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POV: Commodore Seren Vale Korrin

The war room fell silent the moment the priority alert cut through the speakers.

Commodore Seren Vale Korrin stood at the head of the polished black table with her hands flat on its surface. She had been in the middle of a war readiness review for the past three hours, walking her staff through every weakness in the border defense network. The room smelled of recycled air, old coffee, and the particular tension that came from officers who knew they were being tested. She had just finished explaining why the outer colonies remained vulnerable to a coordinated raid when the alarm changed everything.

The tone was wrong. It was not a standard fleet drill or a routine contact report. This was the sound of something that should not exist.

Every screen in the room flickered. Then the main display at the far wall lit up with a single line of text.

Signal intercepted. Origin unknown. Encryption mismatch.

Seren straightened her spine and felt the old weight settle across her shoulders. She had learned to recognize bad news by its shape long before the words arrived. This particular shape she had not seen in nearly six decades. Not since she was a junior lieutenant fresh from the academy, watching casualty lists scroll past her station.

Lieutenant Commander Harol, the duty signals officer, turned from his console with a face drained of color. His mouth opened and closed twice before he found his voice.

“Commodore, the signal is coming from inside the Dead Zone.”

No one spoke. The Dead Zone was a region of space so thoroughly forbidden that fleet navigators plotted courses to avoid it by entire light years. Officially, it was a navigational hazard. Unofficially, every officer in the room knew the truth. Ships that entered the Dead Zone did not come back. Patrols sent to its edge reported sensor ghosts, signal degradation, and a silence that felt wrong in ways the manuals could not explain. The Zone had been there long before humanity reached the stars, and every attempt to understand it had ended the same way.

With nothing.

Seren kept her voice steady. “Put it through.”

Harol hesitated. His fingers hovered over his controls. “Commodore, the encryption is not matching any current military or civilian protocols. But it is matching something else.”

“Tell me.”

“It is matching the codes of Battlegroup Helion.”

The air in the room changed. Seren felt it as a physical thing, a pressure drop that made her ears want to pop. Helion was not a name spoken lightly in fleet circles. It was a wound. A task force of fifteen warships, including the battlecarrier Eternal Dawn, declared lost fifty eight years ago with all hands. The official report blamed a catastrophic drive failure during a deep space survey mission. The unofficial report, the one that passed between senior officers in low voices behind sealed hatches, said something much worse. Helion had been sent to the edge of the Dead Zone. Then it had vanished.

And now it was calling home.

“Play the signal,” Seren said.

Harol complied.

The room filled with static first. Not the clean hiss of empty transmission bands, but a layered, textured noise that seemed to move underneath itself. Beneath the static, something else waited. A pattern. Seren had spent twenty three years in fleet signals before taking command track. She knew the difference between random interference and structured information. This was structured in a way that made her skin crawl.

Then the voice came through.

It was fragmented, broken into pieces that did not quite fit together. But the pieces belonged to a human voice. A man, older, with the particular roughness of someone who had been speaking through smoke and pain.

“...repeat, this is... Helion actual... to any... any receiver... we are... cannot hold... the gate is...”

The transmission cut. Then resumed from a different point, as if the message had been spliced together from multiple recordings.

“...do not follow. I repeat, do not follow. The signals are not... they are not empty. They are... listening. They have always been...”

Another cut. Another splice.

“...Helion actual to fleet command. We found something. God help us, we found something. Do not send anyone. Leave us. Leave the Zone. Leave it...”

The voice stopped. The static continued for three more seconds. Then the transmission ended completely.

Seren realized she had stopped breathing. She forced herself to inhale, then turned to face her staff. Every face in the room reflected the same expression. Not fear. Fear would have been manageable. It was the look of people who had just realized the universe was larger and darker than their training had prepared them for.

“That was Admiral Kaelen Voss,” she said. It was not a question.

Harol nodded slowly. “Voiceprint analysis is still running, but preliminary match is ninety seven percent. The admiral has been dead for fifty eight years, Commodore. His body was never recovered.”

