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Chapter 1 - The Shattered Throne

The throne room of the Imperial Palace is built for terror. It
begins with the obsidian—great pillars black as the vacuum beyond
the glasswork dome, shuddering from centuries of microquakes, each
fracture veined with ancient dust and the blood of a thousand
executions. It is vast by design, a monument to the idea that one
man’s word could eclipse a galaxy. Even the light is coerced,
forced through prismatic arrays that strip it of color and cast
everything in a predatory blue.
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The Emperor sits in the center, ashen in the glow. He’s lost the
regal girth of his prime years, cheeks hollowed by insomnia and
augmetic exhaustion. His hands, which once glided through the air
with the grace of a puppeteer, now clutch the arms of the throne
with white-knuckled desperation. The throne itself is
split—literally, hairline fissure cleaving through the sigil of
unity, a reminder of the assassination attempt that failed only in
the immediate sense.

He does not blink at the parade of disasters, the litany of
planetary collapses streaming before him on a holofield two meters
high. Advisors stand below in arranged semicircles, their faces
lacquered with the last traces of hope, each scrambling to rewrite
a crumbling narrative for their ruler. Some wear ceremonial armor
polished to mirror sheen, others the monochrome habits of Core
Authority, all united in a pageant of denial.

“Third incursion at the Durotan corridor,” barks General Merov,
his voice flattened by distance and the skull-wired comms implant
gleaming at his temple. “Fringe loyalists routed. Helion Prime is
cut off—no response from orbital defense, no transceiver ping at
all.”

Another projection flickers beside Merov, bleeding through with
static. The general’s double, lagging milliseconds behind, overlays
the first like a specter. “Helion Prime is gone,” repeats the echo,
softer. “Contagion spreads.”

A strategist from the Fourth Fleet bows her head, lips moving in
silent prayer or curse. An underling in the data pit runs a hand
through her buzzed hair and mutters something that draws a sharp
glance from the nearest Inquisitor. Eyes everywhere, nerves fraying
by the hour.

The Emperor’s gaze is fixed on the spinning holo: Helion Prime,
rendered in cruel accuracy, its foundries and citadels cycling from
vibrant blue to malignant red. There’s a pause, a flicker, and then
the Imperium’s golden eagle—once a boast, now a tombstone—blazes
briefly before vanishing. He inhales, steady, through what remains
of his original lungs.

A slender advisor steps forward, robes edged in platinum. “Your
Excellency, we are… endeavoring to isolate the root nodes of the
insurrection. Our hope is that with—”

He waves her off. Not even a gesture—just a tremor in one
finger. The holo skips to another planet, this one mid-collapse,
orbital rings detonating in slow motion. Then a new stream:
security footage from the event horizon of a Singularity Gate. The
Veilborn—ghosts in scavenged armor, eyes wild with synthetic
rage—carve a corridor through a phalanx of black-armored
peacekeepers. At the center: the girl with the spiral brand.

It is always the same. The memory, immortalized in every
channel. Her face in the instant before the Gate swallows her,
backlit by hellfire and the ruin of his greatest shipyard. The
Emperor’s lips move, not quite forming her name.

The advisor tries again, softer. “Excellency, the Null
Protocol—”

“I am aware,” he says. His voice is nothing like the sermons of
the past. No echo, no bombast. Just a fatigue that seems to vibrate
from the throne into the stone.

He looks at the holo of Helion Prime, now a dead pixel in the
grand design. He remembers the first time he saw it—years before
the AI integration, before memory became as cheap as breath. A
world of discipline. A monument to order. Now, a liability.

“Deploy the Null Protocol.”

The phrase is a bullet, and it strikes the room silent. Even the
holos pause, as if in respect.

The Chief Advisor swallows, the sound audible across the dome.
“Majesty… the collateral—”

“We have lost the Rim,” the Emperor says. “We are losing the
heart.”

He presses both palms to the throne, feeling the tremor of
ancient machinery beneath. “Three sectors is preferable to three
thousand. Initiate the cascade. Civilian, military. No
quarter.”

The Chief Advisor’s mouth works, shaping an argument, but the
Emperor stares him down with such withering focus that the man can
do nothing but bow.

