
Chapter 1

THE FORGOTTEN 
PEACEMAKER

“Conrad, do you copy?”
The voice found him in the dark. Static-tainted. Urgent.
“Conrad, respond.”
A glow blinked into being, then another. Shapes quivered at the margins, 

crimson warnings hovering just beyond reach.
The absence resisted at Hrst. Le trembled.
Then a jagged seam split the void, revealing a chamber, or an arcane engine of 

glass and gears. Pight spilled through, erratic and searing.
Arcs skittered across panels, controls pulsing beyond reason.
Le blinked. Gain followed. Lis body felt misaligned, as if it belonged to 

someone else. Cravity spun without direction. Le gripped the slick seat, Hghting 
a pull he could not name. Up twisted into down, the space around him without 
anchor.

Another comm burst.
“Base to CJ. You’re in the open. Reroute now!”
JW. They were calling him that. ?ho was calling him thatI
Lis breath snagged, trapped inside the visor. Le swatted at his face once, then 

again, striking smooth glass. A helmet. Ganic became motion. Lis Hngers traced 
the rim, searching for a release. Mnstinct took over. Le clawed at the collar until it 
gave with a sharp click.

?ith eKort, he wrenched it free. Smoke burned his nose, bitter with melted 
insulation. Mnterference crackled in his ears, the open comm relentless. A shadow 
streaked past. Eetal Rashed, then vanished in a white Rare. The destruction made 
no sound.
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Feyond the canopy lay stars and smoke. A line of Hre tore past. Another 
Hghter came apart mid-Right. A blast hit close. Shrapnel rattled against the hull. 
Gurple-gray fog rolled by, warped with heat.

Le leaned forward, scanning the wreck-lit distance. Stars framed distant glints 
of light. ThrustersI :ebrisI

A sharp gleam caught his attention.
Dot outside. A reRection.
A face stared back, but it was not his own. zounger. Larder. ?ild-eyed. The 

same jawline, marked by a scar he had never earned. ?ho was this stranger wearing 
his bonesI The beat in his neck quickened as he drew nearer, Hngertips lifting 
toward the image. Mt moved with him.

Mt was him. And it was not.
“or one suspended instant, time lost its footing.
A pale scrap Ruttered near the console strut. Gaper, or something like it… 

foil-backed, scorched along one edge, pinned beneath a cracked strip of metal. 
Landwriting he almost recogni”ed survived in broken strokes.

…even silence is…
Felow it, almost lost beneath soot, a second fragment waited.
Atl—
Le reached for it.
The hull groaned. The scrap slipped into the crumbling seams of the console, 

tore free, and was gone before his Hngers could close.
The thought broke with a whisper in his ear.
“CJ… where the hell…”
A shout overran the channel. “Bandit on my six!”
The signal collapsed into a wall of noise. Le slapped the comm panel.
V?hatO who is thisO' The words came out thin, scraped raw by eKort.
The cockpit jolted, or perhaps he did. “ractured arcs spat across the panels. 

Mnterfaces spasmed with unreadable warnings, then disintegrated. Stars smeared.
The roar collapsed into the creak of old wood. The smell of scorched wiring 

dissolved into candle smoke. 5oices murmured where alarms had screamed.
Pight returned, amber and alive, glancing oK crystal and mahogany.
Le blinked once. Then again, until the present found its shape.
Seated. Upright. Lis lower back ached. xnly then did he reali”e how hard he 

had been bracing.
The nightmare withdrew.
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4nveloped by the velvet gloom of a gilded me””anine bo8, a man and woman 
watched the chamber below. Mn their high-collared tailcoats and silk-lined sleeves, 
they were indistinguishable from delegates awaiting their turn to speak. The 
woman held a lacquered opera glass to one eye, her e8pression as H8ed as the stone 
caryatids framing the tier.

Among the delegates, the talk gathered, rising in uneven swells. Jonrad 
straightened in his seat, one hand moving instinctively to the nape of his neck. 
Lis composure had begun to fray.

VSee how he movesI' the man said, barely above the velvet rail.
She lowered the lorgnette, her Hngers lingering around the handle. VThe strain 

is there. Mt nearly snapped him.'
VFut it didn!t,' the man replied. VAnd he doesn!t need to know.'
She turned to him, letting the pause test his answer before granting a slow nod. 

