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T

he three destroyers died in twelve seconds.

I watched it happen from the bridge of the Ashfall, my hands locked on the command rail, my voice still caught in my throat from an order that would have arrived too late anyway. The Kheled battle group had been holding fire for ninety seconds, which should have told me everything I needed to know. They were waiting. Letting us commit. Letting the destroyers push forward into what looked like a gap in their formation.

There was no gap.

Their main batteries spoke once. Just once. Three streaks of white fire crossed the black and punched through the destroyers like they were made of paper instead of armor. The ships did not explode. They simply came apart, sections of hull spinning away in lazy arcs while atmosphere bled out in bright clouds that froze almost instantly.

Twelve seconds. Three ships. More than eight hundred men and women gone before I could even pull my hand off the rail.

The tactical display flickered with new wreckage markers, each one tagged with a registry number I would have to report. Commander Elias Varren, commanding officer of the light cruiser Ashfall, survivor of six major engagements and too many minor ones to count, and I still felt each loss like a cut that would not stop bleeding.

Captain Kaine on the lead destroyer had been complaining about supply shortages two hours ago. Now he was gone. Now they were all gone.

I turned my attention back to the main display. The planet Carthis hung below us, a brown and gray mining world that had never been pretty but had been useful. Now its orbital platforms were burning, chunks of metal falling toward the atmosphere in bright streaks that looked almost beautiful if you did not know what they meant. The Kheled Dominion had arrived in force six hours ago, and we had been losing ever since.

“Commander, the remaining evacuation ships are still in low orbit.” Lieutenant Mara Quill stood at my left, her voice steady despite the destruction we had just watched. She was my executive officer, sharp as a blade, and she had learned long ago not to let emotion slow her down. “They are not going to clear the gravity well before the enemy repositions.”

I checked the tactical map. She was right. Three civilian transports, packed with workers and their families, were crawling away from the planet at a speed that felt almost cruel to watch. They had been delayed by a docking computer failure on the main platform. Not their fault. Not mine either. But they would die just the same if I did not do something.

“Bring us around,” I said. “Put Ashfall between those transports and the enemy line.”

Mara did not argue. She never argued when the call was protecting civilians. That was one of the reasons I had requested her for this posting three years ago. She relayed the order, and I felt the familiar vibration through the deck plates as our thrusters pushed us into a new heading.

The Ashfall was not a young ship. She had been built in the last years before the war turned truly ugly, a light cruiser designed for patrol and interdiction, not fleet battles. But she was fast, and her crew was good, and that had kept us alive longer than most.

“Enemy formation is adjusting,” came the voice of Ren Calder from the helm. She was young for a pilot, barely twenty six, with reflexes that made up for her lack of experience. “They are splitting. Three heavy cruisers moving to cut off the transports.”

I saw it happen on the display. The Kheled ships moved with that terrible precision they always showed, like they were not even trying hard. They had been doing this to us for years now. Hitting where we were weakest. Exploiting every gap. Making us feel slow and stupid and doomed.

And maybe we were. Maybe that was just the truth of it now.

“Prepare to engage,” I said. “Target their lead ship. We do not need to kill it. We just need to make it hurt enough to break off.”

Chief Engineer Ivo Sadin spoke through the bridge speakers, his voice rough with the stress of keeping our systems running. “Commander, our forward shield generator is still running hot from the last engagement. I cannot guarantee it holds against their main batteries.”

“Then make it hold anyway,” I said.

A pause. Then, “Working on it.”

That was Ivo. He never said he could do something when he probably could not. He also never said no when the mission mattered. I trusted him more than I trusted most of the command structure above me.

We moved into position, and for a few seconds I let myself think we might actually pull this off. The Ashfall was faster than their cruisers. We could slide in, draw their fire, give the transports enough time to make the jump.

Then my sensor officer spoke.

“Commander, I am picking up a transmission.”

I frowned. “From where? The transports?”

“No, sir.” The sensor officer, a quiet warrant officer named Tamsin Rook, looked up from her station with an expression I had never seen on her face before. Confusion. And something else. Something that looked almost like fear. “It is coming through military channels. Old channels. Ones we do not use anymore.”

