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CHAPTER 1: The Whisper in the Stone.
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The signal came at 2:37 a.m., buried in static like a dare.

Talia Graves stared at the waveform jittering across her screen. It didn’t flow like normal deep-space noise. Most signals—cosmic background, echo pings, long-range telemetry—rolled in soft curves, elegant, indifferent. This one stuttered. Sharp. Uneven. Like it was trying to speak, or maybe glitching out in Morse code.

She leaned in, elbows digging into the edge of her desk. The screen glowed pale blue against her tired face. Her mug of black coffee had gone cold and congealed into bitterness. She took a sip anyway. The taste punched her in the teeth.

She didn't blink.

“Again,” she whispered, tapping the spacebar.

A faint pulse flickered across the display. Not a radio loop. Not solar interference. No known object. No identifiable orbit. Just... there.

She muttered to herself, half out of habit, half to keep from slipping into the silence. “What are you, you creepy little thing?”

No answer, of course. Just the screen’s soft hum and the distant hum of cooling fans overhead.

Talia glanced at the leather-bound notebook resting beside the keyboard. The spine was cracked, the corners chewed by time. Her grandfather’s journal. A relic from a man who’d spent the last five years of his life obsessing over star charts and rock formations that didn't make geological sense. Harlan Graves: part astronomer, part nutcase, full-time embarrassment to NASA.

She hadn’t opened the book in years. Tonight, something pulled her toward it.

She flipped through it slowly—sketches of spiral symbols, fragments of Sumerian text, maps of stars long lost to shifting constellations. One page had a series of notes underlined in red:

Three pulses, then stillness. If you hear it, you’re already too late.

The screen pinged again.

Three pulses.

Talia blinked. The skin along her spine rippled with unease.

Behind her, a yawn echoed across the lab.

“Graves,” a voice mumbled, “you muttering again?”

Milo drifted across the floor in his rolling chair like a sleep-deprived ghost, still in socks, hair sticking up like he'd wrestled a lightning storm.

“You either found aliens,” he said, “or you’re dating your screen again. That’s a new level of lonely, even for you.”

She didn’t look up. “Come here.”

“Yeah, sure. Just let me finish this incredibly urgent bag of off-brand chips.” He crumpled the packet, shoved it in a desk drawer, and shuffled over. “Alright, what’s got your pupils dilated?”

Talia pointed. “Look at the waveform. Right here. See that repetition?”

Milo leaned in. His smirk faded. “Okay. That’s... not noise.”

“I know.”

He squinted. “That’s a pulse signature. Like... a signature signature.”

“Except there’s no object tied to it. I ran it through every orbital catalog. Twice.”

“You think it’s a beacon?”

“No ID. No trail. No trajectory. It’s just sitting in the void, humming like it wants to be noticed.”

“Or it already has been,” he muttered.

Talia glanced sideways at him. Milo never sounded serious. Not unless something was wrong.

“I’m not saying it’s intelligent,” she said.

“You’re not not saying it.”

She closed the journal gently. “There’s more.”

“Oh good. Can’t wait.”

She flipped to the final page, one she hadn’t touched in over a decade. The paper was brittle, edges browned from age and maybe something else—smoke, dust, time. A symbol stared back at her. Three interlocked rings spiraling into a sharp point at the center.

And underneath: June 7, 2025. Today’s date.

Milo sucked in a breath. “That’s... a little on the nose.”

“My grandfather wrote this twenty years ago. Before we had half the equipment we have now. Before we even discovered half the exoplanets on his charts.”

He didn’t respond. He just looked at the waveform again. The signal was gone. Silence now. Even that felt unnatural, like a breath held too long.

“What do you want to do?” he asked.

Talia stared at the monitor. Her hand hovered over the phone. She knew what it meant to make that call. She’d buried the number years ago, swore she'd never dial it.

She typed in the secure code anyway.

The line clicked. No ringtone. Just a pause long enough to make her think it didn’t go through. Then a voice answered. Not a human voice—an old AI relay line, flat and exact.

“Dr. Graves. We’ve been waiting for your call.”

Milo turned pale. “Wait—they answered?”

Talia lowered the phone slowly. “Yeah. They answered.”

The room stayed quiet for a long time. The kind of quiet that comes just before something breaks loose.

Milo finally said, “Talia... this thing. It’s not just space junk, is it?”

She didn’t answer right away.

“No,” she said at last. “It’s a message.”

She looked back at the screen. Still blank.

“But I don’t think it’s meant for Earth.”
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CHAPTER 2: The Asteroid Has a Name.
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They didn’t send agents. They sent a jet.