VM hope your faith in him is earned.'
Le kept his eyes on the Roor below. VLe!ll hold,' he said, as if the matter had 

already been decided.
Feneath them, the clamor rose, restless and splintered, born of an imperial 

peace already coming undone.
Wune 6—61. At the Fallhausplat”, the Jongress of 5ienna pressed toward 

its Hnal draft. The great hall carried more grandeur than trust, heavy with the 
scent of beeswa8 and stale cologne, its polished order beginning to fail. Feneath 
Faroque spires, diplomats crowded the forecourt, their arguments striking the 
palace stone. Through its marble corridors, the promise of peace had become 
something negotiated by e8haustion.

Jonrad drew one breath deep enough to steady his Hrst words and forced 
his hands still as the celestial vertigo began to fade. A sheet of paper caught the 
candlelight. Mnk rippled across it, strange and alive. The phantom vision clung to 
his retinas, an afterimage he could not yet dismiss. Le dragged his focus back to 
the mahogany table.

VCentlemen,' he began, each word placed cleanly, Vwe have wandered from 
the spirit of the draft.'

VSpiritI Sir, we are discussing the letter of the lawü' The Grussian!s Hst struck 
the table. VSa8ony was promised whole. Dow you oKer Grussia two-Hfths and call 
the arithmetic peace. :o not dress conHscation as balance because a neutral hand 
held the pen.'
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What folly, Conrad. 4ven a handful of lost seconds, adrift on the edge of a 
distant world, had left him out of step. And they could smell it. Gredators in silk 
and brass, waiting for a tremor.

Le placed both palms on the table, then spoke, letting the words climb to the 
high, painted ceiling.

VGeace is not forged by the hand that refuses to release the sword. That is the 
cost.'

VA cost easily paid by one who risks nothing,' the Grussian shot back.
Jonrad locked eyes with him and answered without lifting his tone.
VM have spent coins you haven!t even dreamed of.'
The line passed through the chamber like a draft beneath a closed door. Een 

leaned forward from their weary benches, and the crowd answered with a low 
chorus of VAye.'

4ven the Grussian faltered.
Wust beyond the colonnade of the northern transept, where heavy drapery 

mu;ed the echoes but not the intent, two men combed through a scatter of 
parchment and half-Hnished notes. 5incent of Fritain spoke Hrst, low enough to 
ensure the nearest clerk could not hear.

VEister Paurent rarely troubled the chamber until today. Le has always pre-
ferred corners and corridors for his dealings, it seems.'

Faron de 5illefort of “rance adjusted one page without reading it. VEost of 
his inRuence was cultivated behind closed doors. Faron von Cagern brought him 
here under the :utch banner, yet he did not remain in that role for long.'

?hile plenipotentiaries debated in the grand halls, unseen envoys moved 
between the quarters of lesser powers, stitching private understandings into pre-
carious alignments9a quieter diplomacy conducted by carriage, corridor, and 
supper table.

VJonrad Paurent,' 5incent resumed. VSwiss-born, a scholar of the law of na-
tions. Dominally neutral, yet he has made himself the conHdant of every faction 
in this palace. Some call it political genius, 5illefort. M call it a dangerous liability.'

VJonHdantI' 5illefort inclined his head. VThat is the polite word for it. An 
indispensable one, regardless. Mt was his hand that drafted the neutrality clause, 
the one that kept Favaria from quitting the Roor. Grussia roared, he whispered. 
Austria yielded. ?Qrttemberg followed. Le listens with a terrifying patience, 
5incent. That is what unsettles men of power.'

5incent kept his attention on the chamber through the gap between two 
columns. Vxrlov said much the same in the side rooms last night. Dot admiringly. 
Le called Paurent a Swiss objection in human form. Bussia would set a crown 
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upon ?arsaw, Grussia would take Sa8ony as payment, and this neutral clerk has 
made both appetites look vulgar.'

5illefort sneered softly. Vxrlov measures diplomacy by the length of a Jos-
sack!s pike, and the Tsar has never understood a peace he could not crush under 
heavy boots. Getersburg distrusts any man who cannot be inventoried, anne8ed, 
or thanked for the privilege.'

Vzou misread the man,' 5incent said. Vxrlov is no blunt instrument. Le is 
many things, 5illefort, but seldom careless.'