The tactical situation screamed for my attention. Three enemy cruisers were locking firing solutions on the transports. My forward shields were unstable. Every second I spent on anything other than survival was a second that could get us all killed.

But something in Tamsin’s voice made me ask the question anyway.

“What channel exactly?”

She told me. The number was ancient. A designation from before the First Collapse, before the Dominion war, before most of the systems we now fought over had even been fully colonized. Ships did not use those channels. They had not used them for almost two hundred years.

“Play it,” I said.

Mara shot me a look. “Commander, we have incoming.”

“I know. Play it.”

The bridge filled with static at first. Then a voice emerged from the noise, distorted by age and distance and something else I could not identify. It was a ship identifier. A registry code. The kind of automatic signature that broadcast from military vessels to identify themselves to friendly forces.

But this was no friendly force. This ship had been gone for generations.

The transmission lasted three seconds. Then it was gone, swallowed back into the static like it had never existed at all.

Tamsin was already working her console, trying to trace it, but I could see from her face that she was getting nothing. The signal had appeared from nowhere. It was going back there too.

“Commander!” Ren’s voice snapped my attention back to the display. The enemy cruisers were firing. Not at us. At the transports.

I made a decision that would probably get us killed. I made it anyway.

“Hard burn. Put us directly in the path of those shots.”

Ren did not hesitate. The Ashfall surged forward, acceleration pressing me back against the command rail, and we slid into the space between the enemy guns and the civilian ships just as the first volley arrived.

The impact shook us hard. The forward shields screamed and held, but I heard Ivo’s voice over the intercom telling me they would not take another hit like that. The transports were burning hard now, their drives flaring as they tried to reach jump distance.

“Return fire,” I said. “Make it look like we are committing.”

Our guns spoke. We had a decent battery for a ship our size, and we put everything we had into the lead enemy cruiser. Their shields flared but did not break. They were too strong for us. They had always been too strong.

But they paused. Just for a moment. Long enough for the transports to reach their jump point.

“Evacuation ships are away,” Mara said, and there was relief in her voice even though we were still in the kill zone.

“Get us out of here,” I said. “Jump coordinates on my mark.”

The enemy cruisers were already reorienting, their weapons swinging back toward us. They had been patient before. They would not be patient now. We had made them look slow, and the Kheled did not like that. They were going to punish us for it.

Ren was already feeding power to the jump drive. Ivo was shouting something about the core temperature. Mara was calling out enemy firing solutions.

And in my head, I was still hearing that transmission. That old registry code. That impossible voice from a ship that should have been dust for two centuries.

We jumped.

The transition was rough. The Ashfall shuddered around us, and for a few seconds I felt the strange disorientation that always came with jump space, the sense that reality had bent itself into a shape it was not meant to hold. Then we were through, tumbling into empty space at the edge of the system, our systems screaming alarms at us.

Ivo’s voice came over the intercom again. “Commander, we need at least four hours to cool the core and repair the shield emitters. Four hours we do not get hit.”

I acknowledged him and turned to Tamsin. “That signal. Tell me exactly what you saw.”

She pulled up her logs, and I moved to stand behind her station. The rest of the bridge crew was busy with damage reports and system checks, but I saw Mara watching me. She knew something had happened. She always knew.

Tamsin pointed to her display. “The transmission was short. Just a standard identifier. But look at the registry.”

I looked.

The code was old. Older than anything I had ever seen on active duty. But that was not what made my blood go cold.

I knew that registry. Not because I had seen it in any current military database. Because I had seen it once, years ago, in a historical archive I had been reading late at night when I could not sleep. A record of ships lost during the First Collapse. Ships that had been erased from official histories for reasons no one had ever fully explained.

The Revenant.

A battle carrier that had vanished almost two hundred years ago. A ship so thoroughly removed from the records that most officers in the fleet had never even heard the name.

And its signal had just called out from the dark.

“Commander?” Mara was beside me now, her voice low so the rest of the crew could not hear. “What is it?”

I stared at the registry for another long moment. The rational part of my mind told me to delete the data. To file a standard report. To forget I had ever seen anything.

