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Chapter 1 The Unlikely Orbit
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Jacob Hall had always believed the universe spoke in patterns. Most people saw chaos when they looked at the night sky—random points of light scattered across an endless void. Jacob saw structure. Rhythm. Quiet conversations written in gravity and motion. He had spent nearly three decades learning how to listen.

It started when he was four years old.

His mother used to joke that other kids learned their ABCs while Jacob learned constellations. While cartoons played in the living room, he would sit cross-legged on the floor with a worn-out picture book of planets, tracing the rings of Saturn with his finger like they were something sacred. By eight, he had memorized orbital periods. By twelve, he had built his first telescope from spare parts and instructions he barely understood. By sixteen, he was correcting his teachers.

Now, at thirty-two, Jacob Hall lived alone on the edge of nowhere—by choice.

The observatory wasn't much to look at from the outside. A small dome structure perched on a stretch of dry land miles from the nearest town, surrounded by scrub brush and silence. The kind of place people drove past without noticing, if they ever came close at all. But inside, it was his universe. Monitors lined the walls, each displaying a different slice of the sky. Data streams scrolled endlessly—coordinates, velocities, spectral readings. The faint hum of cooling systems and processors filled the air, a constant mechanical heartbeat that had long since become comforting.

Jacob sat hunched at his primary station, a mug of long-forgotten coffee sitting cold beside him. His dark hair was unkempt, as usual, and his glasses had slid halfway down his nose. He pushed them back absently, eyes never leaving the screen.

"Come on..." he murmured.

The software was running a comparison analysis—cross-referencing recent deep-field observations with archived data. It was something Jacob did often, hunting for anomalies. Most of the time, it turned up nothing more than sensor noise or minor discrepancies. But tonight was different. He could feel it.

There was a flicker—subtle, almost dismissive. A distortion in the data that didn't align with anything cataloged. At first glance, it looked like an error. But Jacob had learned long ago that the universe didn't make mistakes—people did. He leaned closer, fingers moving quickly across the keyboard.

"Alright... let's isolate you."

The display shifted. Layers peeled away—background radiation, known stellar objects, interference patterns. What remained was a faint region of gravitational distortion. Not visible light. Not anything that reflected or emitted in the traditional sense. But it was there. Jacob's breathing slowed.

"No... no, that's not..." he whispered.

He ran the numbers again. And again. Each time, the result was the same. A mass. Enormous. Compact. Moving. His heart began to pound—not with fear, but with something far more dangerous. Excitement.

"Okay... okay, think," he muttered, standing up abruptly and pacing. "Could be a data artifact. Could be a lensing effect. Could be—"

He stopped mid-sentence. Gravitational lensing. He turned back to the screen slowly, eyes narrowing.

"That's it..."

The surrounding stars—tiny, distant points—weren't where they should be. Their positions were slightly warped, bent inward toward something unseen. It was subtle, almost imperceptible unless you knew exactly what to look for. Jacob sat back down, suddenly very still.

"Show me," he said softly, almost like he was asking permission.

He initiated a trajectory model. The system began calculating, mapping the object's path based on observed distortion and inferred velocity. It took longer than usual. Jacob didn't move while he waited. He barely blinked.

Numbers filled the screen. Coordinates updated. A line formed—thin, precise, stretching across simulated space. Jacob leaned in, his breath catching. The line extended further. It continued, straight, unwavering, and direct. Jacob's stomach dropped.

"That's not possible."

He re-calibrated the inputs. Adjusted for error margins. Ran alternative models. Compensated for potential observational drift. Every path led to the same place. He stared at the screen, his reflection faintly visible against the dark backdrop of space. The trajectory intersected with a single point. The Sun.

Jacob's hands trembled slightly as he pushed himself back from the desk. "That's... that's insane," he said out loud, as if saying it might make it untrue. "There's no way... something that massive, that close, we would have seen it..."

Unless it had only recently entered detectable range. Unless it was moving faster than anything they'd anticipated. Unless everyone had been looking in the wrong place.

Jacob turned back to the computer, fingers flying now. "Distance... velocity... time to intercept..."

The calculation completed. Jacob stared at the result.

623 days.

The number sat there, quiet and absolute. Not 10,000 years. Not centuries. Less than two. A black hole—if that's what it was—on a direct collision course with the Sun. Jacob let out a short, disbelieving laugh. "This is... this is crazy," he said, running a hand through his hair. "You're crazy, Jacob. That's what this is. You've been staring at screens too long."

But he didn't believe it. Because the data didn't lie.

He stood there for a long moment, the weight of what he was seeing pressing down on him. Not just the discovery—but what it meant. If he was right, everything changed. Finally, he moved. His hands hovered over the keyboard, hesitating for the first time all night. There was only one thing to do.

He reached for his phone. The number wasn't saved under a name—just a string of digits he'd memorized years ago. A contact passed along through academic channels, the kind you only used if something truly mattered. Jacob swallowed, then pressed call.

It rang once. Twice. Three times.

"Hall?" a voice answered. Calm. Direct.

Jacob blinked. "Uh—yes. Yes, this is Jacob Hall."

"I know who you are," the voice replied. "Why are you calling this number?"

Jacob hesitated for half a second, then forced the words out. "I think I've found something," he said. "Something big."

There was a pause. "Define big."

Jacob looked back at the screen. At the trajectory. At the number that refused to change. "I believe there's a massive gravitational object—possibly a black hole—on a direct course toward our Sun."

Silence. Longer this time. Then, carefully: "Explain."

Jacob did. He walked through everything—the distortion, the lensing, the trajectory modeling. His voice started shaky, but as he spoke, it steadied. This was his world. His language. The fear hadn't fully set in yet—only the urgency. On the other end, the voice didn't interrupt. When Jacob finished, there was another pause.