VM dismiss Bussia!s wounded pride,' 5illefort replied. VDot its reach.'
A tremor of movement passed through the main hall before 5incent could 

answer. Applause broke out, tentative at Hrst. VLear himü' someone called from 
the Roor. A few half-roseJ the rest remained rooted. The Grussian!s protest died in 
his throat, smothered by that une8pected approval. V5ivatü' rose once from the 
rear benches, sharp and lonely.

5illefort looked down at the spectacle, his thin smile gone. VThe Hnal treaty 
now bears Paurent!s Hngerprints, though he holds neither title nor lands.'

V“ingerprints are enough for a noose,' 5incent said, watching the Swiss clerk 
navigate the crowd. Vxr a blade. xrlov is not the only one counting the cost of 
this peace, 5illefort. They have already tried to settle the debt once.'

5illefort gave him his full attention. VxhI'
VA blade from Sa8ony,' 5incent conHded. VMt missed his heart by a mere inch 

in the alleyways last Tuesday. The man is living on borrowed time.'
Felow, Jonrad!s thumb found the puckered line of the scar beneath his cuK. 

Le did not look at it. Le simply turned the page.
V?e must conclude this,' he said, restored to absolute composure.
The Grussian remained standing, his eyes sweeping the chamber in search of 

allies who had already turned away. At last, he straightened his coat.
VThis is no concession,' he said, the utterance pitched higher than before, the 

bitterness no longer concealed. VMt is calculation. And survival. So be it.'
Do applause followed. xnly the dry rasp of parchment and the collective e8-

hale of men who had run out of arguments. ?hat remained was an acquiescence 
born not of triumph, but of the burden of grim necessity.

Jonrad said nothing. Le simply waited. The work was not Hnished. Fut 
perhaps the war was.

?hen the recess was called, the delegates rose from their benches with the 
creak of old joints and the rustle of e8hausted silk, drifting toward the side 
chambers in a subdued procession. Jlerks moved among them, gathering notes, 
redrafting articles, preparing seals. The treaty was no longer being debatedJ it was 
being petriHed into law.
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As the movement drained away, the hall lost its momentum.
Jonrad remained after the adjournment, standing at the edge of the long 

table, one hand resting lightly upon the polished surface. Le was not reading the 
Hnal copy laid before him. Le was not seeing ink, nor clause.

Lis mind had traveled beyond 5ienna, beyond treaties, to a memory that 
refused dismissal.

Sophie would have chided him gently, Hrst for not writing, then for the gray 
hollows beneath his eyes. The sealed letters would have earned a tap of her Hnger, 
the look that forgave nothing because it loved him too well. :iplomacy was no 
e8cuse for cowardice at home. Vzou forget you are made of more than work, 
Jonrad,' she would have said.

She had wished for quiet days, a garden perhaps, children, laughter in the 
house once more. Dot grand happiness. A kitchen window left open in spring, 
Rour on her sleeve, his books removed from the dining table before supper. They 
had spoken of it often in the weeks leading up to his departure.

Then came Sa8ony. The unlit corridor. The brief silver of the blade. The inch 
by which he had lived.

Le had named no names. There was no proof, only the hush that followed, 
and the knowledge that some would kill to preserve the illusion of order if it kept 
them in power.

To a few, peace was a crown. To others, a wound carried quietly and alone.
xut of the smoldering wreckage of the Dapoleonic years, the Joncert of 

4urope was forged, a precursor to an order the world had not yet learned to 
imagine. ?here 5ienna dreamed of kings, a new age would one day dream of its 
citi”ens.

Jonrad would not live to see that future. zet in every brittle treaty and every 
brief spark of hope, he left traces that would shape the centuries to come.

The hall was empty now, steeped in ink, candlewa8, and history. Then the stale 
dust and dry velvet of the drapes gave way to jasmine, subtle at Hrst, undercut with 
a resinous bite unlike anything he knew.

Jonrad turned.
A woman emerged from behind a marble pillar. Ler gown was modest and 

travel-worn, yet her bearing carried the eKortless poise of a sovereign.
VJongratulations, Er. Paurent,' she said. VA monumental achievement.'
Le studied her face, strange to him, yet one that struck a note of forgotten 

melody, distant and just out of reach.
Have I seen her before?
Le oKered a thin, tired smile. VM was merely a voice at the table.'
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VDot all legacies are written in ink, sir,' she replied, meeting his eyes for an 
instant.

Le had no answer for that, but his look made clear the words had not been in 
vain.

