I say, smiling so wide my cheeks hurt. “The storm was nothing.”

“It was not nothing, are you kidding me? We are still stuck in Port Barrow. The storm shut down the entire state. It was even worse up North. What happened up there? We lost contact before the storm even hit.”

I give her the rundown quickly, telling her about the flare and the sensors, and then my foray out into the elements this morning to get the system fixed.

“Unbelievable,” Tabitha says. “You are a fucking superhero out there.”

“Oh stop it. I just did what needed doing.”

She updates me a bit on her own journey, though in truth there’s not much to tell. With the storm, they’ve been forced to stay put.

“The hotel rooms aren’t even nice, and the company is worse. Alex is the only one that’s bearable. Speaking of…” Tabitha’s voice fades for a second as she moves the phone away from her mouth. “He’s asking about his little protege there. So…how is she?”

My excitement at hearing Tabitha’s voice had momentarily distracted me from the whole Aurora of it all. Distracted me from what happened, or, more accurately, what almost happened.

“I almost kissed her.” The words are meant mostly for myself, but on the other end of the line Tabitha squeals again, joined by another voice—a male voice.

“Excuse me?” Alex’s gruff voice asks over the speaker.

“Umm, you’re on speaker, Alice. Probably should have mentioned that.”

“That would have been nice, Tabs.” I laugh, even as I feel warm fingers crawling over my face. Bad enough I let slip to Aurora my crush, but now Alex?

I tell myself that it’s just embarrassment. Embarrassment to have a crush on a woman so completely out of my league, so completely incapable of ever seeing me in that light.

And yet…

Those few moments in Aurora’s room creep back into my mind. The image of Aurora in front of me, her face only inches from mine. The look on her face, the slight flutter of her eyelids, so much like they were closing, preparing for…

I shake my head as Tabitha’s gentle voice says my name on the other end of the line.

“Alice? Are you there?”

“I’m here.”

“Stop that!” Tabitha says, her voice garbled, and then, “Call your own friend if you want the details.”

Laughing and out of breath, she returns to the line. “Sorry. Sorry,” she says, her voice so happy it’s hard to imagine she’s sorry at all. And why should she be? She’s safe and I’m safe and we’re together again—even if it is just over the phone line.

“So spill it, sunshine,” she says, and I don’t even have to close my eyes to imagine what her smile looks like. “Tell me everything.”

And so I do. I’ve already filled her in on the stuff with the station, the stuff with the storm. That’s not what she’s asking about.

“She’s not like I expected,” I say, summing up the whole thing. “She’s different.”

“Different how?” Tabitha asks, her voice patient. 

“She’s not quite as scary,” I say, and then I add, “Don’t get me wrong. She’s still scary. Still terrifying. Just not as scary, you know?”

“Oh, I know,” Tabitha says. “I’ve been telling you this since we got there. Ugh, I am so happy for you.”

“Happy? Why, Tabs? I can finally speak a full sentence in front of her but that doesn’t mean anything.”

“You said you almost kissed, Alice. That sure sounds like something.”

I sigh. “I almost kissed her. That doesn’t mean she’s interested.”

That is what I say, but I’m not sure if it’s true. I saw the way her eyes closed, the way she started to lean in ever so slightly. I’m not imagining that, am I? The memory is still there, fierce and intense, but it swims around the edges, shifting and morphing until it’s hard to know what is real memory and what is fantasy.

Because the truth is that I have had this fantasy before. My lips. Aurora’s lips. Pressing together, swapping spit, the whole nine yards. And it’s always just been a  harmless little thing. A harmless little crush.

She never so much as spared a look my way. Not until it was just the two of us.

“That’s not what Alex seems to think,” Tabitha says, her tone conspiratorial.

“What does that mean?” My throat tightens just a little. “What did he say?”

“But I thought nothing happened?” Tabitha teases.

“Stop that, right now. That is not funny.” I huff. “That’s not fair. I am trapped in a tin can with this woman. If you know something about it, I need to know.”

“Why would you need to know anything if nothing happened?”

It’s good to talk to her again like this. Good to hear her voice, instead of the one in my head. The one full of doubt and recrimination, the one always convinced that I’m not good enough.

“Just spill it, Tabs. We aren’t actively dying up here anymore, but who knows how long that will last.”

“What is that supposed to mean?” Tabitha asks, her tone suddenly shifting into concern, which is to be expected. For as much as Tabitha and I are the same age, have gone through the same life milestones together and all that nonsense, she still has a protective streak in her that sometimes makes our relationship feel less like best friends and more like older sister/younger sister.

Although right now, maybe mother-daughter is more accurate.

And right on cue, just as I’m thinking how silly it is for her to be concerned, my phone buzzes in my hand, a fresh alert thrown up on my phone.

“The generator’s seen better days,” I explain, thinking through the situation in real time as I speak. “The flare shouldn’t have done the damage it did and things seem to be back on line now, but…”

“But what?”

“It’s probably nothing, but the location, the coverage—sometimes we don’t see the whole picture. And if something slipped past, we might not know until it’s already here.”

“Wait, that can’t be right. Don’t they have, like, warning systems for this?”

I bite my lip. “Yes, but they aren't perfect. Ships and satellites orbit the earth with fairly solid coverage, but it’s not complete.”

“But there’s ground stations, sensors, telescopes, all that stuff. We would know, wouldn’t we?”

I sigh, not wanting to worry her, but not wanting to lie to her either. It’s still unlikely. It’s still not going to happen. The chances are slim. Even with this new alert popping up.

Somewhere in the distance, I hear footsteps and then a voice, calling out. My name, maybe, but it’s too far away to be sure. 

“Yea,” I say and technically it’s not a lie. “You’re right. I’m sure we will be fine.”

And then the conversation shifts back to this and that, to the shitty breakfast buffet at the hotel and how Tabitha has half a mind to head back up here, strike or not, and rescue me. But in the back of my mind, something gnaws at me. The half-truth that remains unspoken.

Because Tabitha is right. There are ground stations, observatories with telescopes that watch for these kinds of things—waves of charged particles hurtling through space. Or rather, there is one observatory, one telescope currently in the right place, pointed in the right direction.

Unfortunately, it’s situated here at Nuvuk Research Station, and as Tabitha continues to talk, my phone begins to buzz, more alerts pouring in, different than the ones before, but in another sense, it’s the same, or…no.

It’s worse. Not temperature fluctuations or imagined earthquakes, but systems failures, cascading until there’s not a system in the whole station that isn’t throwing off an error. My stomach sinks, skin going clammy.

“Tabitha…Tabitha…” It takes a half dozen tries before I manage to interrupt her story about the cute guy she met at the hotel bar the night before and what she plans to do with him tonight.

Footsteps sound behind me and I turn to see Aurora standing there, phone clasped in hand. Face ashen and white. “Did you see?” she asks, her voice little more than a whisper.

I nod. “Tabs, I have to go, Aurora’s here.”

I go to hang up the phone, but the line is already dead. Aurora opens her mouth, but whatever she was going to say is lost as a loud shuddering sound fills the station for a moment, and then the world plunges into blackness.


CHAPTER 19
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AURORA


I wait a beat and then a breath, telling myself not to panic, telling myself that the generator will kick back on just like last time.

How long did it take last time anyway? A few seconds? A half-minute? I can’t remember. Not really. It felt like forever, but that was just how it felt, not how it was. The two things so often and so very different.

I wait. Patience is a virtue, though it’s never been one of mine. Especially not in a situation like this, when the panic surges in my breast, rising into my throat, choking as it climbs higher and higher.

Nothing happens.

“Alice?” My voice shakes.

“I’m right here.” Her hand finds my arm in the pitch black. There are no emergency lights. There are nothing but a few skylights cut at uneven intervals into the ceiling in the hallway, thick scarred glass. I glance toward where I think the hallway is, back over my shoulder. Maybe there’s a part there that’s lighter.

Maybe.

I turn back toward where Alice was sitting a few seconds ago.“What is happening? I started getting alerts again and then I came to find you.”

“And after that?” Alice asks, her voice light. “Anything of note after that?”

“Alice,” I huff. “This isn’t funny.”

My voice cracks, which only brings hot tears to my eyes, shame and embarrassment driving me near to a breakdown.

“Sorry.” Her voice is kind and strong and steady. All the things I want to be in this moment, but cannot seem to manage. “It’s going to be okay. The generator’s going to come on in, three, two, one…”

And still nothing happens. Alice gives a nervous laugh.

“Okay, so not sure what I thought was going to happen.” She sighs. “But imagine if that worked?”

“The generator’s not working.” As far as observations go, it’s neither the most astute nor the most useful. But the dread slithering through my veins makes it hard to think of anything else.

A glance back toward where I think the hallway is gives at least some bit of hope: it is lighter there. The snow must be covering most of the skylights, but the wind has blown a few clear enough that we aren’t in the pitch black. My eyes begin to adjust—barely—shades and shapes of dark gray and slate popping into view where once there had been only darkness.

“Nope,” Alice says…and how the fuck is her voice still so calm? “Definitely not working. Not even for auxiliary power. So what do we do?”

It’s the exact same question that I want to shout from the top of my lungs, but she asks it in the same casual way you might ask someone what they wanted to get for takeout. Something in me snaps.

“We panic,” I say, laughing darkly. My hand finds Aurora’s arm, mirroring her own grip on mine, then tighter. “We fucking panic, Alice, because unless the generator turns on we are going to die here. We are going to freeze into fucking popsicles and they are going to find us in the Spring, two dead frozen lesbians, and not in the way any of those Anna femslash shippers are going to find enjoyable. This is it, Alice, and I don’t care if you were a fucking Eagle scout. I guessing there was no merit badge for how to fix a broken generator in the middle of a blizzard and⁠—”

Alice surges forward and captures my mouth with hers and the kiss makes no sense at all. Not at all what I would expect a kiss from Alice to be—not that I’ve ever spent time imagining it. The kiss is strong and hungry, but still holds something in reserve. It is a casual question, uncaring of the answer, and yet confident in it all the same.

It rocks my world. Turns my life upside down. In through the front door without a knock, it rearranges the furniture, paints the walls, puts in new flooring—even redoes the master bath. And then it goes outside, to where the wrecking ball is parked, and knocks the whole thing down. 

Everything collapses. Nothing left but the foundation.

Her hand slips over the fabric of my shirt and then lower, her fingers dancing over the button to my jeans. I’m utterly breathless, stunned—unable to think. Who is this woman? Strong lips, strong fingers. So confident and so sure.

And, now, who am I? Who is this woman seeking comfort from another? Closeness that isn’t just physical. I can feel myself letting go, tension and pretense slipping away, so obviously related. What would it be like? I wonder.

The kiss is long and the kiss is short. Too short, really to answer any of those questions, but too long to pretend. When Alice pulls back, her expression is unreadable, even as my eyes begin to adjust to the darkness.

It takes a minute for my lips to switch gears, back to talking, which they seem to have decided they like a whole hell of a lot less than kissing Alice. I do not blame them.

“What was that?” I pause. I shake my head. “Like, what the hell was that?”

Look, I liked it. I’ll admit that much. Physically, I liked it. Her lips, both soft and sure, knew what they were doing. Her tongue too. And, as we’ve already established, Alice is no slouch in the looks department. Very far from. 

But that doesn’t mean that I like that I liked it. Doesn’t mean that I want this or that it means anything. That’s just logic. My heart is beating so fast, it could serve as the backing beat for an EDM track. My mouth is dry, palms slick. And there’s a warmth in my stomach as intense as it is pleasant, dropping lower with each breath, sinking down into my center. BUT, that’s biology, physiology, just base animal reaction. It doesn’t have to mean anything.

Right?

Alice tilts her head to one side, and the illusion is shattered. Just the curve of her jaw is enough, just that small crooked smile that I can barely make out in the dim gray light. What is happening here?

“You were panicking.”

“I was not.” Ironically, I am panicking now. Was then too, if I’m being completely honest. She isn’t wrong, but she doesn't need to know that.

Her smirk deepens and—what can I say? It does it for me. I’m swooning here, trying to keep the hearts out of my eyes while I figure out what the fuck just happened.

“You were," Alice says, “and it’s totally okay. This is a bit of a scary situation, no argument from me.”

“So you kissed me?” I ask, more in disbelief than anger. 

Alice raises an eyebrow. “It worked, didn’t it?”

“What is that supposed to mean?” The question comes out petulant. 

“You seem calmer,” she says, casually reaching up and placing two fingers against my neck, feeling for my pulse. “But your heart’s racing. Maybe you should sit down?”

I brush her hand away. “Stop touching me, Alice. Jesus. Don’t you understand personal space? You can’t just start feeling people’s necks…” The memory of that sensation, her fingers pressed against my neck—not gently—makes my breath catch. “You can’t just…”

Alice leans closer and for a moment I think she might do it again, though maybe hope is closer to the truth.

“Can’t just what, Aurora?” Alice asks, her eyelashes fluttering.

My body is short circuiting, want winning out over anything like better sense. Lust battering logic on the head with a hammer. Need drowning reason in a bathtub, until all that is left is the physical desire to press my lips to Alice’s, to feel their hunger again and again and again.

My eyes close. If hers do, I never get the chance to realize it. The next moment there is a loud, pop, and then a hiss.

And then the lights come back.

We jump apart like two magnets whose polarity has suddenly shifted.

“Oh thank god.” The sigh of relief I breathe is multifaceted.

Part of it is the whole not freezing to death in a tin can at the end of the world. That is definitely a big part of it. But there’s relief too, that it provides an instant change in the air, diffusing the insanely confusing electric current that had been sparking between me and Alice.

We kissed. Really actually kissed. And then…we almost kissed again. Would have, if the generator hadn’t bailed us out in more ways than one.

Alice, though, looks strangely unimpressed, maybe even…disappointed?

“What’s wrong?” I ask and for one insane moment, I actually think that this has something to do with me. Something to do with our kiss.

Alice looks at her phone and shakes her head. She turns and coughs, before circling around to the other side of one of the commissary tables.  “No signal. No cell. No wifi from the station. We should check the lab to see we still have our hardwired connection, but…” She trails off and shakes her head again. “I’m guessing no. We are completely cut off.”

I take the seat across from her.

“But the generator is back on.” And that’s such obvious good news that I can’t for the life of me understand why Alice isn’t jumping for joy.

“For how long, Aurora?” Alice lets out a sigh as she pulls her knees to her chest and turns herself ninety-degrees on the bench, “Who’s to say it’s not going to sputter out in another hour or two when shit really hits the fan?”

“What do you mean ‘when shit really hits the fan’?” The panic from earlier has regrouped, reformed, and is gearing up for a counterattack. “Has that not already happened?”

“Not exactly,” she says, glancing down at her shoes, each adorned with a little red bow. “It’s a coronal mass ejection. That’s what’s happening. That's why the sensors are still messing up.” She sighs, shoulders slumping. “That’s why this is just getting started.”

“A CME?” I laugh, something dark and strangled in my throat. “You’re joking. That's not a real thing. I mean, it’s a real thing, but that’s like sci-fi sensationalism? To have one that actually does anything. Any real damage, I mean. Right?” 