Seren did not respond to that. She was already running calculations in her head. The Dead Zone was not a place where signals propagated normally. The region absorbed, scattered, and corrupted electromagnetic transmission across all known bands. For a signal to emerge from inside the Zone with this much coherence, the source had to be incredibly powerful. Or incredibly close to the border. Or something else entirely.

Something she did not have a word for yet.

“Where exactly did the signal originate?” she asked.

Harol pulled up a tactical display. The map showed the outer perimeter of the Dead Zone, a ragged boundary where normal space began to behave strangely. A single red dot pulsed at a coordinate Seren did not recognize immediately. She studied it for a long moment, then felt her blood go cold.

“That is nearly two hundred light years inside the Zone,” she said. “Nothing human has ever gone that deep.”

“Nothing we know of,” said a voice from the door.

Seren turned. Admiral Toren Surik stood in the entrance to the war room with his hands clasped behind his back. He was a lean, hard man with silver at his temples and the kind of eyes that had approved executions without blinking. He was also her direct superior and the officer who had personally selected her for every major command she had held.

He stepped into the room, and the staff officers parted for him like water around a stone.

“Commodore, walk with me,” he said.

He did not wait for her response. He simply turned and walked out. Seren followed because that was what you did when Admiral Surik gave you an order disguised as a suggestion.

They walked down a long corridor lined with fleet history displays, past paintings of old battles and holographic monuments to fallen ships. Surik did not speak until they reached his private office, a sparse room with a single window looking out on the orbital docks where warships hung in permanent readiness.

He closed the door and activated the privacy field. The air hummed.

“Sit,” he said.

Seren sat.

Admiral Surik remained standing. He looked at her for a long moment, and she had the uncomfortable feeling that he was measuring her against a memory only he could see.

“What you just heard in there,” he said, “is classified above your current clearance. I am about to change that. But before I do, I need to know if you can handle what comes next.”

Seren kept her expression neutral. “I have handled everything you have given me, Admiral. Even the parts you did not warn me about.”

Surik’s jaw tightened. He knew exactly what she meant. Three years ago, she had been commanding a border squadron when a colonial uprising spiraled into a humanitarian disaster. She had delayed a kinetic strike to allow more time for civilian evacuation. The delay had cost four thousand lives when the insurgents detonated a plasma core inside a residential dome. The Navy had cleared her of wrongdoing. The media had not. And Seren had carried every one of those four thousand names in her head every night since.

“This is not the colonies,” Surik said. “This is not a border skirmish. This is the Dead Zone, and I am about to hand you a task force built for a war we have not fought yet.”

He activated his desk display. The image showed the same red dot Seren had seen in the war room, but now it was surrounded by layers of additional data. Ship movements. Resource allocations. Deployment orders already signed and sealed.

“You are being given command of a rapid response task force,” Surik said. “Flagged on the battlecarrier Valiant Crest. Seven warships in total, plus support vessels, marine boarding contingents, electronic warfare assets, and a civilian science team that will make your life difficult.”

Seren read the display quickly. The force was not a reconnaissance group. It was a strike fleet.

“Admiral, this is an overwhelming response to a single signal. Even if Helion somehow survived, we are talking about a rescue operation. Not a military campaign.”

Surik’s expression did not change. “The signal is not the only thing we have detected from the Zone. Over the past six months, our listening posts at the border have recorded energy signatures consistent with active power plants. Large ones. Nothing human.”

Seren felt the temperature in the room drop. “You think there is something alive in there.”

“I think there is something awake in there,” Surik said. “And I think it has been waiting for us to notice.”

He pulled up another file. This one was flagged with classification codes Seren had never seen before. The header read: HELION FINAL TRANSMISSION. FULL DECRYPT.

“You are going to read this on your way to the Valiant Crest,” Surik said. “What you need to know now is simple. Helion was not lost to a drive failure. They were sent to investigate a nonhuman signal source inside the Dead Zone. That mission was approved at the highest levels of the Assembly. When Helion stopped transmitting, the Navy buried the truth because we did not want to admit that something out there had killed fifteen warships and we had no idea what it was.”

