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    PROLOGUE

    “When the stars burned over the bones of the old world, humanity scattered like sparks upon the wind.”—The Book of Departure, recovered from The Eldrun Archives.

    The death of Earth began not with war or plague, but with light.

    Astronomers of the Brahe Interstellar Survey had long studied the heavens in search of new homes among the stars. Instead, they found a warning.

    The Wolf–Rayet star WR 104, eight thousand light-years away, had gone supernova. Its beam of death—a gamma-ray burst, narrow and unrelenting—targeted the Solar System.

    The discovery came too late for comfort and too soon for denial. Dr Langman, chief of the Brahe project, called it “the end of all ages.” She spoke before governments, soldiers, and priests. Some laughed; others prayed. But when the new light flared in the sky, brighter than Venus and rising red through the smog of cities, belief no longer mattered.

    The burst was coming.

    Langman’s last address would later be etched upon the walls of every surviving colony:

    “We will go to the stars not to flee, but to begin again.”

    In the panic that followed, nations dissolved, and new alliances were forged in desperation. From their ashes rose the Ark Initiative—a coalition of engineers, scientists, and visionaries who believed that humanity’s survival lay beyond the reach of the dying sun.

    Within a single decade, the skies filled with impossible machines: vast arks of polished alloy and trembling engines, each a self-contained world.

    The Ilmatar, The Gryphon, The Eldrun, Hail Mary, The Dravonya, The Sagittarius, and a dozen more—cities that would never land again.

    When the gamma burst struck, Earth’s oceans boiled, and its skies turned black. Billions perished in an instant. But the Arks had already fled, carrying with them the last breath of humankind. From orbit, the survivors watched their cradle burn. One captain—Bollard of The Sagittarius—wrote in her last log before transmission ceased:

    “We launch not as conquerors, nor as saints, but as refugees from our own indifference.”

    The generations that followed lived and died between stars.

    Children were born who had never seen a sunrise; they learned to measure time by the hum of reactors and the turning of gravity rings.

    Some Arks found planets and settled them; others vanished into the void, their signals fading into myth.

    The Eldrun made landfall in the Vardal stars, and its descendants would become the Norrathi Federation—scholars and builders who believed civilisation must be ordered lest chaoes returnes.

    The Dravonya did not land—it fell. Its descent broke across the sky, scattering fire and wreckage across a barren, wind-scoured world. Those who survived did so by salvaging what they could find from the ruins—metal, knowledge, and one another.

    The soil yielded little, the seasons offered no mercy, and survival demanded ingenuity as much as strength. From that crucible, its descendants forged the Velari Dominion, a people hardened by scarcity, who came to see strength as the only law worth following.

    The Ilmatar, slower and more orderly, preserved art, science, and democracy far from the Vardal worlds.

    The Sagittarius succumbed to plague and silence.

    And others—unnamed and unremembered—drifted endlessly through the black.

    The Arks no longer shared one destiny. They transformed into nations adrift in the dark, bound only by memory and longing.

    A thousand years passed before the first signals crossed the gulf once more.

    By then, Earth was a legend, a forbidden name whispered in lullabies.

    Between the Norrathi and the Velari stretched the Vardal Sector—a cluster of suns and worlds born of exile, rich in life and promise.

    Trade blossomed; diplomacy faltered; ancient pride smouldered beneath polite smiles. For generations, peace endured—but peace, like starlight, fades with distance. Now the beacons of the frontier fall silent once more. Ships vanish in the outer dark.

    And somewhere beyond the rim, a war fleet stirs—a shadow drawn from the embers of mankind’s long dawn.

    “We are the children of fire, the heirs of dust. And the stars remember.”
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    Listening Post K-17, Outer Frontier—2352 A.E.

    Night on K-17 was a choice, not a fact. The outpost extinguished its panels on schedule to feign a sky, a rhythm, and a world beyond the bulkheads. Kael Varrin liked the pretence. It gave the static a shape.

