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THE LAST TRANSMISSION
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T

he watch station went silent at 06:00 hours exactly.

Commander Elias Varen felt it before the alarms confirmed it. A hollow drop in his gut that had nothing to do with the Perseverance’s steady acceleration along the Charon Perimeter. Thirty years in the fleet had given him instincts that bypassed logic, and right now every nerve ending in his body was screaming that something had just gone very wrong.

He gripped the armrests of his command chair and stared at the main view screen. Saturn hung in the distance like a patient god, its rings catching light from a sun too far away to feel. Beautiful. Deadly. Full of places where ships could vanish without trace.

He knew all about that.

“Talk to me, Shiro,” Elias said, keeping his voice level.

Lieutenant Jun Shiro hunched over her comm station, dark hair escaping from its tie, fingers dancing across controls that had been outdated when her parents were her age. Twenty two years old. Fresh from the Academy. Assigned to a dying ship with a disgraced commander because no one else would have her.

“Station Heimdall went dark three point seven seconds ago, sir.” Her voice cracked on the last word. “No distress call. No warning. Just... nothing.”

“The signal they were tracking?”

“Still there. Still broadcasting from beyond the Void.” She looked up, and Elias saw his own younger self in her eyes. The terror of facing something the manuals didn’t cover. “But sir, the station itself is completely silent. No life support telemetry, no reactor output, no emergency beacons. It’s like someone just turned them off.”

Elias rose from his chair and crossed to her station, ignoring the way his knees protested. Forty three years old and he moved like he was seventy. The guilt did that. Made every step heavier.

“Play the last transmission.”

Shiro’s hands shook as she keyed it up. “It’s... it’s not much, sir. Just static and then...”

The audio filled the bridge. Three point seven seconds of chaos. Data streams warped and twisted into shapes that hurt to hear. And beneath it all, buried in the noise like a scream from underwater, a single word resolved.

RUN.

Then silence.

Elias felt every crew member on the bridge holding their breath. Twenty three people who’d drawn the same punishment posting he had. Twenty three people who trusted him to keep them alive.

“Source?” he asked.

“Station Heimdall’s emergency transmitter.” Shiro’s voice was barely a whisper. “It auto activated point three seconds before the station went dark. Sir, whoever sent that message had just enough time to scream one word before...”

She didn’t finish. She didn’t need to.

Elias looked at the tactical display. Station Heimdall hung at the edge of charted space, eighty three personnel, state of the art listening arrays, defended by enough firepower to hold off a pirate fleet. And something had made them send a warning in the three seconds before they vanished.

“Helm, set course for Heimdall. Maximum burn.”

Ensign Torres turned from the navigation station, his young face pale. “Sir, fleet command just transmitted new orders. Admiral Webb’s task force is scrambling from Titan. They’re ordering us to hold position and wait for reinforcement.”

“How long?”

“Six hours, sir.”

Elias looked at the display again. Heimdall was twenty minutes away at full burn. Eighty three people. One of them was Mira Duvall, his classmate from the Academy, the only person who still called him on his birthday.

“Heimdall has eighty three personnel,” he said quietly. “We’re twenty minutes out.”

“Sir, if we disobey direct orders, the court of inquiry will...”

Elias turned to face her, and whatever she saw in his eyes made her stop talking.

“Then put it in the log as my responsibility, Lieutenant. Helm, all ahead emergency. I want us there yesterday.”

Torres swallowed hard and engaged the drive. The deck plates vibrated beneath their feet as the aging destroyer pushed its engines past safe limits. Around them, the familiar hum of the fusion core rose to a scream.

Elias lowered himself back into his command chair and watched Saturn shrink on the view screen. The Courage had died because he followed orders too slowly. Because he waited for permission while his people burned.

Never again.

The twenty minute flight gave him too much time to think.