Seren stared at him. “You lied for fifty eight years.”

“We contained a panic for fifty eight years,” Surik said. “There is a difference. But now the signal has returned. And the Assembly wants answers before whatever is in there decides to come out.”

He handed her a data slate. She took it.

“The task force is already assembled,” he said. “Your executive officer is Commander Teren Jast Vhal. You know him. He requested this posting specifically.”

Seren did know Teren. He had served as her tactical officer during the border crisis. He had watched her make the call that killed four thousand people. And he had never once judged her for it.

“The science team is led by Doctor Ilya Sorn,” Surik continued. “He is brilliant, difficult, and convinced that the signal is a form of alien mathematics. He may be right. He may also be insane. You will manage him.”

“And the political oversight?”

Surik’s expression hardened. “Civilian liaison Lysa Deren Korr. She reports directly to the Assembly. She will be watching you, and she will be reporting everything you do. Do not make her your enemy. But do not trust her either.”

Seren stood. She had heard enough. The shape of the mission was becoming clear in her mind, and she did not like the angles. This was not a recovery operation. It was a test. The Navy wanted to know if she could be trusted to lead a combat force into unknown territory after her failure at the border. The Assembly wanted to know what was in the Zone. And someone, somewhere, was hiding the real reason Helion had been sent there in the first place.

“When do I leave?” she asked.

“Now,” Surik said. “The Valiant Crest is waiting at Dock Seven. Your crew is aboard. Your orders are loaded. The only thing missing is you.”

Seren turned toward the door. Then she stopped.

“Admiral, the final part of the signal. The voice said something about a gate. What gate?”

Surik was silent for a long moment. When he spoke, his voice was lower than she had ever heard it.

“We do not know. But we think Helion found something inside the Zone that was never meant to be found. And now it is calling to us. The question is whether we are walking into a rescue or a trap.”

Seren left without another word.

The journey to Dock Seven took twelve minutes. She used them to read the Helion file. It was worse than she had imagined. The task force had entered the Dead Zone on a direct order from the Assembly, bypassing all standard safety protocols. They had reported contact with an artificial structure of nonhuman origin. Then they had reported systems corruption, signal intrusion, and crew hallucinations. The final transmission from the Eternal Dawn had lasted less than four seconds.

“Something is inside the network. It sees us. It knows us. It is not friendly. Do not send help. Do not—”

The transmission ended. No distress beacon. No escape pods. No wreckage ever found.

Seren closed the file as she stepped onto the Valiant Crest’s boarding ramp. The battlecarrier was a beast of a ship, nearly two kilometers of armor, weapons, and flight decks. She had commanded smaller vessels before, but never anything with this much firepower. The ship smelled like new metal and fresh paint, signs of a hurried launch that had skipped the usual shakedown period.

Commander Teren Jast Vhal met her at the airlock. He was a broad shouldered man with a shaved head and a face that had learned to hide everything behind professional calm. But his eyes gave him away. He was worried.

“Commodore aboard,” he announced to the crew.

Seren nodded to him. “Status report.”

“All sections ready for departure. Fuel at ninety eight percent. Marine complement embarked. Science team is already arguing in Lab Three. Civilian liaison is in her quarters reviewing sealed files we are not supposed to know about.”

“Which files?”

Teren lowered his voice. “Helion’s complete mission logs. The ones the Navy says were destroyed.”

Seren felt the old weight settle deeper. “Of course they were.”

She walked to the bridge, a wide circular space dominated by a holographic display showing the Valiant Crest and her escorts. Six other warships hung in formation around the carrier. Destroyers, frigates, a single cruiser configured for electronic warfare. It was a combat group designed to fight a war, not investigate a ghost story.

And that was what worried her most.

She took her seat in the command chair. The leather was stiff, new, not yet broken in by the weight of an actual commander. She would change that soon enough.