Alice’s smile is so much worse than a frown.

I rack my brain trying to remember back to the one semester of astronomy I took in college. I’m more comfortable in the virtual world, ones and zeros, computers and circuits and all that. The actual physical world is a little out of my wheelhouse. All I can remember from astronomy is how to find the big dipper, which is something I have in common with most people and all fourth graders.

“Unfortunately no. It’s not a common thing. For one to do real damage at least.” Alice pulls the hem of her dress down snug over her knees. Her arms circle her legs, pulling them into her as she rocks. “But they happen constantly, in truth.  In the current cycle, we are talking multiple a day.”

“Multiple a day?” A shiver runs through me. It’s like when you watch one of those videos in highschool biology, titled The Hidden World or something like that. The camera zooms in and in and in to show the critters and creatures living on your skin, in your hair, everywhere. And even though it doesn’t change anything—this was all happening whether you knew it or not—it still makes your skin crawl.

So, yea, this is kind of like that. Except my skin isn’t crawling so much as it feels like it’s on fire, scorched by the sun.

“Multiple a day?” I swallow hard, look down at my hands, folded neatly in front of me, and then collapse face first onto the table to join them. “How are we not all dead then?” 

“Space is a big place,” Alice says. 

I turn my chin to glance at her, twisting myself into an unnatural angle that sends a stab of pain into my upper back, like someone has slipped a knife underneath my shoulder blade. Still, I can’t bring myself to lift my head.

How long has it been now? Two days, barely? And yet it feels like weeks, like months, with first this incident and then another. Sensors and solar flares. Blizzards and blaring alarms. When Alice nearly froze to death after fixing the radio relay issue, it was like a lifetime's worth of anxiety and worry melting away. Sweet relief that ended up being more of a sweet mirage, promising respite before vanishing.

“Thanks for that, Alice.” I grumble. She doesn't deserve the snark, but I am close to losing it again. Close to letting the panic win through. “Thank you so very much for explaining that space is big to me. Had no idea.”

“Don’t be an ass,” she shoots back, and once again I find myself marveling at just how different Alice is now than my first impression of her. “You wanted an explanation. So you can sit there and listen to me infodump about space and CMEs like a good little girl with your hands in your lap, got it?”

Without thinking, I snap straight, chest rising along with my face. Shoulders back, chin level. I take in a shallow breath and let it out, feeling my cheeks flame.

“Really?” Alice raises an eyebrow. “That’s what does it for you?”

“What?” I say, too loud and too quick. “What are you talking about?”

I look away and then back and then away again, feeling my body betray me.

When I finally glance her way again, she holds my gaze, deep blue eyes studying mine, just for a moment, before they find what they are looking for. She smirks.

“Good to know. Anyway…” Her tone shifts back to serious, science-y Alice, while my head is still spinning.

Is she actually flirting with me while we are staring impending death and doom in the face? And what is that supposed to mean, ‘good to know’? What exactly does she think she knows?

“...but the CME moves slower.” I realize my mind has been drifting while Alice has continued to explain. “Fast ones can be here in less than a day. Slow ones more than three.”

“But we can see them?” I ask, a mixture of dread and curiosity filling me, even as some voice in the back of my mind is still wondering about her comment. “Like that’s why we have telescopes⁠—”

“Among other reasons.”

“—but we do have them, telescopes and sensors and shit? That could see something like this. Warn us.”

Despite how I sound, I’m more flustered than I am ignorant here. I know that CMEs are real things. I know that there are ways to detect them—the solar flare warnings and notices from NOAA usually include any CME detection or potential. But my brain isn’t exactly firing on all cylinders.

The strangest mix of fear and…something else is gumming up the works.

Alice nods as she worries at her lip. “Yea, I mean it’s a massive wave of coronal material ejected from the sun. We could easily detect it.’

“Could?” I frown, not liking her word choice one bit. “We? Do you mean⁠—”

“Yep,” Alice cuts in. “I mean us here, Nuvuk station. With the time of year and the path of the CME, we are it.”

“It? What the fuck does that mean? We are what?”

“There’s only so many observatories this far north, and by only so many, I mean only one. At least with the right equipment, angle, and setup to detect something like this.”

“And?” My throat tightens, because I know what’s coming next.

“And…we missed it. Or are missing it, probably.” Alice stretches out her legs and stands, crosses over the kitchen counter. “Coffee?”

It takes me a moment to decide. I’m exhausted, tired in a bone deep way that would have me asleep at this table in an instant if it weren’t for the panic pulsing through my veins. Caffeine is probably not a good idea, and, yet, I don’t have a better one. My guess is Alice isn’t winding this all up for up to just sit around with our thumbs up our butts.

The girl has a plan.

I nod. 

While it brews, she turns back to me, leaning against the counter, so that the hem of her dress rides higher up her thighs. I studiously avoid letting my eyes linger.

“So, what’s going to happen?”

Alice shrugs. “No idea. We are flying blind here. These weird sensor readings—the new ones—are likely from physical damage from the particles, not temporary disruption. Throw in the generator issues, and this whole station with its hundreds of millions of dollars of, well, not so state of the art equipment is essentially a glorified metal box.”

I keep waiting for the hope, keep waiting for the plan, but when I see Alice’s shoulders slump, my own stomach sinks.

And then I ask the question that I don’t want to ask, the one whose answer I’d very much prefer not to know. Though, maybe that’s because I already know it.

“What’s the worst case?”

Alice crosses back with two mugs of shitty coffee and places them down on the table as she sits. I watch the steam curl.

Alice’s lips stretch, the effort herculean just to smile. “A monstrous coronal mass ejection that takes out the power grid, disables all communication and fries half the electronics and all the computers in the base.” Her voice is a dead monotone, like she’s doing announcements at the airport. “Then the generator fails, and the rest of the world is too busy dealing with the collapse of all civilization because there’s no power or internet or cell service, and so we die up here frozen and forgotten.” She pauses, shrugs. “And then humanity just sort of ends or something.”

My stomach roils and I realize I haven’t eaten anything. I drain the cup of coffee all the same. Not because I need the caffeine; Alice’s little monologue there is doing plenty to keep me awake. Instead, it’s more that I need to alter my mental state. I need to be something other than what I am right now.

I need to feel different somehow.

I stare at Alice, my lips curling into something like a snarl. “Do you think that’s funny?”

She gives a nervous laugh—that’s the Alice I know. “Sorry. I mean, technically that is the worst case scenario. It’s not really possible given…well, a lot. But if this were a Hollywood movie that’s totally where this would go. Disaster and calamity.”

“Can you take this seriously?” I snap, and watch Alice recoil. 

“Sorry, just my way of coping. You may have noticed I can kind of go off into my own world a little bit.” Her smile is sad as her shoulders sink in on themselves.

“Oh, really? Hadn’t noticed.” I shake my head, pausing for a moment. “If it helps,” I say, nudging her knee with my own, “you can tell me about this movie you’re playing in your head.”

Her knees shift and move and come to rest against my own. Her eyes flit up to find mine. And then I watch her come alive.


CHAPTER 20
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ALICE


I don’t know what has gotten into me. Right now. These last few days. This story. That kiss. All of it.

What the heck Alice?

“I’m sorry,” Aurora says, her face scrunched up about as adorably as can be. “Kate Upton…that old swimsuit model?”

I gasp. “She is not old! This is the problem with modern society.”

“I didn’t mean like she’s an old washed up hag, just she’s not as much in the zeitgeist. Odd choice to just come up with off the top of your head.” Her voice is teasing and playful, and, oh my god, I want to die.

I can’t believe this is happening.

We have solved exactly one of our problems: the broken radio relay. And while I wasn’t quite as close to freezing to death as Aurora seems to think, it wasn’t exactly without risk. No frostbite. Breathing still feels good. I’m bone tired, chilled through even back in the warmth of the base. But overall, I’m okay or, if I’m not, then another night of sleep should do it.

But that doesn’t solve any of our other problems. The generator is still running. For now. The heat is still on, for now. For now and for now and for now.

But not forever.

So that is what I should be focusing on, except all I can focus on is the fact that Aurora is flirting with me. Beyond a shadow of a doubt. Or maybe like the smallest bit of doubt. One percent. Five, if you really press me, but I’m almost certain of it. And okay, maybe I’m not the best at reading these kinds of things. I’m not exactly shy. I don’t mind talking to people in the right circumstances. I have social skills, at least some, but…I really don’t think I’m imagining this.

When Aurora bumps her knee against mine again, my whole body sighs. “Come on,” she says, tilting her head down, green eyes finding mine through her lick lashes. “It’s okay to admit you have a crush.”

“I do not.” I squeak. So fucking embarrassing. For a moment, we both pause, like we both realize the other possible meaning there. “Besides, why would I choose her if I was into her? Why pick an actress to play me in the movie if I want to sleep with her?”

Aurora laughs. “Are you serious? That’s totally a thing.”

“No it is not,” I say. “Wait, what’s not a thing?”

“Wanting to fuck someone that looks like you,” Aurora says, teeth sinking into her juicy lips to really emphasize the swear. “It’s like half the fun of being gay.”

I swallow a mouthful of lukewarm coffee just to give my brain a moment to process. 

“So, does that mean…” I bite my lip. “Have you done something like that?”

“You mean have I done someone like that?” Aurora is practically gleeful. She considers for a moment and then leans back in her chair, eyeing me expectantly. I nod. “A few times.”

I clamp my jaw tight to keep my teeth from chattering. There are a few thoughts that take residence in my mind and begin to get comfortable, jostling—not exactly gently—with one another in a race to take up space, to make themselves at home.

On the one hand, the idea of Aurora with someone else makes my stomach ache. I know that this little crush of mine is getting amplified by the proximity, the stress. It’s being kicked into overdrive by the situation, some kind of trauma bonding.

On the other hand, the thought of two Aurora’s makes my skin prick with heat, the ache in my stomach shifting into a not entirely unpleasant swooping sensation. The images flash in front of my eyes: two beautiful, lithe women, long braids, blue flannel rolled up over muscled forearms, and what they’re doing to each other—and then to me—is enough to make me blush. A sweat breaks out across my brow.

Just the  idea of it, two women, or rather three women—two others and me—is enough to make me nervous. Enough so that my brow is damp and my heart is ticking like an overworked clock.

“And you?” Aurora asks.

I’m so wrapped up in my entirely inappropriate thoughts of the twin Auroras to remember what she is even asking me.

“Um, what was the question?” My voice trembles. Beneath the table my hands clench and unclench, fingers fisting fabric, twirling, picking, pulling—anything to find some outlet for this nervous energy that is threatening to send steam shooting out my ears.

Are we flirting? Or am I imagining this? You will, I’m sure, find this incredibly difficult to believe, but…this isn’t exactly an uncommon occurrence for me. To be clear, by that I mean the whole is-she-really-flirting-with-me-or-just-being-friendly thing, not the whole we’re-stuck-in-a-remote-research-station-facing-impending-doom thing.

I have trouble reading faces, trouble understanding expressions and intentions. Even with subtitles, as Tabitha likes to tease, I am utterly incapable of reading the room. And so I don’t know what is happening here. I don’t know what this game is that we are playing, or if it is a game at all. 

Aurora leans across the table, her voice dipping lower. “Have you ever slept with someone that looks like you? You know, short, blonde, nice rack.” Her smirk gives the whole thing an air of deniability, but I swear there's heat behind her words.

I am spared from answering as another alert announces itself, both our phones going off mere instants apart. Aurora remains tilted forward for a moment, intense eyes boring into mine, burrowing through me, searching hungrily for something I don’t understand. Then she nods, small and private, and leans back, letting out a sigh.

“So what’s the plan?”

The reminder of our impending death and destruction—slight exaggeration…hopefully—is like a bucket of ice cold water. My mind starts to work again.

I glance at my phone. “It’s getting late. The temperatures are dropping, the alerts are coming faster now.” I’ve been noting the time between each. It’s an imperfect measure, but it’s the best approximation I have for how quickly the storm is reaching us. “It won’t be much longer now.”

“Until?” Aurora’s cool confidence is gone, her facade cracked, armor dented.

“Until it really hits. And then…” Anxiety wraps a fist around my windpipe, squeezing hard enough to make my vision shake. “And then, we will see just how bad it’s going to be.”
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“Thank you again,” I say, rolling out my sleeping bag once more. “For letting me stay here. You didn’t have to. I could probably divert more heat to my room too without really messing anything up. So if you want me out of your hair or⁠—”

“Don’t.” Regret clouds her face. “This morning…I shouldn’t have said anything. Obviously, with everything going on with the storm and you being out in the cold…You’re staying here. So don’t thank me. You don’t even have an option.”

“Well, when you put it that way.” I smile. “So…what do you want to do?”

“What do you mean?” Aurora asks, launching herself onto the bed with a cat’s grace. She lands on her back, the whole bed creaking as she folds her hands behind her head and looks up at the ceiling.

I smooth out my sleeping bag and unzip my bag. “We have time to kill until it hits…or passes.” Though, in truth, something in me tells me that we aren’t getting that lucky. “We weather things tonight, and in the morning we figure out what to do. Fix the generator. Break out one of the Snowcats and head for town. I don’t know yet, but something.” 

Abandoning the base would be against about nineteen different rules and regulations, but if the geomagnetic storm does any more to upset the delicate systems here at Nuvuk Station, we might not have a choice. Especially if the weather is calm tomorrow. Things this far north, on a  tiny headland thrust into the frigid waters of the arctic, can go from tame to tempestuous in the blink of an eye. If the generator really is going, we might not be able to afford an opportunity to get out of here while we still can.

“In the meantime though,” I continue, “we have some time to kill before bed. So…”

Aurora turns over on her side. A few strands of hair have worked their way loose from her braid, thin tendrils spidering out, wild and untamed. Deep emerald eyes sit above sculpted cheek bones, tired but intense. 

“So…what?”

She’s so beautiful like this, so beautiful always. Something deep and haunting and unique. I have to remind myself not to stare.

“So, if I’m ever going to get to sleep, I’m going to need a distraction. Something to get this nervous energy out.”

There is nothing behind those words, no hidden intent, but they land between us somewhat uncomfortably. Innuendo and subtext seeping in unintentionally.

When Aurora speaks, there is an unmistakable rasp to her voice. “So what do you usually do to handle this kind of thing?” she asks. “Nerves and shit.”

It’s partly the question—or maybe more the answer. Partly the fact that Aurora’s t-shirt hitches as she shifts toward me. It rides up, showing a dangerous inch of her stomach and the smooth skin there. The top half of the waistband of her boxers is visible, Calvin Klein, and for a moment I almost forget what she’s asking.

“Oh, I, uh, usually just like to, um, relax?”

Aurora doesn’t follow. “But how? I usually go for video games. I have my Switch if you want to get washed in Mario Kart and—” She cocks her head. “Why are you so red, Alice?”

She stares, the wheels turning, then her mouth opens and she clasps a hand over it. “Are you serious? You mean…”

My face must be even redder now. I can feel the sweat beading on my forehead, even with the heat as low as it is. 