"Send us everything."

"I already compiled the data," Jacob said quickly. "I can transmit it now."

"Do it."

Jacob hit a key. Files began uploading—raw observations, calculations, simulations. Seconds stretched into minutes. Jacob stood there, staring at nothing, waiting. Finally, the voice returned.

"We've received it."

"And?" Jacob asked.

Another pause. Longer than any before. "We're going to verify your findings," the voice said. "In the meantime, you are not to share this information with anyone. Do you understand?"

Jacob frowned slightly. "Of course, but—"

"Do you understand?"

There was something different in the tone now. Sharper. Jacob nodded instinctively, even though the other person couldn't see him. "Yes. I understand."

"Good," the voice said. "Stay where you are."

The line went dead. Jacob lowered the phone slowly. "Stay where you are?" he muttered. He let out a breath and rubbed his eyes. "Okay... okay, this is good," he said to himself. "This is what you wanted, right? You find something big, you call it in, they verify it, and—"

A distant sound cut him off.

Jacob turned his head. At first, he thought it was wind. Then he heard it again. Engines. Multiple. Approaching fast. His brow furrowed as he walked toward the observatory window. Headlights crested the hill in the distance—bright, cutting through the darkness. Not one set. Three.

Jacob's pulse quickened. "That was fast..." he whispered.

The vehicles came into view fully now—black SUVs, moving in tight formation, tires crunching over gravel as they closed the distance. Jacob took a step back from the window. "This... this seems a little excessive..."

The SUVs pulled to a stop just outside the observatory. Doors opened. Men stepped out. Eight of them. Dressed in dark clothing. Precise. Controlled. Each one carrying a firearm. Jacob froze. The quiet hum of his machines suddenly felt very, very small.

One of the men looked up toward the observatory. Even from a distance, Jacob could feel it—that sense of being seen. Assessed. Measured. His phone slipped slightly in his hand.

"...Okay," Jacob said under his breath, trying—and failing—to keep his voice steady. "That's... new."

Outside, the men began moving toward the entrance. Jacob stood alone in the dim glow of his screens, the universe still unfolding behind him, completely indifferent. Six hundred twenty-three days. And somehow, that wasn't the most immediate problem anymore.
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Chapter 2 Nowhere Safe
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Jacob didn't think. Not at first.

The sound of boots hitting gravel snapped something loose inside him—something older than logic, older than reason. Instinct took over before fear could fully form. By the time the first hand slammed against the observatory door, Jacob was already moving.

"Okay—okay—okay—move," he whispered, the words tumbling out as adrenaline flooded his system.

He spun back toward his main console, fingers flying across the keyboard. The monitors lit up in rapid succession, lines of code cascading down the screens as he initiated a full system purge. External drives first. Always external first. Years of collected data—archived observations, backup logs, redundant files—vanished in seconds. Progress bars flickered, then disappeared entirely. Local storage next. His primary database. His notes. Everything he'd built his life around. Gone.

Jacob's throat tightened as directories collapsed into nothing. "Sorry," he muttered, though he wasn't sure who he was apologizing to. Himself. The work. The version of his life that had existed thirty seconds ago.

Not all of it. Never all of it.

He yanked open the drawer beneath the desk and grabbed the small black external drive hidden beneath a false panel. It fit perfectly in his palm. Light. Unremarkable. Irreplaceable. The only copy he trusted. The only one that mattered.

A heavy thud echoed through the observatory. The door shook in its frame. "Open up!"

Jacob flinched. "Yeah, that's a no," he muttered, shoving the drive into his jacket pocket.

Another slam. Harder. The hinges groaned this time. Jacob's pulse spiked. They weren't bluffing. They weren't waiting. They were coming through. The monitors behind him flickered once more as the wipe completed, leaving blank screens—clean, empty, useless. Good. Let them take nothing.

A third impact cracked through the building like a gunshot. Wood splintered. Jacob didn't look back. He turned and ran.

The back hallway felt narrower than he remembered. Dim emergency lights cast long shadows along the walls, stretching and distorting as he sprinted past. His shoulder clipped the edge of a storage rack, sending a metallic rattle echoing behind him. He didn't slow. He'd only used this corridor a handful of times—routine maintenance, occasional equipment swaps. It wasn't meant for escape. It wasn't meant for anything like this.

At the end of the hall, the reinforced rear door waited. He'd installed it himself. Just in case. At the time, "just in case" had meant weather. Power failures. Maybe a break-in. Not this. Never this.

Another impact shook the building behind him. Louder. Closer. The front door was giving. Jacob hit the rear exit hard, shoving it open and stumbling out into the cold night air.

The sudden shift hit him like a wall—cool wind, open space, silence. Real silence. No alarms. No voices. No crashing wood. Just wind brushing through dry grass and the distant hum of insects. It felt wrong. Like stepping out of one world and into another.

Then a gunshot. The sound ripped through the night, sharp and violent. Jacob froze. Just for half a second. His heart slammed against his ribs, breath catching in his throat.

"Move!" he snapped at himself, forcing his legs forward.

He ran. He didn't have a car out back. Of course he didn't. He'd never needed one. So he ran across open ground, boots slipping on loose dirt, brush clawing at his legs as he pushed through it. The terrain was uneven, unfamiliar in the dark despite how many nights he'd spent out here.

Behind him, the observatory door finally gave way with a splintering crash. Voices followed. "They're out back!" "Go! Go!" They were organized. Too organized. This wasn't random. This wasn't a mistake.

Jacob pushed harder, lungs burning, adrenaline overriding the growing protest in his muscles. He didn't have a plan. Just distance. Distance and the hope that darkness would hide him.

