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ETERNAL FLAME

Three weeks had passed since Aurelia Virex integrated the Fragment and became whole. Three weeks since Dr. Tanaka at the Keck Observatory had detected the cosmic disturbance moving toward Earth\emdash a ripple in spacetime that had noticed her transformation. Aurelia had proposed using the orbital mirrors to greet it. The UN Oversight Committee had agreed, tentatively. But the disturbance was no longer just a ripple. It was a pulse. And it was coming faster than anyone had predicted.
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Chapter One: The Signal
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The star had been dead for three million years.

That was the official figure the one printed in every astronomy textbook, repeated in every documentary, carved into the public consciousness as firmly as the date of humanity\'92s first moon landing. KX-7791, a mid-sized stellar remnant in the uninhabited arm of the Perseus spiral, had exhausted its hydrogen supply before the first hominids learned to walk upright on the savannas of Earth. It had collapsed into a dense cinder of carbon and oxygen, its light snuffed out so long ago that the photons of its death-flash had already travelled farther than human ships could ever hope to reach.

A dead star. Cold. Silent. Irrelevant.

Except now it was pulsing.

Dr. Yuki Tanaka saw it first. He was not a hero, not a soldier, not even particularly brave. He was the director of the Keck Observatory, now coordinating with the Arecibo-II Deep Space Array, three months into a rotation that had promised nothing more exciting than cataloging cosmic microwave background noise. His office smelled of stale coffee and the lavender hand lotion he applied obsessively whenever stress crept up his spine. At 2:47 AM local time, with the rest of her shift asleep at their stations, a routine automated sweep flagged an anomaly in the old KX-7791 data.

Not a glitch. Not solar interference. Not a passing satellite.

A pattern.

He blinked at the waveform on her primary display. It was too regular to be natural a repeating pulse of electromagnetic radiation at 1.4-second intervals, each burst lasting exactly 0.3 seconds, the frequency modulated with a precision that made her skin prickle. He had seen pulsars before. Pulsars were the universe\'92s metronomes, spinning neutron stars that emitted beams of radiation with mechanical regularity. But pulsars slowed down over time. They decayed. Their signals wobbled.

This signal was perfect.

And it was accelerating.

Tanaka rubbed his eyes, then reran the analysis. Same result. She cross-referenced with three other arrays the Chinese FAST telescope, the orbital Euclid-II, even the old Arecibo legacy data from before the collapse of the dish in the 2020s. All confirmed it. A dead star, three million years dead, had begun transmitting a rhythmic pulse that looked less like an astrophysical phenomenon and more like a call.

His hands trembled as he reached for the phone.

On the other side of the world, in a reinforced bunker carved into the Swiss Alps, the thirty-one-year-old woman woke from a nightmare she could not remember.

Aurelia Virex sat bolt upright in her bed, her dark hair plastered to her forehead with sweat, her chest heaving as if she had been running. The room around her was standard-issue Committee housing gray walls, a single window looking out onto a concrete courtyard, a desk cluttered with textbooks on quantum field dynamics and the ethical philosophy of disaster response. Nothing remarkable. Nothing dangerous.

And yet her skin was vibrating.

She looked down at her hands. They were trembling, but not from fear. A faint golden light pulsed beneath her fingernails, traveling up her wrists in slow waves, like bioluminescence trapped beneath the surface of a lake. It was beautiful. It was terrifying.

Her power.

The thing that made her the most dangerous person alive. The thing that had been locked away, regulated, studied, and feared by every government on Earth for the past five years. The Stellar Heart a fragment of a dying star that had fused itself to her mitochondria during the Helios Prime containment failure five years ago. She could generate energy. She could release it. She could, if she lost control, ignite the atmosphere in a chain reaction that would glass continents.

The Committee had spent billions containing her. Training her. Teaching her to live with the fire without being consumed by it.

But tonight, the fire was not responding to her commands.

The golden light pulsed in time with something. A rhythm she had never felt before. A distant thrum that seemed to be coming from outside the bunker, outside the mountain, outside the planet itself.

She threw off the covers and stumbled to her window. The courtyard below was empty. The floodlights hummed their usual steady frequency. Nothing seemed out of place.

