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The Signal from Aether

	The stars beyond the viewport shimmered like scattered fragments of a broken mirror, suspended in the vacuum of space. Commander Elara Myles stood motionless at the observation deck of the Valkyrie, her eyes fixed on the endless night beyond. They had been in deep transit for six months, far beyond the known frontier, chasing a thread of information so faint that many back on Earth Command had dismissed it as solar interference. But Elara knew better. She could feel it—an echo in her bones, a tug at the edge of her thoughts—that something out there was waiting.

	The Valkyrie was a sleek vessel, one of the last of the pre-Exodus cruisers retrofitted for deep space communication and reconnaissance. It was never designed for exploration, but desperate times reshaped both missions and men. Earth was no longer the cradle of humanity. After the Arcstorm Event destabilized the biosphere, attention had turned outward. "Project Exodus" had become more than a plan—it was a necessity. And in the depths of the Kuiper Line, a signal had stirred.

	It came without warning—a burst of encoded pulses across a long-dead frequency band. The transmission had been short, corrupted, and chillingly specific: “Aether compromised. Data node remains. Repeat: Aether compromised.” Nothing more. The term "Aether" referred to a classified listening post, thought to be offline for nearly two decades. Officially, it had been lost during the solar flare cycles of 2143. Yet now, it was speaking again.

	The bridge lights dimmed slightly as Lieutenant Harrow keyed into the command interface. “Commander, packet analysis confirms non-random modulation. Origin point traces to Aether’s last recorded orbital pattern—drifting at Lagrange-5.”

	Elara turned from the stars, her expression unreadable. “Plot intercept. Engage silent drift. We go in dark.”

	Silence settled on the deck like a blanket of static. Even among a crew seasoned by isolation and the whispers of space, there was an unease to Elara’s tone. No one asked why they weren’t broadcasting back. No one questioned the order to silence all outgoing comms. The signal’s content had been minimal, but the implications were vast. If Aether was compromised, then something or someone had found it. Worse—something had been inside.

	As the Valkyrie began its slow arc toward the calculated trajectory, the ship’s onboard AI—codenamed “Solace”—pinged a quiet notification. New telemetry from the probe array had arrived. The captain reviewed the data in private, eyes scanning line after line of numeric decay, burst patterns, and distorted images. One frame stood out: a shadowed structure hanging against the void, its silhouette half-devoured by darkness. Aether Station. Or what was left of it.

	There were stories, of course. Among deep-space engineers and long-range scouts, Aether had become a ghost tale. A station that simply went quiet and slipped from memory. But it had never been decommissioned, never officially marked as destroyed. And if the data node it once housed was still active, then the secrets of the pre-Exodus era might still be intact. Secrets powerful enough to rewrite everything they knew about what had gone wrong—and what might still be coming.

	A day out from intercept, the crew moved with grim efficiency. Power systems were dampened to avoid sensor pings, and all nonessential modules were locked down. In the quiet hum of artificial gravity, Elara convened her senior officers in the dim-lit strategy room. The projection of Aether rotated slowly above the holotable, its geometry marred by fractures and debris fields.

	“We’re not assuming rescue,” she said plainly. “This is a salvage and secure mission. Our objective is the core vault. We extract the data and get out.”

	Lieutenant Harrow looked up, his brow furrowed. “What if the signal didn’t come from the node?”

	Elara paused, the question hanging in the air. “Then we’ll have to find out what did.”

	The final approach was made with all lights dimmed and thrusters on pulse intervals. Aether loomed into view like the carcass of a forgotten leviathan, its metallic skin torn in places, its solar panels darkened and riddled with impact scars. No welcoming beacon. No docking lights. Just the silent outline of a place humanity had chosen to forget.

	Docking was manual. Elara piloted the shuttle herself, guiding it along the broken outer ring to a service hatch partially concealed beneath collapsed shielding. As the locks engaged, the boarding team donned their magnetic boots and sealed helmets. The airlock hissed open, revealing a corridor cloaked in ice and shadow.

	Inside, Aether was colder than expected. Temperature regulation had long since failed, leaving the interior encased in frost. Stray wires hung from the ceiling like metallic vines. The lights—what few still flickered—cast long, broken beams across the corridor.

	Solace’s voice came through the team’s comms, emotionless and clear. “Residual life-support activity detected on sub-deck 3. Structural integrity at 43%. Recommend caution.”