There’s a brief flare in the room—another projection, this one a
frontline commander patched through from a city under siege. The
feed is ruined by static, but the desperation is unmistakable.

“—repeat, they are inside the walls. Multiple classes of
Veilborn, some with unknown cybernetics. Civilians are joining. We
have lost discipline, I—” The commander jerks, a shadow moving
behind him. For a moment, the Emperor thinks it’s a technical
glitch—then a blade glints and the feed goes black.

No one speaks. The room is a mausoleum, punctuated only by the
distant whine of wind against the upper dome.

The Emperor closes his eyes. He listens to the silence, as if
the galaxy has finally run out of voices to haunt him.

When he opens them, he is alone. Even the afterimages of the
council have faded, replaced by the flicker of blue holo-glare on
polished stone. He watches his own reflection in the
floor—fractured by the throne’s ancient wound, a dozen versions of
himself staring up, none of them whole.

Somewhere deep beneath the palace, the lights begin to change. A
coldness seeps through the rock as the AI archives, dormant for
decades, stir to life. The Null Protocol—his last resort—has
already begun. There will be no more memory of this defeat, save
for the echo in the bones of the city.

The Emperor’s hands loosen, falling away from the throne’s
broken arms. He watches the world unravel, pixel by pixel, and
waits for the silence to become complete.

The council chamber is a cathedral for those who remember. Its
ceilings arch higher than the eye can track, lost in the blue-black
hush above the chandeliers—clusters of memory-crystal, refracting
light into geometric prisms on the ranks of assembled Order. The
walls are lined with plinths of petrified data; each holds a volume
so old that its name has worn away, leaving only the code spiral on
the spine. Nothing in the air moves but the thin, resonant tone of
High Seer Talvox’s voice, spiraling outward from the dais in slow,
inevitable circles.

Lumen Veyra stands at her appointed station, one in a line of a
hundred archivists, their hoods and robes gradated from deepest
navy to the silver of Core privilege. Her own is a dull,
institutional grey. Her face, as always, is an exercise in
control—mouth neutral, eyes attentive, spine laser-straight even as
the subdermal circuitry at her temples pulses in concert with the
chamber’s rhythm. The spiral brand at her neck, barely visible
above her collar, itches with each surge of adrenaline. She does
not touch it. Not yet.

“We gather,” intones Talvox, “in the hour before the boundary.”
His voice is impossible to ignore, even as it clings to metaphor
and paradox. “We gather because memory is what separates the
luminous from the void, the self from the undifferentiated.” He
pauses, allowing a slight echo to fracture through the room.

He is beautiful, in the brittle way of something grown for
purpose rather than pleasure. His skin is pale, almost translucent,
and laced at the jaw and temples with thin, metallic glyphs. His
eyes are the milky, shifting blue of an unsolved equation. Above
him, the Council’s symbol—an ouroboros consuming a web of
stars—hangs in perfect stasis.

“Let us consider the role of sacrifice,” Talvox continues, and
Lumen can already hear the direction this will take. “If our galaxy
is to endure, it must be purified of trauma. The wound must close.
Sometimes, this means forgetting what we once were, in order to
become what we must be.” The words are gentle, yet their blade is
naked.

The archivists are silent, their neural threads tuned for zero
lag. Lumen studies the chamber from the corner of her eye: rows of
empty seats where the outer system representatives once gathered,
now marked by vacant banners and the faint haze of mourning
protocols. On the upper tiers, the Chroniclers’ Circle—keepers of
forbidden knowledge—observe in silence, their faces occluded by
mirrored masks.

Lumen lets her eyes drift, just enough to catch the
side-channels flickering on the vision-band. The scroll of today’s
events, coded for those with the right augments: Helion Prime lost,
Null Protocol ratified, Rim sectors in unfiltered riot. She scans
for anomalies—there are always anomalies—but today, even the
deviance is predictable.

She feels the itch again at her neck. This time, her thumb finds
the spiral, a barely perceptible touch, and presses it once. It
calms her, slightly. Talvox sees everything, of course; his gaze
lances through the crowd, resting on her for one cold, weightless
moment before resuming its arc.