Elias ran through every scenario as the Perseverance hurtled toward the edge of the system. Pirate attack. Unlikely this far out, and Heimdall’s defenses could handle anything short of a full fleet. Reactor failure. Possible, but the station had redundant systems designed to prevent exactly this. Mechanical malfunction. Maybe, but eighty three people didn’t just vanish because life support failed.

His mind kept circling back to the signal. The one Heimdall had been tracking. The one that had been broadcasting for twelve thousand years from a region of space where every human ship that entered had never returned.

The Black Void.

They called it that because it wasn’t empty. Sensors picked up mass out there. Massive objects drifting in the darkness. Ships, some said. But no one knew for sure because no one who went to look ever came back to file a report.

Shiro’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Sir, we’re receiving a narrow band transmission. It’s... it’s from Heimdall.”

“Put it through.”

The audio that filled the bridge was nothing like the scream they’d heard before. This was calm. Measured. A woman’s voice he recognized immediately.

“This is Captain Mira Duvall of Station Heimdall. If anyone receives this, do not approach. Do not investigate. The signal is not what we thought. It’s not a message. It’s a...”

Three seconds of silence. Then her voice changed. The calm vanished, replaced by something Elias had never heard from Mira in twenty years of friendship. Wonder. Terror. Both at once.

“It’s beautiful. Oh God, it’s so beautiful. I can see them. All of them. The ones who came before. They’re waiting for us. They’re...”

The transmission ended.

Elias realized his hands were gripping the armrests hard enough to leave dents.

“Shiro, tell me that was recorded earlier. Tell me she’s not transmitting that right now.”

Shiro’s face was the color of station bulkheads. “Sir, it’s real time. The signal is coming from Heimdall right now. But sir, there’s no one there to send it. Life support is offline, reactor is cold, the whole station is dead. There’s no way she could be broadcasting anything.”

“Then who’s using her voice?”

No one answered. No one could.

The Perseverance dropped out of FTL at the edge of Heimdall’s sensor range, and Elias got his first look at the station through the forward view ports.

It looked fine.

That was the worst part. No hull breaches, no debris fields, no signs of battle. Heimdall rotated slowly in the darkness, its running lights blinking in standard sequence, its docking ports open and waiting. It looked exactly like it had during his last visit six months ago, when he’d shared a drink with Mira and complained about the fleet’s shrinking budget.

But there were no ships in the docking bay. No shuttles making supply runs. No personnel moving through the observation decks.

Just lights. And silence. And that signal, still broadcasting from somewhere deeper in the Void.

“Full stop,” Elias ordered. “Hail them on all frequencies.”

Torres worked his controls. “Nothing, sir. No response. No automated acknowledgment. It’s like the whole station is just... empty.”

“Take us in. I want a boarding party ready in five minutes.”

The docking procedure was textbook. Magnetic seals engaged, atmosphere equalized, hatches opened. Elias led the boarding party himself because that’s what commanders did. You didn’t send people into danger you wouldn’t face yourself.

The hatch cycled open, and Elias stepped onto Station Heimdall.

The first thing he noticed was the smell. Not death or decay, but something almost worse. Normalcy. Recycled air, coffee brewing somewhere, the faint chemical tang of cleaning solution. A station going about its daily business except for the complete absence of people.

“Spread out,” Elias ordered. “Check every compartment. Shiro, stay with me.”

They moved through the corridors in tactical formation, weapons ready, senses screaming at the wrongness of it all. A data slate sat on a table, displaying an unfinished report about supply requisitions. A coffee mug sat beside it, still warm to the touch when Elias pressed his gloved hand against it.

Whoever had been here had left in a hurry. Or hadn’t left at all.

They found the command center intact. Screens still displayed active data streams. Chairs still held the body heat of recent occupants. And on the main display, Captain Mira Duvall’s face stared at them from a paused recording.

Elias approached slowly, his boots echoing in the silence. He reached out and pressed play.

