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    To the explorers who venture beyond the edge of the known—
For those who look into the darkness of space and still choose to ask what lies beyond it. May your curiosity always be matched by courage, and may you remember that not every mystery is waiting to be solved without a price.
To the scientists, dreamers, and survivors who face the unknown with open minds and brave hearts—
May you always listen carefully before answering the signal.
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Chapter 1: The Signal


[image: ]


The signal had been repeating for eleven hours, seventeen minutes, and forty-two seconds.

Dr. Mara Voss knew because she had stopped trusting herself to remember anything else.

She sat alone in the xenobiology lab aboard the Aegis, surrounded by the low mechanical hum of life-support systems and the pale blue glow of instruments that had been designed to search for life where no human being had ever stood. Beyond the reinforced observation window, the universe stretched into an endless field of black.

And in that darkness hung the moon.

Mara had named it Nereid-9 because the official designation—KX-417b-IV—was impossible to say without sounding like a malfunctioning computer.

It was not beautiful.

That was the first thing that had struck her when the Aegis entered the system.

Nereid-9 was a frozen world, barely larger than Earth's Moon, orbiting a gas giant the colour of bruised steel. Its surface was a wasteland of white ice and blue-black fractures. No atmosphere. No visible oceans. No vegetation. No geological activity strong enough to explain the strange energy readings coming from beneath its surface.

Nothing that should have been interesting.

Nothing that should have been alive.

Mara leaned toward the monitor.

The waveform appeared again.

Three pulses.

A pause.

Five pulses.

Another pause.

Seven pulses.

Then eleven.

She stared.

“Again,” she whispered.

The computer replayed the sequence.

Three.

Five.

Seven.

Eleven.

Prime numbers.

Mara's heartbeat quickened.

She switched to another display and stripped away the background noise.

The pattern remained.

She ran a statistical analysis.

Probability of random occurrence: effectively zero.

She ran it again.

Same result.

“That's impossible.”

A voice came from behind her.

“Talking to yourself again?”

Mara turned.

Commander Elias Renn stood in the doorway, holding two cups of coffee.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, and looked permanently exhausted in the way only people who had spent years traveling between stars could manage.

He held one cup toward her.

“You've been in here since breakfast.”

Mara accepted it without looking away from the screen.

“What time is it?”

“Ship time or local?”

“Doesn't matter.”

“Then it's time for you to sleep.”

“Elias.”

He noticed her expression.

The humour disappeared from his face.

“What happened?”

Mara pointed toward the monitor.

“I think I found something.”

He stepped closer.

“Another mineral anomaly?”

“No.”

“Microbial?”

“No.”

“Then what?”

She enlarged the waveform.

“The moon is transmitting.”

Elias stared at the screen.

“Transmitting what?”

“I don't know.”

“Natural?”

Mara shook her head.

“I thought it was at first. Maybe electromagnetic interference from the gas giant. But the pattern repeats exactly every forty-three seconds.”

“So?”

“So natural signals don't do that.”

Elias frowned.

Mara brought up another analysis.

“And look here.”

The sequence appeared again.

Three.

Five.

Seven.

Eleven.

Then thirteen.

Seventeen.

Nineteen.

Twenty-three.

Prime numbers.

Elias slowly put his coffee down.

“You're saying that's intentional?”

“I'm saying nature doesn't count.”

He looked at the signal.

“How long have you known?”

“Eleven hours.”

“And you didn't wake me?”

“You were sleeping.”

“Mara.”

“I needed to be certain.”

“And are you?”

She hesitated.

“No.”

That was what frightened her.

Mara Voss had spent fourteen years studying life beyond Earth.

She had examined bacteria recovered from asteroids. She had catalogued microscopic organisms living beneath the ice of Europa-like moons. She had spent six months aboard a survey station studying a colony of silicon-based organisms that had evolved inside volcanic vents.

She had learned that life was strange.

That life was adaptable.

That life could exist in places human beings considered impossible.

But intelligent life was different.

Intelligent life meant someone else was out there.

Someone capable of looking back.

Elias stared at the screen.

“Send it to mission control.”

Mara didn't move.

“Now.”

She finally turned.

“The transmission isn't coming from the surface.”

Elias frowned.

“Where is it coming from?”

Mara enlarged the planetary scan.

A cross-section of Nereid-9 appeared.

“Here.”

The signal originated nearly three kilometers beneath the ice.

Elias's expression hardened.

“That's impossible.”

“I know.”

“Thermal activity?”

“Minimal.”

“Geological cavity?”

“Too symmetrical.”

He looked at her.

“Symmetrical?”

Mara switched to the latest subterranean scan.

The radar image slowly resolved.

Beneath the ice were shapes.

Not random shapes.

Structures.

Huge geometric structures.

Perfect angles.

Long corridors.

Circular chambers.

Repeated patterns extending farther than the instruments could penetrate.

Elias stared at the image.

“What the hell is that?”

“I don't know.”

“How old?”

“Older than anything we've found in this system.”