“Open a channel to the task force,” she said.

Teren nodded. “Channel open.”

Seren took a breath. She thought about the four thousand names she carried. She thought about Admiral Voss’s voice begging someone not to come looking. She thought about the Dead Zone and whatever was waiting inside it.

“This is Commodore Seren Vale Korrin,” she said. “All ships, confirm departure readiness.”

One by one, the captains reported in. Their voices were professional, steady, exactly what she expected from officers chosen for a mission like this. But beneath the professionalism, she heard something else. The same thing she felt herself.

Fear.

Not the sharp terror of combat. The deeper, quieter fear of sailing into waters where the maps ended and the laws of reality bent.

“All ships confirmed,” Teren said. “Awaiting your order.”

Seren looked at the main display. The Dead Zone waited at the edge of the chart, a region of empty space marked only by a single pulsing red dot. The impossible signal. The lost fleet. The voice of a dead admiral.

She did not believe in ghosts. But she believed in secrets. And she knew, with a certainty that settled into her bones like cold iron, that Fleet Command had not told her the truth about what Helion found.

The truth was worse. It always was.

“Helm,” she said. “Set course for the Dead Zone. All stations, condition two. We are underway.”

The Valiant Crest’s engines rumbled to life. The ship shuddered once, then began to move.

Seren leaned back in her chair and watched the stars slide past the forward viewport. Somewhere out there, in the darkness between the lights, a signal was still broadcasting. A warning. A plea. A trap.

She did not know which.

But she was going to find out.

And she was terrified that the answer would destroy everything she had left to give.
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POV: Seren Vale Korrin

The briefing room on the Valiant Crest was designed to hold forty people. Seren had counted the seats once and never thought about it again. Now she stood at the head of a long metal table while the officers filed in, and she realized the room felt smaller than it should. Too many bodies. Too much expectation. Too many secrets hiding behind too many faces.

She had been aboard the battlecarrier for six hours. Six hours of reviewing crew manifests, inspecting weapons systems, and pretending she did not notice how the civilian oversight liaison had already accessed three restricted data archives. Six hours of watching her executive officer move through the ship like a man preparing for a funeral.

Commander Teren Jast Vhal stood to her right. His arms were crossed over his chest, and his eyes tracked every person who entered. He had not said much since she came aboard, but she did not need words to read him. The tightness around his mouth. The way his jaw worked when he thought she was not looking. He was worried about her.

She appreciated it. She also hated it.

The first to arrive was Doctor Ilya Sorn. He walked like a man who had forgotten he had legs, his attention fixed on a handheld scanner that beeped softly with each step. His hair was a mess of gray and brown, and his uniform looked like he had slept in it. Which he probably had. The file said he had not left his lab in three days, not since the signal first appeared.

“Commodore,” he said without looking up. “Fascinating thing, the modulation pattern. Did you know the signal’s carrier wave contains nested prime sequences? Not random. Deliberate. Someone built this.”

“Someone or something,” Seren said.

Sorn finally raised his head. His eyes were bright, almost feverish. “Does it matter? The mathematics are beautiful.”

Before she could respond, the door opened again. Commander Rhea Talren entered with the quiet confidence of a woman who had killed more enemies than most soldiers had ever seen. She was shorter than Seren expected, but her presence filled the room. Her marine armor was scuffed from a lifetime of boarding actions, and she wore a sidearm even in briefings. No one had ever told her to take it off. No one ever would.

“Commodore,” Rhea said with a nod. Her voice was rough, like gravel sliding over metal.

“Commander. How are your marines?”

Rhea smiled. It was not a pleasant expression. “Ready to break things. The question is whether we will have anything worth breaking when we get there.”

Seren did not answer. She was still watching the door.

The next arrival made her skin prickle.

Niro Quell was not a large man, but he moved like someone who expected others to get out of his way. His uniform carried intelligence branch insignia, and his face was carefully blank in the way of people who had learned to hide everything behind politeness. He carried a data slate and nothing else. No coffee. No notes. No visible tension.