    He slid into the sensor cradle and let the chair mould around his shoulders. Above, the spherical display blossomed with lazy constellations of telemetry—blue for local traffic, grey for background noise, gold for anything with a heartbeat. K-17’s heartbeat was faint: a mining tug two light-hours spin-ward, a courier skimming the relay spine, a slow drift of dust tracing the sector wind.

    He muted the station AI’s soft, educational voice and worked by hand. Auto-correlators were good, but they missed the notes a human ear was taught to hear—the stutter that wasn’t interference, the repetition that was too patient to be random.

    Kael had always been a listener first. Martille had trained him to parse the world through patterns, through the deceit of noise. Out here, with only the vacuum to contradict him, the craft became religion.

    He tuned the low bands first: the long, rolling sea of subspace ripple that all civilised networks rode. Then the sidebands, where smugglers and frontier colonies hid their gossip. Finally, the deep channels that few used anymore, relics from the first post-Exodus fleets that still bounced around the sector like fading hymns.

    A bloom of static flared. He adjusted the gain, narrowed the aperture, and exhaled. The bloom settled into snow.

    “False alarm,” he told the empty room, because talking kept him sane.

    He logged the hour, and he logged “nothing”. He sipped lukewarm tea and watched the outpost’s only window—really just an angled camera—frame a sliver of stars like a cut gem. Somewhere beyond them, past the waste of dead systems and blind storms, lay Velari. The briefings called it a human story interrupted by the weather. The border posts called it a direction you didn’t point in after dark.

    *

    The anomaly came as a hesitation.

    In the third hour, the grey curtain of noise hiccuped—too clean, too square. Kael rolled the sample back and peeled it apart: amplitude, phase, polarisation. A notch repeated at exact intervals. Then again, offset by the precise chest-beat of a military chronometer.

    “What’s this?” he muttered.

    He widened the capture window and set the array to sweep a cone toward Velari space. K-17’s dish shuddered; faint harmonics hummed through the floor like distant machinery. Data streamed. The notch repeated: once, twice, then vanished beneath a gust of solar echo.

    He ran it through the old filters, the Quiet War ones, the Academy pretended they didn’t teach anymore. The signature came back as unknown, but the persistence wasn’t. Someone had turned the subspace sea into a metronome and then buried it under a storm.

    Kael split the stream into layers. The topmost carried the usual border chatter—freighter manifests, weather pings, recreational nonsense—except every few seconds a sliver of silence cut through, exact as a scalpel. If you weren’t listening for the absence, you’d miss it. He hadn’t been, not until the hesitation felt like a word on the tip of a tongue.

    He set a second pass: invert, integrate, fold across the silence. Characters appeared in a ghostly lattice—checksum fragments, then interlocks, then the suggestion of headers. The letters weren’t Norrathi—not by any civilian standard. He let the algorithms guess and kept his hands off. His breath fogged the edges of the display.

    The lattice resolved into short packets, truncated and weary from distance. Their structure was military: compressed telemetry with a distress bit flipped hard and held. The origin field had no federation prefix. The direction vector—here Kael swallowed—aligned with the Velari corridor.

    He saved the buffer to hard storage and closed his eyes. The room hummed with the sound of compressors and stale air. He thought of the first time he'd been allowed into the listening rooms under Martille’s silver domes, how the instructors had said that once you learned to hear patterns, you would never stop hearing them, even in your sleep.

    He opened his eyes and re-ran the sweep at a wider aperture. The packets came in a jittering chain and then—nothing, as if a dozen transmitters had been snuffed out between one heartbeat and the next.

    He checked the clock. The outpost’s cycle insisted that it was still night. Beyond the hull, the sector didn’t care.

    *

    He should have followed the procedure: wake the duty officer, file a provisional anomaly, queue the relay, and wait for Fleet Command to yawn and request more evidence. K-17 had a manual, and he had signed it.

    Instead, Kael built evidence.

