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The sky over the Arctic had turned a pale, eternal twilight. It was midwinter, and the sun would not rise again for two months. Snow drifted like fine ash across the icy expanse, settling silently on the roof of the Morgensen Arctic Observatory.

Perched on the edge of the world, the facility was manned by six researchers: Dr. Sylvia Tran, the lead astrophysicist; her assistant Nils Johansen; data analyst Omar Khalid; engineer Bethany Zhou; communications expert Pavel Reznik; and junior astronomer Elise Varga. For months they had been studying deep-space anomalies—strange distortions in the microwave background that hinted at unexplained gravitational phenomena.

On December 3rd, Pavel summoned the others to his station. His eyes were wide behind his fogged glasses. On his desk, among the debris of notes and empty cans of coke, one sheet of paper stood out, erratic lines scoured across the white, reflecting the gently pulsating activity of the machine.

Sylvia studied the paper. ‘What am I looking at, Pavel?’

‘It’s a narrow-band radio signal,’ he answered quietly. ‘Repeating every 17.3 hours. It’s coming from outside the solar system.’ 

His crewmates exchanged sceptical glances. 

‘It must be a natural occurrence,’ said Omar. ‘Or a fluke in the machine.’

‘I’ve checked the machines,’ Pavel said. ‘They’re all working fine. This is too precise to be natural. And far too distant to be human.’

Sylvia rolled her eyes. ‘Let’s not get into John Wyndham territory. Just keep an eye on it and let me know if you find anything noteworthy.’

‘It doesn’t feel random,’ said Pavel, as if he had not heard her. ‘It seems almost purposeful. Like there’s an intelligence to it. Like it wants to be heard.’
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More data rolled in. Early the next morning, Sylvia found Pavel still at his desk. He had not slept. His workstation, messy enough at the best of times, was covered in old books and torn out pages. 

‘I think I’ve found the source,’ he said, ignoring the coffee she had brought him. ‘It’s not a glitch, it’s a planet.’

Sylvia kept her tone neutral. ‘What kind of planet?’

He passed her a sheet that looked like it had been ripped from an ancient textbook. It was an old astronomical paper that described a rogue planet, one not gravitationally bound to any star, gliding through the void between constellations like a ghost ship. It had been catalogued only recently: XG-4019, also known as Morgoth.

‘Morgoth,’ said Sylvia, testing the name in her mouth. 

‘I’ve heard of that,’ said Elise, who had been listening in the doorway. 

‘It’s a character in Tolkien,’ said Pavel. ‘The Silmarillion.’ 

‘No, it’s older.’

‘I’m not a Tolkien expert,’ Sylvia interjected. ‘So, who is Morgoth supposed to be?’

‘Have you heard of Sauron, the dark lord who created the Ring of Power?’ asked Pavel.

‘Yes.’

‘Sauron was basically Morgoth’s drill sergeant. That’s who Morgoth was.’

There was a pause while Sylvia considered this. ‘I see. And they named a planet after this guy?’

‘No, that’s what I’m saying,’ Elise replied. ‘Stories about the planet Morgoth go back centuries. Tolkien must have read about it and borrowed the name.’

Sylvia shook her head. ‘I’m not interested in fantasy stories. Keep reading that data, there must be a rational explanation to all this.’

‘It shouldn’t have radio emissions,’ Pavel muttered, his eyes gazing blankly at the screen in front of him. ‘It should be dead. And yet, it’s talking to us.’
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For days they tried to decipher the signal. Omar and Pavel, with help from Elise, spent hours poring over the data, trying to find some clue as to its true nature. 

‘It’s not language,’ Omar said, over a whiskey late one night.  Sylvia was struggling to get any of them to eat properly, and had resorted to a bottle of Talisker she kept in her room in an attempt to relax the team at least momentarily. ‘Not language in any recognisable form,’ Omar continued. ‘But there is a structure... recursive loops, harmonic resonance patterns, frequency modulations that respond to background noise. Almost like it’s listening.’

‘It’s adapting to us,’ Elise said, her eyes ringed with insomnia. ‘It’s not just transmitting. It’s learning.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Sylvia. ‘We won’t get any nearer to understanding it if we start going off on wild speculations. You should all get some sleep, we’re getting nothing useful done here.’ With that, she retired to her own quarters without waiting to see if the others took her advice. Despite these words, she had to admit to herself, as she stood in her small bedroom looking out at the swirling snow, that she was shaken. Something about the signal felt wrong. It did not feel like a random transmission. She was sure it was not some message from an alien intelligence either. Yet the way it had burst onto their machines, seizing their attention, drawing them deeper into its remit. That persistent, insistent rattling of the self-imposed cage they inhabited, here in the deathly cold wilderness, felt unsettlingly like bait.

