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The Proposal

The Council chamber had been designed for voices that were expected to last.

Kael had always noticed that first.

Not the size of the room, though it was immense. Not the black-veined stone walls climbing upward into darkness. Not the suspended lamps floating in measured intervals above the circular floor. What he noticed was the acoustics. The chamber carried speech without distortion. Every word spoken at its center arrived intact at the outer tiers. No echo. No softening. No mercy.

A room built by people who believed language mattered.

The six planetary seals of the Alliance glowed faintly beneath the polished floor, arranged around the central speaking platform. Behind them, elevated in ascending arcs, sat the Council representatives, administrative observers, military advisors, and the invited delegation from the Sisterhood of Theron.

The Sisterhood had not attended a full Council proceeding in generations.

That fact alone had altered the room before anyone spoke.

Kael stood at the center platform waiting for recognition to begin. Bashan stood several steps behind him, hands folded behind his back with the stillness of a man who understood institutional gravity well enough not to compete with it physically. Hannah stood farther away than either of them, near the edge of the chamber beneath the dark blue standard of Theron.

Not hiding.

Simply refusing the center.

Kael looked once toward the upper tiers where the observers sat behind the translucent barriers. Scholars. Journalists. Administrative aides. Military officers pretending they had no interest in history. The chamber was fuller than any proceeding since the final days of Elior’s inquiry.

People understood something was happening here, even if they did not yet understand what.

A bell sounded once.

Regent Sorath entered without announcement.

The room rose.

Sorath crossed the upper platform slowly, carrying neither theatrical authority nor visible fatigue. The years since Elior’s fall had changed him in ways Kael still found difficult to fully identify. Less certainty, perhaps. Or less attachment to certainty. He had once seemed like a man holding a structure upright through discipline alone. Now he resembled someone who had finally understood that structures survived by adapting or they did not survive at all.

“Be seated.”

The chamber obeyed.

Sorath looked down toward the center platform.

“Scholar Kael. You requested this proceeding jointly with Bashan of the Council administration and the Sisterhood of Theron.” A pause. “You may begin.”

Kael inclined his head once.

Then he looked at the room.

He had spoken in archives, excavation chambers, university forums, administrative hearings, and once before a tribunal that had nearly condemned Hannah’s father to permanent erasure from the historical record. None of those moments felt equivalent to this one.

“For three centuries,” Kael said, “the Alliance believed the Aren Tal were gods.”

No one moved.

“Then we believed they were frauds.”

Stillness again.

“The source manuscript recovered during the Validation proceedings established that neither conclusion was correct. The Aren Tal were people. Highly advanced, historically disciplined, technically sophisticated people who traveled across worlds and left behind systems of knowledge.”

A Councilor from Jeron leaned slightly forward.

Kael continued.

“What we do not know is where they came from, how large their civilization was, or whether the Alliance worlds were central to their history or incidental to it.”

He activated the projection field beside the platform.

Stars appeared across the chamber air.

He rotated the image slowly. Six highlighted worlds glowed near the lower edge of the projection: the Alliance systems. Around them spread an immense field of mapped stars fading into partial uncertainty at the edges.

“The source manuscript included references to trajectories,” Kael said quietly. “At the time, we believed them symbolic. They are not symbolic.”

Lines began appearing across the projection.

Curved.

Elliptical.

Vast.

“These are not religious diagrams,” he said. “They are navigational records.”

A murmur crossed the upper tiers.

One Council member spoke before permission was granted.

“You are proposing the Aren Tal traveled beyond Alliance space.”

Kael looked toward him.

“I am proposing the Alliance occupies a very small portion of their route.”

The silence that followed was not disbelief.

It was scale.

“The manuscript references worlds not contained within Alliance records,” Kael continued. “Different stellar configurations. Different atmospheric mathematics. Different linguistic structures. During the last six years, Bashan and I assembled comparative astronomical models from recovered Aren Tal notation.”

He gestured toward the projection.

“The pattern repeats consistently enough to justify expeditionary confirmation.”

There it was.

The real sentence.