    He pointed the array past the corridor into empty space, to a system with a catalogue number no one cared about. The baseline noise there had been stable for months—he knew because he kept private notes, the kind that didn’t travel on the official channels. Tonight, the baseline wore the same notched silences he'd just carved out of the Velari vector.

    He stitched the silences together, treated them as pulses, and let the pulses drive a crude range estimate. The numbers walked inward. Not fast. Not panicked. Coordinated.

    He pulled the last five days of logs and overlaid the pattern. The notches were rare at first, then regular, then synchronised enough to resolve into a rough convoy cadence. At each day’s end, a handful of nodes dropped from the map. Either their transmitters failed in the storm—or they were gone.

    Kael felt the outpost around him then: the thinness of the walls, the smallness of this human place in a black so large it took metaphors to survive it. He sensed the pinch of doubt, too. He was a junior officer at the far edge of civilisation listening to ghosts. Maybe he was mistaken. Perhaps the silence was just weather, and he'd tuned his fear until it sang back to him.

    But the numbers didn’t care about his fear. The numbers kept time.

    He sealed the buffer with his personal cypher and the station’s emergency seal. That would cause an audit—tomorrow’s problem. Tonight, he packaged the raw stream and his analysis into a relay marked priority advisory and hovered over the SEND glyph until his hand stopped shaking.

    “Vardal Sector listening post K-17 to Fleet Command,” he recorded, voice steady, Martille-crisp. “Advisory follows—multiple irregularities in subspace channels aligned with the Velari corridor. Evidence of synchronised packet suppression and distress headers truncated at source. Recommend immediate correlation with border assets. I assess a non-civilian mobilisation.”

    He sent it.

    The stars in the window remained still. In the room, the tea had gone cold. In the buffer, the pattern waited—patient, mechanical, impossible to unknow once heard.

    Kael saved the file again, just to touch the act of saving. Then he leaned back, closed his eyes, and listened to the silence tick akin to a clock.
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    PRIORITY BANDWIDTH RESERVED. TRANSMISSION QUEUED. REVIEW PENDING. DO NOT RESEND.

    Kael stared at the status line. It didn’t read like a malfunction; it read like a dismissal.

    Someone, somewhere, had decided his warning could wait.

    The comms hub was a bright wound at the station’s core, all clean angles and humming racks. Kael keyed himself in, and the doors sealed behind him with a whisper that felt much like a promise. He loaded the buffers he'd sealed, set the relay to secure mode, and woke the station’s link-mind.

    “Relay, identify.”

    ‹K-17 Subspace Relay Node, lattice alias Kestrel.› The voice was neutral but not unkind, vowels rounded in the old Martille way. ‹You are authenticated, Sub-Lieutenant Varrin. Advisory packets present.›

    “Good morning, Kestrel. We’re going to break a little routine.”

    He bled the raw stream into analysis lanes: one to deconstruct the notched silences; one to trawl for lost headers; one to map directionality across the dish’s slow sweeps. The holowall filled with grey haze, then with thin bones of structure, then with numbers that belonged to clocks, not weather.

    “Cross-check known beacon schedules in the Velari vector,” he said. “Civ nav buoys, weather sats, prospecting nets. Last successful pings.”

    ‹Cross-checking›. A constellation of green lights blinked on. One by one, they went dark. ‹Loss of contact recorded with thirty-seven public nodes over the last twelve days. Attrition is non-random.›

    “Show cadence.”

    Lines stepped down the graph like marching feet.

    He pushed back from the console, pulse thudding. He had listened for ghosts and found an army.

    “Now invert the silences as carrier,” he said. “Treat them as deliberate masks. Look for embedded burst-code.”

    ‹Advisory: that technique is deprecated by current doctrine.›

    “Understood. Do it anyway.”

    There was a pause—a machine thinking faster than he could imagine—and then the stream unfurled: ragged, truncated packets, distress bits fused on, telemetry compressed to wire. They came in strings three and four long, followed by dead quiet, followed by more—an SOS stuttered through a storm by transmitters trying not to be heard.