But Seren had learned to trust her instincts. And her instincts said Niro Quell was the most dangerous person in the room.

“Commodore,” he said. “Thank you for including me in this briefing.”

“You are the intelligence chief for this mission,” Seren said. “I would be a fool to exclude you.”

Niro’s smile did not reach his eyes. “Some commanders have been known to make that mistake.”

Teren shifted beside her. She could feel his dislike radiating off him like heat. She shared it. But she also knew that Niro had been assigned by people far above her pay grade. People who wanted eyes on this mission. People who had secrets they were not sharing.

The civilian liaison arrived last.

Lysa Deren Korr was younger than Seren expected, maybe early thirties, with sharp features and sharper eyes. She wore a simple gray jacket over a civilian shipsuit, no rank insignia, no indication of who she worked for. But Seren had read her file. Lysa reported directly to the Assembly’s oversight committee. She had the authority to shut down the mission if she decided the risk outweighed the reward. She also had the authority to have Seren relieved of command.

“Commodore,” Lysa said. “I hope I am not interrupting.”

“You are exactly on time,” Seren said. “Please sit.”

Lysa took a seat at the far end of the table. Far enough to watch everyone. Close enough to hear everything.

Seren waited until the last officer settled into place. Then she activated the main display. A holographic projection of the task force appeared above the table, seven warships arranged in a loose formation around the Valiant Crest. Destroyers, frigates, a single electronic warfare cruiser named Silent Hand. Support vessels carrying extra fuel, spare parts, and enough ammunition to fight a small war.

“This is Task Force Blackwake,” she said. “We are seven ships, fourteen hundred crew, two hundred marines, and a civilian science team that I expect to stay out of the way during combat operations.”

Sorn made a sound that might have been amusement or offense. Seren ignored it.

“Our mission is to enter the Dead Zone, locate the source of the Helion signal, and determine whether any survivors remain. We are also authorized to recover any data or technology that might help the Navy understand what happened out there.”

She paused. Let the words hang.

“That is the official mission. The unofficial mission, which everyone in this room already knows, is to find out whether the Dead Zone contains a threat to human space. If it does, we are to assess that threat and report back. We are not authorized to engage unless fired upon first.”

Niro leaned forward. “And if the threat is not something we can assess from a distance?”

Seren met his eyes. “Then we adapt. That is what commanders do.”

She turned to the display and pulled up a route map. A red line curved through the void, showing the planned course to the Dead Zone’s border. Markers indicated fuel checkpoints, navigation hazards, and the point where standard fleet protocols would require them to begin transmitting real time data back to Fleet Command.

“Transit time to the Zone border is nine days,” she said. “Once we cross into the Zone, communications will degrade. We have been ordered to maintain a live update stream for as long as possible, but I am not willing to risk our position for the sake of a status report.”

Lieutenant Commander Cael Marrik spoke for the first time. He was a thin man with nervous hands and the kind of intelligence that made other people uncomfortable. His specialty was signals warfare, and he had been pulled from a research post specifically for this mission.

“Commodore, I recommend we maintain passive listening only once we cross the border,” he said. “Active transmissions inside the Zone could alert whatever is out there to our presence.”

“Agreed,” Seren said. “But we will keep a tightbeam channel open to Fleet Command. They need to know what we find.”

Lysa’s pen scratched against her datapad. Taking notes. Always taking notes.

Seren turned to the display again. This time she highlighted the task force’s escorts. “Captain Vhal will handle the tactical breakdown.”

Teren stepped forward. His voice was calm, professional, the voice of a man who had spent years planning fleet movements.

“Blackwake is built around the Valiant Crest’s carrier group. We have four destroyers for screening and anti ship defense. Two frigates configured for electronic warfare and long range scanning. The cruiser Silent Hand carries our heavy breaching pods and containment modules.”

He zoomed in on the destroyer section. “These are not standard escorts. They have been upgraded with extended fuel tanks and reinforced sensor baffles. Someone expected this mission to last longer than a standard patrol.”

