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P

OV: Commander Cael Arden

The first alarm cut through the mess hall like a blade. I dropped my tray and listened. Three tones. High, low, high. Core breach protocol. I was already running before the second cycle finished.

The corridor outside the mess hall filled with crew. Bodies pressed against bulkheads as officers pushed toward their stations. Someone’s shoulder slammed into my chest. I kept moving. Theta 7 had forty three people on board. Forty three lives depending on what happened in the next few minutes.

I hit the bridge access hatch at full speed. My palm slammed the reader. The light stayed red for three heartbeats before it clicked green. I was through before the door finished opening.

Commander Ellis stood at the tactical display with his back to me. He was a thin man with a voice that never rose above conversational. Right now that voice was calm. Too calm.

Report, I said.

Ellis turned. His face was gray. The core is running hot. Not hot. Critical. The resonance dampeners are failing and we have a radiation breach in sector seven.

I crossed to my station. The numbers on my display made my stomach drop. Core temperature at 112 percent. Dampener efficiency falling. We had maybe twenty minutes before the stabilizer field collapsed completely.

And the convoy? I asked.

Ellis pointed at the secondary display. A cluster of green dots moved slowly across the orbital plane. Eight transports. Eight thousand civilians. They were three hours from safe orbit. Three hours we did not have.

They know, Ellis said. They have been broadcasting for ten minutes. They know the window is closing.

I looked at the comm logs. Fifty seven messages from the convoy. Each one more desperate than the last. The last message was from a woman. She identified herself as a mother of two. She asked if we could hear her. She asked if we were coming.

Open a channel, I said.

Ellis shook his head. Radiation storm. Comms are scrambled. We can receive but we cannot transmit.

I stared at the screen. Eight thousand people. Three hours from safety. Twenty minutes of stabilizer life.

I turned to Ellis. Manual recalibration.

The room went silent. Every officer looked at me. Ellis blinked once.

That is a death sentence, Cael. The core chamber will hit two hundred sieverts in under a minute. You would be dead before you finished the first sequence.

I know the numbers, sir.

Then you know we cannot order anyone in there.

I know you cannot order anyone.

Ellis understood. I saw it in his eyes. The calculation. The cost. He had been my commanding officer for three years. He knew my file. He knew about my father.

Cael, he said quietly. This is not your fault. This is not your burden.

The convoy does not care whose fault it is. They just want to live.

I pulled up the recalibration protocol on my display. Seventeen steps. Each required manual input at the core interface. Each step would expose me to more radiation than a soldier received in a decade of fleet service.

I can do it in forty five seconds, I said. If I move fast, I can be in and out before the sieverts hit terminal.

Terminal is terminal, Cael. There is no in and out.

I know.

Ellis looked at the display. The core temperature climbed. 114 percent. 115. The convoy broadcast again. The mother’s voice broke through the static. She said her children were scared. She said they could see the stabilizer field flickering. She asked if we could please just tell them something. Anything.

Ellis closed his eyes. When he opened them, he looked older than I had ever seen him.

If you do this, I cannot protect you. Dominion will ask why you disobeyed evacuation orders. They will ask why you risked a commissioned officer for civilians.

I know, sir.

He nodded. Then go.

I was moving before he finished the word.

The corridor to the core chamber was empty. Emergency lights painted everything red. The floor vibrated beneath my boots. Somewhere deep in the station, metal screamed against metal.

I reached the inner hatch. The radiation warning light was solid crimson. Do not enter. Certain death. I slapped the override and stepped through.

The heat hit me first. It was like walking into an oven. Sweat evaporated before it could form. My eyes burned. My throat closed.

The core dominated the chamber. It was a sphere of contained chaos, twelve meters across, held in place by magnetic fields that were failing second by second. Light pulsed from its surface. Each pulse sent a wave of heat across my skin.

I crossed to the interface panel. My fingers found the first sequence. Input accepted. The core hummed louder.