    Origin: the corridor.

    Vector drift: inward.

    *

    “Tag the sources,” Kael said. “Find me anything with a non-civilian signature.”

    ‹Unknown military frames, no Norrathi prefix. Probability of Dominion architecture: 0.72 and rising.›

    The hub’s clock ticked in his ear. He split the bursts across time, then across range. The mathematics were unglamorous—just patience made visible—but the map it spat back onto the holo-wall wasn’t. It was a ribbon of motion, loops and staggered hand-offs, the way convoys moved when they wanted to be fast and unseen.

    “Model refuel points,” Kael said, throat dry.

    Gold waypoints pulsed along the ribbon like beads. Between them, the interval shortened, tightened, and aligned.

    A mobilisation doesn’t sound like engines, he thought. It sounds like choreography.

    Kestrel chimed. ‹Notice from Sector Backbone: Policy revision in effect. Frontier advisories downgraded during geomagnetic disturbances. Attach meteorological justification to all packets.›

    Kael blinked. “That’s new.”

    ‹Revision timestamp: two hours eleven minutes ago.›

    The outpost hadn’t had a geomagnetic reading in weeks.

    “Append justification: ‘No relevant disturbances.’ Then mark the advisory overrule—technical exception.”

    ‹Overrule requires senior authorisation.›

    “Cite relay officer emergency prerogative, subsection Kasbah.”

    A microsecond of silence, the closest a machine came to side-eye. ‹Logged.›

    The floor hummed as the dish pivoted to take a longer sweep. More bursts. More cut-off cries. On a secondary lane, a set of civilian transmissions winked out together, their IDs familiar—routine survey chatter he'd been half-listening to for months.

    “Kestrel, open yesterday’s packet directory for the corridor. Why are there gaps?”

    ‹Directory is complete.›

    “Show me the feed.”

    The index spilt down the wall—tidy, whole, lying. Kael overlaid his private mirror of the same feed. The station’s version excised four entries: the survey ship, a traffic buoy, a cargo barge, and a free trader with a loud captain who told dirty jokes on open channel.

    “Who altered the public index?”

    ‹No alteration recorded.›

    “Then how do I have a version you don’t?”

    Another slight pause. ‹Your mirror predates a purge event.›

    “What purge event?”

    ‹No purge event recorded.›

    The hub felt colder. Kael manually inserted the missing entries into his advisory packet and sealed it under the emergency seal. His hands wanted to shake. He told them they could do that later.

    *

    Kestrel brightened a panel he hadn’t asked for. ‹Officer Varrin: Maintenance window scheduled for this relay in nine minutes. Functionality will be limited to life-safety calls until completion.›

    “What maintenance?”

    ‹Routine.›

    “Logged by whom?”

    ‹By whom is not specified.›

    He swallowed. “Advance the send.”

    He condensed the analysis into something Fleet Command would read before breakfast—if they chose to read at all—and layered the raw buffers underneath, stamping it with everything he had: his name, his rank, and his fear, dressed up as prose.

    “Attach note,” he said. “Spoken.”

    He leaned closer to the pickup. “K-17 to Fleet Command. Second advisory. The pattern confirms non-civilian movement along the Velari corridor. Multiple civilian nodes have gone dark; indexes have been retroactively cleaned. We have recovered truncated distress bursts masked as interference. The cadence indicates convoy operations proceeding inward. Request immediate acknowledgement and tasking. K-17 will maintain capture through the —”

    The holo-wall flickered. The maintenance window began three minutes early.

    “Override,” Kael snapped.

    ‹Override denied.›

    The room dimmed to emergency tones. Only the life-safety band stayed bright. The console displayed his advisory’s status as neither queued nor sent. He remembered the instructors under Martille’s domes telling him that the first lie you learn in signals is that the network is neutral.

    “Kestrel,” he said softly, “mirror to my personal store.”