“Yes.” The word is a whisper as I cast my eyes away from Aurora’s. This is utterly mortifying.

I don’t need to look up to know that Aurora is staring. I can practically see her face. Wide, disbelieving eyes that shift into a teasing smirk, lips curling into a toothless smile. 

“Do you want to…”

My eyes snap up. “With you?”

The bottom drops out of my stomach as the world slows to a crawl. I watch, in slow motion, as Aurora’s eyebrows race toward the ceiling and her jaw toward the floor. “What?” she practically shouts the question. “I was trying to ask if you needed some privacy.”

I race to take it back. “I didn’t mean—I don’t mean…” Deep breath. In and then out. My whole body shakes. “Of course, that’s not what you meant. You’re so out of my league and everything and I⁠—”

Aurora scoffs. “What are you talking about, Alice? You can’t possibly think that’s true. I mean, if I saw you…like in another situation, at a bar or something, and if you…If you were wearing one of those cute sundresses, those glasses, with your hair like that, I’d…” She scratches at her neck, cheeks red and rosy. “Anyway, don’t be stupid. It’s not ridiculous…theoretically.”

“Theoretically,” I repeat back with a nod, using all my willpower to bite back my smile. “Of course.”

“Please tell me you have another idea for what we can do, so we can pretend that this embarrassing little exchange never happened,” Aurora grumbles.

There’s something adorable about seeing her like this, once again so different from the person I assumed she was.

“I have movies.”

“Movies?” Aurora’s brow crinkles. “So does everyone. It’s called the internet, grandma.” It takes Aurora a moment. “Oh wait.” She smiles sheepishly. “I guess not. You have them downloaded on your computer or something?”

That draws a laugh. “Not exactly. I have this.” 

I pull a disc binder from my bag. Blue and battered with a peeling Lilo & Stitch sticker that is barely held on with scotch tape. 

The familiar sound of the zipper is a strange comfort. And for a moment, I forget about the storms and the generator, about solar flares and snow squalls. I look at Aurora, craning her neck to see what I have, then down at the binder open on my sleeping bag, familiar titles staring up at me. 

And all of it feels innocent and light and not at all like we might find ourselves in mortal danger at any moment.

Instead, it feels like a sleepover.


CHAPTER 21
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AURORA


“You own DVDs?” I ask incredulously. “And a DVD player?”

“Of course. You spend enough time in remote places and you learn not to rely on having a good signal. I have about two dozen different movies and TV shows on disc. I used to have a  few thousand on a flash drive, but it got corrupted and I haven’t had the heart to go through the whole process again. So now it’s just DVDs. One of them gets too damaged to read and I can just replace it. Don’t have to start the whole thing from scratch, you know?”

From her bag she withdraws a rugged piece of equipment a little smaller than a dinner plate. It has a thick rubberized layer running along the edges, slightly thicker in the corners, running over hard orange plastic. If you asked me to guess, I would have thought it was a sat phone or some kind of mission critical GPS device. But when Alice pops the hinge on the side and opens it up, it’s clear that it’s a portable DVD player.

I laugh. “I used to have something like that.”

“You had the Gibraltar X9 Duo?” she asks, more than a little taken aback.

“A portable DVD player, Alice. You’re always so literal,” I say.

“Oh.” She smiles that same goofy smile, the one that used to annoy the shit out of me. “What should we watch?”

Alice sits just below me on the floor, flipping through our options. I swing myself around, feet against the cool painted cinderblock, head dangling over the edge of the bed. I prop myself up on my elbows as I peer down over Alice’s shoulder. I’m close enough that I can smell her shampoo.

“Oh, this,” Alice says excitedly tapping at one of the discs, while I try to place the scent—strawberry short cake and cedar smoke? “Want to watch this?”

“Hmm?” I realize my eyes are unfocused, zoned out.

Alice turns back slightly. The positions and the angle make it awkward, but as her hair shifts, I catch another whiff of the scent, my mind working overtime to put it together: cotton candy—the carmelized bits—cut with rich leather?

“True Detective,” Alice says. “Season 4.”

“What?” I almost choke on air. “Are you serious?”

“Of course,” she says, and I believe her.  “It’s one of my favorite shows. First season, obviously.” She does a chef’s kiss. “Perfection. The others are…a little more all over the place. I’ve heard mixed things about the fourth season, but I want to see for myself.”

“Yea, I’ve heard things too.” She really is serious, isn’t she? There’s something endearing about the way that Alice sees the world.

I don’t think I realized that at first.

“Oh? Like what?” She turns her body more fully, so that her eyes meet mine, open and curious and painfully earnest.

I furrow my brow. “That the plot revolves around a team of scientists at a remote Alaskan research station who are attacked by a possibly supernatural force and all wind up dead and frozen and dead!”

Alice waits a beat, and then smiles bashfully. “Oh, right. I see what you’re getting at.” One hand pulls at her neck. “Too similar to our situation?”

I scoff. “I’d say so.”

“Right, right. Cool. So True Detective is out. Totally fair to be a little scared of that⁠—”

“I’m not scared,” I cut in, bristling in a way that I can’t say is entirely unpleasant.

“Of course not,” Alice says, but her eyes say something different. “How about Transformers? The original one. Not exactly cinema, but I could watch Megan Fox work on that engine all day long.”

“Let’s watch it,” I say, and then as Alice reaches for the Transformers disc, insanity grips me. “True Detective, I mean. Let’s watch that.”

One eyebrow raised, she purses her lips. “You sure?”

If I wasn’t before, her asking that question certainly means that I am now. I wouldn’t call myself the bravest person. Not when it comes to scary shit in the dark, but the hell if I am going to let little-miss-sundress think that I’m scared here.

In that position, Alice sitting with her back against the bedframe, me perched on my elbows, we begin to watch.

We make it through the opening scene and the title credits and I’m barely able to keep it together. Nothing too scary has even happened, but the anticipation has me on edge, every cut forcing me to stifle the scream my body has locked, loaded, and ready to release. Then there’s a creepy as hell scene in the station where one of the characters, looking drugged or possessed or both, announces in a terrifying, panicked voice, “She’s awake.”

And that is when I absolutely lose it. I jump, and then come crashing back with enough grace that I nearly end up falling out of the bed and onto Alice. Luckily, I don’t quite embarrass myself that badly.

The movie now paused, Alice cranes her neck back toward me and laughs. “Not scared, huh?”

“Not at all,” I grumble, convincing neither of us.

And she just laughs again, not mocking, but kind somehow, like this is endearing to her. That feeling sits oddly in my stomach, floating.

She stands, and gives me a look, and I’m not really sure what’s happening.

“Move over,” she says simply.

I blink. “What do you mean?”

Her eyes roll and she gives my shoulder a gentle nudge. “The screen is small anyway,” she says. “You’ll see it better.”

It’s an innocent suggestion. Who didn’t spend time in their dorm room, crowded together in a bed with a friend, sharing a laptop to watch movies? And, for all the professional trappings of this place, in many ways it really is a glorified college dorm.

I shift, crawling, and then set my back against the wall. Alice hands me the player and then climbs onto the bed next to me. She bumps her shoulder against mine, and then leaves it there.

Innocent. That’s all this is. Or all it would be, if it hadn’t been for that fucking kiss, and the replays of it I can’t stop from running in my mind.
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We don’t even make it through the first episode. Maybe twenty minutes, but it takes almost an hour for how often I make her pause it. I end up practically draped over Alice, pressed so close against her I’ve practically crawled into her lap. I hadn’t really noticed it happen during the show, but now as she pauses it, our closeness is conspicuous.

Alice doesn’t seem to mind, but that doesn’t exactly mean she doesn’t give me shit about it.

“Wow,” she says, letting out a low whistle.

I pull back a little so that I can turn to face her without our noses touching. Even this closeness makes my heart hammer in my chest.

“Wow, what?”

Her eyes are pensive, deep and blue and thoughtful. I want so very badly to understand what I see there. “You just didn’t end up being who I thought you were.”

Through the thickness in my throat, I echo them back. “Yea, I could say the same about you.”

The tension is thick, hanging in the air, enveloping us, until the room—and the world—seems to shrink to just the few feet of air around us, sizzling and charged with static.

“We should…” Alice starts and trails off. I do not miss the slight quiver in her lips. Nor the little vein pulsing, pulsing in her neck. Again and again. Her cheeks are pink and perfect. Her lips are too. Soft lips. Soft, but powerful. Lips that I can’t stop thinking about, because they are lips that I have felt against mine.

You just didn’t end up being who I thought you were.

The same thing for both of us and yet as different as could be. I know what those words mean to me, but what do they mean to her?

That thought, that curiosity, starting slow and then building to a frenzy, is possibly all that stops me right then and right there from leaning forward and pressing my lips to Alice’s.

“What…” I say, breathless from a single word. “What did you mean by that?”

Alice’s eyes flit up to mine and only then do I realize where they were, what she was looking at: my lips.

“You seemed so tough and rough. All sharp angles and prickly little spikes.” The words say one thing, but her tone seems to say something far different. It draws me in.

“I am tough,” I say, not sure why I’m defending myself—or what I’m defending against. 

Maybe it’s this pull, this magnetic, impossible pull that I feel in this moment, a sensation that has been building for a few days now. With it has come a need to know this girl in front of me, to learn more about the person that lurks behind the nervous exterior and the pretty little dresses.

“You are.” The words are whispered, almost reverent. “But there’s more beneath that frosty surface of yours.”

“There isn’t.” My throat is thick again, a different emotion wells up until it’s hard to breathe.

I look down at my hands, folded in my lap.

Alice’s hand finds my chin, lifting it toward her until our eyes meet. “There is,” she says with her finger cupping my jaw.

The moment stretches, impossibly long and impossibly pregnant with the promise of more. I wait and she waits, neither of us seemingly willing to close the distance.

“There was an accident,” I say, the words spilling out of my mouth before I’ve given any of this a thought. “I was eight.”

There is a kindness in Alice’s eyes, not just now but always. That is what I love about them.

“I didn’t get hurt—no one did—and I think that’s why I don't like to tell people. People assume…” I shake my head. “It wasn’t like that.”

My throat clenches. Why now?

It’s been years since I have felt like this. With an intensity so profound it steals the breath from my lungs, steals the hope from somewhere deep inside me, until all I know is dread and a sickening certainty that nothing is going to work out okay.

Even though it did.

And that’s the funny part of the human brain. Nothing happened. Not really, but try telling that to my brain when it latches onto a thought, to my heart when it races in panic, frantically trying to escape my chest. 

Tell it to Alice, who is staring at me with such impossible kindness that I want to scream, to vomit, to rebel. Because this isn’t for me—she isn’t for me. Smart and kind and more capable than I could ever have imagined.

We are trapped and the adrenaline is racing. But that will fade. We’ll live…hopefully. We’ll make it through this…probably.

And then when the dust settles and the tide goes back out to sea, she will realize what I am and who she is. She will realize what she deserves and I know it won’t be me.

Alice’s hands find mine, and our eyes do the same.

“What was it like?” The question is so simple.

Maybe the answer is too.

“It was a storm,” I say, looking down at our hands, at the skin there which is both young and not.

Alice is twenty-five while I am approaching thirty. I can see myself in her eyes. Youth still glows on my skin, but I can see the cracks, the wrinkles, the lines that have been charting a course for years now. For all the years since that night. How have I never noticed them before?

“I was eight.” I repeat. “Thunder that shook the whole house. Lightning so close and so bright, it would blind you for half a minute after. It came on so quickly. One minute the rain was pounding and the next, it sounded like a freight train speeding past the house.”

My voice is steady, comfort rippling out from where our hands meet, making me calmer than seems possible. In the past, just the thought of that night has always been enough to spike my anxiety, so high sometimes that I can barely speak.

But I have been running from this—if you can even call it by so active a name—for too long. 

Sitting here, with Alice, wondering if we are going to make it, and suddenly that night from so long ago has lost a great deal of its terror. Not all. I can't say I’m sitting here calm and composed or anything like that, for once the ache in my chest has more to do with what that night took from me than for what it really was.

“No one even got hurt,” I say, voice rasping like pages in a quiet library. I can hear Alice’s gentle breaths, can hear my heart beating in tandem with her own, slow but resonant. “But the old tree in my parent’s backyard got struck by lightning. I’d never heard a sound like that before, and I barely had a moment before…”

The words stick in my throat as my vision blurs, tears cresting at the lip of my eyes but not yet falling.

“Before what?” Alice asks. 

She strokes her thumb over my knuckles. I take a deep, steadying breath.

“Before it came in through the fucking roof.” A dark laugh spills from my lips, but the tears do stay where they are.

“The roof?” Alice’s eyes widen, her calm demeanor cracking as I feel her grip tighten in mine. “The tree came through the roof.”

I nod, feeling strangely terrified and giddy at the same time, anxiety warring with a strange new calm confidence and leaving my brain entirely unsure how to react.

“My room. The roof caught most of it, but the debris ended up blocking up my doorway. I was so certain I was going to die. I could hear my parents screaming from the other room. My brothers too. We lived way out in the sticks. It took hours for the police to get there. And the whole time, I laid in bed, waiting for the thing to finish, for the roof to give out and to swallow me up.”

I pause, laughing again. “I was so sure it was going to happen.”

“That’s awful,” Alice says, true horror in her voice. “I can’t imagine. So young and trapped like that all alone.”

I shrug. “I was fine. It turned out fine, didn’t it? Even if I didn’t.”

Alice furrows her brow. Her mouth flattens. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“I was a happy kid.” I say, so very quiet, as if whispering it will make it break my heart less. “I was the sunshine too.”

And for a long while, we sit there silently, her forehead resting on mine.

After a long while, Alice lets her hand drop.

I do the same. “We should⁠—”

“Yea,” she says. “Probably get ready for bed. “If we don’t want to end up like those scientists in the show.”

Alice smiles, her eyes cast down, then she looks back up and wiggles her eyebrows. “We have some work to do in the morning, don’t we, sunshine?”

I push her harder than I intended, and she topples over onto her side, laughter spilling out of her.

My heart clenches, full to bursting. It’s a sound that I want to hear more of.

What the fuck have I gotten myself into?

Alice’s showers first and then I shower after. There are no towel incidents, no hi-jinks this time. By the time I’m out, Alice is wrapped up in her sleeping bag, lights out but for the small one on my desk.

I watch for a moment, her lips slightly parted, her chest rising and falling. A light snore fills the room for a moment and I can’t help the smile that tugs at my lips. And then, I finish getting ready for bed and turn out the lights.

By the time I wake, it is already too late.


CHAPTER 22
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ALICE


The icy air stings my cheeks, cold enough that my breath freezes as it leaves my mouth, crackling and crystallizing. Visibility is zero, hope is too. My fingers are too clumsy to hold the tool and it drops again, burrowing into the drifting snow.

In panic, I drop to my knees, scrabbling through snow, the melt soaking through my gloves until my hands sting and protest and then go numb. Tears come, freezing before they fall, fixing my eyes in an open and lidless stare.

Where is it? 

I need to find it. Need to find it or else…Or else what? 