“In the coming hours, the Archive will be tested,” he says, not
raising his voice. “There will be agents of chaos, shadows seeking
to undo the latticework of order. Know that your duties are
sacred.” He inclines his head. “Some among you will be called to
greater tasks.”

There is a hiss—barely audible—as the Council adjourns. The room
exhales. Dignitaries and underlings alike shift from solemnity to
motion, breaking into eddies of whispered speculation and hungry
glances. The inner court—closest to the Seer—moves first, gliding
toward the exit with a calculated dignity. The outer rings hang
back, already forming knots of conversation in the cold light.

Lumen stands for a moment, ignoring the urge to vanish with the
crowd. She watches Talvox—who does not move from the dais—speak in
low tones to a pair of masked Chroniclers. He gestures once, and
they melt into the shadows behind him, robes trailing like
afterimages.

A minor functionary in plum approaches her, voice pitched low.
“He notices you, Veyra. It is a good thing.” His smile is thin as
foil.

“I am a tool,” Lumen says. “He notices the tools that need
sharpening.”

The functionary bows and moves on, content to have been seen in
proximity to her. Already, rumors are beginning to circulate:
Talvox’s favor is a currency, and today, Lumen has acquired a
sliver more than she wishes.

She slips from the main hall, taking the corridor that winds
behind the Grand Archive. The voices in the antechamber are thick
with schadenfreude and opportunism.

“—Riven Kale? Saw the holos. Didn’t expect her to surface
again.”

“They’ve doubled the bounty. She’s worth more than a destroyer
now.”

“Veilborn, every one of them. It’s a matter of time. They can’t
run forever.”

The words sting, not because of their truth, but because of
their lack of it. No one here has ever met the real Riven Kale, or
seen a Veilborn outside of panic footage. Lumen files the voices
away, storing the faces to memory.

The corridor narrows, light dimming. Security protocols are more
relaxed here, at the edge of the Order’s concern. Lumen glances
over her shoulder, confirms she’s alone, and palms her ident. The
locked alcove—a cold-iron cubicle lined with silent terminals—opens
to her touch. She slides inside, draws the curtain, and feels the
shift from public self to something closer to real.

She logs in under her own name. It’s safer that way; covert work
stands out in a place that expects paranoia. The interface shudders
to life, projections resolving into classified channels: Council
directives, assassination lists, transfer orders for memory
engineers. All shielded by three layers of crypt, which is
laughable to her.

She scans for the file she knows must exist, the one Talvox
never mentioned. It’s buried under a false recall protocol, named
as a resource redistribution. She opens it, and the face that fills
the screen is unmistakable:

Riven Kale. Scarline jaw, eyes like a warning shot. The image is
newer than any in the public feeds—shows her bleeding but upright,
hands locked around a plasma carbine.

Below, in red, the legend: PRIORITY THREAT—ASSASSINATE ON
SIGHT.

There’s a secondary list, as there always is: known associates.
Second name down is Nova Kael, marked as “compromised.” Lumen’s own
designation floats at the edge of the file—“potential asset,
monitor for deviation”—like a splinter left in after surgery.

She sets the terminal to download, neural implant lighting up
with the encoded data. It takes less than a second. Her pulse takes
much longer to slow.

Lumen kills the screen, wipes the access record, and lets
herself sit for a count of ten in the low blue afterglow. She
should feel nothing, should be able to compartmentalize like Talvox
taught her. Instead, she feels the old ache—the ghost of a memory
that isn’t even hers—pressing up through the layers of
discipline.

She touches the spiral brand again, just once, before rising and
disappearing back into the chill and echo of the Archive.

The docking bay stinks of burnt ozone and fear. Riven Kale,
knuckles blood-black from patching the starboard plasma feed, runs
a diagnostics sweep on the Seraphis’s hull as if nothing in the
world matters but the shuddering of this old ship. Above him, the
cooling arrays sputter with every pulse—tiny blue ghosts flickering
behind fractured plating. The bay’s overheads are blown out, so the
only light comes in hard strobes from failing emergency strips,
every third second plunging him into midnight, every fourth into
surgical overexposure. Each breath tastes like copper and
betrayal.