A beam of light cut through the night behind him. Then another. Flashlights.

"Stop!"

Another gunshot cracked the air. Dirt kicked up to his right. Too close. Jacob ducked instinctively, veering off course. His foot caught on uneven ground and he nearly went down, barely catching himself before he hit. His glasses slid down his nose again. "Bad time," he gasped, shoving them back into place without breaking stride.

A fence loomed ahead—rusted wire stretched between leaning wooden posts, barely visible until he was almost on top of it. He didn't slow. He hit it hard, hands grabbing the top as he hauled himself up. The wire snagged his jacket, tearing fabric with a sharp rip. For a split second, he was stuck—caught between escape and capture.

"Come on—come on—"

He yanked free, dropping hard on the other side. Pain shot up his ankle, sharp and immediate. "Keep moving," he hissed through clenched teeth. Behind him, the voices were closer now. Too close.

Jacob staggered forward, forcing his body to cooperate. Every instinct screamed at him to hide—to drop, to disappear, to become small and invisible. But he knew better. They would find him. They already had. He needed somewhere else. Somewhere safe. Somewhere they wouldn't expect.

Somewhere Simon.

The drive blurred together. Jacob didn't remember getting to his car. Didn't remember unlocking it, starting it, pulling onto the road. One moment he was running through darkness. The next, he was gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles had gone white. The engine roared louder than it should have. Or maybe everything just felt louder now.

"Think... think..." he muttered.

Simon Remy. If there was one person Jacob trusted, it was him. They'd met in college—Jacob buried in astrophysics, awkward, quiet, more comfortable with equations than people. Simon had been the opposite—sharp, confident, always moving forward, always solving something. He hadn't forced friendship. He'd just stayed. Asked questions. Waited for answers. Pulled Jacob out of his own head without making him feel like he didn't belong there. Where Jacob saw complexity, Simon found structure. Where Jacob hesitated, Simon acted. They balanced each other. They always had.

Jacob's phone sat in the passenger seat. Dark. Silent. He didn't touch it. Not yet.

Streetlights blurred past as he drove, the road stretching endlessly ahead. Every set of headlights in the distance felt like a threat. Every turn felt exposed. "They found me too fast..." he whispered. "Way too fast..."

Which meant someone was watching. Or listening. Or both.

His chest tightened. He checked the rear-view mirror again. Nothing. But that didn't mean anything anymore.

By the time he pulled into Simon's neighborhood, his hands were shaking again. "Okay... just Simon," he said under his breath. "Just talk to Simon."

The house looked the same. Small. Modest. Lights on. Normal. Jacob almost laughed. Normal felt unreal now. Like something from another life. He killed the engine and stepped out, scanning the street. No black SUVs. No movement. Just quiet suburban stillness—porch lights, trimmed lawns, the faint hum of distant traffic. Completely unaware.

Jacob moved quickly to the front door and knocked—once, twice, then harder. "Simon! It's me!"

Footsteps approached. The door opened. Simon stood there in a t-shirt and jeans, eyebrows raised, confusion written across his face.

"Jacob?" he said. "It's—what—midnight? What are you—"

Jacob stepped inside and shut the door behind him. "Lock it," he said.

Simon blinked. "Okay... that's not ominous at all."

"Simon, lock it."

Something in Jacob's voice cut through the humor. Simon turned and slid the deadbolt into place. "Alright," he said slowly. "You wanna tell me what's going on?"

Jacob paced, running a hand through his hair. "I found something," he said. "Something big. Like—end-of-the-world big."

Simon crossed his arms. "You say that like it's not your default setting."

"I'm serious."

Simon studied him. The humor faded. "...Okay," he said. "Start talking."

Jacob told him everything. The distortion. The anomaly. The trajectory. The black hole. Six hundred twenty-three days. The call. The SUVs. The men with guns. Simon didn't interrupt. Didn't joke. Didn't move. He just listened. When Jacob finished, the room felt smaller. Quieter.

"...A black hole," Simon said finally. "Heading straight for the Sun."

"Yes."

"And you're sure?"

"I checked it six different ways."

Simon exhaled slowly, running a hand over his face. "Alright," he said. "Let's say I believe you—which I do, because you don't panic like this over nothing. Why are people with guns chasing you?"

"That's the part I don't understand," Jacob said. "I called NASA. Sent them everything. They told me to stay put—and then those guys showed up."

Simon frowned. "That doesn't sound like NASA."

"Exactly."

Silence. Then Simon looked at him. "So what's the plan?"

Jacob hesitated. "I need to talk to someone I trust," he said. "Someone on the inside."

Simon nodded. "Then do it."

Jacob picked up his phone slowly. "If they're tracking this..."

"Then we keep it short," Simon said. "Get answers. Then we move."

Jacob nodded. He dialed. It rang twice.

"Hello?"

"Dr. Alvarez?" Jacob said quickly. "It's Jacob Hall."

A pause. "Jacob? This is an unusual hour."

"I know, I'm sorry, I just—I need to know what's going on. I sent data earlier tonight. About a—"

"Jacob," Alvarez interrupted. "Where are you?"

Jacob hesitated. "...Why?"

"Where are you?" Alvarez repeated. Cold. Something in his tone had shifted.

"I'm safe," Jacob said carefully. "I just need to know if you've seen the data."

Silence. Too long. "...You shouldn't have called," Alvarez said quietly.

The line went dead.

Jacob stared at the phone. "...That's not good," Simon said.

"No," Jacob whispered. "No, it's really not."