Seren had noticed the same thing. The destroyers carried enough fuel for six weeks of continuous operations. The frigate’s scanning arrays were military grade, far more powerful than anything needed for a simple recovery mission. And the containment modules aboard the Silent Hand were designed to hold biological or technological samples under extreme security.

Someone was preparing for contact.

“Any questions?” Seren asked.

Rhea raised a hand. “Containment modules. What exactly are we supposed to be containing?”

Seren looked at Niro. He did not flinch.

“Unknown,” Niro said. “The Assembly wants us prepared for any eventuality. If Helion encountered something out there, we need the ability to bring back evidence.”

“Evidence of what?” Rhea pressed.

Niro’s smile did not change. “When we know, you will know.”

The silence that followed was thick enough to choke on. Seren watched the faces around the table. Teren’s jaw was tight. Rhea’s hand had moved closer to her sidearm. Sorn was staring at Niro with the expression of a man who had just identified a new species of insect. Lysa was writing something. Always writing.

Seren decided to change the subject.

“Doctor Sorn, what can you tell us about the signal itself?”

Sorn’s eyes lit up. He tapped his scanner, and the main display shifted to show a waveform. It was beautiful in a terrible way, a pattern of peaks and valleys that seemed to repeat at intervals that never quite matched.

“The signal is not natural,” Sorn said. “That much is obvious. But the interesting part is the structure. It contains nested layers of information, like a code wrapped inside a code wrapped inside a code. I have never seen anything like it.”

“Can you decode it?” Teren asked.

Sorn shrugged. “Parts of it. The navigation telemetry is straightforward. It matches Helion’s last known position. But the deeper layers are... resistant. Every time I try to isolate a fragment, it shifts.”

Seren frowned. “Shifts how?”

Sorn hesitated. He looked at Cael, who nodded almost imperceptibly.

“The signal appears to change in response to being observed,” Sorn said. “Not randomly. Deliberately. As if it knows when someone is listening.”

The room went very quiet.

Seren felt a cold weight settle in her stomach. She had trained for combat. She had trained for disaster. She had not trained for a signal that could watch her back.

“That is impossible,” Rhea said.

“No,” Cael said quietly. “It is not impossible. It is just beyond our current understanding. The signal’s carrier wave contains a feedback loop. When we probe it, the loop responds. The response is not random. It is calculated.”

“Calculated by what?” Lysa asked. Her pen had stopped moving.

Cael shook his head. “That is the wrong question. The right question is calculated by whom.”

Seren held up a hand. “Speculation will not help us. Doctor Sorn, continue your analysis. But I want daily reports on any changes in the signal’s behavior. If it is watching us, I want to know what it sees.”

Sorn nodded. His expression was troubled now, the feverish excitement replaced by something more cautious.

Niro spoke again. “Commodore, there is one other matter. The Helion file. I have been instructed to withhold certain sections pending mission progress.”

Seren turned to face him fully. “You are withholding evidence relevant to this operation.”

“Not evidence. Context.” Niro’s voice was smooth, reasonable, infuriating. “Some information could compromise the mission if it became widely known. The Assembly has authorized a need to know restriction.”

“Who decides who needs to know?” Teren asked. His voice was cold.

“I do,” Niro said. “Subject to Assembly oversight.”

Seren looked at Lysa. The civilian liaison’s face was unreadable.

“And you approve of this?” Seren asked.

Lysa set down her pen. “I approve of following lawful orders. The Assembly has the authority to classify information. I am here to ensure the mission stays within legal boundaries. That is all.”

Seren wanted to argue. She wanted to demand the full file, every scrap of data, every buried secret. But she also knew that open conflict with Niro in the first briefing would fracture the command structure before they even left friendly space.

“Fine,” she said. “But if I determine that your withheld information is putting this task force at risk, I will override your restriction. Is that clear?”

Niro inclined his head. “Perfectly clear, Commodore.”

He did not look worried. That worried her.