The room understood it immediately. Not theoretical scholarship. Not archive work. Not reinterpretation.

Departure.

A woman from the Alleron administrative tier spoke next.

“Beyond mapped Alliance space?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

Kael glanced once toward Bashan.

Bashan stepped forward.

That shift alone altered the room’s register. His authority was structural. When Bashan spoke, people stopped asking whether something was interesting and began asking whether it was survivable.

“The projected expedition covers approximately ten years ship time,” Bashan said.

The chamber erupted.

Not chaos. The Council had too much training for chaos. But controlled disbelief moved through the tiers like pressure fracturing ice.

“Impossible.”

“Supply collapse alone—”

“Crew attrition—”

“Outside established military range?”

Sorath raised one hand.

The room quieted.

Bashan waited for complete silence before continuing.

“Biological aging would be reduced substantially through long-cycle stasis intervals. Estimated subjective passage for crew members: approximately three years.”

That landed differently.

Still shocking. But imaginable.

A military representative spoke next.

“And what exactly is the institutional value of this mission?”

Bashan folded his hands behind his back.

“The Alliance currently exists in possession of a truth larger than the structures originally built to contain it,” he said. “The Validation resolved the question of authenticity. It did not resolve the question of consequence.”

He turned slightly toward the projection.

“If the Aren Tal traveled widely, then the Alliance is not the sole inheritor of their contact. That alters diplomatic, historical, theological, and strategic understanding simultaneously.”

“Strategic,” another Councilor repeated sharply.

“Yes.”

Bashan did not soften it.

“If other civilizations developed from the same contact points, then eventually contact between those civilizations becomes possible. The Alliance should not encounter that reality accidentally.”

That quieted several military objections immediately. Kael watched the shift happen in real time. Bashan understood institutions at the level of reflex. He knew which arguments changed resistance into participation.

Councilor Ren Talis of Jeron spoke next. Older than most in the chamber. Respected precisely because he did not oppose things frivolously.

“The Alliance has only recently stabilized,” Talis said. “The Temple fracture remains unresolved in portions of the outer systems. Trade routes are still reorganizing. The Aslam Mahib conflicts ended scarcely a decade ago. And now you propose committing enormous resources to pursue the possibility that ancient travelers may once have visited worlds we cannot verify exist.”

He paused.

“Scholarship is not automatically wisdom. There are moments civilizations survive by consolidating rather than expanding.”

Kael did not answer immediately.

Because Talis was right. At least partly.

Before he could speak, Sorath looked toward the edge of the chamber.

“Hannah Vale,” the Regent said quietly. “You have not requested speaking authority. But the Council would hear you.”

Only then did the room fully turn toward her.

Hannah had remained motionless through the entire proceeding. Simple dark clothing. No ceremonial markings. No visible indication that half the room regarded her as the most consequential person alive.

Kael watched her cross toward the center platform.

Not dramatic.

Never dramatic.

That was part of why people listened.

She stopped beside the projection without looking at it.

When she spoke, her voice carried naturally through the chamber.

“Councilor Talis is correct.”

A visible ripple moved across the tiers.

“The Alliance is unstable in ways we do not fully understand yet. The Temple fracture remains unresolved. Several systems are still reorganizing their legal structures after the Validation proceedings. There are regions where Elior’s followers remain active. There are military risks in sending the Morta Tal beyond mapped space.”

She paused.

“And there are risks in staying.”

The room held completely still.

“My father died because institutions decided uncertainty was more dangerous than truth.”

No emphasis.

No performance.

That made it worse.

“Hiding from larger reality does not preserve civilizations. It weakens them. It teaches them to confuse familiarity with safety.”

She turned then toward the projection for the first time.

“The Aren Tal traveled outward. Whatever else they were, they did not build their civilization by remaining inside the last thing they understood.”

Hannah continued.

“If there are other worlds shaped by the same history, then they already exist whether we acknowledge them or not. Refusing to look outward does not protect us from that reality. It only guarantees we meet it unprepared later.”

Councilor Talis studied her carefully.

“And if the expedition fails?”

Hannah met his gaze.

“Then it fails honestly.”