Mira looked exactly as he remembered. Forty one years old, silver threading her dark hair, eyes that had seen too much and kept smiling anyway. She was looking at something off screen, and her expression was pure scientific wonder.

“The signal is extraordinary,” she said. “It’s not random. It’s structured. Mathematical. We’ve decoded enough to know it’s an invitation. A greeting. Twelve thousand years of waiting, and we’re the first to answer.”

Her smile widened. Then it faltered.

“Oh. Oh no. Wait. That’s not...”

Her eyes went wide. Not with fear, but with something that looked almost like recognition. Like she was seeing an old friend she’d never expected to meet again.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered. “It’s so beautiful. I can see them. All of them. The ones who came before. They’re waiting for us. They’re...”

The recording ended.

Elias stood in the silence and felt something cold crawl down his spine. He’d heard those exact words minutes ago, transmitted from a dead station by a dead woman’s voice.

“Sir.” Shiro’s voice was barely a whisper. “Sir, the signal. It’s still broadcasting. From the Void. And sir, it’s getting stronger.”

Elias turned to the sensor display. The signal pulsed like a heartbeat, each wave stronger than the last. And behind it, barely visible at the edge of detection, something moved. Something massive. Something that hadn’t been there five minutes ago.

“Back to the ship,” Elias ordered. “Now.”

They ran. Twenty three crew members from the Perseverance, plus Elias, plus the ghosts of eighty three souls who’d left their coffee warm and their work unfinished. They ran through corridors that felt like they were watching, past hatches that seemed to close a little too slowly, through air that pressed against their skin like invisible hands.

The docking tube retracted. The hatch sealed. Elias reached the bridge and dropped into his command chair just as the proximity alarms began to scream.

“Multiple contacts,” Shiro shouted. “Emerging from the Void. I’m reading... sir, I’m reading dozens. Hundreds. They’re everywhere.”

On the main view screen, the darkness beyond Heimdall began to move. Shapes resolved. Ships of impossible design, organic and mechanical at once, their hulls pulsing with faint light. They didn’t move like human ships. They flowed. Like predators circling prey.

And at their center, something massive began to unfold. A structure the size of a moon, built from the wreckage of a thousand civilizations, its surface covered in shapes that might have been ships once. Might have been people.

The signal intensified until it was almost physical. Elias felt it pressing against his skull, against his thoughts, against the memories he’d tried so hard to bury. The Courage burning. His crew screaming. One hundred eighty seven faces that visited him every night.

Then, through every screen on the bridge, a single message appeared. Not in corrupted English. Not in static and noise. In perfect, grammatical, human language.

“You answered. Now you belong to us.”

Elias stared at the words and felt the weight of every choice that had brought him here. The Courage. Heimdall. The eighty three souls he’d been too late to save.

On the display, the alien fleet continued to emerge from the darkness.

And at the edge of his vision, where the guilt lived, Elias heard Mira Duvall whisper one last time.

“It’s beautiful. Come see.”

Something in the Void answered. And it was coming.
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E

lias stood at the head of the briefing room table and watched his senior staff try to process what they’d seen. Twelve hours since Heimdall. Twelve hours of scanning, probing, sending shuttles into every compartment of that dead station. Eighty three people had walked those corridors twelve hours ago. Now there was no trace of them anywhere. Not bodies, not remains, not even DNA traces in the life support filters.

They had simply stopped existing.

Dr. Aris Thorne sat at the far end of the table, her dark eyes fixed on a data slate that showed the signal’s waveform. She was forty five, civilian, the smartest person Elias had ever met. She was also fighting a war inside herself that he recognized all too well.

“It was waiting,” she said quietly. “For twelve thousand years, that signal was waiting for someone to say I hear you. And we did.”

Elias leaned against the bulkhead and felt the ship’s vibration through his palms. “Then we tell fleet to mark that entire region as a grave and never go near it again.”