Outside, tires screeched. Both of them froze. Simon moved first, heading toward the window. Headlights flooded the house. Doors slammed. Voices. Simon stepped back slowly. "Jacob," he said quietly. "You've got company."

Jacob's chest tightened. "They tracked the call..."

A heavy impact slammed into the front door. "Federal agents! Open up!"

Simon let out a short, humorless laugh. "Yeah, I don't think those are federal agents." Another slam. The frame cracked. Simon turned to Jacob. "Back door. Now."

"What? No—I'm not leaving you—"

Simon grabbed him. "Jacob," he said, firm. "You have something they want. That makes you the priority. Go."

Another impact. Wood splintered.

"Simon—"

"Go!"

The door burst open. Men flooded in. Shouting. Movement. Chaos. Simon shoved Jacob toward the hallway. Jacob ran. Behind him, gunfire erupted.

"Simon!" Jacob shouted, turning—

A shot rang out. Simon staggered. For a fraction of a second, their eyes met. Then Simon fell.

Everything inside Jacob shattered. But his body didn't stop. It couldn't. He ran through the back door into the night, the sound of everything collapsing behind him. He didn't stop when his lungs screamed. Not when his legs began to fail. Not when the world blurred into something unrecognizable. He ran until there was nothing left. And then he kept going.

The warehouse found him. An open door. Dark interior. A place to disappear. He stumbled inside and collapsed just past the threshold, hitting the concrete hard. The impact barely registered. For a long time, he didn't move. Didn't think. Couldn't. When the adrenaline finally began to fade, something else took its place. Shock.

Jacob pushed himself up slowly, back pressing against the cold wall. Simon's face flashed in his mind. That last second. That look.

"...I'm sorry," Jacob whispered.

His hands trembled as he pulled the small black drive from his pocket. Everything. The discovery. The black hole. Six hundred twenty-three days. And now people willing to kill for it. Jacob stared into the darkness of the warehouse. "I don't even know who I'm running from," he said quietly.

Silence answered. Heavy. Unmoving.

Jacob closed his eyes. Then opened them again. Something had changed. Not fear. Not exactly. Something harder.

"...Alright," he said under his breath. "Then I figure it out."

Alone. For the first time in his life—completely alone.
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The warehouse had the odor of dust, oil, and abandonment. Not the sharp kind of neglect—the kind that seemed recent or temporary—but something more ancient. Settled. Like the space had been left behind long enough that it had forgotten what it used to be. Jacob sat with his back pressed against a cold steel support beam, the frigidness of it seeping through his jacket, rooting him in a way nothing else could.

He hadn't slept. He had tried—at some point—but every time his eyes closed, the same moment replayed. Simon. The gunshot. The way time had slowed—not stopped, just stretched—forcing him to see every detail he didn't want to remember. The way Simon had looked at him. Not surprised. Not even afraid. Just... certain. Like he already knew how it would end.

Jacob squeezed his eyes shut for a second. Bad idea. The memory sharpened immediately. Sound. Motion. Impact. His breath stopped. He opened his eyes again quickly, forcing himself back into the present. "No," he uttered softly. "No, don't do that."

The warehouse loomed around him—wide, open, empty. Metal beams stretched upward into darkness. Broken windows along the upper walls let in thin slices of early light, cutting across the interior in pale, uneven lines. Dust drifted lazily through those beams, disturbed only by the faintest movement of air. Everything became still. So still. Like the world had frozen just long enough to let him feel all of it at once.

Jacob shifted slightly, wincing as his muscles protested. Every part of him ached—legs, shoulders, hands. Even his jaw hurt from how tightly he'd been clenching it. He hadn't realized how hard he'd been gripping the drive until his fingers began to tremble. He looked down. The small black rectangle sat unassuming in his palm. Silent. It didn't look like something people would kill for. It didn't look like something that could end the world. "Think," he spoke quietly.

The word sounded thin in the empty space. It wasn't enough. He tried again. "Think." That was better. It had weight this time. It had intention. It was what Simon would have said. Don't freeze. Solve it. Jacob gulped nervously. "Okay," he muttered. "Okay, we solve it."

Step one: figure out who he could trust. He ran through the list automatically. NASA. No. The observatory response alone had killed that option. Whoever showed up hadn't hesitated. No questions. No containment measure. No attempt to secure him quietly. Just force. Dr. Alvarez. Jacob's jaw stiffened. "...You shouldn't have called." The memory of the voice sent a cold tingle along his spine. Alvarez hadn't sounded confused. He hadn't sounded surprised. He had sounded... resigned. As if Jacob had already crossed a line he wasn't supposed to see. "Not him," Jacob said quietly.

That meant every official channel was compromised. Or at least—it felt that way. And right now, feeling was enough. So who did that leave? Jacob leaned his head back against the beam, staring up at the dark ceiling. His thoughts slowed. Shifted. Focused.

There was one name. He didn't like that it was the only one. "Nathan," he said. Saying it out loud felt strange. Unfamiliar. Like speaking a language he hadn't used in years. His half-brother. Same mother. Different everything else. Jacob had spent most of his life looking up—literally and figuratively. Numbers, stars, equations that made sense because they followed rules. Nathan had never needed rules. He made his own. Where Jacob retreated, Nathan advanced. Where Jacob analyzed, Nathan acted. They had never competed. They had never needed to. They existed in completely different worlds.

But there had always been one thing that linked them. One thing that had never changed. If Nathan said he had your back—he meant it. No qualifiers. No conditions. Just certainty.

Jacob exhaled slowly. "...Yeah," he said. "You're it." The realization didn't bring relief. It brought weight. Because if Nathan was wrong, there was nothing left.