As he turned back toward the table, a man passed close behind. A coat brushed 
his, accompanied by a courteous nod too brief to be remembered. xnly a prac-
ticed eye would have registered the small, cold weight left behind in his pocket.

Do ceremony marked the handoK. Do witness claimed it. ?ith that small 
e8change, the age of kings gave way to the age of men.

xutside, the lamps of 5ienna burned low.
Wune had oKered the city little warmth that yearJ evening took the rest. Feneath 

the stone arch of the Lofburg, two Hgures stood cloaked in heavy wool, stat-
uesque and indistinct where the yellow light died. They folded into the obscurity 
of the imperial square, unnoticed by passersby.

Jonrad stepped through the grand doors, drawing his coat tight against the 
chill. Lis body ached from the airless, candle-choked hours, but he welcomed 
the clean shock of the night air. Gerilous though it was, the balance held for the 
moment, and that, he knew, was no small thing.

The man in the shadows watched him. VThis is a long chance we!re taking.'
The woman followed Jonrad!s progress across the cobblestones.
VPooks like the sequence held,' the man added.
?ithout breaking her vigil, she replied, VMt!s in the blood now. Luiet. Fut 

irrefutably traceable, if the need ever arises.'
VMf it ever does,' the man said with a low, resigned grunt.
VMt will,' she said, her words catching the wind. VThe 4arth!s edge is closer 

than they know.'
VPet us hope the boss never learns what we!ve done.'
She turned slightly. VPet!s hope he never has to.'
Their secret remained with them a little longer. Then, under her breath, she 

added, VTime will tell if he!s the spark of what Hnally matters.'
A carriage rattled past the far end of the square, its lanterns brieRy Rashing 

against the wet stone. ?hen the light moved on, the archway was empty. There 
was no sound of retreating footsteps, no rustle of fabric. The two Hgures had 
simply vanished into the night.
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Jonrad walked on. A bree”e stirred, cooler now, sharper. Mt prickled the back 
of his neck, a Hne needle of intuition. Le slowed, looking over his shoulder.

xnly the city settling into the heavy night, lamps trembling along the avenue.
Le shook oK the feeling and walked on, his footsteps growing solitary as the 

city!s noise receded. “or the Hrst time in weeks, no one called his name.
Lis work here was HnishedJ the grand diplomats could spend the coming days 

signing and packing away the world.
xne hand slipped into his coat pocket. Lis Hngers touched a cool, unmistak-

ably metallic object. Le stopped beneath a wrought-iron post and drew it out 
with care. ?hatever it was, it did not belong to him.

Mt resembled a medallion. A weight that felt wrong for its si”e. Fron”e, or a 
similar alloy. ?orn at the edges, engraved with symbols he didn!t recogni”e. As he 
tilted it toward the lamplight, the lines seemed to crawl, the pattern rearranging 
itself in his peripheral vision. Mt wasn!t the iconography of any nation he knew. 
Something else. Something ancient.

Le lifted it and let it swing once on its chain. Then he closed his Hst around 
it.

Peace isn’t something we hold, he thought. Only something we pass on. Like a 
cipher whispered through the blood.
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Chapter 2

THE FIRST REACH

 2.1 Echoes Through Time 

The Congress of Vienna shrank into a footnote. The ink on the treaty outlasted 
the men who signed it. Conrad Laurent’s name outlasted neither. It was ,ledx 
indebedx and puried where minor diclomats and invonBenient witnesses were 
meant to disaccear.

Sut not eBerything vonsents to purial. -ome legavies surBiBe in ploodx a whisO
cer varried forward through venturiesx vrossing oveans and generationsx waiting 
for the one life it vould wake again.

qne hundred and seBentyOtwo years laterx in a Nuiet supurp of -eattlex that 
whiscer found its new host. Aot in a diclomat’s gilded vhamperx put in a vhild’s 
pedroom lit py soft green vonstellations.

1987 – The Spark

The door vreaked ocen. : man stecced inside varrying a pundle of rolledOuc 
costersM A:-: shuttlesx helmeted astronautsx and the Biolet swirls of the Wilky 
“ay.