The answer is at the edge of memory, hidden somewhere in the thick and frozen mist that swirls around me, obscuring everything. I glance behind me and the station is gone, swallowed up and lost in a world of white and blue and gray. Sunlight is fading fast. Wind howls out of the north, sweeping over the water, so cold it feels like inhaling a cloud of glass. 

I need to find the tool. But the snow only piles higher, faster and then faster again—faster than seems possible. It reaches up to my shin. It reaches up past my knee. My thighs are half swallowed and then completely. And I know I’ll never find it now.

Some animal calls in the distance, a high and panicked whine—not the call of the hunter, but the plea of the hunted, echoing in the frozen emptiness. Hollow and haunted and afraid.

The light fades faster, fingers of orange and yellow and pink stretching out across the sky for a moment, bright and brilliant before the gray creeps in, stealing color, stealing warmth. 

Impossibly, the air grows colder.

To exist is to be in pain, icy needles driven into skin.

But even as the light fails, the sun slipping over the horizon, the aurora unfurls across the sky, breathtaking in its intensity—the light bright enough to see by. There is something moving on the horizon.

At first it is an illusion, a trick of the light. That is what I tell myself. Logically, that is what it is. But logic is for the warm home and the cozy bed. Logic is for when you are safe and inside. It is not for cruel nature where death and danger are plain and indifferent facts.

Something is coming.

A dark shape moves, growing larger and closer and yet somehow still formless, shifting as the colors from the aurora catch. It lumbers toward me. I abandon the search for the dropped tool, having forgotten what I even need it for. Fixing…something seems far less important now than the impulse to run, to flee, to turn tail and find the station, to find warmth and safety and home.

But in the darkness, I cannot find it.

My mouth opens, breath steaming and then freezing. The scream dies on my lips.

I jolt awake and the first thing I notice is the cold. A dream, just a dream, I tell myself. Only…no. Not just. It is cold in here. And here is… Aurora’s room. My mind tries to focus, frozen gears ice locked and immobile.

Not as cold as my dream, but cold. Too cold. And the noise, the whine is not some animal. Not some creature. It is an alarm. Many alarms. From my phone and Aurora’s, but from the base as well. A whooping whine that needs no interpretation: something is wrong.

As Aurora stirs but does not wake, I bound into action. Rifling through her desk until I find the flashlight. 

“Aurora!” I call, moving over toward the dresser. “Wake the fuck up!”

She groans and turns over. 

“Jesus Christ, Alice.” 

“Sorry,” I say, not really thinking as I fumble with the flashlight, trying to find the button. “Give me a sec.”

In the darkness, I hear the sound of Aurora sitting up in bed. My knee catches her desk chair and I stumble into her, my shoulder into her arm, skin touching.

“Got it.” 

I hit the flashlight and the sun ignites inside the room, blindingly bright.

“Goddamn it, Alice,” she groans, shielding her eyes. “I think you did permanent damage.”

“Oh hush,” I say, in no mood for Aurora’s attitude right now—there is no time for it. “Your eyes are just used to the dark.”I twist the base of the flashlight, adjusting it to a lower and more reasonable setting. “There. Better?”

“What is going on?” Aurora asks as she slips out of bed. There is less grogginess in Aurora’s voice as she finally begins to take in the scene. “What is that noise? And why is it so fucking cold?”

“What do you mean?” I ask, brushing past her toward the dresser. I open the top drawer. Panties and bras and socks greet me, a half organized mess. I rifle through them—a slight thrill zipping through me as my fingers brush over the lace of Aurora’s underwear—until I find a few pairs of thick wool socks. I grab them and toss them back over my shoulder.

“What the fuck?” She steps toward me and pushes the drawer closed. “The power’s out.”

“Oh?” I turn toward her, no patience left in me. I arch an eyebrow. “What clued you in?”

Aurora stands there for a moment taken aback by my attitude. Her brow furrows as her eyes widen. I don’t miss the way they dip down, taking me in. When she looks back up, her eyes are dark.

“What are you wearing?”

It’s my turn to give myself a once over. I’m in a thin white tank top and a pair of rather short boyshorts. The top is worn and threadbare, leaving little to the imagination. Not usually the kind of thing I would wear around someone else, especially when it’s cold enough that my nipples are poking out like party hats.

“What does that mean?” I ask. 

“Just…” Aurora glances down again. “Where’s the big fluffy pants? The oversized cartoon sweater?” She shakes her head, muttering under her breath. “Where’s Barbie?”

“I don’t usually sleep like that,” I say truthfully.

“No,” Aurora says, green eyes sweeping over me again, making my stomach dip. “I guess not.”

There’s a bit of wonder in her voice, a bit of hunger. It makes me bold.

“Oh, I don’t usually sleep like this either,” I say, forgetting, just for a few seconds, everything else but this.

“No?” Aurora says, and I swear she’s closer than before: her body, her hands, her face—all so very close to mine, and yet far too far.

I shake my head. “Usually I sleep completely naked.”

Aurora swallows, then licks her lips—nerves more than any attempt at seduction, but still…

“What are you thinking about?” I tease.

For a second, I think I’ve pushed too far. Misread all of this. I’m convinced that I have once again overstepped and now this fantasy will all come crashing down.

But then Aurora shrugs, and the smirk she gives me is enough to have me dripping. “What am I thinking about?” Her hand reaches out, her thumb brushing over my wrist. “What I’d want to do if we weren’t both about to die.”

My teeth chatter, and I tell myself that it’s the cold. But my body is warm—too warm—heat echoing out from where Aurora’s skin meets mine. 

I roll my eyes, trying to summon some confidence, trying to summon some resolve. “We aren’t going to die, but we are going to have to go out.”

I wait for the reaction. Aurora, for as much as I have come to know her, is still an enigma to me. Easy is not how I would ever describe reading other people. Sizing them up based on tone and tenor and body language, is a skill that seems to come naturally to everyone but me. But with Aurora it’s even worse.

I know how she reacted last time to the suggestion of going out, how quickly her mood soured and turned.

But once again Aurora surprises me. The words land like a blow, but one that she has braced herself for. The impact washes over her, rocks her for a moment, before she comes back to equilibrium, standing straight and tall with steely resolve in her eyes.

“Let’s fucking do it.”
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The generator sits in the maintenance outbuilding, a short stone's throw away from the main station. It’s kept there along with massive tanks of diesel that power it, a number of utility vehicles, and all manner of power tools, chemicals, and other equipment too dangerous to store in the same space where researchers live and work.

From the south exit of the station, where Aurora met me earlier when I came stumbling in from the cold, it's not more than fifty yards to the outbuilding. The worst of the wind and snow from the storm has died down, but a spring day it is not.

The wind whips off the water, howling across the bare headland with nothing for a break. The snow drifts are insane, nearly swallowing up several corners of the base where the wind has piled it high. There is a path…or was. It’s been swallowed up in white.

Aurora and I stand at the hatch to the south entrance, staring across the short stretch of frozen ground. We are both so bundled up, it’s nearly impossible to rely on facial cues. Nor is it possible to hear each other over the howling of the wind. Or at least, it wouldn’t be if Aurora hadn't managed to jury rig two microphones and receivers so that we can communicate.

“You ready?” I ask, turning toward her.

Through the hood and the goggles, I can’t see anything, not her face, not her eyes, but somehow I can imagine the expression she makes, fierce resolve, stiff upper lip. She nods.

Together, we step out.

“Fuck,” Aurora hisses.

It’s a sentiment I can get on board with. Even bundled up as we are, the air is frigid, biting through layer after layer, finding every tiny gap, every place where the fasteners aren’t pulled air tight or where the teeth of a zipper have frayed and weakened.

The cold seeps into me.

The ground beneath us is treacherous. Drifts of snow, knee deep in some places, covering over uneven rocky ground. In many places, a slick layer of ice lurks beneath the snow, waiting for a hurried step. It is hard not to run, not to sprint, not to try to get this over as soon as is humanly possible. But we’ve discussed this part. Slow and deliberate we move, and after a while, it begins to feel manageable. Not easy. Certainly not warm. But we make it a quarter of the way and then a third. Soon enough we make the midway point.

And then the wind picks up.

Knives of cold cut through layers Gore-Tex and nylon and down feather. Through polyester and wool. Through all of it. The wind catches Aurora’s hood where it isn’t fastened tight enough and rips it down. Her face is covered in a mask, ear muffs and goggles too. It is not enough.

“Fuck!” She roars, the sound popping static in the receiver in my ear. For as loud as it is, the microphone is the only way I hear it; the shout is swallowed up in the wind.

“Shit,” I curse and move towards her, bracing against her as I help her pull the hood back up and secure it in place—hopefully.

Huddled against the wind, face to face, we pause. I lean my forehead into hers. “We’ve got this,” I say, and Aurora’s head shifts slightly—a nod. “Let’s be careful here, but pick up our pace. Ready?”

“Let’s fucking do it.”

We are bowed and bent, like windswept pines with creaking branches, with gnarled trunks beaten down by the wind. But finally we make it.

I plaster myself against the side of the outbuilding as Aurora fumbles with the latch. It takes a moment and then another, but then the frozen hinges creak and begin to move. We rush in and shut the door behind us.

In truth, it’s not that warm inside the building. Fifty degrees or something close. It feels like stepping into a tropical rainforest. I’m half expecting to hear the cry of an exotic bird or the buzz of a mosquito in my ear.

Wordlessly, we both collapse, backs against the door and begin to peel off a few layers. I still have no idea what’s wrong with the generator, no idea if it’s fixable—and if it is, no idea whether I will be able to do it. But bundling up like this makes it difficult to walk or even to stand from a seated position. Whatever is going on is going to need fine motor skills and freedom of movement.

We help each other undress. By the time I’m satisfied, we are still layered with gear: thin gloves, light jacket, both of us still with a hat and muffs and thick polyester snow pants. It will have to be enough. Even with the warmer air in the maintenance building, we can’t afford to shed too much heat. We will be heading back out, back to the station soon enough…or at least that’s the hope. I guess there is always the chance that this all goes belly up, I mess something up, the generator explodes, and we die in a fiery storm.

At least, then we’ll be warm.

The building has been battered by the storm and that is clear from the jump. The thin metal roof is dented and even punctured in a few places, jagged bits of twisted metal curling inwards. The holes and gaps are small, most no more than thin cuts or coin sized holes, but in the corner by the generator, the metal is crumbled and torn and the cold pours in.

The generator is a massive block of dull gray metal, pressed against the far wall. It towers over us. In most places, the generator wouldn't even be housed indoors, but this far north in the cold and the elements, the maintenance building exists solely to house and protect the generator. That other vehicles and equipment can be stored here is just a bonus.

It had been shiny and sleek at some point, before years of hard winters and long use had run it nearly into the ground. It should be roaring now, diesel burning, pistons pumping, crankshaft turning. It sits ominously silent, dead. An inert hunk of metal that will be our salvation.

If we can bring it back to life.

“Tools.” I hold out a hand and Aurora unslings the toolbelt she’s been carrying. She hands it to me.

I grab a screwdriver and pop open the control panel to the generator. My stomach bottoms out.

“Oh fuck.”

Aurora rushes to my side. “What’s wrong?” She studies the panel, then turns her gaze to me. “It looks…fine? Looks brand new in fact.”

“Yea,” I say, “it does, but…”

“But what?”

I’m handy, but I’m no mechanic. Not an electrician or a machinist or an engineer. But I have poured over the manual for the station, memorizing every bit of minutiae and trivia. I’ve practically learned the responsibilities and duties of the Core Crew by heart, and a major part was the generator.

I studied the schematics and diagrams. I could quote you its capacity and dimensions, model number, manufacturer and maintenance schedule. Hell, until a moment ago I would have told you I could draw the control panel by memory.

And I would have told you that because I thought it was the truth. 

“It’s brand fucking new,” I curse. “They replaced the fucking control panel.”

The meaning dawns on Aurora. “Ah, fuck.” She lets out a low whistle. “Of course they did.”

The irony is dizzying and obvious to us both. Half the stuff in this station is falling apart, past due for maintenance or refurbishment or replacement. And the one thing that I need to be its expected ancient self is the one thing that apparently, someone found money to replace—and did so without updating any of the manuals or code or procedures. I want to scream.

And so, I do.

“You good?” Aurora asks, the worry clear in her voice.

“Am I good!?” I shake my head. “Do I look like I’m fucking good? We’re fucked Aurora. Fucking, fuckety fucked!”

I’m not sure I’ve cursed so much in my life, though to be fair I’ve never felt my own mortality so keenly. Up until now, I’ve been too focused on the next step, too focused on the next thing I needed to do, to plan, to fix. Now, I have no idea what comes next.

“Aurora…I…” Words fail me. Tears threaten behind my eyes, a burning pressure that threatens to undo me. I bite them back, clenching my jaw, letting fear and anger harden into focus.

“Alice.” Aurora’s hands grab my face and turn me toward her. Her green eyes are firm. There is a hint of fear there, barely contained, kept at bay through sheer force of will. Something about that gives me strength. “You are one of the smartest and most resourceful people I have ever met. This isn’t what you were expecting, but who gives a fuck? You’ve got this. Just tell me what we need to do.”

I wait a beat and then nod. “You get up on the catwalk,” I say, pointing to the ladder on the far wall that leads to a narrow metal walkway. “From up there, you should be able to check for any physical damage.” I let out a deep breath, watching my breath fog even inside like this. “And I’ll try to figure out this fucking panel.”


CHAPTER 23
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AURORA


I stand at the bottom of the ladder, staring up.

“You sure you don’t want to swap roles, here?” I call back over my shoulder, more deflection than actual suggestion.

I can practically imagine Alice’s eye roll. “Sure,” she says in a tone that means the opposite. “If you want to figure this fucking thing out, be my guest. There’s hardly even any buttons. Half of these controls are touchscreen, except there’s no power so none of it even works.”

“Oh, never mind,” I say, two hands gripping the cold aluminum of the ladder. “That sounds like a you-problem.”

And then I begin to climb.

“Thanks so much,” Alice grouses. “Appreciate the support. There’s a cable that runs around the back from the panel. There should be a battery or something back there. A power supply. Something.”

I’m not afraid of heights. At least not in any particular way. The ladder only reaches about eight feet, but my hands are frozen stiff, joints creaking and cracking, making each movement slow and clumsy and deliberate. I pause halfway up, shaking. Face pressed against the rung in front of me, I say a silent prayer to a god I don’t believe in and then continue.

The feeling of triumph as I reach the catwalk is short lived. With the first tentative step I take, the whole thing groans and creaks. I hear metal screeching against metal, then a pop, and then I’m hurtling to the right, the railing falling under me as my hip catches it—hard. The whole walk drops and tilts six inches before coming to a halt with a resounding bang of metal on metal.

“Fuck that hurt,” I say. I can already imagine the massive bruise I’ll be sporting from that, a twin to the one Alice earned herself falling into the corner of my desk. The pain is enough to draw tears.

“Aurora! Are you okay?” Alice’s voice is loud enough to carry in the interior—with the microphone in my ear, it nearly renders me deaf.

With a  groan I rip the ear piece out and toss it to the ground. “Too loud,” I grunt out between clenched teeth. Pins and needles dance down my right leg, emanating from where the rail slammed into my hip bone. 