“It won’t matter.” Lieutenant Shiro’s voice was hollow. She hadn’t slept since the transmission. None of them had. “Sir, the signal isn’t just broadcasting anymore. Now that we’ve responded, it’s focusing. On us.”

The tactical display behind her pulsed with a red line marking the Void’s boundary. Forty light years inside that line, something was generating enough power to broadcast across the galaxy. Something that had noticed humanity’s existence.

“Show me,” Elias said.

Shiro keyed up the data. “The signal originated from a star system approximately forty light years inside the Void. We’ve been running spectroscopic analysis on the emission patterns. The star itself is normal class G, similar to Sol. But the signal isn’t coming from the star. It’s coming from something orbiting it. Something massive.”

“How massive?”

Thorne answered without looking up. “Based on the power required to broadcast at this strength for twelve millennia? We’re talking about a structure the size of a planet. Maybe larger.”

The briefing room fell silent. Elias felt the weight of those words pressing against his chest. A structure the size of a planet. Built by something that wasn’t human. Broadcasting for longer than human civilization had existed.

“What do they want?” he asked.

Thorne finally looked at him, and he saw the conflict in her eyes. The same conflict he’d felt when the Courage went down. Wonder and horror fighting for dominance.

“I don’t know yet. But Commander, the signal isn’t random. It’s structured like language. Like it’s trying to communicate. When Heimdall acknowledged receipt, the signal changed. Adapted. Started broadcasting in mathematical patterns that match our own communication protocols.”

Elias pushed off from the bulkhead. “You’re saying it learned our language in the time it took to reach us?”

“I’m saying it already knew our language. Or something close enough to adapt instantly. Commander, whatever built that signal has been watching us. Maybe for centuries. Maybe since we first started broadcasting into space.”

The briefing room lights flickered.

Elias looked up at the ceiling panels, then at Shiro. “Report.”

Shiro’s fingers flew across her station. “Minor fluctuation in power distribution, sir. Nothing critical.”

But Elias had seen the pattern. The same flicker had happened on Heimdall before they arrived. Before everyone vanished.

“Schedule engineering to check the entire grid,” he said. “Double shifts if necessary.”

He didn’t add what he was thinking. That the signal was already inside their systems. Probing. Learning. Waiting.

The secure channel chimed fifteen minutes later.

Elias dismissed the bridge crew and took the transmission in his ready room, a cramped space barely large enough for a desk and two chairs. The screen flickered to life, and Admiral Okonkwo’s face appeared.

She looked older than he remembered. Grayer. The weight of command showing in every line.

“Elias.”

“Admiral.”

She studied him for a moment, and he knew she was reading the exhaustion in his face, the guilt that never quite left his eyes. She’d known his father. Served with him in the Mars Uprising. Watched him die saving a transport full of civilians.

“I just got off a conference with the Joint Chiefs,” she said. “They’re sending Admiral Webb with a full task force. Three days out.”

“I heard.”

“Webb wants your head on a pike. Disobeying direct orders, endangering your crew, potentially triggering an incident with an unknown alien intelligence. His words, not mine.”

Elias said nothing. There was nothing to say.

“Elias, listen to me.” Okonkwo leaned closer to the camera. “That signal isn’t just a message. It’s a structure. Something built a star to generate enough power to broadcast across the galaxy. That’s not first contact. That’s a statement of capability.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“I want you to be sure. Because if Webb goes in there blind and triggers whatever that thing is, we won’t lose a ship. We’ll lose everything.”

Elias thought of Heimdall. Of Mira Duvall’s face frozen mid scream on a recording that shouldn’t exist. Of eighty three people who’d simply stopped being.

“How do I get sure, Admiral?”

Okonkwo’s expression didn’t change, but something shifted in her eyes. “You’re the only ship close enough to run reconnaissance before Webb arrives. Unofficially, off the record, if you happened to take a stealth shuttle to the Void’s edge and take a look at what we’re dealing with, I couldn’t stop you. Officially, I’m ordering you to hold position and await reinforcement.”