Jacob pushed himself to his feet, his legs wobbling for a moment before they caught up with him. The world wobbled slightly, then settled. "Alright," he muttered. "Last shot." His hand went to his pocket. The phone felt bulkier than it should. Not physically. Conceptually. "They tracked the last call," he said under his breath. "So don't do that again."

He looked around the warehouse. Wide open. Too exposed. Even empty space could be dangerous if someone was watching. His eyes scanned the walls, the corners, the ceiling beams. Anything that looked out of place. Anything that didn't belong. Nothing obvious. That didn't mean anything.

Still—he proceeded further into the structure, stepping carefully around scattered rubble. Every footstep reverberated gently, the sound bouncing off distant surfaces and returning just a second too late. It made the space feel bigger. Or emptier. He found the breaker panel mounted along one wall—old, rusted, half-hanging open. "Please still work," he muttered. He flipped a switch. Nothing. Of course.

"Right," he said dryly. "Why would that be easy?" He stood there for a second, thinking. Not reacting, thinking. Then his gaze shifted. The office. Small. Glass partially shattered. The door was crooked on its hinges. Separate from the main space. Contained. "Or..." He moved toward it, slower this time, more deliberate. The door moaned loudly as he forced it open.

Inside, a desk, a chair, and paper littered across the floor. And—a phone. Jacob stopped. Stared. "...No way." He advanced closer, almost cautious now, like it might disappear if he moved too fast. He picked up the receiver. Held it to his ear. A dial tone thrummed back at him. Steady. Real. For a split second, he almost laughed.

"Okay," he breathed. "Okay, that works." Then he hesitated. Because this mattered. Because this could be the moment everything went right—or very, very wrong. He dialed. The number came back to him easily. It always had. It rang. Once. Twice. Three times. Then—

"Mercer." The voice was exactly how he remembered it. Calm. Measured. Controlled. Jacob's throat stiffened slightly. "...Nathan." Silence. Sharp. Immediate. Then—

"Jacob?" Not confused. Not uncertain. Focused.

"Yeah." Another pause. Shorter this time.

"...You're not someone I expected to hear from again."

"I know."

"What's going on?" No small talk. No hesitation. Straight to the problem. Of course. Jacob closed his eyes for just a second.

"I need your help." That was enough. Nathan didn't ask why. Didn't question it.

"...Where are you?"

"I can't say."

A beat. "Then you're in trouble."

"Yes."

"How bad?"

Jacob opened his eyes. Stared at nothing. "They killed Simon."

The words landed differently this time. Heavier. More real. On the other end—something changed. Subtle. Still unmistakable. When Nathan spoke again, his vocal tone had lost something. Not control. Never that. But distance.

"Who?"

"I don't know," Jacob said. "But they're organized. Fast. Armed. And they tracked my last call in minutes."

"Government?"

"I thought so," Jacob said. "Now I'm not sure."

Silence. Processing. Calculating. Nathan's world was clicking into motion. "That means you move," Nathan said. "Immediately. And you don't use that line again."

"I know."

"So we meet."

Jacob nodded. "Yeah."

"Neutral ground," Nathan continued. "Multiple exits. Limited surveillance. Low population."

Jacob's mind worked through possibilities—then landed. "...The church." A pause. "The one Dad used to take us to?"

"Yeah."

Images surfaced—unwanted, distant. Hard wooden benches. Filtered light through old glass. A place Jacob had never felt comfortable. "It's mostly abandoned now," he added. "Back lot's overgrown. No cameras last time I checked."

Another pause. "...You always hated that place."

Jacob let out a faint breath. "Still do."

"Good," Nathan said. "Means no one expects you there."

"Exactly."

"Alright," Nathan said. "One hour. Behind the building."

Jacob clenched his hold on the receiver. "Nathan—"

"Yeah?"

"If this goes bad—"

"It won't."

"You don't know that."

"No," Nathan said. "But I know this." A beat. "If someone killed your friend and is hunting you..." Another. "They made a mistake."

Jacob frowned. "What mistake?"

"They let you get away." The line became quiet. Then— "One hour. Don't be followed." The call ended.

Jacob lowered the receiver slowly. The quiet that followed appeared different. Not empty. Directed. For the first time since the observatory, he had something. Not safety. Not certainty. But a path. "Alright," he uttered quietly. "One hour."

Getting there was the problem. Jacob stepped out of the warehouse carefully, pausing just inside the doorway to listen. Nothing. No engines. No voices. No movement. That didn't mean he was clear. It just meant he couldn't see the threat. He stepped into the open anyway. His car was out of the question. Too obvious. Too easy to track. Which left only walking. Or stealing something. "...Walking," he muttered. "Let's not escalate yet."

He kept to the edges of streets, moving amid shadows where he could. Back alleys. Side paths. Anywhere that broke his line of sight. Every sound made him flinch. A car door banging. Footsteps in the distance. Wind catching loose metal. Every one a probable signal. Each one forcing him to reexamine. He moved, paused, listened. Moved again. Time expanded. Lost meaning.

At one intersection, he froze. A black SUV rolled slowly past. Too slow. Overly deliberate. Jacob slid alongside a dumpster, pressing himself into the narrow space between metal and brick. He didn't breathe. Didn't move. The vehicle continued past. No stop. No signal. But he didn't come out immediately. "Wait," he spoke quietly. "Wait." Ten seconds. Twenty. Thirty. Then he moved. Different direction. Different route. "Don't be predictable," he said under his breath. "Don't be easy."

He cut through a tight alley, climbed a chain-link fence, dropped hard on the other side, and kept going. Every step now had intention. Every movement had a purpose.

