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The
  signal arrived without warning.




  
Commander
  Elias Kade noticed it first not because of an alarm, but because
  of
  the absence of one. On the bridge of the 


  

    
CNS
    Meridian
  


  
,
  silence was usually a sign of normality—systems humming, stars
  sliding past the viewport, crew settled into the rhythm of
  long-distance transit. But this silence had weight. It pressed
  against his thoughts, subtle and wrong, like a pause in a
  conversation that had gone on too long.



“

  
Run
  that again,” Kade said calmly, eyes fixed on the navigation
  display.




  
Lieutenant
  Sorin hesitated. “Sir, I already verified it twice. There’s no
  error in the sweep.”



“

  
That’s
  not what I asked.”




  
Sorin
  nodded and re-ran the scan, fingers moving quickly over the
  console.
  The result didn’t change.




  
A
  transmission ping—ancient in format, narrow-band, deliberately
  quiet—hung at the edge of the system map. It originated from
  Borealis Prime, a corporate research station officially listed as
  inactive for over eighteen months.




  
Inactive
  meant abandoned.
  


   Abandoned meant silent.




  
Yet
  the signal persisted.




  
Kade
  leaned back in his chair, jaw tightening. Borealis Prime was
  outside
  standard trade routes, planted deep in a frozen planetary system
  no
  one visited unless they were paid very well—or ordered. The
  Commonwealth had signed off on its closure after a “critical
  infrastructure failure.” No survivors. No investigation. The file
  had been sealed within forty-eight hours.




  
And
  now it was calling out into the void.



“

  
Timestamp?”
  Kade asked.



“

  
Transmission
  began twelve minutes ago,” Sorin replied. “Repeating on a
  six-second loop. Minimal power output. Whoever sent it didn’t
  want
  to be noticed.”




  
Kade
  allowed himself a thin, humorless smile. “Then they picked the
  wrong ship.”




  
He
  stood and approached the central display, studying the data. The
  signal wasn’t a distress call. It wasn’t a beacon. It carried no
  standard identifier, no encryption key, no recognizable corporate
  signature.




  
It
  was simply a pulse.




  
A
  knock sounded from the bridge entrance. Before Kade could answer,
  the
  doors slid open and Lena Voss stepped inside as if she belonged
  there.




  
She
  always did.




  
Voss
  wore civilian attire—dark jacket, neutral boots—but nothing about
  her suggested she was anything less than dangerous. Her eyes
  flicked
  to the display once, absorbing the information instantly.



“

  
You
  found it,” she said.




  
Kade
  turned slowly. “You knew it was there.”



“

  
I
  knew it might be,” Voss replied. “I didn’t expect you to detect
  it so quickly.”



“

  
That’s
  not reassuring.”



“

  
It’s
  not meant to be.”




  
Kade
  folded his arms. “Care to explain why a dead station is
  whispering
  into deep space?”




  
Voss
  met his gaze without flinching. “Because Borealis Prime was never
  meant to go dark.”




  
She
  gestured toward the signal. “That pulse isn’t a message. It’s a
  marker. A trigger.”



“

  
For
  what?”



“

  
For
  whoever’s listening.”




  
The
  bridge crew pretended not to hear, but the tension was
  unmistakable.
  Kade lowered his voice. “You said this mission was a supply
  audit.”



“

  
I
  said that was the cover,” Voss corrected. “This is the real
  reason we’re here.”




  
Kade
  exhaled slowly. He had accepted the assignment knowing parts were
  missing. Commonwealth jobs always came that way—information
  rationed, truth diluted. Still, there were rules.
  Boundaries.



“

  
This
  signal violates every closure protocol in existence,” he said.
  “If
  Borealis Prime is transmitting, then either the shutdown failed…
  or
  someone reactivated it.”



“

  
Neither,”
  Voss said. “It never stopped.”




  
That
  landed harder than Kade expected.




  
He
  looked back at the star map, at the cold, distant point that
  represented Borealis Prime. A place designed to endure
  extremes—temperature, isolation, secrecy. A place built to hide
  things.



“

  
What
  was it researching?” he asked.




  
Voss
  shook her head. “Not ‘what.’ ‘Who.’”




  
Before
  Kade could respond, another alert chimed—this one unmistakable.
  Long-range sensors spiked briefly, then flattened.




  
Sorin
  swallowed. “Sir… there was a passive scan directed at us. Very
  faint. Origin unknown.”




  
Voss’s
  expression hardened. “They felt us notice.”



“

  
Who’s
  ‘they’?” Kade asked.



“

  
Anyone
  who shouldn’t exist,” she said. “Which is the problem.”




  
Kade
  made his decision.



“

  
Plot
  a course to Borealis Prime,” he ordered. “Full stealth. No
  broadcast traffic.”




  
Sorin
  hesitated. “Sir, we don’t have clearance—”



“

  
I’ll
  take responsibility,” Kade said sharply. “We’re going to see
  who’s been lying to us.”




  
As
  the 


  

    
Meridian
  


  

  adjusted its trajectory, the signal pulsed again—steady, patient,
  indifferent to the lives it was about to disrupt.




  
Far
  ahead, buried beneath kilometers of ice and metal, something
  waited.




  
And
  it had just confirmed it was no longer alone.



 






 






 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