“Am I okay?” The words are dark and bitter as I repeat them back. “This whole thing is about to fall.”

“I think it’s okay,” Alice’s voice carries well enough even without the mic. “There’s a damaged support just under where you are, but the rest looks good.” Her eyes sweep back and forth along the walkway, doublechecking; she nods. “Just go carefully.”

“Carefully?” I cast a withering glance in Alice’s direction. Her eyes are still fixed on the panel. From the side, I can’t make out her expression. “How the hell am I supposed to do that?”

“Don’t you have anything you can secure yourself with?” 

“Like what? I didn’t exactly pack for mountain climbing.”

“Two lesbians,” Alice says, her tone way too cheery for the circumstances. “And not a carabiner between us.”

“Not the time.” I groan and then take a step. The walk holds.

There’s a sway, a slight creak, but no major shift. Whatever partial collapse has occurred seems to have settled itself into a stable spot—at least for the moment. There’s no telling how long it will hold with the weight of the walkway now lacking full support, to say nothing of my weight on top of it. And that’s before I start to move.

It’s a balancing act—literally, but not only. The catwalk isn’t going to stay like this forever. In my mind I can hear a clock tick. I can see the metal grinding, slowly but surely, jagged piece on jagged piece, working its way loose. I need to move quickly and yet any sudden movement threatens to send the whole thing crashing down—not just the walk, but our hopes of fixing any of this.

Another step. More creaking metal, as the tension builds and builds. Another step and it holds. And then another and another. Each step brings a clangor of noise, metal straining, stretching, bending toward its breaking point. I am near the corner now. Ten feet. Now five. The walk lurches and drops, not far, and comes to rest again.

My heart is in my throat. Fear grips me. Dark black panic wrapping fingers around my windpipe. Around the edges of my vision the world goes spotty.

The corner is my salvation, the turn really. From there, the hope is that the other walkway that meets this one at a right angle will be more stable, but even that may be false hope. They are connected of course, despite having their own supports. If this one plummets to the ground, there’s no telling if it will rip the other from its trusses.

I am contemplating my next move, steadying my breath, when the walk drops again—a foot this time—coming to a halt so quickly I almost topple off again. This time I turn as I try to keep my balance, and the bar catches me hard in the abdomen, doubling me over the rail. Somehow, I manage to hold on.

“Aurora!” Alice’s head snaps in my direction and our eyes meet. There is no more calm in her expression. And I don’t blame her.

We are fucked.

I’m now a foot below where I need to be. I’ll have to climb up onto the other part of the walk, where it meets at the corner and turns. But to do that, I’ll have to brace and push off, and I can already feel how dangerously perched I am. Even the slightest movement sends the walk tilting one way and then the other. As precariously as it’s balanced,  I’m worried a single sneeze could spell my doom.

“You have to jump.”

Wild eyes stare back into mine, deep and blue and frenzied.

“What?” 

Jump?

Not down to her, though that’s my first thought. She wants me to jump to the other walk. It’s the only way.

“I…I can’t.”

She smiles softly. “You can.”

There is a calm below the panic, like suddenly I am someone else or somewhere else. Up on the ceiling watching, or else safely at home on the couch, a video of this playing on the TV in front of me. That is where I should be, and this is just a dream, a nightmare, a memory. I close my eyes and then open them again, and this is still my reality.

But I am frozen, cold air and deep, animal panic paralyzing me. I know that I need to move, to jump. I need to make a decision, a different one than this. Because to do nothing is to decide. On what? Death maybe. It’s eight feet to the ground, but I’ll almost certainly end up tangled up in the wreckage, crushed by the weight of metal or else impaled on some jagged metal spike.

It must be a few seconds only. But time seems to slow as I fall into myself. And then I am back in my bedroom, the night of the storm. Thunder booming loud enough it rattles the teeth in my head. Lightning so bright that for a moment the world forgets that it is night.

No, no, no. Not now. Not again.

“Aurora! You need to move!”

It’s Alice’s voice and not. It’s Mom and Dad and my brother Mark. Calling for me, but I am trapped. I am out of reach, frozen in panic and shame. I’m okay, but for how long? What if the whole thing comes down? 

I can still remember the sound. It started low and slow, a distant rumble that swallowed up the world. Then the sharp crack, wood splitting, only now it sounds different, like metal creaking, breaking, bending until it can’t bend anymore.

This time I do not freeze. Eyes closed, shut tight in panic, I leap. Feet kicking off the metal walk even as it falls out from under me, plummeting to the ground. The sound of metal crashing fills the interior, echoing and echoing in this godforsaken tin can. The edge of the higher walk catches me in the waist as arms shoot out, hands slipping over slick metal until one grabs the railing. And then the other.

By the time I have pulled myself onto the higher catwalk, I am laughing like a maniac.

I’m lying on my stomach, sucking in breath after greedy breath until it feels just a little less like there is a jackhammer at work inside my chest. The adrenaline recedes—just a bit—and my eyes begin to focus. 

They find Alice first, who is beaming like a proud parent, but then in my peripheral, I see it.

A scrap of crumbled, spiky metal slotted in almost perfectly where the battery should connect with the contacts. From there a wire encased in a metal tube runs around the back of the generator, no doubt the same one connected to the control panel.

“Alice,” I announced, in between my panting. “I think I’ve found the problem.”


CHAPTER 24
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ALICE


“Can you pull it loose?”

The initial warmth that came with getting in from outside is fading. In truth, it’s still cold in here. Not the bitter, biting cold outside, but cold enough that there is a trade off between wearing enough to keep warm, and being mobile enough to function.

I look down longingly at my discarded outerwear. Not too much longer.

“With what?” Aurora snaps, her patience worn thin, and after what she just went through, I cannot find it in myself to blame her. “It’s sharp and twisted. It’ll shred my hands.”

Watching her make that leap nearly caused my heart to stop. But to have lived it? To have done it? It’s a small wonder she isn’t completely catatonic in fear. Anger, I’ll take.

I’ll take anything really, because thanks to Aurora’s heroic leap, we now know the problem.

When the corner of the roof collapsed, torn apart by wind and hail and freezing rain, a small, twisted fragment wedged itself in the back of the machine, knocking the battery out of contact, severing the power needed to run the control panel and the generator itself.

Who the fuck designed this thing?

The answer to that question is basically no one. I know Nuvuk Station. I know it’s budget woes and slapdash approach to maintenance. This is an after-market modification so to speak. Some part broke, someone ordered another one, not the right one but close enough. Someone else installed it, not correctly. Maybe someone gave some thought to what might happen if it was actually needed, to just how bad an idea it would be to make the generator that ran the base reliant on a battery that ran the control panel.

Maybe, but in truth, I’m guessing not.

I make a mental note to track down whoever is responsible for this—if we manage to make it out alive—and toss them directly into the sea. It would be a kinder fate than they deserve.

“Use the pliers or something,” I call back to her.

She huffs. “You have the tool belt, remember?”

I glance down at the belt fixed around my waist. “Oh, yea.”

My eyes scan the room in a  futile search for another way up there. But there isn’t any. Just the one ladder. No extra thought or money for redundancy. Maybe that’s just me being bitter about the other, more egregiously cut-corner. After all, I can’t imagine this exact scenario was ever really considered. There’s being prepared and then there’s having a contingency plan for when a massive snow storm that dumps feet of snow and ice is followed directly by a geomagnetic storm that knocks out the power grid in a quarter of the Northern hemisphere. Not that I know that last part exactly, cut off from the rest of the world as we are, but I am certain we aren’t the only ones affected.

“How are your hands?” I ask, unstrapping the belt. I grab the pliers and move around the side of the generator. Aurora follows until she is standing directly above me.

“My hands? Cold, but…” She makes the connection in real time. “Oh, you mean, can I catch it? Not to brag or anything but I was a pretty good softball player back in the day.”

“College?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Middle school.”

“You’re sure? Not trying to be a dick, but if you drop it, there’s a good chance it falls onto the generator and then we are kind S.O.L.”

“I won’t drop it,” Aurora assures me, her voice exasperated.

With a sigh, I heave the pliers up toward her, watching as they spin through the air—and then her hand darts out to grab them.

“See!” She gives a triumphant whoop. “I told you I could⁠—”

I watch, heart in my throat as the pliers separate, shifting the weight in her hand. They slip and Aurora stumbles forward, pawing futilely at the open air, while the metal handle slips from her frozen grip. It spins in the air, almost in slow motion, and vanishes from view. It lands with a loud clang that reverberates in the narrow metallic confines of the building, loud enough that my teeth shake in my mouth.

Aurora’s green and panicked eyes look in my direction. “So…um, I dropped it.”

“I can see that,” I respond drily. “Please tell me it didn’t land on the⁠—”

“Generator?” She laughs nervously. “I don’t have to tell you that, buuuut…”

“It did.” I sigh, but then laugh, unable to help myself. This whole thing is absurd and it’s only growing colder as the minutes slip away. 

“Is there anything else in that tool belt that could help?”

There isn’t. Two screwdrivers, a multi allen wrench set, a locking wrench, a pair of metal sheers, and a series of smaller specialized tools. Nothing with enough reach.

“There’s not,” I call back. “Let me take a look. There has to be something here.”

It’s a maintenance  building, after all. Though ironically, I can’t say it's been well maintained. Boxes—some cardboard, some metal—are stacked and heaped here and there and everywhere, rising precariously like a dozen little Jenga towers. None of them have anything that will work.

“Anything?” Aurora calls.

I shake my head. “Nothing yet.” 

The boxes are labeled incorrectly, which in truth might be worse than if they weren’t labeled at all. I waste another few minutes searching through a box labeled Maintenance Essentials – Verified 22-09-17. Next to the date is a signature of whoever did the verifying, and inside are a broken digital camera, dozens of rusting and rusted nuts, bolts, and screws, a series of thick three ring binders stuffed to bursting and labeled with things like “FY 1998-99 Interior Design and Redevelopment Project”.

In frustration, I knock the box off the top of the stack, letting the content spill out onto the floor. My hand reaches the lid of the next box when the wind picks up.

Not a gust, but a gale. A tempest, more accurately. The wind rattles our little metal cage, whining and whipping until the gap in the roof in the corner creaks and screams and peels off a little more. The loose metal flaps in the wind, like it weighs no more than a flag, banging down with a low thwunk each time it slams onto the frame. Then, like a child tearing the lid off a cereal box, the roof lifts, peeling until a quarter of the ceiling is just gone, replaced by the pale gray sky above.

The cold rushes in.

It’s hard to explain if you’ve never felt cold like that. People hear “cold” and they think thirty-two degrees Fahrenheit (not us scientists, but you know…). They think of the kind of cold that nips at your nose. The kind that inspires fun little Christmas songs and warm, cozy nights by the fire bundled up in blankets with a mug of hot cocoa.

But there is nothing cozy about real cold, the kind that brings a biting chill that freezes the marrow in your bones. Air so cold your spit freezes almost before it has even left your lips. So cold, you can barely breathe, each breath like inhaling tiny bits of jagged frozen ice. Your lungs scream even as those same razor shards slice against your skin, stinging, biting, burning.

Your body doesn’t want to move. It can barely remember how to. Hands grow clumsy, legs and arms awkward and stiff. 

“Oh fuck, that’s cold,” Aurora’s voice is high and shaking, shivering with the cold. “Did you find anything?”

As bad as it is for me, for Aurora it’s about a hundred times worse. I’m a decent distance away from the corner where the roof has peeled away, but she is directly below it. There is nothing but open air above her.

“Not yet,” I call back, frantically racing around the room, upending box after box, littering the floor with oddments, searching for something that will help.

There is nothing.

“There’s no time,” Aurora says, her voice oddly resigned. My head snaps toward her, just in time to see her swing one leg over the railing and then the other. She pauses there, sitting on the railing. Our eyes meet. She nods and then I do.

And then she jumps.

It’s only a few feet, but the top of the generator is rigid metal and in the freezing cold the vibration from the impact must feel like being a human tuning fork. My heart leaps into my throat as Aurora crashes down onto the generator and manages to tuck herself and then roll, dissipating some of the impact. That gives me some hope, but…

She doesn’t move. For one long breath and then another, there is nothing, no sounds, no movement. Dread freezes the blood in my veins.

“Oh fuck!” Aurora’s groan is the sweetest music I’ve ever heard.

“You’re alive!” I shout, practically bouncing on with excitement.

“Unfortunately,” Aurora grouses. “Oh, god that fucking hurt.”

“Are you okay?” I ask. “Anything broken?”

There’s a pause as she assesses. “No,” she says, and then I hear more movement, see her head rise up as she pushes herself to a knee and then stands. In her hand, she holds the pliers.

“Let fucking finish this,” she says, voice ragged, as she stalks over to the far side of the generator, leans down with the pliers, grips onto the stuck metal fragment, and pulls with all her might. 

There’s a loud noise, and then another and Aurora topples backwards, directly onto her ass, laughing and whooping as she holds the pliers up, the metal fragment gripped between them like a trophy.


CHAPTER 25
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AURORA


“For warmth,” Alice says, her eyes flicking to the bed and then back to me.

“Warmth?” I ask, lips curling at the edges, stomach swooping.

“Of course.” She takes a step closer. 

Maybe it’s the rapid shift from the frigid cold to the warm interior of the station. Maybe it’s the adrenaline from nearly dying. From doing something that seems impossible even now in hindsight. The whole thing just feels like a dream.

I mean, who was that woman? Leaping between catwalks like an action movie heroine. And then jumping down onto the generator? Six feet onto cold hard metal. What the fuck was I thinking? The answer, of course, is that I wasn’t.

I shake my head, a goofy smile spreading over my lips.

After the fragment was removed, I slotted the battery back in against the contacts, and thankfully the control panel powered on. From there, Alice was able to quickly get the generator back up and running, which only left one small problem…

I was still trapped on top of the generator with no good way down. Even if I could have managed to somehow get back up on the catwalk, it would have been no improvement; the other part was still collapsed. And that part had the only ladder down to the ground level.

The generator was tall enough that jumping directly to the ground was an invitation to a broken ankle or worse.

So Alice said simply, “You’re gonna have to jump.”

We went back and forth for a few moments, looking for an alternative. Maybe there was a rope somewhere in the place. Almost certainly, there was. But with nothing labeled and the cold quickly pouring in through the massive hole in the ceiling, there wasn’t time. The generator was meant to power and heat the main station, not the outbuilding. If I waited around any longer, I was going to turn into a popsicle.

“Jump,” she said again with a nod so full of confidence it quieted my mind.

That look melted all my anxiety. I had jumped from one walk to the other, jumped down onto the generator, and then ripped the offended piece of metal out from where it was preventing the battery from connecting. After that—and with Alice’s encouragement—what was one more leap?

A leap, right into Alice’s arms. And despite her size, she caught me. Bracing herself as I swung my legs out over the generator and then let go, she staggered backwards but did not fall, strong arms pulling me in. And then, even though there was no reason for it, she carried me in her arms to the Snocat.