The room went silent again.

Kael realized suddenly that no one was looking at the projection anymore.

They were looking at her.

Not because she dominated rooms.

Because she never tried to.

❖

Sorath watched the chamber for several seconds before speaking.

“The proposed expedition vessel?”

Bashan answered. “The Morta Tal, refitted for long-range exploration and deep-cycle stasis operation.”

“Command structure?”

“Triangular.”

That produced immediate confusion. Sorath raised an eyebrow slightly.

Bashan clarified.

“Hannah Vale will hold moral authority regarding contact and intervention decisions. Scholar Kael will oversee historical and scientific operations. I will maintain institutional and logistical command.”

One Councilor laughed softly.

“You intend to run a ten-year mission through philosophical balance?”

“No,” Bashan said evenly. “Through visible disagreement.”

That stopped the laughter.

“Hannah evaluates moral consequence differently than I do. Kael evaluates evidence differently than either of us. The expedition requires all three registers to operate independently. If one perspective dominates completely, the mission becomes dangerous.”

Even the skeptical members were listening carefully now.

Because that was not idealism.

It was systems design.

Sorath leaned back slightly.

“The Sisterhood endorses this structure?”

An older woman rose from the Theron delegation.

“The Sisterhood endorses Hannah Vale.”

The silence afterward lasted long enough for everyone to understand what had been said and what had not.

Sorath looked across the chamber.

“All Council members authorized for vote.”

Lights appeared across the circular tiers. Kael watched them resolve one by one. He noticed Councilor Talis last — the old man sitting very still, hands folded on the rail before him, his expression carrying not defeat but the particular gravity of someone who has made his objection honestly and will now watch history move past it. Then Talis’s light resolved.

Green.

The tally stabilized overhead.

Authorization confirmed.

The chamber remained strangely quiet after the result appeared. As if everyone understood that approval was easier than comprehension.

Sorath rose.

“The expedition is authorized under the joint Council and Sisterhood charter.” His eyes moved briefly toward Hannah. “May the Alliance remain worthy of what it seeks.”

❖

The proceedings dissolved slowly after that. Conversations erupted in contained clusters across the chamber. Advisors are already recalculating budgets. Military observers discussing escort configurations. Scholars are trying not to look openly ecstatic.

Kael remained near the center platform for a moment, the projection finally dark above him.

Bashan stepped beside him.

“Well,” Bashan said.

Kael exhaled once. Said nothing.

Bashan nodded slightly, as if that answered it.

Across the chamber, Hannah stood alone near the darkened projection field. For a moment, she looked unexpectedly young to Kael. Not uncertain. Simply aware of scale.

Then her communicator signaled softly.

She glanced down.

A recorded message. Sender: Canon Vale.

For several seconds, she only looked at the identifier.

Then she opened it.

Vale appeared seated outdoors beneath the late-evening light, somewhere in Vael. Wind moved faintly through the trees behind him. He looked older than the last time she had seen him in person, though not diminished. Time had settled into him instead of taking things away.

“Hannah.”

Nothing formal. Nothing ceremonial.

“I heard the Council scheduled the vote.”

A small smile touched one corner of his mouth.

“You always did have unfortunate ideas about distance.”

She laughed once through her nose before she could stop herself.

Vale nodded slightly, hearing it anyway somehow.

“I don’t have advice for you.”

Of course, he didn’t.

“You know what this costs. You know what it asks of people.” A pause. “And you know that being afraid of the cost has never once stopped you from doing what you believed was necessary.”

The wind shifted behind him.

“When you were very young, you used to think courage meant feeling certain.” Another small smile. “I remember because you argued with me about it repeatedly.”

Hannah lowered her eyes briefly.

“You were wrong then. Most worthwhile things begin before certainty arrives.”

He leaned back slightly in his chair.

“You don’t belong to Vael anymore. Or Theron. Or the Council.” He shook his head gently. “Maybe you never did.”

Not sadness.

Recognition.

“You’ll come back changed again. That’s what distance does.”

He looked directly into the recorder then.

“But you will come back.”

A long pause followed.