But the war was eating us alive. Every day we lost ground, lost ships, lost people. We were fighting a slow extinction, and no one in command had any answer except to keep bleeding.

And somewhere out there, a ship that should not exist had just sent a signal.

I copied the data to a secure folder and wiped it from the official logs.

“Nothing,” I said to Mara. “Just battle damage. Get me a full status report in thirty minutes.”

She looked at me for a long moment. She did not believe me. But she was a good officer, and she let it go. For now.

I walked back to my station and pulled up the star charts. The signal had come from a region of space that had been declared a dead zone decades ago. The Mourning Reach. A graveyard sector where ships went in and did not come out.

Some signals were never meant to be answered.

But some signals might be the only thing left that could save us.

I opened the secure folder and looked at the registry one more time.

The Revenant.

A name for something that came back from the dead.

I closed the folder and began planning my next move.
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K

estral Gate was dying.

I had known the fortress station for most of my career. It had been a symbol once, a monument to human engineering and military resolve, a hub of steel and firepower that anchored the border defenses across three sectors. When I was a young officer, I used to look at its approach lights and feel something close to safety.

Now it looked like a corpse that had not stopped breathing yet.

We docked in a berth that still had working pressure seals, but barely. The station’s outer hull was scarred with plasma burns, and I counted at least three sections that were open to vacuum based on the emergency lights flickering behind their armor plates. The internal corridors smelled of burnt wiring, recycled air, and the particular sourness that came from damage control teams working too long without proper rest.

I walked through those corridors with Mara at my side, and I watched the faces of the crew we passed. Too many of them were young. Too many had that hollow look I had learned to recognize, the one that meant they had seen something in the last few weeks that would never quite leave them.

The war was doing this to us. Taking our best, burning through our resources, and leaving what remained stretched thin across too much space with too little to hold it together.

I had come here expecting reinforcement orders. We needed resupply, fresh crews for our depleted sections, and maybe, if someone in command was feeling generous, a few days to let the Ashfall’s systems cool down and her people sleep.

What I found instead was a command deck that was already planning to abandon another sector.

Admiral Corven Hale stood at the main strategic display when I entered. He was an older man, sixty one years in service, with gray hair cut short and a face that had been handsome once before years of war had carved it into something harder. His uniform was clean, which meant he had not been in the fight recently. That was not an accusation. Admirals were supposed to think, not bleed. But standing there in his pressed jacket while my crew limped back from Carthis, I felt the difference like a weight on my chest.

There were seven other commanders in the briefing room, all of them looking as worn as I felt. The display showed the border sectors in red and orange, colors that meant lost, contested, or about to be both.

Hale did not waste time with greetings.

“The Kheled have broken through at three points in the last seventy two hours,” he said, his voice carrying the flat authority of a man delivering news he had already accepted as inevitable. “Carthis is gone. The mining platforms are either destroyed or captured. We lost nine ships in that engagement.”

I felt Mara’s eyes on me. Carthis was where we had just come from. The battle that had killed the three destroyers, the evacuation we had barely covered, the signal that was still sitting in a secure folder on my personal data slate.

Hale continued, gesturing to the display. “The Dominion is pushing toward the interior colonies. We cannot stop them everywhere. So we are going to stop them somewhere. A hard defensive line at the Cyrillian Reach. We consolidate what remains of the border fleet, we fortify, and we make them pay for every meter of space they want to take.”

A commander I did not recognize spoke up. “And the sectors beyond the Reach?”

Hale’s expression did not change. “We pull them back. Every ship, every supply depot, every civilian transport that can still move. What we cannot move, we destroy. We are not giving the enemy resources to use against us.”

The room went quiet. I understood what he was saying, but I needed to hear it clearly.

“You are talking about abandoning three sectors,” I said. My voice came out flatter than I intended. “Worlds with populations in the millions. Mining colonies, agricultural hubs, research stations. We are just leaving them.”

Hale turned to look at me. His eyes were pale blue, the color of ice, and they held no warmth at all.

“Commander Varren. I read your report from Carthis. You conducted yourself well under difficult circumstances. But do not confuse tactical competence with strategic understanding. We have lost the border. The only question now is how much of the interior we can preserve before the enemy reaches it.”