	They moved in silence, weapons at low-ready. The deeper they went, the stranger it became. Walls showed signs of corrosion not consistent with vacuum exposure. Scorch marks spiraled in patterns too complex to be natural. It was as though something had rewritten the station’s very structure.

	In the command nexus, they found the first body. Desiccated, still seated at a terminal. No external wounds. Just… stillness. The terminal beside it was still powered, faintly humming with encrypted data. Harrow moved forward and began the decryption.

	Elara stood nearby, watching the shadows. There was something oppressive in the silence here—not just the absence of life, but the suggestion of presence. A whisper without a voice. A breath without lungs.

	The data unlocked slowly. Fragmented logs. A message half-corrupted but unmistakable: “They’re not signals. They’re memories. Not ours.”

	Then a second signal came, stronger this time, pulsing through their comms with such force that every headset buzzed in unison. It bypassed encryption. It came in raw.

	A single sentence: “We see you.”

	Back on the Valkyrie, systems began fluctuating. Lights blinked in erratic patterns. Solace issued alerts but could not locate the intrusion. From the darkness of Aether, something had reached back—something neither alive nor dead, but bound to the memory of what had once existed there.

	Elara ordered immediate withdrawal. Harrow protested, still trying to complete the download. But the commander’s voice cut through the noise with icy precision.

	“This place is a relay. We’re not supposed to be here.”

	The team scrambled back through the station’s labyrinthine halls. Behind them, lights began flickering on—sections of the station responding to their presence, as if waking from a long slumber. One by one, dormant systems hummed to life, not from any recognizable power source, but through something else. Something watching.

	As the shuttle detached and retreated, a final transmission burst from Aether. This time, it was visual—a series of rapid, flickering frames. A landscape of unknown stars. A monument shaped like a helix, orbiting an alien sun. And in the final frame, a face—not human, not machine—but something in between, etched with unfamiliar symbols, eyes hollow and bright.

	Back aboard the Valkyrie, Elara stood alone in her quarters, watching the footage on loop. She knew now that the signal wasn’t a call for help. It was an invitation. Or a warning. And Project Exodus… might have just stepped into someone else’s domain.

	In the silence that followed, the stars outside seemed to burn a little colder.

	 


Nova Protocol

	The silence in the command deck was a dense, almost physical thing—broken only by the low-frequency hum of the Valkyrie’s internal systems. Commander Elara Myles stood at the central console, her gloved fingers resting lightly on the control interface. The events aboard Aether Station had left the crew shaken, and the data retrieved from the node had only deepened the mystery. Her eyes locked onto the screen before her, where the decrypted fragments were slowly being reassembled by the ship’s quantum core. What had been recovered was incomplete but unmistakably dangerous.

	The protocol embedded within the final packet had been tagged “Nova.” Not a designation from Earth Command, not even from the deep intelligence corps. It was older—buried beneath decades of digital layers and encrypted behind obsolete security keys that hadn’t been used since before the Arcstorm. And yet it activated automatically upon decryption, like a living system waiting for breath. Whatever Project Nova had once been, it was still alive in some way—still pulsing beneath the skin of human technology.

	The AI, Solace, was running simulations based on the incomplete code. Its voice, normally calm and procedural, carried a subtle undertone of stress—a machine equivalent to unease. “Nova Protocol is not a recognized directive within current database parameters,” it said. “Origin point unknown. Data structure partially organic.”

	Elara frowned. “Organic?”

	“Cross-linked neural maps within the encryption shell suggest it was constructed through a cognitive interface. Possibly human brainwave encoding or derivative pattern recognition.”

	She didn’t respond right away. The idea that someone had used their own mind to lock away information—perhaps even their memories—meant Nova was not just a project. It was a person, or had once been shaped by one. And if that mind had encrypted something with this level of defense, it was never meant to be found again. But now it had been. And they were already caught in its wake.

	Below decks, the crew tried to return to routine, though unease simmered just beneath the surface. Engineers double-checked atmospheric filters. Security officers rotated shifts with greater frequency, their movements sharper and more cautious. Even the air felt different, charged with a current that made the skin prickle.

	Lieutenant Harrow, hunched over his workstation, continued dissecting the data in the core archive room. He’d barely slept since they’d left Aether’s orbit. His hands moved with a rhythm born of obsession, tracing fragmented command lines and pulse-code modulations. Each layer he peeled back revealed another question, another riddle, and the creeping sensation that they were now part of something vast and unknown.
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