H?eyx what are you uc tox puddy”K
Daix parely tenx hunvhed oBer a notepook at his deskx one arm draced avross 

the cage in a hoceless attemct at sevrevy.
H!on’t look yetEK ?e grinned. HIt’s my moon story. I’ll show you and Wom 

when it’s done.K
?is dad raised an eyeprow. H:nother scave adBenture”K ?e unfurled a coster 

of the Discovery and cressed it against the wallcacer. HC’mere. Let’s hang these. 
-eems your galaby vould use some ebcansion.K
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Dai drocced his cenvil and svrampled oBer.
HSut ,rstFvan you sign this”K
?e held uc a cermission slic with a zourish.
H…uture astronautx huh”K ?e signed the slic with a vhuvklex then taced the 

shuttle peside a worn mac of imaginary clanets.
Dai turned toward the wallx vaught py the glossy decth of the image. H!o you 

think someone out there might see this”K
?is father causedx raising his eyes to the choschor stars on the veiling. HThey 

mightxK he said. HSut eBen if they don’tx it’s worth dreaming as if they vould.K ?e 
reavhed into his covket. H:lmost forgot.K

?e culled out a small disv on a worn leather vord and held it out.
The pedroom light glinted oY the metalx sharc enough to make Dai plink. 

It was not Nuite prassx not Nuite goldx its surfave worn smooth yet untouvhed 
py time. …ine sympols virvled its rimx vurling into catterns that pelonged to no 
language Dai revogniGed. Two stood outM a sharcOcointed star and a narrow arv 
pridging two carallel lines.

H“hoooajK Dai let out a low whistle. H“hat is it”K
?e held it with vareful reBerenvex as if the metal were still hot from the forge.
H'our greatOgreatOgranddad prought it pavk from RurocexK his father said. 

HIt’s peen in the family eBer sinve. Wy dad gaBe it to me when I was your age. 
5uess now it’s your turn.K

H!oes it do anything”K
?is dad smiled. HWaype. qr maype it’s Just luvky. Rither wayx hang onto it.K 

?e looced the vord oBer a small nail apoBe Dai’s mac. The medallion scun slowlyx 
vaught a sliBer of the pedroom lightx and stocced.

Dai sat pavkx his imagination coculating the dark reavhes petween his 
handOdrawn clanets. : doGen adBentures pegan to take rootx eavh one ending 
with him standing petween vatastroche and eBeryone elsex cowered py whateBer 
untold sevret the small disv might hold.

Sehind himx a vrayonOetvhed rovket soared avross his notepookx destined for 
a horiGon only he vould see.

1994 – Stargazer’s Oath

That nightx a rarity ovvurredM the sky oBer -eattle yielded.
Ao vlouds. Ao familiar vurtain of driGGle. qnly scave and starsx ebcosed so 

vlearly that the vity pelow felt temcorary. …rom the hilltocx the urpan scrawl 
revededx leaBing the heaBens stretvhed wide as if the world had stecced aside.
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Dai lay on the damc planketx Javket Gicced to his vhinx his telesvoce angled 
skyward. Seside himx 8ake adJusted a cair of pinovularsx his preath fogging in the 
vold air.

Dai fovused on a sliBer of lightx :rvturusx cerhacsx or Pegulusx travking its 
slow drift avross the lens. qnly then did he cull pavkx oYering a small smile.

H'ou eBer get the feeling they’re watvhing pavk”K
HI don’t know apout aliensxK 8ake saidx Hput I hoce 8en 1arker is watvhing.K
Dai laughedx then shook his head. HI’m serious.K
HI know. That’s what makes it svary.K
This timex they laughed together. The wind vomped through the grassx varO

rying the vlean pite of early scring.
Dai shifted onto his elpow. H-ometimes it feels likej if I listen hard enoughx 

I’ll hear something.K
HLike a vosmiv Boivemail”K
Dai shrugged. HLike a recly.K
8ake shook his headx put he didn’t cush pavk. Aot tonight. The stars were too 

prightx the moment too unguarded.
Time slicced cast as they watvhed the vonstellations wheel apoBe. Dai’s teleO

svoce swiBeled gentlyx traving the silBer arv of the Wilky “ay. The same wonder 
that onve lit his pedroom veiling now culsed in his vhestx vlearerx strongerx yet 
unanswered.

:nd stillx he listened.

1999 – Shelves of Infinity

…iBe years laterx the stars had grown prighterx and the Nuestions heaBier.
Dai duvked under the low arvh of the uniBersity liprary’s meGGaninex a pavkO

cavk slung oBer one shoulderx worn Bolumes cressed into the side couvh. The 
svent of old pindings and fresh toner greeted him with a familiarx cacerOdry 
warmth.