The briefing continued for another hour. They discussed fuel margins, which were tight but manageable. They debated the merits of sending a scout ahead of the main force, a suggestion Seren rejected because she did not want to split her already limited ships. They argued about whether to maintain active scans once inside the Zone, with Sorn arguing for full sensors and Cael arguing for silence.

Seren sided with Cael. Passive scans only. She would not announce their arrival to whatever was waiting.

By the time the briefing ended, her head ached and her throat was dry. She dismissed the officers one by one, watching them file out. Rhea left first, eager to check on her marines. Sorn followed, already muttering about waveform analysis. Niro walked out without looking back, his data slate clutched to his chest like a shield.

Lysa lingered at the door. “Commodore, a word?”

Seren nodded. Teren hesitated, but she waved him out. He left reluctantly, casting a warning glance at Lysa that the liaison pretended not to see.

When they were alone, Lysa closed the door.

“I am not your enemy,” she said.

“I did not assume you were,” Seren said. “But I also did not assume you were my friend.”

Lysa smiled. It was a tired expression, the smile of someone who had been having difficult conversations for a very long time.

“Fair enough. I wanted to tell you something off the record. Niro Quell is not just intelligence. He is political. His patrons in the Assembly believe the Dead Zone contains technology that could give humanity an edge over rival powers. They want it. They do not care what it costs.”

Seren felt the cold weight settle deeper. “You are telling me this mission is about weapons.”

“I am telling you that some people believe it is. I am not one of them. I have read the Helion file. The parts Niro did not withhold.” Lysa paused. “Something terrible happened out there, Commodore. And I think the people who sent Helion knew it would happen. They just did not care.”

Seren studied her for a long moment. The younger woman’s eyes were steady, honest, afraid. Not of her. Of what they were sailing toward.

“Why are you telling me this?”

“Because I have no one else to tell,” Lysa said. “And because if you do not know the truth, you cannot protect your crew.”

She left before Seren could respond.

Seren stood alone in the briefing room for a long time. The display had gone dark, but she could still see the waveform in her mind. The pattern that shifted when someone watched it. The signal that knew it was being heard.

She thought about Niro’s smooth voice and his hidden files. She thought about Lysa’s warning and the Assembly’s hunger for power. She thought about Helion, lost for fifty eight years, and the voice of a dead admiral begging someone not to come looking.

And she thought about the four thousand names she carried. The lives she had failed to save because she waited too long to make a decision.

She would not wait this time.

Seren walked to the bridge. Teren was at the command station, reviewing departure checklists. He looked up as she approached.

“Problem?” he asked.

“Many,” she said. “But nothing we can solve from here.”

She sat in the command chair and activated the ship wide intercom.

“This is Commodore Seren Vale Korrin to all hands. Task Force Blackwake is cleared for departure. All stations confirm readiness.”

One by one, the reports came in. Engineering, green. Weapons, green. Navigation, green. Marine complement, green. Science team, green.

Cael’s voice came through last. “Communications, green. Commodore, I have something you should see.”

Seren frowned. “Send it to my display.”

A waveform appeared on her armrest screen. The same pattern Sorn had shown in the briefing. But something was different. The peaks were sharper. The valleys were deeper. The pattern had changed since the briefing.

“It shifted again,” Cael said. “While we were talking about it. The signal adjusted its modulation to match the acoustic profile of this room.”

Seren stared at the waveform. “You are saying it heard us.”

“I am saying it responded to being discussed,” Cael said. “Commodore, I do not think this signal is a recording. I think it is live. And I think it knows we are coming.”

Seren closed the display.

“Helm,” she said. “Take us out. Maximum sustainable thrust toward the Dead Zone. All ships, form on the flag.”

The Valiant Crest’s engines rumbled. The ship began to move.

Seren leaned back in her chair and watched the stars stretch into lines of light. Somewhere ahead, a signal was waiting. Listening. Changing.

She did not know if it was a ghost or a gate or a trap.

But she knew one thing for certain.

It knew her name now. And it was not afraid.
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