By the time the church came into view, he was exhausted. It looked smaller than he remembered. Older. Worn down by time and disrepair. Paint chipping. Windows shadowed. The sign just legible. But it was still there. Still standing. Jacob circled wide, approaching from the rear. The back lot was exactly the same. Overgrown grass. Fractured pavement. Rust bending along the fence line. Empty. Or appearing to be. He slowed. Scanned. Listened. "Come on," he spoke quietly.

A shape moved near the tree line. Jacob tensed—then recognized it. Nathan moved forward. And just like that, the distance between years collapsed.

Nathan looked the same. And completely different. Taller. Sharper. Controlled in a way Jacob never had been.

"Jacob."

"Nathan."

They stood there for a second. Then Nathan stepped in and pulled him into a quick, firm embrace. Solid. Real. It caught Jacob off guard. "...You look like hell," Nathan said.

Jacob exhaled. "You have no idea."

Nathan stepped back, eyes examining him quickly. Checking. Assessing. "You're not followed."

"Pretty sure I lost them."

"Pretty sure isn't good enough."

Jacob gave a tired half-smile. "It's what I've got."

Nathan analyzed him. Then nodded once. "Alright," he said. "Start talking."

Jacob reached into his pocket. Pulled out the drive. Nathan's gaze focused on it immediately. "What's that?"

Jacob met his eyes. "The reason people are trying to kill me." Nathan held the look. Then—

"We're out of time."

A distant engine. Both of them turned. Headlights gleamed through the trees. Moving. Approaching. Nathan didn't panic. Didn't hesitate. His posture shifted. Decision made. "Yeah," he uttered quietly. "Definitely out of time." He looked back at Jacob. "Get in the car."

Jacob blinked. "What car—"

Headlights flared behind them. A sleek black vehicle rolled forward, silent, controlled, stopping just feet away. Nathan opened the passenger door without looking away from the approaching lights. "Welcome to the part where things get worse."

Jacob didn't argue. Didn't hesitate. He moved. Because standing still was no longer an option.
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The car didn't make a sound. That was the first thing Jacob noticed. No engine roar. No shaking underfoot. No hum through the chassis. Just motion—clean, controlled, almost unreal—as the world slipped past in dim streetlights and gloom. It felt wrong. Like they weren't moving through the night so much as moving between pieces of it.

Jacob sat tense in the passenger seat, fingers tight from sprinting across the church lot. His chest rose and fell in uneven breaths, each catching slightly, as if his body hadn't decided it was safe to stop running. It wasn't. Not even close. His ears still rang—not from noise, but from absence—a vacuum left as chaos vanished. One second: voices, engines, danger. The next: nothing. Just this. Only silence.

Nathan drove as if none of it had happened. One hand steady on the wheel, the other near the console—ready, not idle. His posture was relaxed, only possible with complete control. Not careless—just calibrated. His eyes flicked between the road and the mirrors in precise intervals. Not searching. Tracking. "You're shaking," Nathan said without looking at him.

Jacob exhaled sharply. "I just watched my best friend die," he said, voice edged and raw.

The hush that followed lasted exactly half a second. Then Jacob exhaled, dragging a hand down his face. "Sorry," he muttered. "I—yeah. I am."

Nathan nodded once. No sympathy. No dismissal. Just acknowledgment. "Start from the beginning," he said. "Everything. No shortcuts."

Jacob stared out the windshield, watching the dark road stretch ahead. His mind scrambled, every thought colliding with another. Fragments. Data. Simon. The shot. Focus. "I was running a comparison analysis," Jacob began, his voice more steady than he expected. "Deep-field observations against archived data sets. Standard anomaly tracking. I do it all the time."

Nathan reached down and pressed a button on the console. A soft, almost inaudible click echoed through the car. Jacob's head turned immediately. "What was that?"

"Signal isolation," Nathan said. "Full sweep."

Jacob frowned. "Meaning?"

"No GPS. No outbound signals. No inbound connections. No passive pings," Nathan replied. "As far as anything external is concerned..." He paused briefly. "...this car doesn't exist."

Jacob blinked. "...You just turned us invisible."

"Digitally," Nathan corrected. "Keep talking."

Jacob let out a quiet, disbelieving breath. Right. Sure. Invisible car. That was normal now. He forced himself back on track. "There was a distortion," he said. "Small. Easy to miss if you weren't looking for it. It didn't match anything in the catalog, so I isolated it." His hands moved unconsciously as he spoke, tracing shapes in the air. "It wasn't emitting light. No radiation signature I could directly track. But the surrounding stars—"

"They were bending," Nathan said.

Jacob looked at him. "Yeah."

"Gravitational lensing."

"Exactly."

Nathan gave a slight nod. "Which means mass."

"A lot of it," Jacob said. The memory sharpened as he spoke—screens filled with warped light, numbers shifting as the model refined itself. "I ran trajectory models—multiple passes. Adjusted for drift, interference, observational lag—everything. I tried to break it."

"And?"

Jacob swallowed. "It didn't break." The words loomed there. Heavy. "It's on a direct path to the Sun," he said quietly. "Six hundred twenty-three days."

Silence settled into the car. Not disbelief. Not shock. Something else. Nathan didn't react. Didn't question the math. Didn't challenge the conclusion or ask for proof. He just... absorbed it. "You're sure?" he asked.

Jacob turned toward him fully now. "I've never been more sure of anything," he said.

Nathan nodded once. "Okay."

Jacob blinked. "...Okay?"

"You trust your data," Nathan said. "And you don't panic like this unless it's real. So I'm treating it as real."

Jacob stared at him. "That's it? No skepticism? No, maybe you messed up a decimal somewhere?"

Nathan glanced at him briefly. "If you had messed up," he said, "you would've caught it before calling anyone." A beat. "That's how you work."