“We lost the border because we keep retreating,” I said. “Every time we pull back, we give them more ground, more resources, more time to consolidate. At some point, we run out of space to trade.”

“That point is coming,” Hale said. “Which is why we need the Cyrillian line to hold. Every ship we waste on lost causes now is a ship that will not be there when we make our final stand.”

He said it so calmly. Final stand. Like it was just another tactical problem to solve, not the end of everything we had built.

I wanted to argue. I wanted to point out that we had said the same thing at three other sectors in the last two years, and each time we retreated, the enemy came faster, hit harder, and left us with less to fight back with. But I could see the faces of the other commanders. They were tired. They were scared. And they wanted to believe that this time, this line, would be the one that held.

So I did what I always did. I swallowed the words and waited.

Hale moved on to logistics, supply allocations, ship assignments. I listened with half my attention, my mind still on the signal I had copied. The Revenant. A ship that should not exist, sending a transmission on channels that should have been dead for two centuries.

When the briefing ended, I stayed. The other commanders filed out, each of them carrying their own piece of the collapse back to their ships. Mara waited at the door, and I gave her a small nod. She understood. She left, and I was alone with Hale.

“You have something else,” he said. It was not a question.

I pulled up the signal data on my slate and handed it to him. “During the Carthis engagement, we picked up a transmission. Military channel. Old designation.”

Hale took the slate. He looked at the data for a long moment. I watched his face, waiting for confusion, curiosity, something.

What I saw was fear.

It was there for only a second, a tightening around his eyes, a stillness in his breathing that was too controlled to be natural. Then it was gone, replaced by the same cold composure he had worn through the entire briefing.

“Delete this,” he said.

I stared at him. “Sir?”

“You heard me. Delete the copy. Purge it from your ship’s logs. And you will never mention this transmission again to anyone.”

“Admiral, that registry code belongs to a ship that was declared lost two hundred years ago. A battle carrier named the Revenant. I looked it up. The records are incomplete. Almost like someone erased them deliberately.”

Hale set the slate down on the display console. His movements were slow, deliberate, the way a man moves when he is trying very hard not to show his hand.

“The First Collapse was two hundred years ago,” he said. “A lot of records were lost. A lot of ships were destroyed. Whatever signal you picked up is debris, interference, or enemy deception. It does not matter which. What matters is that you have a duty to this fleet and to the mission we are trying to accomplish. Chasing ghosts from the past is not part of that mission.”

“The signal was real,” I said. “I heard it. My sensor officer heard it. It came from somewhere, and if there is a ship out there, a ship with capabilities we do not understand, we cannot just—”

“Commander.” Hale’s voice was quiet now, and that quiet was more dangerous than shouting. “You are going to delete that data. You are going to forget you ever saw it. And you are going to focus on keeping your ship and your crew alive for the battles ahead. Is that clear?”

I wanted to ask why. I wanted to know what was in those erased records, what had made his face go still with something that looked like fear, what the Revenant really was and why the mention of its name had turned a briefing about the collapse of the border into something that felt like a warning.

But I was a commander in a fleet that was falling apart, and the man standing in front of me was an admiral with the authority to end my career, take my ship, and leave my crew scattered across the ruins of a war we were already losing.

“Yes, sir,” I said.

He held my eyes for a moment longer, then nodded. “Dismissed.”

I retrieved my slate and walked out of the briefing room.

Mara was waiting for me in the corridor. She fell into step beside me as I walked, and I could feel her watching my face the way she always did when something was wrong.

“That went well,” she said.

“He told me to delete the signal.”

She did not look surprised. “I figured he would. You are not going to, are you?”

I did not answer. We walked through the damaged corridors of Kestral Gate, past the tired crews and the emergency patches and the signs of a station that was barely holding itself together.

“Elias.” Mara’s voice was low, meant only for me. “Whatever that signal is, whatever ship you think you found, you need to be careful. The chain of command is not just a suggestion. If Hale decides you are a problem, he will remove you. He will remove all of us.”

“I know.”

“Do you? Because I have seen you get obsessed before. The way you fix on something, the way you cannot let it go. It is what makes you a good commander. But it is also what could get us killed.”