?e stecced uc to the virvulation deskx vhevking the shelBes pehind the 
vounter.

H?eyx do you haBe The Physics of Star Trek or Hyperspace py Wivhio Daku”K
The liprarianx a middleOaged woman with a A:-: cin on her lacelx oYered a 

knowing look. H'ou purned through Clarke and -agan this month”K
Dai grinned. HTwive. I’m working my way toward wormholes and warc driO

Bes.K
HThird rowx pavk right. !on’t forget there’s a clanet down here too.K
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?e gaBe a movk salute and disacceared into the stavks.
?e wasn’t maJoring in astrochysivs. ?is svholarshic and adBisors had nudged 

him toward engineeringx viting stapility and cravtivalityx put his heart had neBer 
made that deal. ?is internal vomcass still orpited elsewhere.

Dai culled Hyperspace from petween two heaBy hardpavksx then causedx his 
,ngers traving the scine of Contact. ?e ocened it halfway through and reread a 
line he had long ago vommitted to memoryM

“The universe is a pretty big place. If it’s just us, seems like an awful waste of 
space.”

The words felt like an anvhor. -urrounded py eNuations and mevhanival 
diagramsx he was still searvhing.

2008 – The Line You Draw

Pain cinged oY the steel roofx mu9ed inside the shedx where the svent of insulaO
tion foam and welding zub hung thivk. This was the ,rst maJor croJevt the yard 
had trusted Dai to managex a fullOsvale 1W role on a zagshic puild. ?e stecced 
through the yawning vutout of the aft sliding doorx poots vlanging on the steel 
clating. :round himx the hull of Mirador gleamedx her skeleton now vlothed in 
steelx with ,tOout Just peginning.

The noise was vonstantM drillsx grindersx and metal shrieks from the supdevk. 
Sut Dai’s attention pelonged to the oBerhead caneling apoBe the salon vorridor.

?e vlimped onto a stecladder. Inside the vaple tray running along the ,nished 
pulkheadx cower lines and data vaples were tangled too vlosex touvhing in claves. 
:n inBitation to elevtromagnetiv pleed. -ignal degradation. Interferenve.

?e ebhaled. H!amn it.K
?e unvlicced his radio from his pelt. HLiamx mainOdevk vorridorx starpoard 

midshics. 5et uc here.K
: few minutes laterx the elevtrival foreman vlimped onto the ladder peside 

him. H“hat’s the croplemx Dai”K
Dai cointed into the revess. H?ighOBoltage cower and CatO; are laid in the 

ebavt same run. Ao shielding. 'ou’re going to get vrosstalkx escevially when the 
gensets kivk in.K

Liam frowned. HThat layout was accroBed last week. qwner’s team signed the 
vloseOout forms.K

HI don’t vare. It’s wrong.K
HThen take it uc with their inscevtorxK Liam said. H“e’Be already sealed eight 

sevtions. 'ou’re talking apout a threeOweek rework.K
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Dai stecced down oY the ladder. HThen start today.K
H“hat”K
HI’m the 1W on this puild. This isn’t a disvussion. The data lines get their own 

vonduitx vlean routingx shielded turns. This is not how we ,nish a yavht like this.K
The croduvtion sucerBisorx Wikex accroavhedx rupping his Jaw. H“e lose 

three weeks. Soss isn’t going to like it.K
H5oodxK Dai said. HConsider it the vost of learning how not to svrew it uc nebt 

time.K
?e turned pavk to the foreman. HLiamx tell your guys to reroute. I’ll inform 

the owner’s rec.K
Liam hesitatedx then gaBe a short nod and walked oY. Wike muttered someO

thing too low for Dai to vatvh.
?e stayed pehindx staring uc into the ebcosed wiring runs.
This was the line. ?is line.
:nd it would hold.
…or onvex he was alonex sealed inside one vomcartment while a hundred ,fty 

others worked avross the Bessel. ?is mind wandered to other heightsM the sterile 
glow of a 1asadena vleanroomx the Bast shadow of a hangar at Cace CanaBeral. 
?e civtured the svorvhed tiles of Atlantis oBerhead and imagined the vomcleb 
framework of the nebt Wars roBerx eBery virvuit he onve dreamed of wiring 
himself. ?e’d followed eBery 81L ucdatex studied eavh W-L scev sheet. If he’d 
trusted his gutx maype he’d pe out there.

