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Prologue

	The Signal Beyond Dawn

	The Message No One Expected

	Two years after humanity reclaimed the sky, the impossible happened.

	Again.

	The world had changed more in those two years than in the thousand that came before them.

	The Veil continued lifting.

	Trade routes connected underground cities to surface settlements.

	Ancient knowledge flowed freely between civilizations that had once believed each other extinct.

	Children born after the Return of Light grew up beneath open skies rather than stone ceilings.

	Hope had become ordinary.

	That alone felt miraculous.

	For the first time in living memory, humanity was not looking backward.

	It was looking forward.

	Toward exploration.

	Toward discovery.

	Toward a future unconstrained by ancient lies.

	No one expected the next mystery to arrive from above.

	The signal appeared shortly after sunrise.

	At first, the technicians at the Aurelis Atmospheric Observatory assumed it was a malfunction.

	Equipment failures were common during the ongoing restoration of First Age systems.

	Ancient satellites occasionally transmitted corrupted data.

	Long dormant networks sometimes awakened unexpectedly.

	The anomaly seemed routine.

	Until it repeated.

	And repeated again.

	Then again.

	The signal followed a pattern.

	A deliberate pattern.

	Not random interference.

	Not environmental noise.

	Not machine error.

	A message.

	By midday, every major observatory on the planet had received the same transmission.

	Surface stations.

	Mountain monitoring facilities.

	Underground communication centers.

	Even portions of the ancient Machine Maker network responded.

	The message came from above the atmosphere.

	Above the clouds.

	Above the highest mountains.

	Above every known human settlement.

	Above the world itself.

	That fact alone should have been impossible.

	The Machine Makers had never established permanent colonies beyond the planet.

	No historical records suggested otherwise.

	No surviving archive mentioned such a possibility.

	Yet the signal existed.

	And it was undeniably real.

	Across the newly connected world, confusion spread.

	Scientists argued.

	Engineers debated.

	Historians searched forgotten records.

	No one possessed answers.

	Then the signal changed.

	The transmission shifted from mathematical pulses into recognizable language.

	The decoding process took less than three hours.

	The resulting message consisted of only seven words.

	Seven words that would alter the future of humanity forever.

	IS ANYONE STILL ALIVE BELOW?

	The world stopped.

	Not physically.

	Emotionally.

	Civilizations that had spent centuries believing themselves alone suddenly confronted a terrifying possibility.

	Someone was asking a question.

	Someone expected an answer.

	And someone had sent the message from the sky.

	 

	 

	A Voice from the Ancient World

	The first emergency assembly convened that evening.

	Representatives from surface settlements, underground cities, scientific councils, and Keeper communities gathered within the restored Hall of Lanterns.

	The atmosphere felt eerily familiar.

	Not unlike the meetings that had followed the discovery of the hidden archives years earlier.

	Except this time the mystery felt larger.

	Much larger.

	Elias Voss sat near the center of the chamber.

	Though only twenty four years old, he had become one of the most recognizable figures in the world.

	The title still embarrassed him.

	Light Wielder.

	People spoke it with reverence.

	He still heard Professor Marrow's voice whenever the term appeared.

	You spend too much time chasing ghosts.

	The old archivist would have loved this mystery.

	The thought brought both comfort and sadness.

	Many memories had faded after the stabilization of the Engine.

	Some remained sharp.

	Marrow remained among them.

	At least for now.

	A senior astronomer activated the chamber display.

	The signal appeared as a series of glowing patterns suspended above the assembly.

	"It originates from orbital altitude," she explained.

	"Possibly farther."

	Murmurs spread through the crowd.

	Farther?

	No one liked that word.

	Humanity had only recently rediscovered its own planet.

	The possibility of something existing beyond it felt overwhelming.

	"We've verified the transmission source repeatedly," the astronomer continued.

	"It is not terrestrial."

	A second expert stepped forward.

	"We also completed linguistic analysis."

	He paused.

	The hesitation alone unsettled the room.

	"The language predates the Great Descent."

	Silence followed.

	Not ordinary silence.

	The kind produced when everyone simultaneously realizes the implications.

	Predates the Great Descent.

	Predates the Veil.

	Predates a thousand years of separation.

	The signal originated from an ancient source.

	Perhaps one as old as the First Age itself.

	Nyra Vale folded her arms.

	"You're telling me someone has been waiting up there for a thousand years?"

	"No."

	The scientist looked uncomfortable.

	"We're saying that's one possibility."

	Elias studied the transmission.

	The seven words remained suspended in golden light.

	Simple.

	Direct.

	Human.

	That was what disturbed him most.

	The message did not sound like a machine.

	It sounded lonely.

	As though the sender had waited a very long time for an answer.

	A very long time.

