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	1 The Signal

	 

	 

	The universe had gone quiet.

	 

	Earth’s Deep Listening Array had detected faint signals—pulses of unknown origin, hidden in the cosmic microwave background for over a century. Scientists called it the Whispering. Then one day, it stopped.

	 

	Dr. Nia Raine, xenolinguist and former astrophysicist, stood before the Observatory’s massive screen, watching a blank sky. Her colleague, Commander Ellis Vorn, a decorated explorer from the Terran Exo-Defense Force, walked beside her.

	 

	“It’s like they vanished,” Nia whispered. “Or hid.”

	 

	Ellis nodded grimly. “Maybe they saw us first.”

	 

	Nia’s research had led to a terrifying hypothesis: the Dark Forest Theory—that the universe was like a silent forest, and every civilization was a hunter, hiding in fear, ready to shoot anything that made a sound.

	 

	Then Earth made a sound.

	 

	The Artemis Ascendant, a stealth-capable scout ship, was launched to follow the trail of the last signal. Destination: a rogue system in the Orion Expanse, home to the mythic Dark Forest.

	 

	Inside that lightless sector, no ship had ever returned.

	 

	Until now.
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