Elias understood. The same dance they’d done a hundred times. Give the commander room to act while maintaining deniability.

“Understood, Admiral.”

“Elias.” Her voice softened. “Your father would be proud of you. Don’t prove him wrong.”

The transmission ended. Elias sat in the silence and felt the weight of those words.

The stealth shuttle was old, cramped, and smelled like recycled air and someone’s leftover lunch. Elias sat in the co pilot seat and watched the Void grow larger on the forward display. Behind them, the Perseverance was a distant speck, holding position at the edge of charted space.

Thorne sat beside him, her face pressed close to the view port like a child watching stars for the first time. Behind them, four marines sat in uncomfortable silence, their weapons checked and rechecked, their eyes never stopping their scan of the darkness ahead.

“This is insane,” Elias muttered.

Thorne glanced at him. “Probably. But if we’re right about what’s out there, insane might be the only option we have left.”

The shuttle crossed the Void’s boundary, and every instrument on the panel flickered simultaneously.

For three seconds, they were blind. No navigation, no communications, no life support telemetry. Just six people in a metal box, hurtling into darkness at speeds that would turn them to paste if they hit anything.

Then the systems rebooted, and Elias forgot how to breathe.

The debris field stretched in every direction, a graveyard so vast that the shuttle’s sensors couldn’t find its edges. Ships drifted in slow rotation, thousands of them, ranging from small fighters to city sized dreadnoughts. Some were intact. Some were shattered into fragments that glittered in the distant starlight. All of them were dead.

Thorne’s voice was barely a whisper. “How many?”

Elias checked the sensor readout. “I’m counting at least five distinct hull configurations. Five different species.” He paused as the data updated. “Correction. Seven. Eight. Twelve.”

Twelve civilizations. Twelve species that had reached the stars, built ships, explored the galaxy. All of them ended here.

“Take us closer,” Elias ordered.

The marine behind him, Sergeant Chen, shifted in her seat. “Sir, is that wise?”

“No. But we need to see.”

The shuttle drifted through the graveyard, its thrusters firing in short bursts to avoid the debris. Elias watched through the view port as ships of impossible design slid past. Spires and curves and geometries that hurt to look at. Ships that looked like they were grown rather than built. Ships that looked like they were dreaming.

“There,” Thorne said. “That one. Take us closer.”

The ship was smaller than most, maybe a scout or courier vessel. Its hull was intact except for a series of perfectly circular holes that punctured it in a dozen places. The holes were smooth, the metal around them fused and crystallized like something had burned through with impossible precision.

Elias felt his stomach turn. “Those aren’t weapon impacts.”

Thorne shook her head. “No. Weapons would leave cratering, spalling, heat damage. These are... I don’t know what these are.”

She pulled up a scan. “I’m reading hull composition at approximately fifty thousand years old. This ship was built before humanity invented agriculture.”

The marines shifted behind them. Fifty thousand years. Five hundred centuries. And the aliens who built this ship had achieved faster than light travel while Elias’s ancestors were still painting caves.

“Can we get a closer look at the damage?” Thorne asked.

Elias nodded and guided the shuttle toward one of the holes. As they approached, he saw that the punctures weren’t random. They were arranged in patterns. Spiraling patterns that reminded him of something he couldn’t quite place.

“Those aren’t weapons,” Thorne said again. “Something ate through this hull. Something that dissolved metal like acid dissolves flesh.”

Elias reached out and activated the shuttle’s external manipulator arm. He guided it toward the hole, watching through the camera feed as the metal fingers touched the fused edge.

The feed showed the manipulator making contact. Then the feed showed the manipulator’s fingers dissolving.

“Back us off,” Elias snapped. “Now.”

The shuttle reversed course, but not before the damage was done. On the display, a small section of the manipulator arm had simply ceased to exist. The metal didn’t melt or break. It just stopped being there, like it had been erased from reality.

“What the hell was that?” Chen demanded.