By 6:10 a.m., Talia stood alone on the tarmac of a decommissioned airfield an hour outside Cape Town, wind snapping at her jacket and hair. A matte black Gulfstream dropped from the clouds like a shadow that had forgotten how to hide.

Milo hadn’t come. Not that she’d asked. He’d just looked at her and said, “Nope. I’ve seen this movie,” then handed her a granola bar and told her to text him if she got abducted.

The jet’s ramp hissed down. No insignia. No welcome committee. Just a woman in a slate-grey jumpsuit and dark sunglasses, already walking down the ramp like she owned the planet.

“Talia Graves?” the woman asked. Her voice was clipped, sharp. Every syllable locked into place.

“That’s me.”

The woman nodded once. “Board the jet.”

“Sure. Can I ask where—?”

“No.”

Talia raised an eyebrow. “Okay. So we’re going full mystery box. That’s comforting.”

Inside, the cabin was minimalist and cold. No windows. No co-pilot. No warm welcome. Just leather seats and an array of locked screens. The jet was already moving before she sat down.

The woman spoke without turning. “We’ve designated it Object 431-Beta.”

Talia frowned. “That signal I picked up?”

“Correct.”

“That’s not an object name. That’s a placeholder.”

“We’ve since renamed it. Based on the recovered data. Your grandfather’s notes were part of the confirmation process.”

Talia’s pulse jumped. “Recovered?”

The woman turned at last, removed her sunglasses. Her eyes were sharp and oddly kind. Not warm. Just... alert.

“We believe the object responded to his probes. Decades ago. Before he died, he may have made contact.”

Talia sat back. “You’re telling me my grandfather triggered an asteroid.”

“No,” the woman said. “We’re telling you he woke it.”

Talia didn’t know whether to laugh or run.

“You’re serious.”

“We’ve run the math. The trajectory is abnormal. It shifted sometime in the last five years. It’s no longer following natural drift. There are course-correcting patterns—micro-adjustments that suggest intelligence. Or influence.”

“From where?”

“That’s what you’re here to help us find out.”

She folded her arms. “I’m an astronomer, not a spy.”

The woman opened a small secure case between the seats. Inside, a holopad flickered to life. The image floated—an asteroid, jagged and spinning, outlined against stars. And not just any rock.

It was massive. Irregular. Too symmetrical in places, too smooth in others. Its surface showed scars. Not craters. Lines. Cut with purpose.

And on one side—a mark. A symbol.

Talia’s breath caught.

Three rings. Spiraling into a sharp point.

“Holy hell.”

The woman nodded. “We’ve translated the glyph based on your grandfather’s files. Cross-referenced with ancient star maps, gravitational anomalies, and audio pulse patterns.”

She turned the screen with one swipe.

The name appeared:
Azaka.
Talia read it aloud. “Azaka?”

“Closest phonetic match to the pulse pattern. In old mythologies, Azaka was a sky messenger. In others, a judge.”

Talia whispered, “Or a weapon.”

The woman didn’t answer.

Outside, the jet cut through clouds like a blade.
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CHAPTER 3: Project Impact Zero.
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The base wasn’t on any map.

Somewhere in the Karoo desert, the jet landed on a runway disguised as a dirt road. From the air, it looked like nothing. On the ground, it was less than that—an old shipping yard riddled with scrub brush and vultures.

But beneath it?

Steel. Lights. Humming corridors that smelled faintly of ozone and stress.

They brought Talia down two floors in a lift that didn’t ding or hum. It just dropped. The woman in grey—Agent Sung, she finally introduced herself—walked ahead like someone with clearance for secrets nobody should have.

They passed a biometric scan. Then another.

Then a reinforced door marked: PROJECT IMPACT ZERO – CLEARANCE OMEGA.

Inside, a briefing room. Cold. Clinical. A large screen filled the wall. And six people already seated around the table, each one looking like they hadn’t slept in days.

Talia hovered in the doorway. “Is this the part where someone tells me I was never supposed to see any of this?”

A tall man stood. Square shoulders, military posture, eyes like ice and a five-o'clock shadow that looked permanent. He didn’t smile.

“Dr. Graves, welcome to the last plan Earth has.”

“Okay,” she said. “So that’s how we’re starting.”

“I’m Commander Ellis. This is Dr. Kim—engineering systems. Dr. Vadim, orbital mechanics. Captain Rivera, flight commander. Dr. Lark, AI specialist. You already know Agent Sung.”

Everyone nodded. No one smiled.

Commander Ellis gestured to the screen. The






















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
IMACT
Z=ERO

ECRET MISS

LUKAS ENGELBRECHT





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





