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The Signal Beyond: 

The Exiles of Orion: Book III

Chapter 1: A Listening World

Kira Veil leaned closer to the spectrograph, her eyes reflecting the soft cyan glow of the pulse analyzer as it cycled again. It had done this seven times. Seven identical intervals. Not noise. Not drift. Not another background flare from the Reach.

Something was out there.

The observatory platform creaked faintly around her, the sound of stressed metal under vacuum resonance. Haven’s orbital outpost wasn’t built for comfort, it was cobbled together from recovered Builder frames, Terran support trusses, and a ring of fiber-linked sensor clusters that blinked and hummed through the eternal silence. Officially, she was junior analyst to the Watchline Program. Unofficially, she was the only one who never skipped the graveyard shift.

The signal had arrived at 03:12 Standard. A ripple across Sector 17-Zeta, bouncing clean through the dust veil of the outer belt. It should have faded. Should have distorted. Instead, it held shape. And rhythm.

She sat up straighter, fingers flying across the display as she zoomed in on the harmonics. They were jagged. Nonlinear. But not random.

“Kira?” came a sleepy voice over comms. “You still alive up there?”

She smiled despite herself. “Barely. You might want to wake someone on surface-side council rotation.”

A long pause.

“That a joke?”

Kira pinged the signal pattern to the relay buffer. “No. I think I’m looking at a structured emission. Cold-spectrum. Repeating every 53.6 seconds.”

She heard a soft curse, followed by shifting blankets. “Is it on the registry?”

“It’s not from any mapped system.”

“Drift pattern?”

“None. It’s holding vector. Flat-space transmission.”

A sharper breath now. “Kira, is it military?”

“No. At least I don’t think so. The modulation isn’t like anything I’ve seen. There’s a kind of… echo under it. Like a degraded chorus.”

Her contact, Bren, the orbital tech on nightwatch rotation, was now fully awake.

“You want me to alert command?”

“Not yet,” she said, biting her lip. “Let me confirm harmonics. Something about this feels…”

She stopped.

The waveform just spiked.

A double pulse.

Not stronger, deeper.

Kira tapped into the AI assistant, overlaying known Builder emissions from the Haven dig archives. The result was instant.

Harmonic match: 38%.

Origin match: Unmapped.

Timestamp match: Not applicable.

Her heart kicked in her chest. Thirty-eight percent wasn’t high enough to trigger alarms, but the pattern didn’t belong to any human transmission. And it was old. Older than Haven’s relay net. Possibly older than the Orion Collapse.

Kira opened a new window and cross-referenced it with the Builder signal fragment recovered during the Vault 9 analysis, what the elders called the “Deep Wake” frequency. Nobody had ever cracked it. But this new pulse echoed its structure, only inverted. Like a mirror’s ghost.

She opened a private channel.

“Command relay, this is Watchpoint Nine. I need Council liaison Jace Merin on priority. Confirm identity code: Veil-Kira-Seven.”

A moment of static, then a soft chime.

“Request logged. Council link standing by.”

Bren’s voice returned, hushed now. “Kira… what the hell is this?”

She whispered it more to herself than to him.

“A voice.”

An hour later, the main deck lights came online.

Kira stood by the forward sensor ring, arms folded tight over her black jumpsuit, her hair pinned hastily back as the deck doors opened and Jace Merin stepped through, followed by two sensor specialists and one silent figure in a grey coat with her hands clasped behind her back.

Kira knew her before she even looked up.

Ava Eloran. The War voice. Hero of Earth’s last stand. One of the few who had spoken at the signing of the Accord in person, not by stream.

But Ava looked smaller than legend, tired in a way that didn’t show in the eyes, only in how quietly she moved. Her hair had gone silver. Her expression was unreadable.

Kira straightened. “Councilor.”

“Advisor now,” Ava said, voice smooth. “I’m only here to listen. You found something?”

Kira glanced at Jace, who nodded.

She brought the signal up on the overhead display. It filled the room in a lattice of blue and amber lines, each pulse an echo stacked across a three-dimensional waveform. The silence between pulses was perfect, too perfect. Artificial.

“This pattern originated from a point beyond the mapped sectors. No stellar body at its origin. Just an empty grid zone flagged ‘unfit for relay expansion.’”

“Why?” Jace asked.