Step two. The panel was hot enough to blister. I kept typing.

Step three. Four. Five. My vision blurred. I blinked and kept going.

Step six. Seven. Eight. The radiation counter on my wrist screamed at me. 50 sieverts. 75. 100. Fatal exposure in under a minute.

Step nine. Ten. Eleven. My hands shook. I could not feel my fingers anymore. I typed by memory.

Step twelve. Thirteen. The core pulsed again. This time it felt different. The light was wrong. The sound was wrong. Something was happening inside the resonance chamber. Something the protocols did not predict.

Step fourteen. Fifteen. My nose bled. I tasted copper. The world tilted.

Step sixteen.

The core screamed.

It was not a sound. It was a vibration that went through my bones. Through my brain. Through every cell in my body. For one impossible second, I was not in the chamber anymore. I was everywhere.

I felt the station. Every bulkhead. Every corridor. Every breath of every crew member. I felt Ellis on the bridge, his hand frozen over the evacuation alarm. I felt the engineer in sector three, crouched behind a bulkhead, praying. I felt the medic in sick bay, preparing for casualties that had not happened yet.

I felt their fear. Their hope. Their secrets. The engineer was hiding an affair from his wife. The medic had lied about her credentials to get this posting. Ellis was terrified of dying alone.

I felt all of it. All at once. Forty three lives pouring through me like water through a broken dam.

Step seventeen.

My hand moved. I did not tell it to. It just moved. The final input. The core stabilized.

The light dimmed. The heat receded. The vibration stopped.

I collapsed against the interface panel. My body was done. My lungs could not find air. My heart hammered against my ribs like it wanted out.

But I was still there. Still in the chamber. Still alive.

And I could still feel.

Not just the station now. Something else. Something beyond.

I reached out without meaning to. Without wanting to. My mind stretched past Theta 7. Past Virex. Past the orbit. Into the dark between stars.

And something reached back.

It was cold. Ancient. Patient. It had been waiting for a long time. Watching. Listening. And now it had heard me.

I felt its presence like I felt the crew. Not with words. Not with images. Just with pure awareness. It was out there. Beyond the orbit. Beyond the fleet patrol routes. Beyond everything Dominion thought it controlled.

And it was awake now. Because of me.

The chamber door opened. Hands grabbed me. Voices shouted. I could not understand the words. They sounded far away. Like echoes.

They dragged me out. The last thing I saw before the darkness took me was the tactical display in my mind. Not the one on the bridge. The one inside my head.

And on that display, beyond the orbit, beyond the safe zones, beyond everything we thought we knew, something was moving.

Something vast.

Something that should not exist.

Something that knew my name now.
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P

OV: Commander Cael Arden

I woke to white light and the smell of recycled air.

The ceiling above me was smooth and clean. Not the scratched metal of Theta 7. This was a medical bay. Dominion standard issue. Same pale panels. Same humming ventilation. Same chemical scent of disinfectant trying to hide the smell of sickness.

I tried to move. My body would not cooperate. My arms felt like they belonged to someone else. My legs were dead weight beneath the thin blanket.

A voice to my right. Calm. Professional. You are awake. Good. Do not try to move yet.

I turned my head. The motion took everything I had. A medic sat at a monitoring station. Young. Maybe twenty two. Her eyes were on her screens, not on me.

What happened? My voice came out wrong. Scratchy. Weak.

You collapsed in the core chamber. Commander Ellis pulled you out himself. You have been unconscious for fourteen hours.

Fourteen hours. I tried to process that. The last thing I remembered was the core stabilizing. The heat. The light. The feeling of something reaching back from the dark.

The convoy, I said. Did they make it?

The medic looked at me. For a moment her professional mask slipped. I saw something underneath. Something I could not read.

They made it. All eight transports. They cleared the death zone six hours ago.