I stopped walking. Turned to face her.

“The Revenant was a real ship,” I said. “It existed. It had a crew, a mission, a place in the fleet. And then it was erased. Someone made a decision to pretend it never happened. And now, two hundred years later, it is sending a signal from somewhere out in the dark. You do not think that matters?”

“I think it matters,” Mara said. “I also think we are losing a war, and we do not have the resources to go chasing mysteries that might be nothing.”

“And if it is not nothing?”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she said, “Then you need to be very sure you are willing to pay the price for finding out.”

She walked ahead of me toward the docking bay, and I let her go. I needed a moment.

I found an observation alcove overlooking the station’s main docking ring. Through the armored glass, I could see the ships clustered in their berths, most of them showing damage, all of them looking smaller than I remembered. The Ashfall was there, her hull scarred but intact, her lights still burning. My ship. My crew.

I was still standing there when a voice spoke from behind me.

“Commander Varren?”

I turned. The woman standing in the corridor was not military. Her clothes were civilian, functional but well made, and she wore a data slate strapped to her wrist like someone who spent more time with research than with weapons. She was in her late thirties, dark hair pulled back from a face that was sharp with intelligence and something else. Something that looked like anxiety.

“Dr. Sena Vale,” she said. “I am attached to fleet intelligence as a civilian consultant. Xenoarchaeology.”

I knew the name. She had published papers on pre Dominion ruins, on the civilizations that had occupied this part of space before humanity arrived. I had read some of her work years ago, before the war made reading feel like a luxury I could not afford.

“Doctor,” I said. “What can I do for you?”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice. “I was at the briefing. I heard you ask about a ship. A battle carrier.”

I felt my pulse quicken. “The briefing was classified.”

“I have clearance. High enough to know that you asked about a ship that should not exist, and that Admiral Hale told you to forget it.” She paused. “The Revenant.”

The way she said the name. Too fast. Too controlled. Like she had been waiting to say it out loud for a very long time.

“What do you know about it?” I asked.

She looked around, checking the corridor. No one was there. When she spoke again, her voice was barely a whisper.

“Not here. Not now. But you need to understand something, Commander. That signal you picked up? It is not debris. It is not interference. And if the Revenant is waking up, then everything Admiral Hale just told you about holding the line is going to look like a dream compared to what is coming.”

She turned and walked away before I could respond. I watched her go, her footsteps echoing in the empty corridor, and I felt something cold settle in my chest.

Mara found me five minutes later. She saw my face and did not ask what had happened. She just said, “We need to get back to the ship.”

I nodded and followed her.

On the walk back to the Ashfall, I pulled up the signal data on my slate again. The registry code was still there. The transmission logs were still there. I had not deleted anything.

I thought about Hale’s face when he saw the name. The fear there, just for a moment, before the mask came back down.

I thought about Sena Vale, whispering to me in an empty corridor like she was afraid of being heard.

I thought about the ship that had been erased from history, sending a signal from the dark.

When we reached the Ashfall’s docking lock, Mara paused. “Are you going to tell me what is going on?”

I looked at her. She was tired. We all were. But she was still here, still watching my back, still trusting me even when she did not understand.

“The signal is repeating,” I said. “Tamsin analyzed it while we were docked. There is a pattern to it. A narrow cycle, repeating on the same frequency.”

“Repeating from where?”

I pulled up the navigational data on my slate. The source coordinates were there, a patch of space that had been marked as a dead zone for as long as anyone could remember. A place where ships went to disappear and never came back.

“The Mourning Reach,” I said.

Mara stared at the coordinates. Her face was hard to read, but I saw her hands tighten at her sides.

“That is a graveyard,” she said. “Nothing goes in there. Nothing comes out.”

“Something is in there,” I said. “Something that is calling out.”

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she shook her head, a small movement that could have meant anything.

“I hope you know what you are doing, Elias.”

She stepped through the lock and disappeared into the Ashfall’s corridors.

I stood there for a moment longer, staring at the coordinates on my slate. The Mourning Reach. A forbidden dead zone where a lost ship was sending a signal on a cycle too precise to be random.