Not empty.

Full.

“I wanted to say goodbye while the worlds still feel close enough to name.”

The message ended.

Hannah stood motionless for several seconds afterward while the chamber continued emptying around her.

Then she closed the transmission and looked once more toward the darkened platform where the stars had been.

Not the edge of the map.

The beginning of one.
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Chapter Two
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The Morta Tal

Kael had seen the ship before.

Not closely.

No civilian ever saw a fleet vessel closely unless something had gone wrong.

The Morta Tal occupied Dock Three alone.

That was the first thing scale did to the mind. It altered proportion before thought arrived. The docking structures around it — enormous in any other context — looked temporary beside the ship’s dark hull. Freight transports moved beneath it like insects crossing the shadow of a mountain.

Kael stopped halfway across the observation bridge without meaning to.

The vessel extended beyond the visible curve of the dock aperture. Its armored surface absorbed light unevenly, repaired sections revealing slightly different mineral tones from older plating. Near the forward structure, crews worked along suspended magnetic scaffolds while transport cranes moved supply containers into open cargo sections farther aft.

A warship.

Still obviously a warship no matter what the Council charter called it now.

Bashan slowed beside him.

“You’re staring.”

“I know.”

“You should probably stop before the crew notices.”

Kael kept looking.

“It feels impossible.”

Bashan followed his gaze toward the vessel.

“Yes,” he said. “That is generally what civilizations build right before they change.”

Kael laughed quietly.

“You make everything sound administrative.”

“It usually is administrative. History is mostly paperwork attached to consequences.”

They resumed walking.

“What did they finally decide about the translation?” Kael asked.

Bashan glanced toward him.

“You mean the version suitable for public distribution?”

“The accurate version.”

Bashan considered that.

“We are currently saying Spear of Tal.”

“That isn’t accurate.”

“No.”

Kael smiled slightly.

“It also isn’t inaccurate.”

“Which is why it survived committee review.”

The bridge vibrated faintly beneath them as a freight lift engaged somewhere below. Kael watched dock personnel moving in disciplined streams along the lower platforms. Military crews, engineering divisions, logistical supervisors, navigation teams. Hundreds of people already inside the rhythm of departure before the mission had technically begun.

The Morta Tal. The name had settled badly across portions of the Council after authorization. Too martial. Too associated with the Mahib conflicts. Several members had proposed renaming the ship entirely before departure. Bashan had refused, and Kael understood why now. The vessel carried its own history visibly. Renaming it would have felt cosmetic. Almost dishonest.

❖

They entered the main transfer corridor leading toward the ship’s primary intake platform. Security gates stood open while personnel moved equipment through continuous scans. Armed dock security remained present but unobtrusive.

Beyond the final checkpoint the scale changed again.

Inside, the ship stopped resembling an object and began resembling architecture.

The primary intake hall rose several stories overhead, layered with exposed structural supports and suspended transport rails. Directional lights moved along the floor in colored streams guiding crew divisions toward assigned sectors. The air smelled faintly metallic beneath recycled atmosphere and fresh machine coolant.

Kael turned slowly once, trying to understand size honestly.

“You could fit a district council building in here,” he said.

“Two,” Bashan answered.

A transport carrier drifted overhead carrying stasis components toward the lower engineering decks.

Kael watched it disappear into the ship’s interior.

“You really believe this survives ten years?”

“No,” Bashan said.

Kael looked over.

Bashan adjusted the cuff of his coat.

“I believe the engineers survive ten years. The ship is incidental.”

A voice interrupted behind them.

“Councilor.”

Bashan turned first.

The man approaching them wore security gray rather than military black. Broad shoulders. Close-cropped hair already showing gray at the temples. Calm eyes. No visible effort toward intimidation, which made him more convincing than most officers Kael had met.

“Maron Bhat,” Bashan said. “Security command.”

They clasped forearms briefly.

“Scholar Kael.”

Bhat’s grip was firm without performance.

“I’ve been instructed to keep both of you alive,” he said. “You should try not to complicate that excessively.”

Kael smiled.

“I’ll do my best.”