The lights winked off and on, startling her. The electrics had become erratic lately, with fluctuations in the power grid. Sylvia left her room to find Bethany, tinkering with the fuse box next to the main generator. 

‘Any idea what’s causing this?’ she asked

Bethany shook her head, not looking up from her work. ‘I’ve been monitoring the surges. There does seem to be a pattern to them.’ She dusted off her hands and stood up. ‘It’s no cause for alarm, but it is odd. The thing is... the surges are regular, and they coincide perfectly with the signal’s fluctuations.’

Sylvia gave a quiet intake of breath. ‘Not a word of this to the others. If you think it’s going to become a problem, let me know.’

She left the engineer to her work and made her way back towards her room. On the way, she found Pavel by a window, staring out at the snowy landscape. 

‘Pavel? You okay?’

‘They speak in dreams, he mumbled, not taking his eyes away from the snow-glazed window. ‘Their mouths are sealed with ice, but their minds scream. Morgoth is not a planet. It’s a tomb. A prison. And we’ve picked the lock.’

Sylvia watched him, at a loss. ‘Come on, let’s get you to your room. Come on.’ With some coaxing, he let him guide her to his bedroom and she shut the door once he was safely inside. In the quiet corridor, she felt very alone, the howling wind outside her only companion. She hoped desperately that they could find answers soon, because the signal from the stars was beginning to change her team into people she did not recognise.
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Breakfast was a subdued affair the next morning. In the small canteen, Sylvia eyed each team member as they came in. Pavel was the last to arrive, taking coffee from the machine and going to sit alone in the corner.

‘Feeling better?’ said Sylvia.

He gave her a weak smile. ‘Sure.’

She nodded, unconvinced, and then her attention was caught by something else. ‘Has anyone seen Omar?’

The others glanced at one another. ‘I’ll go check on him,’ said Nils. He was not gone long. Omar was not in his room or in the signal room where he normally worked. Sylvia ordered a search of the observatory. He was nowhere to be seen.

It was Bethany who found his parka in the snow, several hundred metres from the compound, footprints leading away into the endless darkness. There was no sign of a struggle. No blood. When she returned to the observatory, Bethany wordlessly handed a note to Sylvia that she had discovered taped to the main dish. It was in Omar’s hand, only two sentences scrawled in grease pencil:

“I see the black sun rising. I must be there when it opens.”

The rest of the team stood by the entrance, silent. 

‘Should we go after him?’ Nils asked.

Sylvia looked out at the violently swirling snow. ‘We can’t risk anyone in this weather.’

‘I checked the forecast,’ said Bethany, her voice very quiet. ‘It’s going to be like this for at least the next seven days.’

Nobody spoke. The thought was in all their heads. Without proper clothing and equipment, Omar would not last seven days.

‘We’ll station a watch here, in case he comes back,’ said Sylvia. ‘I’ll take the first shift. The rest of you, try and get some work done. Keep busy.’

They drifted off, one by one. Sylvia brought a chair through and sat by the door. Her action was mostly symbolic, it was impossible to see beyond the lights of the outer compound. But she had to do something. Everything was unravelling around her, and she felt a sense of hopeless dread threaten to overwhelm her. How long would it be before they all succumbed to the same madness that had taken Omar?

When she could sit no longer, she asked Pavel to relieve her, and went in search of the others. She found Nils kneeling in the control room, building something out of dismantled computer parts. He was surrounded by a chaotic mess of wires and circuit boards that hummed with faint electrical pulses.

‘New project?’ she said.

‘I think I can trace its intent,’ he muttered, hands scrabbling at the equipment. ‘If we can find a way to read it, we can find out what it wants. Everything wants something.’

‘It’s not alive, Nils.’

‘How do you know?’ He gazed up at her, his eyes wild. ‘How much do any of us really know about the universe? We measure and compartmentalise and put it all into neat little boxes but when all is said and done, the cosmos is a vast expanse of complete unknown. Can we be surprised if it doesn’t behave the way we expect it to?’

He turned his attention back to his work. Sylvia watched him at it for a while, then turned away. She went to her computer and began sending emergency messages via satellite uplink. With one team member missing, presumed dead, it was finally time to declare the situation desperate. But as she sat at her desk, drinking coffee after coffee, there was no response
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