Hale had told me to hold the line. To forget the past. To accept the slow extinction we were fighting because it was the only strategy anyone had left.

But something was out there. Something that had been buried for two centuries. Something that the admiral was afraid of.

And I was going to find out why.
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T

he vault was not supposed to exist.

I had been on Kestral Gate enough times to know its layout. The station had been built in layers, each generation adding new sections on top of the old until the original design was buried under centuries of expansion. But this corridor did not appear on any official map. The air was colder here, the recycled smell replaced by something older, something that had been sealed away for a very long time.

Sena walked beside me, her footsteps quiet on the metal deck. She had sent me a message three hours after our conversation in the observation alcove, just two words on a secure channel. Level Seven. I had come alone. Whatever was down here, I needed to see it before I decided who else to trust.

Tamsin Rook was already waiting when we reached the vault door. My intelligence warrant officer was young for her position, barely thirty, with the sharp features and restless energy of someone who had grown up in the情报 trade. Her father had been fleet intelligence before her, and her grandfather before that. She knew things about the military’s buried history that most officers never even suspected existed.

“The door is sealed,” she said, not looking up from the portable decryptor she had attached to the access panel. “Last authorized entry was seventy three years ago. The lock uses old architecture, but someone updated the encryption recently.”

“How recently?” I asked.

“Six months. Maybe less.” She glanced at me. “Someone has been visiting this vault. Someone with very high clearance.”

I thought of Admiral Hale’s face when I mentioned the Revenant. The fear behind his eyes. The way he had told me to delete the signal and never speak of it again.

“Can you get us in?”

Tamsin’s fingers moved across the decryptor’s interface. “Give me five minutes.”

I used those minutes to study the door. It was heavy, armored, the kind of seal you put on something you did not want anyone to find. The markings on its surface were old, dating back to the First Collapse era, but the locking mechanism was newer. Someone had been maintaining this vault. Someone had been making sure its contents stayed hidden.

Sena stood apart from me, her arms crossed, her eyes fixed on the door with an intensity that told me she had been waiting for this moment for a long time.

“You knew about the Revenant before I mentioned it,” I said. “At the briefing. You reacted before I even finished the name.”

She did not deny it. “I have been studying pre Dominion ruins for twelve years. The sites are scattered across the border sectors, most of them destroyed or abandoned long before humanity arrived. But they share common features. Mathematical structures embedded in the architecture. Energy patterns that do not match any known physics. And in three of the sites, I found references to something the builders called the Veil.”

“The Veil?”

“A concept. A force. A warning.” She shook her head. “The translations are incomplete. But the pattern is clear. Something happened in this region of space a very long time ago. Something that ended civilizations. And the Revenant is connected to it.”

Before I could ask more, the vault door hissed open.

The air that escaped was stale, untouched for decades. Tamsin pulled a light from her kit and stepped through first, her hand resting on the sidearm at her hip. I followed, with Sena close behind.

The vault was larger than I expected. A single chamber carved into the station’s oldest structural layer, lined with data storage units that had been obsolete for a hundred years. Some of them were still powered, their indicator lights glowing faintly in the dark. Others had gone dark long ago, their contents lost to time and neglect.

But someone had been working here. A central console had been set up recently, connected to the older systems with cables that looked new. And on the console’s display, I saw the same registry code that had appeared in my signal logs.

The Revenant.

Tamsin moved to the console, her fingers already working. “The system is partitioned. Someone tried to delete large sections of the archive, but they did not finish the job. There are fragments still intact.”

“Show me what you find,” I said.

She pulled up the first file. It was a mission briefing, stamped with classification codes so high that I had never even seen their like. The date was two hundred and eleven years ago, just before the First Collapse.

I read the words on the screen and felt something cold settle in my chest.

Operation Silent Wake. A joint fleet operation involving elements of the Third Expeditionary Force, the Colonial Defense Initiative, and an allied Kheled task group. The objective was to investigate an anomalous energy signature detected in the Mourning Reach, a region of space that had been producing intermittent signal bursts for decades.

The Revenant was the flagship.