“Radiation haze,” Ava answered before Kira could. “Old survey flagged it as unstable. No follow-up was funded.”

Jace frowned. “Convenient.”

Kira zoomed in. “Each harmonic has a twin. The echo frequency matches portions of Builder code, specifically the fragment we pulled from Vault 9 last cycle.”

“Deep Wake?” Ava asked, leaning in.

Kira nodded. “But more than that. It’s cleaner. Like a prototype or... ancestor.”

Ava folded her arms. “Why now?”

“The pulse wasn’t directed at Haven. We caught it off-angle. It’s more likely the signal’s origin is targeting deep Builder constructs. I think we intercepted it by accident.”

Ava’s brow tightened. “And what does it want?”

“I don’t know,” Kira admitted. “But the signature changed when we ran it through harmonic synthesis. The echo frequency inverted and then… it sang back.”

A silence hung between them.

Jace ran a hand through his hair. “Are we talking about a first contact?”

“No,” Ava said softly. “We’re talking about an old contact waking up.”

The room dimmed slightly as the ambient sync adjusted. Outside the viewports, Haven itself hung like a blue coin against the black, its defense satellites glinting.

Kira cleared her throat. “There’s one more thing.”

She called up the overlay.

The signal’s inversion pattern.

As the display rotated, Ava’s eyes narrowed.

“That’s not just a pulse.”

Kira nodded. “It’s a path.”

The harmonic phases weren’t symmetrical. They curved, twisted, mapped. Like sonar through dark water. Every pulse was not just an emission. It was a scan.

A slow, reaching hand.

The Builder systems on Haven, most of them dormant, inert frames locked beneath the city’s core or buried in lunar regolith, had ignored a hundred years of poking, prodding, and reverse engineering. Fusion tech. Field shielding. Even Haven’s orbital pulse drives were all stolen secrets, pieces patched together from half-understood code.

But now something had spoken in their native tongue.

Ava turned toward the viewport. “Has anything responded?”

Kira hesitated. “Not on Haven.”

Ava turned her eyes to the dark crescent rising beyond the planet.

“Koros.”

The smallest moon. Uninhabited. Barely more than a rock wrapped in Builder scaffolding. Only one station there, and it hadn’t been staffed in months. Too dangerous. Too quiet.

Kira nodded. “At 04:11, we picked up a new vibration from under the Koros vault. Something under the crust. We ran a core scan.”

She brought it up.

A ring. Perfect and massive, buried under kilometers of dust and impact scars. Not natural. Not marked.

And it was humming.

Ava’s voice was low. “They left a gate.”

Jace looked from one woman to the other. “A gate? As in…”

“Builder transit architecture,” Kira said. “Theoretical. We've found fragments across the Orion line, archways, harmonic chambers, but nothing ever worked.”

“They never built them planet-side,” Ava said. “Too risky.”

Kira turned. “You’ve seen one?”

“No,” Ava said. “But I’ve read the warnings. The gates distort gravity wells when activated. Dangerous near settlements. Deadly if used improperly.”

Jace frowned. “So why bury one here?”

Ava’s voice was grim.

“Because they didn’t want anyone to find it.”

Kira’s console chimed again.

The signal had shifted.

Ava turned. “What is it?”

Kira’s fingers flew. The pulse had intensified. A second harmonic had joined it. Fainter. Younger. It wasn’t just singing anymore.

It was locking on.

Kira’s voice caught.

“The gate just answered.”

The chamber beneath Haven’s core didn’t feel like part of the city. It was too cold, too still. The lighting was Builder-diffused, an eerie gold haze that cast no shadows. The circular platform in the center pulsed with faint telemetry, its curved interface etched with glowing script no one had ever truly deciphered.

Kira stood with her arms locked behind her back, trying not to fidget. This was her first direct summons to the Deep Hall. And Advisor Ava Eloran had not said why.

When Ava entered, she didn’t speak at first. She approached the platform, placed one hand lightly on its edge, and waited.

The system recognized her biometrics and activated. No password. No clearance override. Just Ava.

Kira stepped forward. “You wanted to see me?”

Ava gave a small nod. “You found the signal. That alone makes you the most important person in this room.”

Kira wasn’t sure if that was sarcasm or praise.

“We’ve reviewed your data,” Ava continued. “The signal’s structure matches elements of
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