“This is a little unnecessary,” I protested as she lifted me into the passenger seat, but she just looked at me for a good long while and said, “Hush, you know you like it.”

And that was the moment I knew.

So now with both of us back in my room, stripped down to nothing but what modesty demands, I know what game that Alice is playing at…and I am the most willing of participants.

“You don’t want to catch a cold,” she says as her hands drop to the waistband of my thermal leggings.

“No,” I push out, the word raspy and breathless. “That wouldn’t be good.”

Her fingers move north, working their way under the hem of my shirt.

“What are you doing?” My breath catches and then shakes, the world along with it.

Desire pools deep and frenzied in my stomach, warm and willing as it sinks lower.

“Skin on skin contact,” Alice says, her voice a low rumbling whisper. It reminds me of thunder and for once, somehow, that thought excites me. It sounds like danger and want, and barely contained fury, waiting to be unleashed. “It’s better for sharing warmth.”

It’s such a pretense, such a contrived scenario. The smirk on her face makes it clear that she knows it too. And I can’t bring myself to care, or to worry, or to overthink it. 

There’s a part of me that can’t believe it though. This moment, here, with her. With Alice Ainsley, the bright effervescent ball of sunshine, who only a few days ago was driving me up a wall. But now?

Now, things are different. The situation. Alice. Me. All of it. Or maybe, it’s the same, but the pieces have come together differently. We have given each other a chance. Maybe we were forced to.  And now we find ourselves in a place so very different from where I expected to be just a few days ago.

Alice Ainsley is standing in my room, her face inches from mine. We’ve kissed, yes, but we have not yet crossed the line that we now toe. And it is obvious to both of us that this will not last. The only thing thinner than pretense between us now is Alice’s undershirt.

My eyes flit down, taking in the swell of her chest and the outline of her nipples beneath the oh-so-thin fabric. 

When I look back up, Alice’s smirk has widened. “See something you like?”

If I had known that this was what was hiding underneath the stumbling and stuttering, beneath the cutesy dresses and the fuzzy knee high socks…well, let’s just say it wouldn’t have taken this long.

“I guess you’re right,” I murmur. “It is still cold in here.”

Alice’s head dips, a blush spreading over her cheeks. When she looks back at me, her eyes are wide and frenzied.

“Lose the shirt,” she says breathlessly.

There is a fire in my stomach. A fire between my legs.

“Take it off me.”

And she does. Her hands, gentle but strong, fist the fabric of my shirt and lift it up and over my head. I reach for her, but she captures my hands and places them back at my side. She shakes her head.

“I want to see you first,” she says, stepping closer, her hands slipping over my stomach, around and up my back, fingers dancing over my skin, until they find the clasp of my bra. “All of you.”

With a single motion, she deftly unhooks it. A moment later my bra is on the floor along with my shirt, and Alice’s hands yank at the waist of my leggings, pulling them down my legs even as she sinks to her knees.

She takes a hair tie from her wrist, and quickly pulls her silky blonde strands up into a messy bun. She is still wearing her glasses. Sapphire eyes stare up into mine, never leaving as her fingers find the elastic of my boyshorts and begin to pull them down my legs.

And then I am standing in front of her, while she kneels, her eyes locked with mine for a moment, before they dip lower. She lets out a shaky breath.

“You’re dripping,” she says, her voice almost reverent, full of disbelief. 

It’s a feeling I can appreciate, because I still cannot believe that this is happening, here and now, and with this woman. How can this not be a dream? But if it is, I know that I don’t want to wake, not yet, not until I have had Alice and Alice has had me in all the ways that I can imagine, and in ways I haven’t even thought of yet.

“You sure this is just about warmth?” I ask, trying to sound flirty and playful, but the way my voice shakes undercuts it all.

Alice nods, small and almost imperceptible, her eyes never leaving my center. Her hands slide up my legs, starting low. The muscles in my calves ripple as her fingers slide over them. Her fingers move inward and then up my inner thighs. She moves slowly, patiently—every instant sweet torture. And then, ever so gently, she swipes one finger over my wetness and all I can see are stars.

“Feels pretty warm to me,” she says, as her eyes find mine again. “You know, Aurora, I’m going to make you pay.” 

There’s a teasing tone in her voice that sends my lust into overdrive, scrambling my thoughts until the world shrinks to what is directly in front of me: this beautiful woman on her knees.

“Make me pay?” I can hardly form the words.

She plants a soft kiss on my inner thigh, half way between my knee at my waiting wetness. I shudder.

“Don’t act like you weren’t rude to me.” She plants another kiss. “That you weren’t a spoiled brat.”

Brat. That word makes my clit throb even more than the soft kisses Alice continues to place up and down my thigh, even as my wetness drips down my legs.

“A brat?” I ask, the word high and breathy as I struggle to breathe, to think, to function.

“Is that a problem?” She looks up at me for a moment, her expression a question.

“No,” I answer honestly. “I think it’s fucking hot.” A small moan escapes me as she kisses my skin again, no more than an inch from where her mouth should be. “But is that the best you can do?”

Her eyes flame at the challenge, those deep ocean eyes shifting like the sea before a storm. 

“Don’t be a bitch, Aurora.” Her expression is icy, with just the hint of a smile at the corner of her mouth. “I know how hard that is for you.”

Another kiss. Dangerously, impossibly close.

My nostrils flare, eyes widening, not in anger, not even close. That word bitch is like a cheat code; it pushes every button I have, including ones I wasn’t aware of.

I’ve never really thought in terms of tops and bottoms when it comes to sex. I’ve mostly preferred switching things up depending on the person, the mood, whatever. Dirty talk has always made me the slightest bit uncomfortable, self-conscious in a way. It always feels forced and corny and takes me out of the moment.

But hearing this petite little blonde, the one I had written off only a few days ago, call me a bitch—teasing and playful like that, but still with some heat behind it—undoes something deep inside me.

My breath catches, shaking my whole body as Alice leans closer, her breath hot against my skin. She looks up at me with eyes both innocent and intense.

“At least I’m not a tease,” I throw back, relishing the way her eyes darken at the words. “You’ve been down there for a while now. I think you’re scared.”

“Scared?” Her voice is teasing, testing. This is all a game, and still it drives me wild. “Of this?”

Her fingers move, one trailing over my lips, parting them barely. I shudder as the pleasure from just that little bit engulfs me. 

“Fuck,” I hiss, as Alice pulls her finger back, glistening with my wetness. 

She brings it back toward herself, a sultry smile on her face. And then, she stands. Disappointment washes over me, so intense that for a moment, I almost plead for her to get back on her knees. But that thought lasts only an instant before Alice reaches her finger out toward me.

“Open,” she says, and without a thought I do, lips wrapping around her finger, tasting myself. “Good girl.”

The ache between my legs is almost enough to make me scream. 

“Who are you?” I ask, shaking my head in disbelief. Even after everything: the storm, the other storm, after seeing Alice take charge like a badass, after feeling the tension between us, a building, boundless pressure ready to explode at any moment…Still, I can’t say that I would have ever imagined this. “Is this what you’re always like in the bedroom?” 

The question is part flirting, but mostly genuine. We started as two people who couldn’t stand each other—or at least, I couldn’t stand her.

But now?

What are we now? It has all happened so fast that it seems hard to believe that it has only been days since the others left, days since Alice and I were thrown into all this. 

There has been no time to think.

Alice’s voice brings me back to the moment. “No,” she says, with a slow shake of her head. “Just for you.”

Her hand cups my jaw, her fingers delicate and warm against my skin, tracing the contour up toward my mouth. She runs a thumb over my bottom lip. A smile spreads over her face as I gasp.

Her eyes narrow, face pinched ever so slightly. “What’s going on in that beautiful mind of yours?” she asks, not unkindly. “You look like you're deep in thought about something.”

“Just about how strange this all is.” I shake my head. “I mean this is so weird and a few days ago we barely knew each other and⁠—”

She quiets me with a single finger placed against my lips. “You talk too much,” she teases. “And Aurora?”

“Yeah?” I mumble, her finger still pressed against me. 

Her eyes are alight with mischief. “You should smile more.”

A surprised laugh bubbles out of me. “Oh, fuck you,” I say, still laughing. “You’re such a little bi⁠—”

Her mouth crashes into mine and there is nothing gentle in her kiss. My eyes open wide for a moment, then close, deep and tight. Bliss washes over me and it’s like my whole body sighs. My fingers find her undershirt, digging into the thin fabric, which still puts far too much distance between us.

“I need…” I start as Alice’s lips slip down my jaw, to my neck, drawing a strangled moan from me as my mind goes blank for a moment.

“What do you need?” she asks, her voice husky.

Her lips on my skin have me feral, her hot breath against my ear even more so.

“Your shirt,” I spit out, barely able to get the words out as each press of her lips against my neck steals another breath. “Take it off.”

“This?” she asks, eyebrow arched as her hands slip down to the hem of her undershirt. She plays with it, drawing it up, exposing the pale skin of her smooth stomach, before letting it fall again.

“Don’t tease me,” I groan as she sucks hard against my neck—hard enough that I know it will leave a mark, a hickey. A shiver of excitement runs through me.

“And what if I want to?” Her tone is so very different from the Alice that I knew—or thought I did.

Calm and cool and confident. I can’t get enough of it.

“You’ve been teasing me for days now,” I throw back, my own hands reaching for her shirt, trying to lift it over her head.

Her hands circle my wrists, her grip like iron. She pulls back just a bit as she holds my arms fast against my sides.

“Oh, have I?” she murmurs as she rubs one thumb along the inside of my wrist. Somehow, that sets me off even more than the kisses. “I don’t seem to recall that.”

“Those dresses…” I take a deep breath even as it catches. Alice’s kisses drift lower, down my neck, across my collar bone. My chest rises and falls, heaving. “Those tight little sundresses. Those ridiculous high heels that make your ass look even more incredible than it already is. You’ve been driving me crazy for days now.”

Looking back, the truth is so obvious, even if I didn’t realize it at the time—annoyance and arousal being somehow difficult to disentangle. So very different from what I’m used to. Though, as Alice’s mouth moves lower, kissing her way across the tops of my breasts, I know that this is something I could get used to.

The anticipation builds and builds. My arms are still pinned to my sides. I test her grip, playfully struggling against it, but she does not give. 

“Tsk, tsk.” Alice clicks her tongue against the roof of her mouth. “Someone’s impatient.”

“Like I said, it’s been days now.”

I watch her expression and she stands up straighter, her hands finally releasing my wrists. One circles around my hips, her fingertips digging into the bare skin of my ass. I yelp. 

She smirks as she brings the other hand up to cup my jaw. Her thumb slides over my lips. “How very difficult for you. Must have been hard to have to stare at me in all those—what did you say?—tight little sundresses.”

“It was,” I gasp out, my mind swimming with lust, drowning it until I can barely remember my own name.

There is no more second guessing. There is just this moment and this beautiful woman in front of me whose eyes are making promises I am only too certain she will be able to keep.

“Poor thing,” she says, with a sexy little pout. “How can I make it up to you?”

“Fuck me, Alice.” I’m breathless, panting, chest heaving, body shivering in anticipation. “Please, please.”

Her eyes widen as her tongue slides across her bottom lip.

“Oh,” she says, her tone deep and sultry. “I like it when you beg.”


CHAPTER 26
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ALICE


I like it when you beg.

At that moment it’s hard to know who those words turn on more, me or Aurora. I watch the way her cheeks flush and her nostrils flare. Maybe it’s her.

I hop onto the bed, crooking one finger in her direction, inviting her to join me.

In truth, I have no idea what is happening; it feels like watching a movie. When it comes to sex, I’m not the same bumbling bag of nerves that I can be in some social situations…at least, not always. There have been times where the anxiety of it, the pressure of the situation, of trying to impress or please, or whatever has become so overwhelming that everything goes wrong. 

It’s hard to let go at those moments. Hard to be in those moments, rather than stuck in my own head.

That difficulty feels like an impossibly distant memory. Maybe I’m different now. Maybe something about these few days have proven to me that I’m capable of more than I have ever dared to believe. But, I have to think that this is not just about me.

I’ve never felt so desired and desirable as I do right now, right in this moment. And when Aurora crawls into bed next to me, utterly naked, I can hear my heart thundering in my chest.

“I’ll beg,” she whispers, turning on her side as I do the same, so that our faces are only inches apart. “But first you need to lose this.” Her fingers brush my shirt and then move lower, playing with the waistband of my shorts. “And these.”

Silently, I lift my shirt over my head shimmying out of it as Aurora pulls my shorts and underwear down my legs in one fluid motion. 

Her eyes are hungry as they move up and down my body, coming to rest on tits. I smirk.

“See something you like?”

“Too many things,” she whispers, her voice awed. 

She cups my breast gently as she scoots closer to me, intertwining her legs with mine.

“What are you doing?” I ask, one eyebrow raised, voice shaking ever so slightly.

Aurora licks her lips. “What does it look like?”

“They aren’t made of glass,” I say, pressing my hand down between us, pushing my thumb hard against her swollen clit. “You don’t have to be so gentle.”

“Oh fuck.” Her breath hisses out, hot between her clenched teeth. 

Her grips tightens, fingers squeezing, groping, pawing at me. 

“That’s better,” I moan and then press my lips against hers.

We kiss, deep and long and hungry, and in that kiss there is so much. Too much for words. About these last few days. About danger and the fear of death and the impossible thrill of staring at your own mortality without blinking. This high is better, more intense than anything that I could imagine.

When the kiss breaks, we are both panting and out of breath.

“You’re full of surprises, Aurora.”

She raises one eyebrow. “Me?”

I cannot help my smile. “Your lips are so soft. You kiss so…tenderly.”

And truly in the midst of passion and heat and deep feral want, there is something tender. My hand slides along her jaw, tracing the shape of it, the shape of her. I close my eyes for a moment, letting the feel of skin on skin fill my world, like I am memorizing the contours of this woman.

When I open them again, the look in Aurora’s eyes makes my stomach bottom out.

“Did you want something rougher?” she asks, her voice low and throaty.

My clit throbs with every word.

“If you think that’s something that you’re capable of.”

Aurora takes the bait and the challenge, and a moment later she has me pressed flat on my back, her legs straddling my waist. She reaches down and takes a nipple between her thumb and forefinger. A gentle squeeze is enough to start me squirming, but it does not stay gentle.

Her grip tightens, pinching until I see stars. A moan escapes me, deep and echoing.

“Fuck,” I hiss. 

“How’s that?” she coos, leaning down her lips brushing against the shell of my ear.

“Better.”

She raises up, a sultry smirk on her face. “And this?” 

Her free hand slides between us, nails dragging lightly over my stomach, making me shudder and gasp. Her fingers slip between my legs. 

“You’re soaked.”

I bite my lip and nod, not trusting words right now.

Her finger’s brush against my wetness, tracing the line of my lips up, parting them before circling my clit. My vision goes spotty. Specks of silver and white dance in my vision like stars in the night sky.

Two fingers slip inside me, tortuously slow as her thumb comes up and presses into my swollen bud. My hips rise to meet her touch, even as her hungry mouth descends. She attacks my neck, ravenous kisses that draw whimpers from me each time she sucks, hard enough to leave a mark. Then lower still, hungry wet noises as she kisses down between my breasts.