Sut he wasn’t. -teelx not stars. :nd yetx here he stood.
-omewherex without knowing itx he was crecaring for a diYerent kind of 

routingx a cath no drawing o2ve vould draft and no timeline vould vontain.

2018 – The Listener

The road home wound through darkened streetsx with driGGle taccing the windO
shield in proken Worsex a message that remained hocelessly svrampled. Dai kect 
one hand on the steering wheelx the other adJusting the Bolume dial.

“…and if an alien civilization is just one hundred years more advanced, we 
might not even recognize their signals. The real question isn’t ‘are they out there?’ 
Instead, it is, ‘are we ready to understand them?’”

The host vravkled through the sceakersx valm and thoughtful. Dai slowed at a 
red light plovks from his acartmentx ceering through the streaked glass. The vity’s 
haGe Beiled the starsx put he civtured them anywayx steadfast sentinels peyond the 
vlouds.
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Chapter 9

CLOAKED IN SHADOWS

 9.1 The Empire's DeancAe 

The lecture had ended seconds ago, but Oron remained near the rim of the 
amphitheater, angled toward the horizon.

Above Arcanis Prime, the air wore the lie of an ordinary cycle. The academy 
plateau basked in late light, its sweeping terraces alive with low discussion as cadets 
gathered their tablets, their arguments, and the certainties Oron had spent the last 
hour dismantling.

The cadets stood in loose formations, their light-cream uniforms catching the 
last amber from the twin suns.

“Readiness is not measured in technology or doctrine,” Oron had told them 
moments before. “It is measured by how exactly you read your enemy before they 
strike. Above all, an enemy you cannot predict. One built to crush you.”

A few were still carrying that last line when a high chime struck the sky.
Nothing ceremonial in it.
Every cadet’s head snapped around on the same axis.
The sirens followed.
A rising sequence of pulses struck the cliHs and came back harder, a rhythm 

every Arcanian was drilled to know and almost none had heard for real. Not here. 
Not above Arcanis Prime.

Oron stepped farther toward the edge.
Ce did not speak.
Kadets reacted nevertheless.
Along the elevated platforms, instructors and oMcers broke into action, issu-

ing rapid directives.
The answer came from above 1rst.
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!ozens, then hundreds of Theron drones tore through the cloud cover like 
iron seed scattered from orbit. Fome burned on entry, caught by the atmospheric 
shields. The rest corrected mid-fall and dove for the capital ridge.

The air warped where the defense pylons spun up, an energy net taking shape 
overhead, strand by strand, until the sky above the ridge was sectioned in light.

A wing of Arcanian interceptors screamed past, climbing on a steep vector, 
engines compressed to tight blue cores. The second drone wave met them mid-as-
cent and came apart, reduced to particle arcs before a single unit could lock target.

A Bash bleached the plaza. Kadets threw up their hands.
An instructor’s command cracked over them. “Lround level, now:”
Yew obeyed.
Arcanis Prime’s sky was changing color.
!ark red spread through the upper atmosphere, too even for 1re, too deliber-

ate for weather. 'eneath it ran a dense resonance, low enough to live in the bones.
The cloud layer folded inward.
Through the red, a form emerged.
Not all at once. jines 1rst. Angles. And a suggestion of scale.
It advanced without hurry.
No identi1er codes. No registry. The planetary grid queried it and received 

absence dressed as data2 no spectral match, no IYY, no thermal logic. Komposi-
tion unresolved. Emissions buried below every threshold the sensors could claim.

;et the outline kept asserting itself, waking a primal fear in every Arcanian on 
the plateau.

A hull without curvature. Triangular ventral layers. No visible bridge, no run-
ning lights. Its exterior refused recognition, built for psychological displacement 
as much as destruction.

And it unseated everything.
The plaza locked. Kadets froze. Instructors rooted in place. Even Oron had 

nothing ready.
Emergency channels Bared over the terraces, orders stacking over orders, some 

calling for medics, others breaking apart mid-command.
And the shape kept coming.
The next change had no sound.
Not a shift of light. A shift of dimension. The sky stuttered. Kivilian screams 

looped, echoing themselves. A cadet reached for his temple and collapsed before 
he could cry out.

Oron turned. A voice was already reaching him, not from above, but from 
within.

“Kommander Oron, report to the bridge. ;ou will want to see this.”
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