“You won’t.”

There was no humor in the answer, but there wasn’t hostility either. Merely experience.

Bhat activated a projection field between them. Internal ship schematics unfolded in pale blue layers.

“Security assessment is mostly complete,” he said. “Crew manifest finalized this morning. Dock access restricted beginning tomorrow evening. Engineering divisions are still fighting over cargo allocations.”

“Who is winning?” Bashan asked.

“No one yet. Which means engineering.”

Bashan nodded as though this confirmed something inevitable.

Bhat rotated the schematic.

“We’ve sealed three unnecessary access corridors along the lower reactor spine. Too difficult to monitor during stasis intervals. Sisterhood transport points remain impossible to secure conventionally, so we’ve designated those sectors observation priority instead.”

“Marhia agreed?” Bashan asked.

“She said security based entirely on walls usually indicates a lack of imagination.”

Kael glanced up.

“And what did you say?”

“That walls remain useful.”

A flicker of amusement appeared briefly in Bhat’s expression.

“The discussion is ongoing.”

❖

Footsteps approached from the adjacent corridor.

Two women entered together wearing the dark blue traveling uniforms adopted by the Sisterhood for the expedition. Neither moved quite like other people. Not superiority. Precision. As though unnecessary motion had gradually disappeared from them through years of training.

The taller of the two crossed directly toward Bhat.

“Commander.”

“Marhia.”

Introductions were unnecessary. Kael recognized her from the Council chamber, though this was the first time he had seen her outside formal proceedings.

Marhia’s attention moved briefly toward the projection field before returning to Bhat.

“You adjusted the lower corridor routes.”

“Yes.”

“You think someone could disappear there.”

“I think someone could avoid being observed there.”

“That is more precise.”

Bhat inclined his head slightly.

Kael watched the exchange with interest. Not flirtation. Not rivalry. Two people evaluating systems from entirely different methodologies and arriving near the same conclusions.

The second Sister remained quieter beside them.

Dalia.

Kael knew her name from the expedition roster but little else. Softer voice than Marhia. Warmer face. She carried herself with the kind of ease that made people speak more openly around her before realizing they had done it.

Dalia looked upward as another transport carrier crossed the hall overhead.

“I still think the ship sounds too large from inside,” she said.

Bashan glanced at her.

“You wanted smaller?”

“I wanted comprehensible.”

“You joined the wrong expedition.”

That earned the first real smile Kael had seen from her.

Marhia turned toward Kael.

“You’ve been below the archive levels at Jeron.”

Not a question.

“Yes.”

“The Seventh City?”

“Yes.”

Marhia nodded once as if confirming a private assumption.

“You have the same expression now.”

“What expression?”

“The one people have when they realize scale is different underground than it appeared from above.”

Kael looked around the intake hall again.

“That obvious?”

“To someone looking for it.”

A chime sounded through the corridor system overhead.

Dock cycle rotation.

Personnel streams shifted direction almost immediately around them.

Bhat closed the schematic projection.

“I need to finish engineering clearance.”

He paused.

“My family arrives tonight from Alleron before final departure restriction.”

Bashan nodded. “You still have quarters assigned near observation six?”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

Bhat looked once toward the upper transport rails.

“My youngest son wants to see the external launch platforms.” A pause. “Apparently he believes this entire mission exists primarily to impress him personally.”

Dalia smiled faintly.

“Children usually assume history is about them.”

“Most adults do too,” Bashan said.

That pulled a short laugh from Bhat.

Then he checked the time display on his wrist terminal and nodded once toward the Sisters.

“Marhia.”

“Commander.”

He disappeared back into the personnel flow without wasted motion.

Kael watched him go.

“He notices everything.”

“Yes,” Bashan said.

“Does that make you comfortable or nervous?”

“Yes.”

❖

Dalia wandered a few steps toward the observation glass overlooking one of the lower docking bays.

Far below, crews guided supply carriers into the ship through magnetic loading tunnels.

Marhia remained beside Kael.

“You’re still thinking about the name,” she said.

Kael glanced at her.

“Am I that obvious too?”