She pauses for a moment, looking up at me with those deep green eyes, her mouth poised and open, waiting to capture one of my hard pink nipples. That look is almost enough on its own—full of mischief and desire.

Then her mouth closes. Her tongue swirls. Her fingers begin to piston. Slow and firm at first, each stroke , burying them in my up her second knuckle and then deeper still. I feel her fingers brush against my walls, curling back on themselves each time she pulls back.

I press my hips hard against her hand, fucking myself as much as her fingers are fucking me. The soft wet sounds as she continues to suck on my tits push me closer to release.

“God Aurora,” I moan, my fingers brushing against the stubble on the sides of her head where her hair is cropped close. “You’re so fucking sexy. I can’t…I can’t…oh fuck, I can’t believe that this is happening.”

Her mouth pauses for a moment while her fingers continue their work. She looks up at me, her lips wet and glistening. Her eyes bore into mine, never leaving as her tongue reaches out slowly and swipes across my areola. My whole body jolts.

“Me neither,” Aurora says, voice muffled as she takes my nipple again in her mouth—just for a moment, before she releases it with a wet pop. “I’ve been staring at your tits for weeks now.”

“For…weeks?”

My voice shakes, my body too. It’s almost impossible to concentrate with the way that Aurora is playing my body with as much skill and dexterity as the video games she so loves. I’ve never exactly thought games were all that productive as far as hobbies go, but if they have anything to do with the nimbleness of Aurora's fingers, maybe I’ll have to reconsider.

“Yes,” Aurora moans, as she adjusts herself so that my thigh slides in between her legs. “Since the day you got here. I might have thought you were the most annoying person I’d ever met.” She pauses, letting the moment hang there as she gives me a teasing smile. “But that doesn’t mean I didn’t want to fuck your brains out. These tits—” To emphasize her point, the fingers on her hand not currently fucking me senseless dig into the soft flesh of my breast, hard enough to make me whimper. “I wanted to rip down the top of your little sundress and put my mouth on these from the moment I saw them. Your tits were practically bursting out of the neckline, just begging for it.”

I have no idea if Aurora’s words, or the actions of her fingers are doing more for me at that moment. Luckily for me, I don’t have to choose. Right now, I get to have both. Right now…and maybe longer.

“I didn’t know you were such a romantic,” I tease, trying to keep my mind clear before the orgasm hits—one that I know will shatter my world.

But not yet. Just a little longer. I want to stretch this moment. To make it last just long enough so that Aurora can come with me.

Aurora cups my jaw as she works her hips down slowly, the fingers of her other hand still buried inside me. “There will be time for romance later, babe. Right now, what you need is a good fucking.”

And that’s all it takes. At those words the dam breaks, the cradle comes down, and pleasure rushes through me.

“Oh fuck,” Aurora hisses, throwing her head back, her fingers brushing against the column of my neck, heightening every sensation as we both come apart. “Yes, yes, yes!”

When it’s over, Aurora slumps on top of me, chest sliding against chest, both of us slick with sweat, sucking in air as we try to recover. Aurora turns slightly, sliding beside me and slotting her head into the gap between my head and my shoulder. She drapes her arm over me.

It takes a few minutes before either of us speaks.

“That was…” she starts and then stops, a small smile on her lips.

“Nice,” I say, my voice soft and dreamy.

“Nice?!” Aurora playfully pushes me. “Just nice?”

I turn my face, plant a kiss on the tip of her nose. “It was fucking incredible.”

“I’ll say so.”

We both jump, turning in panic. I nearly topple out of the bed as I scramble to pull the covers over me. Aurora presses herself tighter against me, fingers burrowing into flesh.

Tabitha stands in the doorway, arms crossed over her chest. Her cheeks are red and wind burnt, her face fringed in thick fur. 

“What the fuck, Tabs?” I shout. “How long have you been there?”

“So, you’re cursing now?” She shakes her head, smiling as she does. “What has gotten into you?” 

Her eyes go to Aurora’s hand, the one whose fingers were inside me not ninety seconds ago. Aurora snatches it back, hiding it under the sheets. 

Tabithat throws her head back and laughs. “Guess that was a dumb question on my part.”

“What are you doing here?” I ask, unable to put the situation together. Even without my brain being completely scrambled from the mind melting orgasm Aurora just treated me to, it still wouldn’t make much sense.

“Saving you two damsels in distress.” She smirks, leaning up against the doorframe, arms still crossed. “Though it looks like you two already have your hands full.”

My cheeks are burning hot. The embarrassment threatens to end me. 

“How long were you there? What did you see?”

“Relax,” she says, waving my concerns away with a gloved hand. “I didn’t see anything. Although, in terms of hearing…” Her knowing smile says it all.

I turn, bury my head in the pillow and let out a scream.

“Don’t worry,” Tabitha says, entering into the room and pulling the door closed behind her. “I was the only one that heard. The others were checking the other wing. I had a hunch.”

“You knew?” Aurora asks, her voice thick and raspy, like she just woke up. 

Tabitha takes a seat at the desk, far too close to us given…well, everything. 

She looks at Aurora like the answer is obvious. “Of course, I knew,” she said. “This one has been crushing on you since the day we got here. Oh, Aurora is so pretty, but she’s so mean.”

It’s a good thing I’m lying down because the mixture of elation and embarrassment rushing through me at this moment has the room spinning. 

“I did not say that,” I mumble.

Tabitha’s look says otherwise. “Oh please, you kept going on and on about how intimidating she was. You were practically salivating at the thought of her bending you over and giving you a good spanking.”

Aurora snorts, while I burrow under the covers and attempt to will myself into non-existence.

“Oh, is that so, Alice?” Aurora’s voice is teasing as she leans into the joke with Tabitha.

“Traitor,” I mutter under my breath, before I poke my head back out. “You two aren’t allowed to team up like this. It’s not fair.”

Tabitha just shakes her head and laughs. “Oh no way. I have been waiting for you to get a girlfriend for years now precisely for this reason. Better get used to it. Me and Rory here are going to be the best of friends.”

“Rory?” Aurora asks, a questioning smirk on her face. At that same moment, I say, “Girlfriend?”

Tabitha shrugs. I keep my eyes on her, too afraid to glance at Aurora and see how that word—girlfriend—has landed.

“So Ror,” Tabitha says, turning a mischievous grin toward Aurora. “What is this? You gonna date my best friend? Or is this more of a hit it and quit it situation?”

“Oh my god, Tabs, please stop. You can’t just ask her⁠—”

“Girlfriend…” Aurora says, like she’s trying she’s trying out the word. I risk a glance over. There’s a small smile on her face, her head tilted toward me. She runs a thumb along my jaw, as her eyes flick toward Tabitha and then back to me. “I like that better than Rory, that’s for damn sure.”

“Oh.” The noise slips past my lips, small and unbidden. It’s the sound of the simplest kind of happiness.

“Kiss her!” Tabitha shouts, and then Aurora moves forward, her lips capturing mine.

By the time our attention turns back toward Tabitha, she’s standing and heading back toward the door. “Get dressed you two, and bundle up. We’re going outside.”

“Outside?” we both ask in unison, not keeping the displeasure from our voices.

“Why would we do that?” Aurora asks. “It’s fucking freezing out there and it’s dark by now. We’ve had enough of outside for one day. Maybe for a fucking lifetime.”

Tabitha pauses for a moment, her expression wistful. “Trust me,” she says, her tone shifting to something serious, somber almost. “You don’t want to miss this.”


CHAPTER 27
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AURORA


Stepping out into the snow is like stepping out onto an alien planet.

“Wow.” Alice’s word is carried on a gasp.

For a moment, I say nothing, too stunned. And even if I wasn’t…what would there be to say?

The ribbons of light and color unfurled across the sky like banners of a great and beautiful army are beyond the reach of any words that I could find. Colors like I have never seen: greens and blues, deep violet, bordered here and there with burnt orange and fringed with yellow bright as gold. Waves and crenellations, loops and whorls, patterns bright and brilliant and beautiful.

And nothing stays the same. Not for a moment. The colors move. They dance. One moment they are like great snakes, slithering and coiling in the sky, defined and dangerous. And the next they blur and come apart, clouds of smoke blown upon the cold arctic wind.

I have seen the aurora, for which I was named, not just here—the aurora borealis—but also during a stint on the opposite end of the earth, in Antarctica, the aurora australis. Far to the north or far to the south, it is hardly a rare sight. And so I have seen it a dozen times, a hundred times. Breathtaking at first, but like so many beautiful things, when you see it all the time, it is easy to forget.

This I will never forget. Not in a day or a week or a year. Not in one lifetime or in many. Not even if I saw this everyday could it ever be anything other than what it is right at this moment: utter and overwhelming majesty. The kind that makes you feel small and big and insignificant and important all at the same time. That something so beautiful can exist, even just for a fleeting moment, for an hour or day or whatever, feels like the most important thing I’ve ever learned.

As we walk, snow crunching beneath our feet in the silence, I glance at Alice. The colors dance across her face, dance in those sapphire blue eyes which have become kaleidoscopes, reflecting and refracting—something impossibly beautiful made even more so in this moment.

My breath is taken, and it is hard to imagine I will ever get it back.

“It’s…” I start and then stop. The word carries in the quiet.

Alice nods, small and almost imperceptible, like the smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. 

“Yea,” she says, and for a long while, there is nothing else to say.

Her mittened hand finds mind and squeezes, and we walk our way toward the others.

Half the research team is here, having come with Tabitha on her little rescue mission after her call with Alice was cut off earlier. Between that and the solar storm, Tabitha knew we’d be in trouble. With the strike and the weather, it hadn’t been an easy thing, getting back here. They had to beg and borrow and steal—okay, not really on that last one—calling in favors and trading what they had for a series of uncomfortable rides across the hundreds of miles separating Port Barrow from Nuvuk Station.

In the end, they had made it to Nuvuk City, borrowed a dozen or so snowmobiles and raced through the frigid tundra to reach us…just in time for Tabitha to almost catch Alice and I in the act.

The memory of that—Alice and I together, not Tabitha nearly catching us—brings a flush to my cheeks, more color added to the scene, all of it stark against the complete white of the snow around.

White which even now is fading into gray as the sun fades, but in the deepening dark, the colors grow even more majestic, their beauty ever more impossible.

The storm that brought this is the same one that nearly fried the base and plunged us into calamity. There will be power outages and blown electrical equipment across half the northern hemisphere. From what the team tells us, most of the damage is minor, temporary. Lots of expensive bills and slow repair, but no cities plunged into chaos or darkness, which makes it easier to think that this is worth it.

How many times has a storm like this hit the earth before? Not in living memory. For hundreds of years and maybe longer, nothing like this has happened. I wonder how often a display of this intensity, of this bright and blinding beauty has ever been seen before by human eyes. 

Even now, with the aurora no doubt visible far to the south, what we are seeing is singular, special. What we are seeing now feels almost private.

The experience is not hurt by the context that surrounds it. The threat of danger and death barely in our rearview, a new connection sparking between me and Alice, as charged as the particles dancing in the atmosphere now.

I turn to her. Her gaze finds mine, a rainbow of colors coming off her eyes.

“Maybe it’s crazy to say, but since we’re alive and all that. I’m⁠—”

“I’m glad about it too,” she says with a nod as she stands on her tip toes and presses a small kiss to my lips.

The winds have shifted and a warmer breeze is coming up from the south—warmer mind you, not warm. It is still well below freezing and I can feel my face already tingling, on its way to going numb. I shiver.

Alice pulls the gaiter around my neck up to cover my nose, then does the same with her own. Her arm tucks into mine, pulling us close as we lean on one another and walk closer to the group.

“The lovebirds have decided to join us,” Tabitha says, then adds a completely unnecessary but rather impressive wolf-whistle.

“Oh can it, Tabs,” Alice says, her voice not sounding even the slightest bit annoyed.

“Good to see you alive,” Alex says, clapping me on the back as we join the circle.

Our backs are to the base and we look out over the vast sea ahead and the aurora dancing up above. The way the colors play on the water gives the whole thing a dream-like quality.

But if it is a dream, it is one that I hope never ends.

“Thanks, old man,” I say. “Though we have to talk about a few bits of your code that almost cost us our lives.”

Alex grins, his white teeth turning psychedelic in the shifting light. “There will be time for that. I’m sure you’ll have an entire novel prepared for me by tomorrow with all the things I did wrong.” He pauses, eyes looking between Alice and I, lingering for a moment where our hands meet. His smile is almost enough to beat back the chill. “Just like always,” he says. 

I nod, agreeing. “Just like always.”

We chat and catch up, whispered voices in the stillness. This little rescue operation was unapproved and unsanctioned. Forbidden in fact.

Alex, as the most senior of the group, made the call. “I told them they could go fuck themselves,” he says, talking about the pencil pushers and tweed jackets that make up the oversight committee, the ones who hold the cards and the purse strings. “They said it was a safety issue. No shit.” He spits and it freezes before it hits the ground, crackling in the air. “‘What about the two people trapped there? How safe are they?’ I asked. “They told me that the core crew members could handle themselves. If it was a real emergency, you would call for help.”

Despite the laughter in his voice, it’s not hard to hear the anger there too.

He kicks at a snow drift with his heavy booted foot. “Call for help? With what? Communications were down. Satellites on the fritz. Radio interference. Power as reliable as my first husband.” He spits again. “They told me if I went, that’d be it for me. Blacklisted.”

“But you came anyway?” Alex and I, for as much as we have worked together, have never really been the sharing type. We are close in our own way, but that includes lots of shared silences, unspoken understanding. “Won’t you miss it?”

Alex smiles and shakes his head. “A little. But I was near my end anyway. I have a life to get back to. A husband who wants to spend our twilight years drinking and sunning ourselves until our livers fail and our skin turns to leather.” His laugh is like a drum. “And this?” his arms sweep wide, gesturing at the impossible beauty spread out before us. “As far as last looks go, you couldn’t ask for anything better.”

He turns his attention to Alice. “So, you’re the one who melted our Aurora’s little icy heart.”

I feel Alice’s hand clasp mine tighter. 

“No,” she says. “I don’t think so. She did that herself.” Her gaze turns toward me. “Or maybe her heart was never all that icy to begin with.” Alice laughs, a soft melody that I could listen to for hours. “All bark and no bite. Well…not no bite.”

“Alice!” My head snaps toward her, and I’m happy for the covering on my face. I can feel the heat in my cheeks even as they ache from smiling, from laughing.

“Sorry,” she says, not sounding sorry at all. She turns her attention back toward Alex. “Anything else you wanted to know?”

“Quite a few things, actually,” he says with a laugh.

At the same moment, Tabitha slides up beside us, placing her arm around my shoulder.

“That’s perfect,” she says, sending a wink in Alex’s direction. “I have a few questions for Rory myself.”

I groan as she  guides me away from the group. My eyes meet Alice’s. She shrugs.