Something in Jacob's chest tightened. Not exactly recognition. He looked away, back toward the road. "...Yeah," he said quietly. "I guess it is."

The car drifted through an empty intersection without slowing. Jacob barely noticed. "I called a contact at NASA," he continued. "Someone I trusted. Sent them everything."

Nathan's jaw shifted slightly. "How long before the SUVs showed up?"

"Minutes," Jacob said. "Maybe less."

Nathan didn't hesitate. "That's not a response time."

Jacob's stomach tightened. "...What is it, then?"

"A trigger." The word landed harder than it should have. Jacob felt something cold crawl up his spine. "What does that mean?"

Nathan changed lanes without looking away from the road. "It means," he said, "you didn't alert them." A slight pause as Nathan glanced at Jacob. "You confirmed something they were already monitoring."

Jacob stared at him. "No," he said. "That doesn't make sense. If they already knew—"

"They wouldn't want you knowing," Nathan finished.

The quiet that followed felt much heavier than anything that had come before. "So they sent..." Jacob swallowed. "What? A kill team?"

"Or a retrieval team," Nathan said. "Depends on what they expected you to do."

"They were shooting at me."

"Then you weren't cooperating fast enough."

Jacob let out a hollow laugh. "Great," he said. "That's... great."

Nathan didn't respond. The road narrowed as the city faded behind them. Streetlights thinned. Buildings gave way to dark stretches and occasional distant structures. Jacob shifted in his seat. "They tracked my call," he said. "Simon knew it immediately."

Nathan nodded. "Of course they did."

"So what—phones are just done for me now?"

"For you?" Nathan said. "Yes."

Jacob frowned. "And for you?"

Nathan reached into the console and pulled out a small matte-black device, placing it between them. "For me," he said, "it's more complicated." Jacob picked it up slightly and turned it over. "No branding," he said. "No ports I recognize."

"Encrypted routing," Nathan said. "Layered masking. Rotating identifiers. Fragmented transmission paths."

Jacob blinked. "...You built this?"

Nathan didn't answer directly. "I don't use systems I don't control," he said.

Jacob stared at the device for another second, then carefully set it back down. "...You live like this all the time?"

Nathan gave a slight shrug. "Enough of the time."

Jacob leaned back in his seat, exhaustion finally beginning to push through the adrenaline. "This is insane," he said quietly. "A black hole heading for the Sun. People are trying to kill me. You driving a car that doesn't exist—"

"It gets worse," Nathan said.

Jacob turned his head slowly. "How?"

Nathan's eyes stayed forward. "Because if what you're saying is true," he said, "this didn't start tonight." Jacob felt his stomach drop. "...What?"

Nathan's voice remained even. "Events at that scale don't go unnoticed," he said. "Not by the people who are positioned to notice them."

Jacob shook his head. "But I didn't see anything," he said. "No alerts. No flagged anomalies in the shared data pipelines—"

"Exactly," Nathan said.

That word again. Heavier this time. Jacob went still. "...You think it was hidden."

Nathan didn't hesitate. "I think," he said, "you didn't discover something new." He glanced at Jacob briefly. "I think you uncovered something that was already classified."

Jacob's thoughts collided all at once. Every dataset he'd trusted. Every system he'd relied on. "...You can't hide something like that," he said. "Not globally. Too many observatories. Too many independent researchers—"

"Too many control points," Nathan said. Jacob frowned. "Funding. Access permissions. Software updates. Data filtering. You don't need total control." A beat. "Just enough influence to shape what people see."

Jacob's pulse ticked faster. All the nights he'd spent staring at clean data sets. All the assumptions. "...No," he whispered. "If that's true..."

"It means someone made a decision," Nathan said.

Jacob finished it. "To keep this quiet."

"And to eliminate variables that don't cooperate."

Jacob let out a slow breath. "...Like me."

Nathan didn't argue.

The car turned sharply onto an unmarked road, gravel crunching softly beneath the tires. Jacob glanced around. "Where are we going?"

"Somewhere safe," Nathan said.

Jacob let out a short laugh. "You keep saying that. 'Safe' means 'not dead yet.'"

Nathan allowed the faintest hint of a smile. "That's a realistic definition."

They drove in silence for a few seconds. But Jacob's mind didn't stop. "If they already knew," he said slowly, "why react to me at all?"

Nathan didn't answer immediately. When he did, his voice was quieter. "Because you're outside their system," he said. Jacob frowned. "I'm an astronomer." "You're an independent astronomer," Nathan said. "Not tied to their infrastructure. You don't use their filtered data. You saw something unfiltered."

Jacob felt that settle. "And I understood it."

Nathan nodded. "Yes." Then he continued. "That makes you unpredictable."

Jacob exhaled slowly. "So what now?"

Nathan's grip on the wheel tightened just slightly. "Now," he said, "we identify who's behind this."

"And then?"

Nathan glanced at him. "Then we decide what to do about it."

Jacob hesitated. "And the black hole?"

Nathan's expression didn't change. "We deal with the immediate threat first," he said.

Jacob nodded slowly. "Which is them?"

"Yes."

The road ahead opened up suddenly. A structure emerged from the darkness. Low. Wide. Completely unlit. It didn't look abandoned. It looked intentional. Hidden. Jacob leaned forward slightly. "That's not a house."

"No," Nathan said.

The car slowed. As they approached, something shifted. Panels in the ground slid open with mechanical precision, revealing a recessed entryway that hadn't been visible seconds before. Jacob's pulse ticked up again. "...That was there the whole time?"

"Yes."

The car descended smoothly into the opening. Behind them, the panels sealed shut. The outside world disappeared. Completely. The transition was instant. One moment—night, open space, uncertainty. The next—contained, controlled, sealed.