Thorne was already pulling up data. “The hull is still active. After fifty thousand years, there’s something on that ship that’s still active. Still hungry.”

Elias looked at the sensor readings. The ship was broadcasting. A faint signal, barely detectable, but unmistakably there. The same pattern as the transmission from the Void.

“This ship’s crew tried to answer too,” he said quietly. “And something answered back.”

The shuttle’s systems flickered.

Elias looked at the control panel, then at the view port. In the darkness beyond the debris field, something was moving. Something massive. It took his brain several seconds to comprehend the scale.

A ship. A living ship, its hull pulsing with organic light, its shape constantly shifting like it was breathing. It was the size of a small moon. And it was looking at them.

“Sir,” Chen whispered. “Sir, what do we do?”

Every screen in the shuttle flickered and died. For one terrible moment, they sat in darkness, listening to their own breathing, waiting for whatever was out there to decide their fate.

Then the screens came back online, and every single one displayed the same word.

RUN.

Elias didn’t hesitate. He slammed the throttle forward and twisted the shuttle toward the Void’s edge. Behind them, the living ship began to move. Not chasing. Just watching. Patient. Certain.

It knew they couldn’t outrun it. It knew they would be back.

And somewhere in the darkness, Elias heard Mira Duvall’s voice one more time.

“It’s beautiful. Come see.”

The shuttle burned for home, and the living ship watched them go. Waiting. Always waiting.
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D

r. Aris Thorne had spent her entire adult life hoping to meet an alien.

Now she was performing an autopsy on one, and she was learning that death was only the beginning.

The containment unit hissed as she worked, its air exchangers struggling to keep the atmosphere sterile. Through the thick polymer gloves, she could feel the wrongness of the tissue under her scalpel. Rubbery. Resistant. Like cutting through memory foam that remembered being alive.

The creature on the table had been designated Xenomorph 1. It was vaguely humanoid in the same way a nightmare was vaguely human. Too many joints in too many places. Orifices that opened and closed with no apparent function. Skin that shifted color even in death, cycling through shades that didn’t exist in any human spectrum.

But the internal structure was what made Thorne’s hands shake.

Half the organs were mechanical. Tiny gears and circuits woven through organic tissue like vines through a fence. The other half were organic, but they were changing. Even now, hours after the creature had been recovered from the dead ship, cells were dividing, adapting, reaching toward the mechanical components with what looked almost like intent.

“Doctor.” Elias’s voice crackled through the comm. “What are you seeing?”

Thorne leaned closer to the magnifying lens and watched a single cell split into two. One daughter cell remained organic. The other began producing metallic compounds within minutes.

“Commander, this creature wasn’t born.” She heard her own voice as if from a distance. Flat. Clinical. The only way to survive what she was seeing. “It was converted. The mechanical components are integrating with organic tissue at the cellular level. Whoever this was, they’re still becoming something else. Even dead.”

A long pause from the bridge. Then: “Becoming what?”

Thorne set down her scalpel and stared at the creature’s face. If you could call it a face. Features that might have been eyes, might have been something else entirely. A mouth that opened sideways. Skin that had stopped shifting color and settled on a pale gray that reminded her of ashes.

“I don’t know. But I think the signal is the mechanism. And Commander, we’ve been listening to it for twelve hours.”

She ended the transmission before he could respond. There was work to do.

The lab was small, cramped, filled with equipment that had been state of the art when the Perseverance launched fifteen years ago. Thorne had spent more time here than in her own quarters. It smelled like ozone and stimulant paste and the faint chemical tang of preservatives.

She hadn’t slept in thirty hours. Couldn’t sleep. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the creature’s cells dividing, reaching, becoming.

The data streamed across three displays simultaneously. Signal analysis. Biological samples. Comparative linguistics. Thorne moved between them, her mind working faster than it had in years, chasing connections that kept sliding away.

Then she found it.

The signal’s
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