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The Story So Far

Rick Paul never asked to see the sky clearly. Eight books ago he was a night clerk who noticed a light that should not have been there, and the Quiet Office noticed him back. As Agent Rook he learned the rules: alien districts in plain sight, everyone on the registry, every crisis ending in a black suit, a bright flash, and a story nobody quite remembers telling. With Agent Harlan at his shoulder, Agent Odette in his ear, Director Voss behind her desk, and Pip — who knows everyone and owes everyone — Rick helped hold a tired peace together. The Vex, a proud empire, cracked and kept cracking. And through every case ran one rumor, older than the Office itself: somewhere on Earth lay the Light, the galaxy's most wanted thing. Rick stopped believing it was a rumor three cases ago. He was right.


The registry bled light on a Tuesday, which annoyed Rick Paul because Tuesdays were supposed to be paperwork.

He stood in the Registry Hall beneath the Quiet Office with a cup of coffee going cold in his hand, watching forty thousand names scroll up a wall of frosted glass. Each name was a resident: shopkeepers, night-bus drivers, grandmothers with too many joints, kids who glowed faintly during thunderstorms. Ordinary, mostly. The Office liked ordinary. Ordinary filed well.

Then, at 9:14 in the morning, every name on the wall flared white at once.

Nobody screamed. Quiet Office people were trained not to scream before they had filled in a form about it. But the room went very still, and Rick felt the flash in his teeth before he saw it — a clean, high note, like a struck glass.

"Tell me that's a software update," he said.

Agent Harlan, beside him, did not look up from his tablet. Harlan was six foot three, built like a door, and possessed of a calm that Rick suspected was load-bearing. "Software updates don't make my fillings hurt."

"Yours too? Good. I thought I was special."

"You are special. That's the problem they keep assigning me to."

The names dimmed back to gray, one by one, except for a single line near the bottom of the wall that stayed bright. It pulsed slowly, like a heart that had remembered its job. Rick walked closer. The technicians parted for him without being asked, which he had learned meant either respect or that he was walking toward the dangerous part. Usually both.

The bright line was not a name. It was a set of coordinates, and beneath it, in the neat block capitals the registry used for everything from births to containment failures, were four words: OBJECT UNACCOUNTED. CLASS: LIGHT.

Rick's coffee went from cold to irrelevant.

He had heard the word in whispers for years. Case after case, year after year, the Light came up the way weather used to come up in farming towns. A smuggler would mention it and then apologize. A Vex defector would trade a rumor of it for a sandwich and legal status. Director Voss, who did not believe in wasting words, had once closed a briefing early when Rick asked about it directly, which for Voss counted as a full emotional confession.

"The Light is not a thing we chase, Rook," she had said. "It is a thing we keep other people from chasing through our streets."

Now the registry was chasing it for her.

"Rook." Odette's voice arrived in his earpiece, crisp and amused, the way she sounded when the situation was genuinely bad. Agent Odette ran comms and half the building's unofficial intelligence network from a desk covered in other people's secrets. "Please tell me you're looking at what I'm looking at, so I know I'm not hallucinating before lunch."

"I'm looking at it. The wall says the Light is unaccounted. I didn't know it was ever accounted."

"It wasn't. That's the point of a legend. Legends don't usually file status updates."

"Where are the coordinates?"

A pause. He could hear her typing. Odette typed the way other people fenced. "That's the fun part. They're moving."

Rick stared at the numbers. She was right. The last digits ticked over, slow and steady, like an odometer. Whatever the Light was, it was not sitting in a vault being legendary. It was traveling — at roughly the speed of city traffic, through the middle of the district, at nine in the morning, on a Tuesday.

Harlan finally looked up. "Moving where?"

As if the wall had been waiting to be asked politely, the coordinates stopped. The bright line split into two lines. The first repeated the coordinates. The second line was new, and shorter, and much worse.

It read: SIGNAL STRENGTH INCREASING.

Below his feet, very faintly, the floor hummed. Somewhere in the walls of the Quiet Office, old equipment that had not been switched on in Rick's entire career began, politely and without permission, to wake up.

Rick set his coffee down on a console, which earned him a look from a technician that he chose to deserve.

"Call Voss," he said.

"She's already calling you," Odette said. "Line one. And Rook —"

"Yeah?"

"Every satellite we don't officially own just turned to look at us. Whatever that thing is doing down there—" The floor hummed again, a fraction louder. "—it's doing it louder."

Rick picked up the phone.
Director Voss kept her office dim on purpose, Rick believed, so that bad news had somewhere appropriate to sit.