Nathan guided the car into position and brought it to a stop. The silence returned. He killed the system. For a moment, neither of them moved. Then Nathan turned toward him. "You didn't just find a black hole, Jacob," he said. His voice was steady. Certain. "You stepped into something that was already in motion."

Jacob swallowed. The weight of that settled fully now. Not just fear. Not just confusion. Scale. He looked out through the windshield at the dim interior space beyond. At the structure that wasn't on any map. At the man sitting beside him, who clearly knew more than he was saying. "...How big is this?" Jacob asked quietly.

Nathan didn't answer right away. When he did— "Bigger than you think," he said. A pause. "Smaller than it needs to be to stop."

Jacob let that sit. Then he nodded once. "...Then we start figuring it out."

Nathan watched him for a second. Then gave a small, approving nod. "Yeah," he said.

Outside the car, the hidden facility remained silent. But not empty. Never empty. And somewhere beyond its walls, the world continued forward. Unaware. Unchanged.

For now.
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The doors closed behind them with a low, airtight thud. For a moment, there was nothing—no light, no sound, just a dense mechanical stillness that pressed in from every side. Then the room woke up.

Soft white strips ignited along the ceiling in sequence, stretching forward into a wide underground space. Screens flared up along the far wall—dozens of them—each already pulling in streams of data. Clean. Organized. Controlled.

Jacob slowly stepped out of the car, turning in place. "...You live here?" he asked.

Nathan stepped around the front of the vehicle, calm as ever. "Sometimes."

"This isn't a 'sometimes' place," Jacob said, eyes scanning the room. "This is a bunker."

"Safehouse," Nathan corrected. "One of several."

Jacob let out a quiet breath, shaking his head. "You've been busy."

Nathan didn't respond. He was already moving—crossing the floor toward a central workstation, hands sliding over a glass interface. Systems unlocked one by one, layers of security being peeled back. "Come here," he said.

Jacob hesitated only a second before following. The main display expanded, projecting a three-dimensional model of space—stars, orbital paths, data points drifting in silent precision. Jacob's eyes immediately locked onto it.

"...That's a higher-resolution field than anything public," he said.

"It's not public," Nathan replied. "Private satellites. Independent arrays. Data aggregation from systems that don't talk to each other."

Jacob moved closer, almost unconsciously. "You've been collecting astronomical data?"

"I've been collecting everything," Nathan said. "This just happens to be useful right now."

Jacob barely heard him. "Can I?" he asked, already moving toward the controls.

Nathan gave a slight nod. "Go."

Jacob dove in. His fingers moved fast—faster than they had in the observatory. The interface responded immediately, pulling layers, isolating signals, reconstructing models with far more precision than anything he'd had access to before.

"Okay... okay..." he muttered. "Let's see you again..." He re-entered his original parameters. The distortion appeared almost immediately. Clearer. Sharper. Undeniable.

Jacob's breath halted. "It's real," he said in a low voice. "God, it's even cleaner here..."

He expanded the region, mapping gravitational impacts outward. "Mass is consistent... trajectory unchanged..." He paused. "Velocity—"

He stopped. Nathan noticed. "What is it?"

Jacob moved in closer, eyes narrowing. "...It's stable," he said.

"Stable is good, right?" Nathan asked.

Jacob shook his head slowly. "Not like this. Something that massive, moving through this region of space, should show more variation. Micro-deviations. Interaction signatures. But this..." He motioned at the display. "It's too clean."

Nathan crossed his arms. "Meaning?"

Jacob hesitated. "Meaning it's either the most perfect natural object I've ever seen..." he said quietly, "...or we're missing something."

Nathan didn't press further. "Run the trajectory again," he said.

Jacob nodded, forcing himself to refocus. He initiated the model. The line formed. Straight. Unbroken. Relentless. It cut through the simulated solar system and intersected— The Sun.

Jacob swallowed. "Impact still holds," he said. "Six hundred twenty-three days."

Nathan watched the display in silence. "No deviation?"

"None that matters," Jacob replied. "Even if I stretch every margin of error, it still hits."

Nathan nodded once. "Alright."

Jacob leaned back slightly, rubbing his eyes. "That's it then," he said. "Game over, right? Black hole eats the Sun, everything goes dark, we freeze, humanity ends—"

"Not yet," Nathan said.

Jacob looked at him. "What do you mean by 'not yet'?"

Nathan moved forward, tapping the interface. "Back up," he said. "Before the trajectory. Before the object itself."

Jacob frowned but complied, pulling back to the raw data intake.

"Show me the source logs," Nathan said.

Jacob hesitated. "Why?"

"Because I don't trust anything I didn't see built from the ground up," Nathan replied.

Jacob sighed. "Fair." He pulled up the data logs—timestamps, source identifiers, relay points. At first glance, everything looked normal. Then— "...Wait," Jacob said. He bent closer.

"What?" Nathan asked.

Jacob scrolled. "Hold on... no, that's not—" He isolated a section. Highlighted it.

Nathan stepped in beside him. "What am I looking at?"

Jacob pointed. "These entries," he said. "They're... wrong."

"Wrong how?"

"The timestamps are consistent," Jacob said. "Too consistent. Perfect intervals. No drift, no variance, no noise. That doesn't happen in real-life data streams."

Nathan's eyes sharpened. "So they've been cleaned."

"More than cleaned," Jacob said. "Standardized. Rewritten." He pulled up another segment. "Here too... and here..." The pattern repeated. Entire chunks of collected data—smoothed, corrected, altered.

Jacob felt his pulse quicken. "No," he whispered. "No, no, no..."

Nathan didn't look surprised. "They're editing it," Jacob
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