The left shoulder is a mess. Burn-wrapped, true, but the graft
won’t hold more than another day unless he gets to a real med
station. The skin is open in a dozen places, metallic thread
glistening in the half-light, every nerve a live wire. Each
movement—a twist of the spanner, a reach across the
scaffolding—hurts more than the last. He relishes it.

A grind of metal on metal somewhere behind. Riven doesn’t look
up at first. He tightens the coil clamp, checks the diagnostic
again, forces his mind back into the flow. Only when he hears the
second scrape, softer and wrong, does he let his hand drift to the
sidearm magnetized under his belt.

He listens: three sets of footsteps, soft as contrition, pacing
the outer wall. Too deliberate for security drones. Hired blades,
or the local equivalent. Probably Core, though their type always
wears stolen colors out here. He slides the spanner onto the deck,
lets it clatter; in the echo, he stands and turns, one hand splayed
in plain sight.

“Thought it’d be you,” he says. The words bounce around the
cavern, landing like spent rounds.

Three figures step into the flickering light. Their hoods are
up, faces lost in shadow. No insignia, but the way they
move—perfect unison, like a muscle memory downloaded from someone
else’s nightmare—screams trained.

The lead steps forward, ignites a plasma blade. Blue, standard,
but with a filament edge that marks it as off-books. The other two
follow suit. They fan out, all angles and efficiency, and Riven
knows they’ve already run the numbers: Ship at his back, only one
way out. Unless you counted up.

He grins, because in this moment, it’s funny.

“Kael,” the lead says. Voice neutral, genderless, modulated.
“You’re a difficult man to pin.”

“Maybe try using better bait,” Riven replies. He shifts his
weight, tests the knee, feels the blood trickling from his shoulder
down the inner arm. It’s still warm. That’s something.

The second figure flanks left, steps behind a half-crushed
containment pod. Third moves right, careful not to break line of
sight. They’re not improvising—protocol dictates everything. Riven
recognizes the formation from the old days.

They think they’re here to kill him. But not all of them will
leave alive.

He moves first. Thumb triggers the ship’s landing gear
retraction, the pedal relay built into the deck where he’s
standing. The ground gives way just enough to shift the balance,
and the lead assassin stumbles, blade carving a spray of sparks
through the grated floor. Riven draws and fires in the same beat,
the pulse round taking the first in the kneecap, dropping them with
a mechanical shriek.

The other two react perfectly, plasma blades crossing in a
spiral to box him in. He ducks, rolls across the deck, pain flaring
as the shoulder grazes exposed cable. He’s under the Seraphis now,
breathing the thick rot of half-spent coolant. Both assailants
follow, blades slicing vertical arcs designed to corner, not kill
outright.

He slides on his back, firing twice; first round misses, second
takes the left attacker in the thigh, sending a burst of bright
arterial spray across the bulkhead. The wound would cripple a
normal man. This one just grits teeth, presses forward, intent on
finishing the job before the pain catches up.

Riven waits, lets the first swing come close enough to buzz the
skin of his face, then grabs the attacker’s wrist and twists. The
wrist breaks clean with a wet snap. The plasma blade clatters. He
jams his knee up into the figure’s diaphragm, hears a grunt, then
flips the body into the path of the third.

The last assassin is good, maybe the best. Doesn’t hesitate,
just cuts through the falling body, burning a hole straight
through. Riven lunges forward, shoulder screaming, and plants the
barrel of his sidearm beneath the assassin’s chin. The shot goes
clean, cauterizing from the inside out.

He stands. Three bodies, two twitching, one already silent. The
ship’s landing gear grinds back into place overhead, steady as a
heartbeat.

He waits until the pain recedes enough for breath, then kneels
beside the first—the one who spoke his name. The mask is
standard-issue, but the eyes behind it are clear, scared, young.
Not more than sixteen cycles. He strips the comm unit from their
jacket, pops the neural relay, and holds it up to his own
implant.

A list scrolls across his vision, bright red at the top:

PRIORITY TARGET: RIVEN KAEL. SYMBOL OF REBELLION. TERMINATE WITH
EXTREME PREJUDICE.