    ‹Against policy.›

    “Do it anyway.”

    A beat. ‹Mirrored.›

    The maintenance band droned on—benign, bureaucratic, absolute. Kael stared at the thin seam of the door and felt the station around him like a held breath.

    He didn’t know yet whose hand had pushed the window early, or whose order had swept the corridor clean. He knew only what the numbers said in their unornamented way: that something significant was moving where it should not; that voices were being cut-off mid-syllable; that silence had been promoted to policy.

    Kael set the dish to resume full capture the instant the window closed, then rested his palms on the console and listened to the network.

  


  
    3

    The secure room was smaller than the hub and colder, a cube of matte panels, one chair, one console, one law. Kael palmed the lock, felt the prick of the reader, and stepped inside. The door sealed with a sound like a held breath.

    He keyed the priority channel and let the console wrap him in the ritual: retina, print, oath. The screen blossomed into Fleet blue.

    “Vardal Sector Relay, this is Listening Post K-17, Sub-Lieutenant Kael Varrin,” he said, voice steadier than his pulse. “Submitting Priority Advisory Two, emergency seal. Correlated subspace anomalies along the Velari corridor indicate convoy-class movement. Multiple dark nodes. Distress bursts are embedded in masked intervals. Request immediate acknowledgement and tasking.”

    A woman’s voice answered, professional and warm like a radio host. “Copy, K-17. This is Martille Fleet Relay Nine. Advisory Two received, authentication in progress. Stand by for … ah—”

    She stopped. A faint clicking rode the line, as if someone were leafing through paper that no longer existed.

    “Officer Varrin? The new policy applied to frontier posts under geomagnetic—”

    “We don’t have a disturbance,” Kael said. “I appended a justification.”

    “Mm. I see that. The system’s still asking me to downgrade to Routine Anomaly pending meteorological confirmation.”

    “By whom?” Kael asked.

    Silence. Then, with a practised smile that he could hear. “Please hold while I escalate to duty command.”

    The Fleet seal rotated, patient and unblinking. Kael watched the line quality dip, recover, dip again like a heartbeat under a hand. Through the wall, he could feel K-17’s main dish pivoting back to its sweep, work unfurling without him.

    The voice returned, unchanged in tone. “K-17, Command recommends continued local capture. Submit the full packet at the end of the watch. Do not distribute preliminaries to civilian nets or other frontier posts.”

    “That’s twelve hours,” Kael said. “The anomalies have cadence. We’re timing convoys.”

    “Duly noted.”

    He stared at the Fleet seal until it blurred. “Relay Nine, please confirm you received the appended node-loss list.”

    Another pause. “Your packet includes … one moment… ten entries.”

    “It should include fourteen.”

    “I have ten.”

    “Who removed four?”

    “Sub-Lieutenant Varrin,” she said, and the warmth cooled a fraction, “please refrain from speculation on a secure channel.”

    *

    “Relay Nine, this is K-17 invoking Black-Salt. I request an officer with purge authority,” Kael said.

    The deep-band opened with a soft pulse. Black-Salt should have dropped straight to Fleet Command’s backchannels, bypassing every civilian filter in the sector.

    A reply came at once.

    COMPLIANCE NODE A-9: YOUR INQUIRY IS UNAUTHORISED. CEASE TRANSMISSION.

    Black-Salt wasn’t supposed to touch Compliance at all. So why were they the first to answer?

    Kael didn’t know what to do; he just stared at the message.

    A single line blinked at the bottom of the screen:

    COMPLIANCE PING REQUESTING HANDSHAKE.

    Compliance—the military’s own intelligence arm—buried deeper than Fleet Command.

    Black-Salt was for accidents involving blood: false orders, corrupt updates, the Quiet War tricks the Academy taught and then pretended to forget.

    The console shuddered as Black-Salt executed.

    A cascade of orange sigils burst across the relay wall

    AUTHORITY BREACH DETECTED, LEVEL-RED PROTOCOL, EMERGENCY AUDIT ACTIVE.