“No. But scholars become quieter when language bothers them.”

Kael looked upward toward the structural beams disappearing into shadow.

“Tal doesn’t exactly mean spear.”

“No.”

“It also doesn’t exactly mean enlightened.”

“No.”

He smiled slightly.

“Very helpful.”

Marhia folded her hands behind her back.

“Translation isn’t replacement. It is approximation with consequences.”

Kael looked at her more carefully after that.

“You’ve studied the language.”

“A little.”

“How much is a little?”

Marhia considered.

“Enough to know the Aren Tal were extremely precise about words connected to movement.”

That stayed with him.

Nearby, Dalia touched the observation glass lightly while watching the loading crews below.

“What does Morta mean?” she asked without turning around.

Kael answered automatically.

“Closest translation is traveler. Or movement toward.”

“And Tal?”

Kael hesitated.

Not because he lacked the translation.

Because he was beginning to understand the problem with it.

Below them, the ship continued swallowing cargo, personnel, machinery, food, fuel, records, medicine, stasis chambers, weapons, archives, lives.

A vessel preparing to leave the edge of the known map.

Kael looked through the observation glass toward the dark hull stretching beyond sight.

“The closest translation,” he said slowly, “is probably something like... the travelers toward enlightenment.”

Dalia absorbed that quietly.

Then she nodded once.

“That sounds less like a warship.”

“No,” Kael said.

“It sounds worse.”

Neither Sister disagreed.
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First Departure

Hannah stood at the observation port long before departure and discovered, almost immediately, that waiting for a ship to leave was unlike waiting for anything on a planet. On a planet, movement announced itself. Engines rose through the ground. Crowds shifted. Vehicles crossed visible distances. Departure belonged to motion.

The Morta Tal did not feel as if it were moving at all.

It felt as if the world outside had quietly agreed to fall away from it.

At first the station remained fixed beyond the glass, enormous and skeletal against the dark. Cargo structures drifted in disciplined geometry around the docking ring. Service craft moved beneath the ship like insects around the hull of some sleeping animal. Then, without sensation or sound, the distance widened. The docking arm withdrew. The station diminished by degrees too subtle to perceive moment by moment.

Only after several minutes did Hannah understand they were already gone.

The observation chamber had been designed for comfort, which made it feel vaguely unreal. Soft indirect lighting. Dark seating built into the walls. No visible instrumentation except for a discreet status band near the floor pulsing departure confirmations in pale blue. The room did not resemble the command decks shown in historical archives. It resembled a quiet museum designed for people wealthy enough never to think about machinery.

Alliance civilization preferred its complexity hidden.

Behind her, several passengers spoke softly in overlapping conversations. Marhia sat near the far wall reading through departure manifests with the concentration of someone who relaxed by organizing things. Dalia stood near one of the side displays watching cargo separation telemetry with visible fascination, though Hannah doubted she fully understood what she was looking at. She simply enjoyed systems in motion.

Kael would have liked her immediately, Hannah thought.

She looked back toward the glass.

Alleron occupied half the view now.

From orbit, the planet seemed calmer than it ever had from the ground. The political fractures consuming entire administrative regions vanished beneath cloud systems and oceans. No borders were visible. No refugee districts. No shortages. No broadcasts. The storms over the western hemisphere rotated with indifferent beauty.

Worlds became abstract at distance.

That, she thought, might explain a great many governments.

The chamber door opened behind her with a soft hydraulic sigh.

Bhat entered without hurry.

He wore the same dark operations uniform he had during embarkation, though now the jacket sleeves were rolled once at the forearm. A datapad rested beneath one arm. He acknowledged the room automatically with the brief awareness of a man trained to know who occupied any space he entered, then crossed toward the observation glass.

“Hannah.”

“Bhat.”

He stood beside her, though not closely. His attention moved first to the planet, then to the reflection in the glass behind them, quietly accounting for everyone present.

“You should be on the command deck,” Hannah said.

“I was.”

“That sounds temporary.”

“It is.”

She glanced at him. “Problem?”

“Not yet.”

The answer arrived too evenly.

Bhat looked
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