Below, a set of coordinates—his last-known, updated within the
hour. Someone at Central is tracking him tighter than he
thought.

He checks the next name on the target list. Nova Kael, flagged
as “high-risk associate.” There’s a file, timestamped minutes ago,
of the Seraphis in flight above the Andros debris field. It’s not
surveillance. It’s a kill order.

He stares at the blood pooling around his boots, then looks up
at the ship. The Seraphis is no longer just an escape; it’s a
vector, a symbol, a message.

He wipes the comm, runs a quick script to corrupt the tracking
chain, then tosses it onto the body. The sixteen-year-old blinks up
at him, lips working, but he has no words for the dying. He’s said
all of them before.

He limps to the ship, resets the diagnostics, and lets the pain
be what it is: proof of life. He’s not hiding anymore. Next time,
he’ll make them bring an army.

The corridor behind the Grand Archive is a ribbon of silence,
cool and unlit except for the sporadic pulse of old security nodes.
Lumen Veyra walks its length with deliberate care, shoes muffled
against centuries of polished stone, the only constant the scratch
of her own pulse against the inside of her skull. There’s nobody
here, but in this place, the walls remember.

The spiral brand at her neck is hot. Every step brings her
closer to the comm node, but also to the choice that’s been
haunting her since the council session: loyalty or truth, or some
undefined space where both can be betrayed for the right cause. She
thinks of Talvox, the way he spoke of “sacrifice,” of closing the
wound, of memory as a lattice to be pruned. She thinks of the Null
Protocol, already crawling through the root networks, and the way
the word “purified” sits like acid on her tongue.

She pauses in a threshold, heart jackhammering. Light from the
adjacent hall casts a broken lattice of shadows across the entry
pad. Her hand hovers, then presses the key. The portal sighs
open.

Inside, the node is old, pre-Imperium, designed for clandestine
comms between recordkeepers before the Merge. The seat is cold, the
air thick with the smell of ozone and bitter herbs. Lumen sits,
draws her hood deeper, and unclasps the loyalty emblem at her
collar. It feels heavier than usual.

She powers the node, routing it through six dummy relays to mask
the source. The screen awakens in slow gradations, its interface
more tactile than visual—designed for the hands, not the eyes.
Lumen keys in the sequence, heart rate spiking as she reaches the
last cipher: the call sign for Nova Kael.

It’s a risk. Probably flagged. But she has no better choice.

The wait is short. On the other end, the line stutters, then
resolves into a grainy, blue-lit window. Nova Kael’s face dominates
the frame, lips split, one eyebrow arched in what might be
amusement or disdain. The armor is scavenged—bits of three
different units, none matching—but the stance is pure commander,
all confidence and fracture.

“Veyra,” Kael says. Voice is rough, the kind that spends its
life giving orders in a vacuum. “Didn’t think you’d call. Thought
you were a ghost in the system now.”

“Would you answer if I was?” Lumen asks, mouth dry.

Kael shrugs. “Ghosts have better manners.”

There’s a moment—half second of silence—where both look at the
other, not for answers, but for codes: body language, inflection,
microtwitch. Lumen is the first to blink, dropping her gaze to the
terminal.

“Listen. It’s worse than you think. The Emperor’s ordered the
Protocol. They’ll start with the Rim, then cascade inward. Three
sectors in the first cycle.”

Kael laughs, low and short. “We already noticed. Our comms are
going dark faster than we can patch. Thought you archivists were
supposed to preserve things.”

“We preserve the truth,” Lumen says. The word tastes unfamiliar,
even now.

“Truth?” Nova leans in, eyes flickering as he skims whatever
data streams past on his end. “Is that what you call the culling
order they’ve put on us? The archives are full of it now.”

Lumen swallows, feeling the itch at her neck again. “I’m sending
you the target lists. All of them. But there’s more: they’re
tracking the Seraphis. They want it as an example.”

Nova’s eyes sharpen. “And Riven?”

“He’s alive. But so are the hunters.”

Another flicker—a shadow passes behind Nova, a blurred figure in
a patchwork cloak. Nova barely looks back, just raises one finger
in a silent command. The shadow halts.