“That's not what I asked.”

Mara looked at him.

“Based on the ice accumulation around the structure?”

She swallowed.

“Several million years.”

The room fell silent.

Elias looked back at the screen.

“Then we're leaving.”

Mara blinked.

“What?”

“You heard me.”

“But—”

“We record the data, send it to Earth, and leave.”

“You can't be serious.”

“I am completely serious.”

“There could be a civilization under that ice.”

“There could be a bomb under that ice.”

Mara stood.

“We've searched thirty-seven star systems.”

“And?”

“And we've never found evidence of intelligent extraterrestrial life.”

“Exactly.”

She stared at him.

Elias's voice softened.

“We don't know what made those structures. We don't know why they're transmitting. And we don't know whether they know we're here.”

Mara looked at the waveform.

Three.

Five.

Seven.

Eleven.

The sequence repeated.

But then something changed.

Her eyes narrowed.

“Elias.”

“What?”

“Stop the playback.”

He did.

“What?”

“Look at the final pulse.”

He rewound the signal.

The last sequence appeared.

Three.

Five.

Seven.

Eleven.

Thirteen.

Seventeen.

Nineteen.

Twenty-three.

Then another pulse.

A short one.

Mara's face went pale.

“That wasn't there before.”

Elias looked at her.

“What does it mean?”

Mara stared at the screen.

“It changed.”

Twenty minutes later, the entire senior crew was gathered in the command center.

Captain Arlen Shaw stood at the center of the room while holographic projections of Nereid-9 floated above the navigation table.

“Explain it again,” he said.

Mara stood opposite him.

“The signal is artificial.”

“Evidence?”

“Mathematical sequencing. Repetition. Structured intervals. And now it's changing.”

Chief Engineer Tomas Vale folded his arms.

“Could be some automated system.”

“That would still mean intelligent origin.”

“Not necessarily,” Tomas said. “Humans leave machines behind. Machines can operate without us.”

Mara looked at him.

“Who built it?”

He didn't answer.

Captain Shaw studied the moon.

“Distance beneath the surface?”

“Three-point-two kilometers,” Mara said.

“Can we scan it?”

“Already did.”

“And?”

Mara brought up the subterranean structures.

“They're enormous.”

“How enormous?”

“We don't know. Our radar can't penetrate the entire complex.”

Shaw looked around the room.

“Could we land?”

Elias immediately stepped forward.

“Captain.”

Shaw raised a hand.

“I haven't decided anything.”

Mara said nothing.

She knew that was not entirely true.

The captain was looking at the same thing she was.

An impossible structure beneath an impossible moon.

A signal that appeared to be communicating.

And humanity's first potential evidence of another intelligent civilization.

Shaw exhaled.

“What does protocol say?”

Elias answered immediately.

“Observe from orbit. Do not descend. Do not establish contact without authorization from the Interstellar Science Directorate.”

Mara looked at the moon.

“How long would authorization take?”

“Sixteen hours at best.”

“That's too long.”

Elias turned toward her.

“Mara.”

She ignored him.

“The signal has already changed once.”

Shaw looked at her.

“You think it will change again?”

“I think it's responding to us.”

Silence.

Shaw's eyes narrowed.

“Why?”

Mara brought up the ship's transmission logs.

“When we entered the system, the signal was repeating every forty-three seconds.”

She changed the display.

“After the Aegis activated long-range scanning, the interval dropped to thirty-nine seconds.”

Another display.

“After we began the subterranean scan, it dropped to thirty-two.”

She looked directly at the captain.

“And after we powered up the landing systems...”

She hesitated.

“The interval is now twenty-six seconds.”

Nobody spoke.

Captain Shaw looked toward the moon.

Then toward the landing bay.

Finally, he said the words Mara had been hoping to hear.

“Prepare the descent shuttle.”

Elias stepped forward.

“Captain—”

“We've already been detected.”

“That doesn't mean we need to approach.”

Shaw looked at him.

“Commander, if something intelligent is trying to communicate with us, I'm not going to spend sixteen hours waiting for a permission form while the signal changes.”

Elias's jaw tightened.

“This is outside protocol.”

“Yes.”

“Extremely outside protocol.”

“Yes.”

“And if something goes wrong?”

Shaw looked at Mara.

“Then we hope Dr. Voss brought enough brilliance to get us out.”

Mara almost smiled.

Almost.

Because beneath the surface of Nereid-9, the signal pulsed again.

This time, it did not follow the sequence.

It sent a single burst.

Then another.

Then another.

Mara's blood went cold.

“It knows,” she whispered.

Elias looked at her.

“What?”

She stared at the screen.

“It knows we're coming.”

The descent began forty minutes later.

The Aegis hovered above the frozen moon while the landing craft detached from its docking bay.

Mara sat strapped into the forward cabin beside Elias.

Three other crew members occupied the rear compartment.

The moon grew larger through the cockpit window.

Blue ice.

Black cracks.

A horizon without clouds.

No movement.

No sound.
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