But the rhythm in her blood said otherwise.

She raised her left hand, palm upward, and concentrated. A small flame flickered to life above her skin her signature, her curse, her gift. For years, she had learned to shape it, to calm it, to make it obey her will. Tonight, it did something it had never done before.

It answered the pulse.

The flame elongated toward the ceiling, then twisted sideways, pointing not north or south but up toward the stars. Toward KX-7791. The dead star that had just woken up.

Aurelia felt her stomach drop.

Something is coming, she thought. Or something has already arrived.

She dressed quickly: black tactical pants, a thermal shirt, the reinforced jacket the Committee had designed to contain minor energy leaks. Her boots made soft sounds on the concrete floor as she moved toward the door. She knew she should report this. She knew the protocols any power fluctuation above baseline required immediate notification to her handlers, to the medical team, to the emergency response coordinators who monitored her vitals twenty-four hours a day.

But some instinct deeper than protocol told her to wait. To see. To feel.

She pressed her palm against the cold metal of her doorframe and closed her eyes. The rhythm was stronger now. Faster. The dead star was pulsing at 0.9-second intervals, and her own energy was syncing with it, heartbeat to heartbeat, as if the two were bound by a thread that stretched across light-years.

She whispered into the empty room: \'93What are you?\'94

The star did not answer.

But the signal changed.

At Keck, Tanaka was no longer alone. The night shift had woken up in a frenzy, supervisors rushing between consoles, printouts spilling across every surface, voices overlapping in a cacophony of technical jargon and barely suppressed panic. The signal from KX-7791 had evolved. What had been a simple rhythmic pulse was now modulating carrying information. Structured information. Binary sequences that resolved into prime numbers, then into geometric constants, then into something that looked distressingly like a coordinate system.

A coordinate system centered on Earth.

\'93This is not a natural phenomenon,\'94 said Dr. Aris Thorne's old colleague, Dr. Elena Rostova, her voice steady but her hands white-knuckled on the edge of the main display. \'93This is a transmission. Directed. Intentional. And it\'92s getting louder.\'94

Tanaka pulled up the spectral analysis on his secondary screen. The energy output of KX-7791 had increased by a factor of ten in the past four hours. That was impossible. A dead star did not have the mass to generate that kind of radiation. Unless

Unless it wasn\'92t generating anything.

Unless it was reflecting.

He zoomed out. The data from the orbital arrays showed something strange: the space around KX-7791 was not empty. There was a gravitational anomaly at the star\'92s core, a distortion in spacetime that had not been there a week ago. Something was inside the dead star. Something massive. Something that had been dormant for three million years and was now waking up.

And it was calling to something on Earth.

Tanaka's gaze drifted to a separate monitor one that displayed classified Committee feeds. He did not have clearance for those feeds. His terminal was not supposed to show them. But the signal from KX-7791 had begun overriding security protocols, rerouting data streams, connecting things that were meant to remain separate.

On the classified monitor, a single name appeared:

Subject: Aurelia Virex. Codename: Solaris Requiem ( stellar heart) Status: Energy fluctuations detected. Correlation with external signal: 99.7%.

Tanaka\'92s blood turned cold.

Oh, he thought. Oh no.

He looked up at Rostova, who was already staring at the same screen, her expression unreadable.

\'93Get me the Committee,\'94 Tanaka said quietly. \'93Right now."

Aurelia felt the shift before any instrument detected it.

She was standing in the bunker\'92s observation dome, a reinforced glass bubble that offered a panoramic view of the Swiss night sky. The stars were cold and indifferent, scattered across the darkness like scattered salt. But one star faint, barely visible, located in a patch of sky she had never bothered to learn was brighter now. Not dramatically. Not enough for an ordinary person to notice. But her eyes, attuned to energy signatures in ways that defied biology, saw the change.

KX-7791 was glowing.

And it was smiling at her.

She felt the absurdity of the anthropomorphism even as it formed in her mind. Stars did not smile. Stars were balls of plasma governed by the cold mathematics of fusion and gravity. They had no intentions, no emotions, no consciousness.

But this one felt aware.

The rhythm in her blood had become a song. Not music, exactly, but
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