“Send the files,” Nova says, eyes returning to Lumen. “And a
favor: burn the sender trail after. If they catch you—”

“They won’t,” Lumen says. She’s surprised to realize she
believes it.

She keys the packet through, running three layers of encryption
just for old time’s sake. The data leaves her hands, and a new
weight settles over her shoulders.

A soft chime—a warning from the security grid. Corridor scan,
sweep pattern: she has thirty seconds before a visual hits this
sector. Lumen wipes the terminal, re-enables the loyalty emblem at
her throat, and rises in one fluid motion. She’s halfway to the
portal when the footsteps begin.

She turns to face them. Marshal Dren Volar is impossible to
miss, even in the weak light: two meters of military dogma in
blood-red armor, helmet tucked beneath one arm. His eyes—one
organic, one synthetic—take her in with the cold efficiency of a
firing squad.

“Archivist Veyra,” he says. The words are slow, deliberate, as
if he expects her to echo them.

“Marshal Volar.” Lumen’s voice is steady. “You’re early.”

He doesn’t smile, doesn’t even attempt it. “Orders are to verify
all Archive personnel before shift. New security doctrine.”

Lumen nods, resisting the urge to touch her neck. “Of
course.”

He gestures down the corridor. “After you.”

The walk is silent. Volar is not a man for small talk. She tries
not to think about the rumors—how he once leveled a dissident
colony in three days, how he likes to watch the light leave a
traitor’s eyes. Instead, she counts the floor tiles. Sixty-two from
node to memory lab, then a hard left.

Inside, two security aides stand waiting. Lumen hands over her
ident, lets them scan it, answer their perfunctory questions. She’s
practiced at this—knows which answers will trigger a deeper probe,
which will let her go. The aides are efficient; the new doctrine is
already working. In three minutes, she’s cleared.

Volar never once breaks eye contact. As she leaves, he murmurs,
just above a whisper: “We’re watching, Archivist.”

“Someone should,” she replies, voice soft, and disappears into
the hall.

It’s only when she’s halfway up the stair that she lets herself
check the hidden seam in her sleeve. The data chip, barely a micron
thick, is still there—coordinates for Riven’s next jump, plucked
from the deep code before Talvox could flag it. She exhales,
slow.

Outside, the city is changing. Lights wink out along the
midline, whole districts dark in ways that can’t be explained by
brownouts. The Null Protocol is devouring memory, identity, the
skeleton of the city itself. She feels it—sudden absence, like a
friend gone missing in the night.

She makes her way toward the southern spire, where the rumor
says the resistance still maintains a blindspot. As she walks, she
wonders: if the Protocol eats everything, who will remember the
dead?

She touches her spiral brand. For now, she will.





Chapter 2 - Fragments of Truth

The outer hull of the data-vault is slick with ice, each meter
of steel a relic from a more paranoid age. Orion Drex drifts toward
the docking umbilical in a suit patterned to deflect most frequency
scans, not that he expects opposition. There’s no law this far out,
just old satellites and the haunted echo of things no one was
supposed to remember.

The vault is shaped like a spindle, ancient enough that the
brass identification plates are written in pre-Imperium glyph. Its
orbit around Virelia is unstable—constant tidal shifts, crustal
microquakes, and the current geomagnetic storm have half the
external sensors shorted and the other half in a panic. Orion lands
his courier skiff under a flare of static, masking his approach
behind the auroral wash. The docking port resists at first, then
shudders open, loosing a gasp of pressurized cold.
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Inside: blackness, immediate and pure. His first step triggers a
photonic sweep. Lines of blue-white activate along the corridor,
chasing the dark ahead of him and revealing frost-laced conduits,
hexagonal flooring, and motionless service bots like frozen
insects. The air is a chemical cocktail, oxygen spiked with
antifreeze and viral nanites that float in pale spirals. He
inhales, lets the familiar taste settle.

At the first junction, he pauses. His breath ghosts out before
him, slow and deliberate. Two access tunnels lead away—one to
Administration, the other to Archives. He listens: in these old
vaults, the AI prefers whispers to alarms, an architecture of
subtle
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