I closed my eyes. Relief washed through me. Eight thousand people. Alive because I went into that chamber. Because I finished the sequence.

Then the medic spoke again.

You have visitors. Dominion Intelligence. They arrived three hours ago. They have been waiting.

My eyes opened. Dominion Intelligence. They did not send Intelligence for heroism. They sent Intelligence when something went wrong. When someone needed to be questioned.

What do they want?

The medic did not answer. She did not need to. The door opened and two people walked in.

The first was a man in a dark uniform. No insignia. No nameplate. Just black fabric and cold eyes. He was tall. Thin. His face showed nothing.

The second was a woman in civilian clothes. Lab coat over simple shirt and pants. She carried a data pad and stayed near the door. Her eyes moved constantly. Taking everything in.

The man reached my bedside. He looked down at me like I was a specimen on a slide.

Commander Cael Arden. I am Agent Marks. Dominion Intelligence. You are going to answer some questions.

It was not a request.

I tried to sit up. My body screamed. I settled for propping myself on my elbows. Agent Marks watched the struggle without offering help.

Ask your questions, I said.

Your neural scan. He tapped his data pad. A holographic display flickered to life above me. My brain. Or an image of it. Colored lines traced paths that should not exist. Frequencies lit up that had no business being active.

This is you. Marks pointed at the chaos on the screen. Your brain is processing information across seventeen frequencies that do not exist in human neurology. You are seeing things. Hearing things. Feeling things that are not there. Tell me what happened in that chamber.

I remembered the cold presence beyond orbit. The vast thing that reached back when I reached out. I remembered the fear that came with it. The certainty that I had woken something that should have stayed asleep.

But I also remembered Ellis. The way he warned me about Dominion. The way he said they would ask questions. The way he looked when he told me he could not protect me.

I saw the crew, I said. For a second. When the core pulsed. I felt them. All of them. Their fear. Their hope. I do not know how. It just happened.

Marks stared at me. His eyes did not blink. Just the crew?

Yes.

Nothing else? No other presences? No other signals?

I held his gaze. Nothing else.

The silence stretched. Marks studied me. I could feel him trying to decide if I was lying. I had been trained to lie. Every officer learned. Sometimes you lied to protect the mission. Sometimes you lied to protect your people. This was the first time I had lied to protect something I did not understand.

The woman in the lab coat stepped forward. Agent Marks, perhaps the Commander needs rest. His exposure levels were extreme. He may not remember everything clearly.

Marks did not look at her. I know what he needs, Doctor.

Doctor. So she was medical. But not station medical. She came with Intelligence.

Marks turned back to me. You will remain in this medical bay until I clear you for release. You will speak to no one without my approval. You will report any unusual sensations, any strange thoughts, any dreams, anything at all, immediately to my office. Is that clear?

Clear, sir.

He held my gaze one more second. Then he walked out. The door closed behind him.

The woman stayed. She watched the door for a long moment. Then she crossed to my bedside and sat in the chair Marks had ignored.

I am Dr. Lyra Sen, she said quietly. I am a neuro scientist attached to Dominion research.

I know what attached means. It means you work for them.

She smiled. It was a small smile. Sad. Yes. It means I work for them. But it also means I have access to things other doctors do not.

Like what?

She leaned closer. Her voice dropped even lower.

Like the neural scans of everyone who has experienced what you experienced. Everyone who has woken up with impossible frequencies in their brain. Everyone who has felt something they cannot explain.

I stared at her. There are others?

Dozens. Maybe more. Dominion is not sharing the full count. But I have seen the files. People across Virex. Soldiers. Civilians. Children. All of them with the same neural signature. All of them touched by whatever happened when that core fractured.

My mouth went dry. The cold presence. The reaching. If there were others, did they feel it too? Did they feel what I felt?

What happened to them? I asked.

Lyra looked away. Some are in facilities. Being studied. Being questioned. Being held.

And the others?