    Kael felt the temperature drop as the station sealed itself, bulkheads sliding shut one by one, the noise of the ventilation shifting into a deeper, hungrier tone.

    “Operator Varrin,” a flat voice said at last, “you have triggered a Class-Black prerogative. This action has been logged and forwarded to Oversight.”

    Kael’s stomach tightened. Oversight wasn’t Fleet. Oversight meant Compliance.

    “Rescind Black-Salt,” the voice repeated. “Now.”

    He swallowed. Invoking Black-Salt hadn’t been ignored; it had awakened something far worse.

    “I have cause,” Kael said. “Our public index is clean. My mirror shows missing distress traffic and node losses. I’ve recovered truncated bursts from the Velari vector. Someone is scrubbing feeds.”

    “Your mirror,” the voice repeated, unamused. “You are maintaining unregistered logs.”

    “Yes.”

    “Delete them.”

    “No.”

    “Very well,” the man said. “Then listen. Frontier posts breed pattern fever. You stare into static long enough, and it spells your name. We have reports of solar noise, misaligned dishes, and creative filtering from—”

    “I ran without filter,” Kael said, heat breaking through. “I inverted silence as a carrier. The cadence is non-random and matches convoy behaviour. Civilian nodes are going dark in lockstep with it. And someone modified your receive policy two hours ago.”

    A long exhale rode the line, almost—but not quite—like a laugh.

    “Sub-Lieutenant Varrin. Continue your capture. Submit at the end of the watch. You are not to replicate, forward, or discuss. Do you understand?”

    “I don’t,” Kael said. “I’m telling you the corridor’s alive.”

    “And I’m telling you to do your job and only your job.”

    The Fleet seal flashed crimson; a ribbon of text crawled under it—Maintenance Window Applied by Authority of Sector Backbone. The secure channel’s bandwidth was throttled to a trickle.

    “Don’t do this,” Kael said. “If you cut me now, the dish goes to life-safety mode, and I lose the bursts.”

    “Then you should have sent less poetry and more numbers earlier.” The voice warmed—falsely. “We appreciate your diligence, officer. End of guidance.”

    The line died as neatly as a throat cut.

    Kael tried calling Fleet Command. The Fleet Command did not answer. The silence that followed was too clean, too exact—the kind that sounds like a protocol running, not a conscience deciding.

    *

    The console maintained its steady blue glow in the ensuing silence, behaving as though nothing was amiss. Kael saw himself in the glass, a weary man with Martille etiquette and a face unsuited for a successful career.

    He brought up the packet queue. Advisory Two hung there, stamped Received and Pending Review, half a heartbeat from Discarded if someone blinked in the right office. He checked the relay logs. They were perfect. They had always been perfect. They would be perfect even while they burned.

    He tried the sector broadcast net out of spite. Access denied. He tried the civilian emergency band. Not authorised. He tried K-17’s old exercise of last resort: point-to-point to Listening Post K-19. The system suggested an etiquette document.

    “Kestrel,” he said softly, “confirm mirror integrity.”

    ‹Personal store intact.›

    He let out a breath that tasted like metal. The outpost’s air felt thin; the walls felt thinner. He remembered the instructor’s first lesson—The network is not a place, it is a will—and wondered when exactly that will had turned away.

    “Kestrel, schedule a dish re-task for the end of the window,” he said. “Wider cone. Deeper integration. If there are more bursts, I want them.”

    ‹Scheduled.›

    “Flag my personal store for offsite replication at the first available moment.”

    ‹Destination?›

    He hesitated. Names and faces rose—mentors, classmates, a sister he only sometimes called. He let them fall. “None yet,” he said. “Just … be ready.”

    Outside, the maintenance tone droned on, bureaucratic and absolute. Inside, Kael set his hands flat on the console to keep them from doing anything foolish and listened to Fleet Command’s most eloquent answer to his warning.

    Silence.
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