"Sit down, Rook," she said. She did not look up from the single sheet of paper on her desk. Voss read paper the way surgeons read scans. "Tell me what you saw, in the order you saw it, without decorating it."

"The registry lit up. One object flagged itself. The Light. Coordinates moving through the district at traffic speed. Then the floor started humming."

"And your conclusion?"

"I concluded I should call you before it started humming in harmony."

Now she looked up. Voss was silver-haired, still, and exact, with the air of a woman who had been disappointed by empires and had kept the receipts. "Your conclusion is correct, which I intend to note in your file as a personal growth milestone. Here is what the wall did not tell you." She turned the sheet around. It was a star chart, hand-annotated. "In the last six hours, forty-one vessels have changed course for Earth. Eleven more have stopped pretending they were going somewhere else."

"Forty-one."

"That was an hour ago. Odette's latest count is fifty-eight." She let that sit. "The Concord calls it a 'convergence of interest.' The Vex remnant calls it a 'recovery.' Three separate smuggling cartels are calling it payday. Everyone, Agent Rook, is coming to Earth. They are coming because something downstairs just announced, to anyone with ears, that the most contested object in this arm of the galaxy is awake, unguarded, and — this is the part I would like you to appreciate — ours."

"Ours? We don't have it."

"No. We have the planet it's on. In galactic law, which is mostly manners with artillery, that makes us responsible for it. If a resident steps on a crack, that's a registry matter. If the Light is loose in our streets, that is a war looking for a postcode."

Harlan, standing at the door in the position he always took — close enough to help, far enough to deny he was hovering — said, "Do we know what it does?"

"We know what people will pay for what it does," Voss said. "Which historically has been the more reliable measurement."

The desk phone lit. Voss glanced at it and did something Rick had never seen her do: she answered on the first ring.

"Voss." A pause. "I see. No, that will not be necessary. Keep them at the marker and keep them calm." She put the phone down with great care. "The first vessel has entered the atmosphere. Not at the port. Not at any registered landing field."

Rick stood. His chair did not scrape; the room seemed to discourage noise. "Where?"

"Harborpoint. In broad daylight, over the old market. Odette is confirming whether it has landed or is merely — her word — 'committing to the bit.'" Voss rose and took her coat from the stand. It was black, of course. Everything the Office issued was black, on the theory that if you must be a rumor, dress like one. "Suits on. All three of you. If the galaxy insists on visiting, we will at least look like we were expecting it."

The market at Harborpoint sold fish, flowers, phone cases, and — in the back rows, for those who knew — components that had never been near a human factory. Rick had shopped there off-duty, in another life, for lemons. He arrived now in a black suit with Harlan on one side and the whole weight of the Office behind him, and the crowd was already wrong: too quiet, faces up.

The ship did not so much land as arrive, the way weather arrives. It folded out of the glare above the rooftops — a long, pale hull, unmarked, silent — and settled onto the market square with a sigh of displaced air that flattened every awning in the same direction. Stallholders grabbed their goods. A child pointed. Somebody's dog made a decision and left.

No ramp came down. Instead, a seam of light opened in the hull's side, and Rick felt the same clean note in his teeth, stronger now, almost a voice.

Fifty-eight ships, Odette had said. And counting.

The seam widened.
Nothing came out of the ship.

That was the first surprise. The second was that the ship, having opened itself like an invitation, proceeded to ignore everyone completely. It sat in the market square humming at a frequency that made the puddles tremble in neat circles, while Rick, Harlan, and a rapidly assembling perimeter of Office agents in borrowed traffic-officer vests stared at it and it stared at nothing at all.

"It's a beacon," Odette said in Rick's ear. "Or a doorbell. Analysis says it's broadcasting our own registry frequency back at us, amplified. It's not here to land, Rook. It's here to listen to whatever the Light does next."

"So the fleet's not invading. It's spectating."

"Spectating with artillery, but yes. Front-row seats."

Rick lowered his hand from his ear. Around the square, hundreds of people had their phones out, filming a spacecraft. Somewhere above him, the Office's quiet machinery — the flash, the cover story, the kindly edited memory — was warming up for the biggest night of its life. He felt tired in advance on its behalf.

Then, three streets away, something clanged.

It was not a dramatic sound. It was the sound of a metal shutter, a dropped crate, a city's ordinary percussion — except that every head in the square turned toward it at once, including, somehow, the ship. The hull's seam of light swung, fractionally, like an eye.

"Odette."

"Already on it. Registry ping, same signature as this morning, moving again — fast this time. It's off the