	The shard resting in Elias's pocket suddenly grew warm.

	He froze.

	The sensation felt familiar.

	The living light had reacted before every major discovery.

	Every hidden archive.

	Every lost city.

	Every forgotten truth.

	Now it responded again.

	Softly.

	Urgently.

	Like a heartbeat.

	Something in the signal mattered.

	The shard knew it.

	And somewhere deep inside himself, Elias knew it too.

	The Warning from the Sky

	The second message arrived just after midnight.

	Unlike the first, it bypassed nearly every communication network on the planet.

	Instead, it appeared directly within active First Age systems.

	Ancient displays activated spontaneously.

	Dormant monitors awakened.

	Long silent terminals illuminated.

	The message spread everywhere simultaneously.

	Aurelis.

	Veyron.

	Kharos.

	The Tower of Dawn.

	The Engine of Night.

	Every surviving Machine Maker installation received the transmission.

	This time the wording was longer.

	Far more alarming.

	Technicians rushed to decode it.

	The results reached the Hall of Lanterns less than twenty minutes later.

	The emergency council assembled immediately.

	Elias stood among them as the final translation appeared across the central display.

	IF THIS MESSAGE IS RECEIVED, THE CONTAINMENT PROTOCOL HAS FAILED.

	The room grew still.

	THE SKY NETWORK IS COLLAPSING.

	No one spoke.

	No one moved.

	THE ASCENSION PROJECT SURVIVED.

	Nyra looked toward Elias.

	He saw the same confusion reflected in her eyes.

	Ascension Project?

	The term appeared nowhere in surviving records.

	Not once.

	DO NOT ACTIVATE THE STAR ENGINES.

	A collective chill swept through the chamber.

	The message continued.

	WE REPEAT.

	DO NOT ACTIVATE THE STAR ENGINES.

	The transmission paused.

	Then delivered one final sentence.

	A sentence that transformed confusion into fear.

	THEY ARE COMING HOME.

	The signal ended.

	Every display went dark.

	Silence consumed the chamber.

	For several seconds, nobody seemed capable of speaking.

	The message raised more questions than it answered.

	Who survived?

	What was the Ascension Project?

	What were the Star Engines?

	And who exactly was coming home?

	Elias slowly removed the shard from his pocket.

	Golden light pulsed within the crystal.

	Brighter than it had in months.

	Almost anxious.

	Almost afraid.

	The realization unsettled him.

	The shard had guided him toward lost truths.

	It had helped reveal the greatest deception in human history.

	It had never shown fear.

	Until now.

	Outside, beyond the walls of Aurelis, stars filled the night sky.

	Beautiful. Silent. Ancient.

	For two years, humanity had looked upward with wonder.

	Now, for the first time, Elias looked upward and felt something else.

	Concern.

	Because somewhere beyond those distant stars, something had awakened.

	Something connected to the forgotten past.

	Something powerful enough to frighten a relic that remembered the First Age.

	And whatever it was, it had finally found its way back.

	The Age of Light was ending.

	A new mystery had begun.
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	THE SKY THAT REMEMBERED

	 


Chapter 1

	A World Reborn

	Two Years After the Return

	The world no longer belonged to darkness.

	Two years had passed since the reopening of the Tower of Dawn.

	Two years since the truth emerged.

	Two years since humanity stepped beneath open skies for the first time in a thousand years.

	The transformation had been extraordinary.

	Entire generations once lived and died beneath stone ceilings, believing the underground world represented the whole of existence.

	Now children chased butterflies beneath sunlight.

	Farmers cultivated valleys that had remained untouched for centuries.

	Explorers crossed forgotten continents.

	Historians uncovered lost civilizations buried beneath forests and mountains.

	The impossible had become ordinary.

	In Aurelis, construction never seemed to stop.

	New districts stretched upward toward the surface access routes.

	Observation towers overlooked valleys instead of cavern walls.

	Schools taught complete history.

	Not edited history.

	Not approved history.

	Truth.

	The city still retained its underground identity, but it no longer felt confined.

	The stone ceiling had become a memory rather than a prison.

	For many, the transition felt miraculous.

	For others, it felt unsettling.

	Because freedom created uncertainty.

	And uncertainty frightened people accustomed to certainty.

	Yet despite occasional tensions, the world moved forward.

	Humanity was healing.

	Growing.

	Learning.

	Remembering.

	The Age of Light had begun exactly as Elias hoped.

	Which was why the signal felt so deeply disturbing.

	After everything humanity had overcome, the universe had chosen this moment to reveal another mystery.

	Surface and Underground United

	The Dawn Assembly met twice each year.

	Representatives from every major city attended.

	Surface settlements.

	Underground governments.

	Keeper communities.

	Scientific organizations.

	Educational institutions.

	Former
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