Tabitha grills me on this and that, managing to gather more about my life in a few short minutes than I think even Alice has so far learned. But despite the nickname—which she refuses to let go of—I find myself warming to Tabitha, even if it’s clear this woman doesn’t have an off switch.

She’s kind and funny and fiercely loyal to her best friend, to Alice, my…girlfriend? That thought still sets my heart to racing, pumping and pounding in my chest with enough force to make me dizzy and giddy and glad. 

Glad like I can never remember being, not for a long, long while.

Later, after, tiredness bone deep, Alice and I crawl into my bed. It’s cramped and crowded—a twin for two people is not my idea of comfort—but, honestly, it doesn’t matter. It feels right. Her body pressed next to mine, warm and soft and perfect.

Before sleep takes us, we turn on our sides, noses brushing.

“This is crazy,” Alice whispers, and it feels like the best sleepover I could have ever imagined, telling secrets in hushed voices after the adults have gone to bed. “But it’s great…like incredible. You’re so…” Her cheeks flush. “It’s just…yea.”

“Yea,” I say, my smile so wide it hurts. “But are we back to you stumbling over your words every time you try to talk to me? After what we did earlier, I didn’t expect you to go shy on me again. Are you in love with me or something?”

It’s late. We’ve been up for so long that I’ve lost count, and add to that the poor sleep over the last few days, the terror, the stress, and my brain is not exactly firing on all cylinders. Which is why, I don’t realize what I’m saying until it’s too late.

Alice’s mouth opens, a shocked little o, sapphire eyes wide, the flush in her cheeks deepening to crimson.

“I didn’t mean⁠—”

“It’s okay,” she says, and when she does, I believe her. “I don’t know. Not yet.” There is a pause as she sighs. “But I want to find out, Aurora. I just hope you don’t get bored with me.”

I smile at her, run a thumb over her bottom lip, and then follow with my own, lips pressing together, soft and silent. I shake my head, our lips still brushing. “I don’t think that’s possible, Alice. In fact, I know it’s not.”

And then we drift into sleep, lying in each other’s arms.

And I have never slept more soundly.


EPILOGUE
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“Oh my god, look at your tits!” Alice says, her voice bubbling with enthusiasm. A second later, her hands clamp around my arm hard enough to make me wince. “And oh my god, look at mine. They are huge!”

Tabitha guffaws. “Holy shit. You aren’t kidding.”

My face reddens even though neither of them are wrong.

I turn to Tabitha, sitting on the love seat with Andrew, a friend from one of her many globetrotting trips. His father is a producer or something in Hollywood.

“Are we watching the right version?” I ask, half teasing and half serious. “Because this looks like the start of a softcore porn.”

He scratches at his neck where red splotches are blooming to life. “The, uh, studio had some notes around casting and wardrobe that weren’t what we originally intended. I swear both of these actresses are incredible but…”

As if to demonstrate this point, the camera cuts to a close up of the actress playing Alice. The dress she’s wearing is even tighter and more low cut than the one the real Alice is wearing, which is saying something.

“Relax,” I say. “I’m just giving you a hard time. I get it. Hollywood can’t make a story about two lesbians without throwing in a little exploitation for the male gaze.”

“The director’s a queer woman,” Andrew says, and it’s clear my reassurances aren’t doing much to make him less uncomfortable. “So, I don’t know if it’s for the male gaze.”

“So what if it is!” Alice says, a goofy grin on her face. “Even the male gays have to admit that that is one hell of a rack!”

I turn toward Alice, eyes rolling. “That is not what I meant.”

Just then, the screen shifts and the title card appears: Polar Heat: Aurora Protocol.

That draws laughs and groans all around.

“What is this?” I ask. “A spy thriller or something?”

After everything that happened at the base, Tabitha reached out to Andrew who reached out to his father who encouraged us to sell the rights for our story to Hollywood. We were reluctant at first, but after the story went viral on social media, we knew it was just a matter of time before someone made it into a movie, authorized or not. 

Plus, the absurd bidding war between a number of mid market studios left us with an offer that made my eyes water. We aren’t rich or anything, but both Alice and I were able to pay off our student loans, put some money away for a rainy day, and still have enough left over to finally start funding our retirement accounts. Our day jobs were never going to make that easy—thank you cuts to science funding!

“The name wasn’t my choice, but you should have seen the other ones I had to shoot down. Most of them were double entendres involving the word Pole. The worst one was Wet Hot Ice.”

More laughs. 

“I don’t even think that makes sense,” I say.

“But it’s very suggestive,” Alice responds, eyebrows dancing ridiculously as she contorts her face.

“You still have no idea how to wink.” I tap her on the nose.

She scrunches up her face. “Rude.”

We settle in and begin to watch the movie, which bares only a very, very loose resemblance to what actually occurred. For one, there’s far more scenes in the hot tub than I recall, because in real life there was no hot tub at all.

“Oh my god,” Alice says, as our on screen counterparts begin to make out heavily in said hot tub. “This is going to make a billion dollars and win an Academy Award.”

“It is kind of hot,” I say, sheepishly. “Is that weird? I mean that’s us, but it’s not.”

“Not at all,” Alice says, nuzzling up closer against me. “It’s super hot.”

“Agreed.”

Our heads snap around. Tabitha only shrugs. 

“What? No one’s completely straight and come on! Look at them.” Then she turns toward Andrew. “Aren’t they hot?”

He sinks into the couch as his eyes dart nervously around the room. “There is exactly zero chance that I am answering that question.”

“Male gaze, like I said,” I tease. 

The movie winds on, managing to toe the line between over the top sexploitation and an actually compelling plot. It knows what sells and isn’t afraid to lean into it, but it still manages to have some heart and believability to it.

At least, until the Russians show up.

“I don’t remember this part,” I say to Andrew. “I feel like I would remember it if it turned out a team of Russian commandos was behind all the issues at the base.”

“Hollywood,” Andrew grumbles. “They always have to spice things up a bit, you know?”

It’s all absurd and touching and really freaking weird—I mean watching two Hollywood D-listers play you while running around in too tight costumes in between some seriously heavy petting and heart pounding shootouts isn’t exactly an experience I’m familiar with.

But if that’s the price for the number of zeros I currently have in my bank account, I’ll take it. Especially since it means I was able to afford the ring that I currently have buried under three layers of clothes in the bottom drawer of the dresser in my guest bedroom.

It’s not time to pop the question yet, but I’ve known for months now that Alice is the one. That she is the sunshine I want every day for the rest of my life. I don’t know how yet. I don’t quite know when, but simply and soon is what I’m thinking. 

“Hey babe,” I say, turning toward Alice. “I love you so much.”

She plants a loud wet kiss on my cheek, drawing a groan from Tabitha. “Love you too.”

I roll my eyes. “You weren’t complaining when we were making out a minute ago on the TV screen.”

Tabitha scoffs. “If you two want to take your tops off and do it again, maybe I’ll have a different reaction.”

“Gross,” Alice says with a laugh. “You’re like my sister.”

Andrew sinks into the couch, face beet red. “Can I go now?”

“After the movie, now hush.” Tabitha says, her attention still fully captured by the, ahem, climax occurring on screen.

I curl in closer to Alice, watching the movie with my eyes, while my mind is somewhere else. Just a few feet away really. In a drawer, under three layers of clothes. I can see the ring in my mind, as clear as if it were sitting in front of me. I glance down at Alice’s hand, curled around my wrist, and imagine what it would look like on her finger. 

Alice catches my gaze and her eyes go wide.

“Oh my god,” she says, smacking my arm. “Where is it? You got it, didn’t you? Where is it?”

She sounds crazed, but not crazy, because, of course, she’s right.

“How did you—” I start, but the look she gives me stops me in my tracks.

“You’re so obvious, Aurora. Like always.” She wheels toward Tabitha, whose attention has finally been wrested from the softcore porno playing out on the screen. “Did you know?”

Tabitha looks at me guiltily.

“Yes,” I answer for her. “Tabitha knew. She helped me pick out the ring, but…you aren’t getting it yet. I still haven’t figured out how to do it or when or…”

Alice pouts adorably.

“No, not this time.” I say, unable to keep myself from smiling. “I want to put some thought into this. I want to make it special.”

Alice considers that for a moment, her expression like she just smelled something rank. But then her shoulders slump and she gives a dramatic eye roll. She nods.

“Okay, I’ll be patient.”

“Really?” I ask.

Over the last eighteen months, I have discovered many of Alice’s virtues. Patience has not been one of them.

“Yea,” she says. “It would be special no matter what. Just to be clear. But I like that you want to make it a thing. I can wait.”

“You sure?”

She nods again and then shrugs. “Yea, I mean, why not? We have time. It’s not like you’re going to get bored of me.”

“No,” I say, still smiling as I bring my lips up to hers. “Never that.”
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A sample from the bestselling romantic comedy…


PROLOGUE


I wake up wearing her.

She is draped over me, legs and arms and all, bare skin pressing against bare skin, sheets tangled up the same way our bodies are.

The pounding headache—white hot behind my eyes—and the way my stomach clenches like a fist gives me a good clue of how I found myself here, but that only answers the first of many questions.

Her head is wedged between two pillows with her face pressed directly into the mattress, so the next questions are simple: who exactly did I spend last night with and what exactly did we do?

I’m naked, and so is she from what I can tell. Her bottom half is covered by the sheet twisted around her hips, so she could be wearing pants, or at least underwear, though something tells me she isn’t. Her torso is bare.

The answer to who still swims just beyond my reach, while the answer to what we did seems more and more obvious.

And as the sun filters in through the faded green curtains, there is evidence of more. More ways that I am wearing this woman, more ways that the proof of last night remains, stark and corporeal, even as the memory is still a whisper in the morning’s haze.

I see the dark splotches on her neck, tiny broken vessels that have spilled their blood just beneath the surface of her delicate skin. My own lips are swollen, and in that moment I feel the hint of ache in them as if they recognize their own handiwork.

I can feel the tender skin on my own neck and know that I must look the same. And not only there. As I finally manage to somewhat disentangle myself from her without her waking, I glance down at my body and have to stifle a gasp. I don’t usually sleep naked—I’m a boyshorts and baggy T-shirt kind of girl.

Reminders of the feral passion with which he attacked each other last night are everywhere: my shoulders, my breasts, my stomach. Everywhere I look are hickeys. It seems my mouth was not the only one busy last night.

Last night. Panic surges through me, lost somewhere in the fog that fills my brains. No, not fog, but smoke, great and gray and billowing.

My mind tries to latch onto something, anything, and what it finds only adds to my hangover induced vertigo.

I know this room. I know this bed.

I’ve been here countless times, though it has been years. I’ve sat on this bed, slept in it even, though obviously in a far less salacious context. 

The blue and orange Pinewood Derby car still sits on the shelf above the desk, second place ribbon affixed. Next to it are a Ryan Howard bobblehead and an Allen Iverson figurine.

Above that, in blocky wooden letters, hangs the name that has been there for as long as I can remember.

The letters spell out William.

At that moment, she yawns, arms stretching out like a cat getting comfortable in the afternoon sun, before she turns over. Her face is now between the two pillows, but the sheet shifts and falls away from her chest. Despite my confusion and the raging hangover I’m fighting a losing battle with, I take the time to admire that view.

This may be Will’s bedroom, but glancing at those tits has me fairly convinced it’s not him.

Like ninety-nine percent certain.

Especially because I know those tits.

It takes a moment for my eyes to focus, but it’s unmistakable. Maybe if I’d never seen them in the flesh before, it wouldn’t be so obvious.

But for a pair of tits belonging to an ostensibly straight girl pretending to be my fake girlfriend, I’ve seen them quite a few times this summer.

Not that that means anything, of course. Girls change in front of each other, especially girlfriends. And it’s not like it ever got to be more than that—or if it did, then we put a stop to it…eventually.

Never more than that? an annoying mental voice chides. I recognize that voice: it’s mine.

Not now, bitch!

Okay, sure there was the incident in the coatroom back in June, but that had nothing to do with her tits and I put a stop to things immediately after. And then there was the sunscreen incident earlier in the summer, but that really wasn’t what it seemed.

So technically, I’m telling the truth.

Or at least, what the truth was until last night, because unless there is some other alternative for the hickeys covering my body and the smaller but no less scandalously placed collection of hickeys on hers, it’s clear that we did a whole lot more than just pretend last night. Not just innuendos and lingering touches, not just her unbearable teasing that has been turning me into a puddle all summer.

No. Last night, I finally melted, and, from everything I can see, and the way my body feels, I can guess what happened next: she slurped me up with a fucking straw.

It all hits me at once.

I’ve woken up in my best friend’s bedroom. In my best friend's bed.

With my best friend’s little sister.

And it’s more than obvious that this wasn’t some chaste little slumber party: Skylar and I fucked last night, and even with my memories only half-recovered, I know that it was earth-shattering, mind-melting.

I know that it was life changing.

Just like I know what I’ve known for half the summer and have been too terrified to let myself think.

I’m in love…with my best friend’s little sister.

There will be time to deal with that calamity later. But now, with dawn turning into day and Skylar starting to stir, I need to get the hell out of here. Not because I’m trying to run away from it all, not exactly.

But I need a moment to collect my thoughts.

Two months ago, I was convinced this was over, convinced that it had to be. It would have been nice if that was it, but the truth is that every day since, I have imagined what it might be like to wake up next to Skylar after having spent a night like the one we so clearly had.

But to imagine something and to have it actually happen are two very different things.

So yea, I’m fucking freaking out a little bit.

I find my phone and keys first: priorities! Then a pair of flats that certainly are Skylar’s, but there’s no way I am wearing my elaborate strappy heels from last night. Both putting them on and walking in them are physical feats which I am currently hopelessly incapable of.

I find my dress but not my panties and the hem is short enough that there is no way I’ll be able to get into or out of my rideshare without risking an early morning flashing.

Luckily, there is a pair of ratty painted stained sweats in the bottom drawer of Will’s dresser. I don them and have to roll the waist three times just to get them to even think about staying in place on my smaller frame. The almost ghostly scent of decades old weed wafts up to me.

These are those pants? The pair that Will almost never wore, but where he would hide his weed—tiny twiggy joints that we used to smoke in here with the window open and a box fan running, thinking that we were being subtle about the whole thing.

I’m sure we were more high on the thrill and whatever fumes came off the paper than we were off that glorified oregano he used to score from a guy two grades ahead of us.

I’m practically reeling from the nostalgia as I walk down this hallway, in this house, past the same collage of framed photographs, which has both changed completely and not at all.

The pictures all are different, or most of them at least, but to me it’s the same.

Smiling faces staring out, watching over.

A family.

I’m too caught up in it all to remember that I’m supposed to be sneaking out. When I reach the bottom step and turn, I realize I'm completely busted. I’m staring at a rather familiar face, holding a mug of coffee in one hand and tea in the other.

She hands the coffee to me with a shake of her head. “You know, there was a time when I did expect to see you sneaking out of my son’s room one morning. I have to say though, it took a lot longer than I anticipated.”

“One difference among many.”

Her smile is like fresh baked bread. “It would appear so,” she says and turns toward the kitchen. “Come sit with me, Nicolette. I think we have quite a bit to talk about.”
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