She met my eyes again. This time her face was different. Harder. More honest.

Some of them did not survive the awakening, Commander. Their brains could not handle the input. They had seizures. Strokes. Their minds just... stopped.

I felt the words like a physical blow. I had been in that chamber. I had felt the surge. The overload. I had collapsed and woken up fourteen hours later.

Why did I survive?

Lyra studied me. That is the question, isnt it? Why you? Why not them? What makes you different?

She stood. She moved toward the door. Then she stopped with her hand on the frame.

Commander Arden. You felt something in that chamber. Something more than the crew. I saw your face when Marks asked. You are hiding something.

I did not answer.

She turned. Her eyes were tired. Old in a way that had nothing to do with age.

I am not your enemy, she said. But I am also not your friend. Not yet. That depends on what you do next. If you want to survive what is coming, you will need to understand what you are becoming. And you will need to choose who to trust.

She walked out.

The door closed.

I lay in the dark and listened to the hum of the ventilation. The smell of disinfectant. The distant thrum of the station’s engines.

And somewhere, far beyond the orbit, I felt it again. The cold presence. The patient watcher. It was still there. Still waiting. Still awake.

It knew I had lied.

It knew I had hidden it from Marks.

And I knew, with a certainty that came from somewhere deeper than thought, that it was grateful.

Whatever was out there, it did not want Dominion to know about it either.

That should have comforted me.

It did not.
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P

OV: Commander Cael Arden

The shuttle dropped through Virex atmosphere with the heavy feel of a controlled fall. I sat strapped into my seat, watching the surface rush up through the small viewport. Theta 7 was behind me. The medical bay was behind me. Agent Marks and his questions were behind me.

Ahead was Dominion Military Headquarters. And whatever waited there.

I had been summoned. That was all the message said. Commander Cael Arden report to Dominion Council chambers upon arrival. No explanation. No hint of what this was about.

Maybe it was a medal. The convoy had been saved. Eight thousand civilians alive because of what I did. Dominion liked to reward that kind of thing. It made good propaganda.

Or maybe it was something else. The cold presence still lingered at the edge of my thoughts. I could feel it out there. Distant. Patient. Waiting.

The shuttle touched down with a jolt. The hatch opened and I stepped out into the artificial light of the landing bay. Two soldiers waited for me. Their uniforms were crisp. Their faces were not.

Commander Arden. Please follow us.

They did not wait for a response. They turned and walked. I followed.

The corridors of Dominion Headquarters were different from Theta 7. Wider. Cleaner. More polished. Everything here was designed to impress. To intimidate. To remind you that you were small and Dominion was vast.

We passed officers going about their duties. None of them met my eyes. That should have been my first warning.

The Council chambers were at the heart of the complex. Massive doors. Armed guards. The kind of entrance that made you pause before you walked through.

The guards stepped aside. The doors opened.

I walked in expecting a ceremony. Medals. Speeches. Handshakes with people who had never risked anything in their lives.

Instead I walked into a war room.

The chamber was packed. Officers at every console. Displays lighting up every wall. Maps of Virex. Population centers. Military installations. Supply routes. And over all of it, red markers. Dozens of them. Spreading like an infection across the map.

At the center of it all stood a man I knew only from training vids. Admiral Torvane. Commander of Dominion fleet forces. A man whose face was carved from the same stone they used to build this headquarters.

He looked up when I entered. His eyes were gray and cold and old.

Commander Arden. Good of you to join us.

I snapped to attention. Admiral.

He waved a hand. At ease. We do not have time for protocol. Come here. Look at this.

I crossed to the main display. The red markers were everywhere now. Clustered in the civilian sectors. Spreading toward the military zones. Some were blinking. Some were solid. All of them meant something bad.

What am I looking at? I asked.

Torvane pointed at a cluster near the surface. These are incidents. Psychic incidents. People waking up with abilities they cannot control. Some are having seizures. Some
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