I kept reading. The briefing was dense, filled with technical language and operational details that were hard to follow. But the shape of it was clear. Humanity and the Kheled Dominion had not always been enemies. Two hundred years ago, they had been something else. Not allies exactly, but close enough to mount a joint military operation.

“This does not make sense,” I said. “The First Collapse happened because of border conflicts with the Dominion. That is what every history says. That is what we have been taught for generations.”

“History is written by the people who survive,” Sena said quietly. “And the people who survived this operation did not want anyone to know what happened out there.”

Tamsin pulled up another file. This one was a personnel manifest for the Revenant’s support fleet. A list of ships assigned to the operation, each with its crew complement and mission role.

I scanned the names. Most of them meant nothing to me. But one of them made my hands go cold.

The Halcyon. Logistics support vessel. Crew manifest, section twelve, environmental systems.

My brother’s name.

Caleb Varren. Junior technician, age twenty three. Assigned to the Halcyon for the duration of Operation Silent Wake.

I had been told he died in a training accident. That was what the official notification said. What my parents were told. What I had believed for two hundred years.

Caleb had been gone long before I was born. A name in family records, a story my father could not talk about without drinking too much. I had grown up with the shape of his absence, the weight of a brother I never knew, a loss that had carved a hole through my family that never quite healed.

And now I was looking at his name on a manifest for a mission that did not exist, attached to a ship that had been erased from history.

“Commander?” Tamsin’s voice came from somewhere far away. “Are you all right?”

I forced myself to breathe. “Keep going. Find everything you can about the mission. What happened out there. What they found.”

She looked at me for a moment, then turned back to the console.

The next file was fragmented, parts of it unrecoverable. But what remained was enough.

The operation had gone wrong almost from the start. The energy signature in the Mourning Reach was not a natural phenomenon. It was something buried, something old, something that responded to the presence of the fleet in ways that no one had predicted. The Revenant had made contact with whatever was down there. And then the signal had changed.

I found a log entry from the Revenant’s commanding officer, a Captain Morwen Darrow. Her words were clinical, professional, but I could read the fear between the lines.

We have breached the outer structure. The interior does not conform to any known architectural principles. The mathematical density alone suggests a level of technological sophistication far beyond our own. The Kheled science teams are refusing to proceed further. They say the patterns are wrong. That whoever built this place was not trying to create something. They were trying to seal something away.

The log ended there. The next file was a damage report.

Multiple hull breaches across the fleet. The energy signature has increased by several orders of magnitude. Ships are losing power in sequence, and crews are reporting auditory hallucinations, memory displacement, and in three cases, complete loss of consciousness followed by unexplained physical changes. The Kheled task group has broken formation and is firing on our support vessels. I do not know if they are being controlled or if they have decided we are the greater threat. We are pulling back to the rally point, but the Halcyon is not responding to hails.

My brother’s ship. The Halcyon. Not responding.

I closed my eyes for a moment, forced the image away. There would be time to feel this later. Right now, I needed the truth.

Tamsin had found one more file. It was smaller than the others, a single page of text that looked like it had been appended after the main archive was sealed. The timestamp was from last year.

“Someone added this recently,” she said. “Within the last twelve months.”

I read it.

Interim assessment from Fleet Intelligence Analysis Division. Subject: Revenant signal reappearance. Preliminary conclusion indicates the Mourning Reach anomaly has entered a new active phase. Transmission patterns match pre Collapse data from Operation Silent Wake, with significant amplification. Recommendation: Continue active monitoring. Do not attempt contact. Do not approach the Mourning Reach under any circumstances. Do not allow any ship to investigate the signal source.

The final line was underscored, repeated twice.

The Revenant must remain buried.

I stared at the words. Someone in fleet intelligence knew the signal was repeating. Had known for at least a year. And they had done nothing. No investigation. No rescue operation. No attempt to recover the ship or learn what had happened to the crews who had gone into the Mourning Reach and never come back.

They had simply sealed the truth and waited for it to go away.

“There is more,” Tamsin said. Her voice was strange, tight with something I could not identify. “One more file. I thought it was corrupted, but I think it was intentionally locked with a different encryption. I cracked it.”

She pulled it up on the display
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