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NOTICE
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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental. As the subject matter deals with criminal investigation, and in some cases the may involve non graphic death or violence, the subject matter alone maybe offensive to some—Please Be Advised. 
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PROLOGUE



[image: ]




The desert had always been a place of secrets. Beneath its vast, unyielding expanse of sand and stone, whispers of ancient mysteries lingered, carried by the wind and buried in the shifting dunes. ​ It was a land where the stars burned brighter, their light unfiltered by the haze of city life, and where the silence was so profound it seemed to echo with the weight of the unknown. ​

––––––––
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Franklin Carter had spent decades chasing those whispers. Long nights under the open sky, his telescope pointed at the heavens, his radio receiver crackling with static and faint signals. He was a man consumed by the belief that the universe was not silent, that it was alive with voices waiting to be heard. ​ His obsession had cost him everything—his career, his reputation, even his family. But he didn’t care. ​ He knew what he had seen, what he had heard. ​ And he knew it was real. ​
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On a cold night in 1981, Franklin sat alone in the desert, his equipment humming softly in the stillness. The stars above seemed to pulse in time with his heartbeat, a rhythm that had haunted him since the first time he’d seen the pattern. ​ Three, five, three, five. ​ It was more than a coincidence. ​ It was a message. ​

––––––––
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The receiver crackled to life, and Franklin’s breath caught. The signal was stronger than ever, the beeps sharper, the static alive with undertones. He scribbled notes in his journal, his hand shaking as he tried to keep up with the sequence. The numbers danced on the display, and for a moment, he thought he could see them in the sky, etched in the constellations.
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Then, the hum changed. ​ It grew louder, deeper, resonating in his chest like a second heartbeat. ​ The air around him shimmered, and the stars seemed to blur, their light bending and twisting into impossible shapes. Franklin’s eyes widened as the desert transformed, the familiar landscape dissolving into a sea of blue light. ​

––––––––
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He reached out, his fingers trembling, and touched the receiver. ​ The hum peaked, and the light engulfed him, pulling him into its depths. ​ For a moment, he felt weightless, suspended in the glow. ​ And then, just as suddenly, it was gone. ​

––––––––
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The desert was silent once more, the stars steady in their places. Franklin’s equipment lay scattered, his journal open to a page filled with jagged symbols and frantic calculations. But Franklin himself was nowhere to be found. ​

––––––––
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The truth had taken him, just as he had always known it would. ​ And in the years to come, his legacy would pass to the next generation, to the boy who had inherited his curiosity, his stubbornness, and his unshakable belief that the sky was never truly empty.
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CHAPTER 1
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The desert after dark was a different planet: nothing moved that didn’t want to, and even the wind seemed to hold its breath between the scattered sage and bone-pale rocks. Above it all, the stars prickled the sky so densely they looked like frost on a black windowpane. Ethan Carter stepped out of his dad’s battered Ford, the gravel crunching under his boots, and drew a slow, measured breath. The air tasted of cold sand and the faint tang of gasoline from the truck. He felt a grin creep up despite himself.
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Lucas Rivera popped the trunk, rummaged past an avalanche of empty Gatorade bottles and crumpled Chip bags, and tugged out the battered metal box that was their pride—a radio receiver rescued from the high school’s science storeroom and nursed back to life over three greasy weekends at Lucas’s garage.

––––––––
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“Jesus, it’s colder than a witch’s—” Lucas started, then snapped his mouth shut when he caught Ethan’s look. “You want the tripod or the array first, chief?”

––––––––
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“Tripod. No point unless it’s level.” Ethan’s voice came out clipped, but he shot Lucas a quick, apologetic glance, then knelt to the task. His hands, thin and already raw in the cold, moved with the careful, methodical rhythm of someone who’d done this a hundred times—because he had. A click here, a twist there, the tripod legs locked into perfect isosceles symmetry. Ethan’s breath made little clouds as he worked.

––––––––
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Lucas, meanwhile, wrestled the receiver onto the truck bed and plugged in the tangle of wires with a plumber’s casual precision. “You see what came through the valley last week?” he called over his shoulder. “Some rich idiot’s drone. Nearly blinded me on the ridge. They’re getting smarter—must be loaded with auto-avoid now.”

––––––––
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Ethan flicked the telescope mount, fine-tuning the azimuth. “That’s not how you blind someone with a drone.”

––––––––
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Lucas just snorted and hopped onto the tailgate, peering up at the sky like he was checking for rain. “Still say you ought to get your license. If you’re gonna keep dragging me out here, I’d rather not get flattened by your dad’s rusty Ford on the off ramp.”

––––––––
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Ethan said nothing. He set the scope with a final, almost loving tap, then turned and held his palm out for the receiver.
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Lucas lobbed it gently, as though he didn’t quite trust the soldering job they’d done. Ethan caught it, and for a second his face lit up—not with pride, but a deep satisfaction, like a scientist about to repeat the experiment that could fix every flaw in the world.
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“I did the math,” Ethan said, voice low. “With the moonset and current humidity, tonight’s visibility should be above average.”
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Lucas unwrapped a pack of Twizzlers, biting the end like a cigar. “Nobody ever talks about humidity in the desert except you. Bet even the lizards don’t care.”

––––––––
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Ethan knelt and slid the receiver onto its perch, then double-checked the antenna direction by habit. “Everything matters if you want to see clearly,” he said.
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Lucas, already lounging in the open truck bed, swatted at the side of his head. “Yeah, yeah. Science never sleeps.”

––––––––
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For a few minutes, there was only the tiny, metallic tick of the telescope’s gears and the sound of distant crickets arguing with the cold. Ethan found his first target—a gas giant he could spot by muscle memory now—and dialed in. The world narrowed, the emptiness of the desert replaced by the infinite expansion of space in his eyepiece. He lost himself in the blue-tinged glow, counting the familiar stripes and storms.
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Lucas, meanwhile, was flipping channels on the radio receiver with the lazy intensity of a maniacal safecracker. “Didn’t you say there’s supposed to be a Perseid outburst tonight?”

––––––––

[image: ]


Ethan, eyes pressed to the scope, grunted an affirmative.

––––––––
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“Wake me if anything explodes.”

––––––––
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The next ten minutes passed as they always did, in a shared, companionable silence. Ethan moved from Jupiter to Saturn to the andromeda galaxy, taking notes in a battered spiral notebook with a pencil stub. Lucas ate his way through half the snack stash and then set up a small bluetooth speaker, filling the air with low-volume classic rock that somehow made the darkness friendlier.

––––––––
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At exactly 23:17, as predicted in Ethan’s margin notes, the radio crackled. Not a voice, not music, but a sequence of sharp beeps and static, clipped and almost deliberate, like someone tapping a message on the hood of a car. Ethan’s whole body went rigid.

––––––––
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“Wait,” he whispered, holding up a hand. The pattern repeated: three beeps, a pause, then five in quick succession, then static. Again.
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