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Chapter 1 — The Entity.
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The listening station at Kheled Rift was old enough to remember silence.

Not the lack of signal — that was common enough, but the deeper quiet that existed before the Null, before the Veyari fleets, before the stars had learned to scream at one another. Its archive contained epochs when space was empty and content to remain so.

That was why the anomaly registered immediately.

There was no jump signature, no mass-translation wake, or energy bloom.

One moment the rift was empty, the next, the crescent shape was there.

It hung against the star field like a deliberate subtraction - curved, matte, and wrong. The station's optical array insisted it was present, the gravimetric sensors argued it was not; the inertial compensators began correcting the forces that had no vector.

The station's intelligence core initiated reconciliation protocols and failed all of them.

Object classification pending

The crescent did not move. It did not rotate. It did not acknowledge the station's hails, passive or active. And did not radiate heat consistent with its apparent size. Background stars behind it bent — not by lensing, but as if unwilling to see through it.

A secondary alert chimed. Then another.

The Rift's deep-time archives had triggered on pattern recognition.

Not a match.

A warning.

Fragments surfaced from corrupted eras: partial records, broken translations, notes left by civilisations that no longer had names.

Do not engage

Arrival denotes conclusion

They are not sent first.

The station attempted to transmit a priority burst toward Veyari space. The message never left the buffer.

The crescent's presence did not block the signal. It simply caused the transmission to lose coherence — data unravelling into garble before it could decide what it was meant to be.

Elsewhere, far beyond the Rift, Null command intelligence registered the confirmation they had been waiting for.

The Veyari designation was withdrawn.

Resources were allocated.

A single formal acknowledgement was issued over a channel that had not been used for millennia.

Containment authority granted

Scope: Limited

Objective: Correction

The crescent responded — not with language, nor with signal, but with alignment.

Its arc shifted by a fraction of a degree.

At Kheled Rift, the listening station finally understood the nature of the silence it was built to hear.

This was not the quiet before war.

This was the quiet after a decision.

Somewhere within the crescent's inconceivable geometry, something began to act —  to remove.

Strategist Observer Vrex Thaelor had reviewed six thousand fleet losses without once questioning the logic of war.

Defeat was data. Attrition was probability. Even extinction, should it come, would at least be earned.

This, however, made no sense.

The crescent ship occupied the tactical display without obeying any of the rules Thaelor had spent a lifetime mastering. Its geometry resolved cleanly, yet its metrics refused to stabilise. The ship was there — undeniably — but every attempt to define how resulted in contradiction.

Mass: indeterminate

Energy output: negligible

Threat assessment: unresolved

“Recalibrate,” Thaelor ordered, mandibles tightening in irritation.

The sensors recalibrated.

The answers worsened.

The crescent was not advancing on Veyari space. It was not forming a battle line. It had not announced itself with the ceremonial aggression of a first-strike asset. The ship simply occupied relevance, as though it had always been meant to.

Thaelor accessed restricted Null coordination channels — privileges granted only to observers embedded deep enough to understand consequences.

The response came immediately.

No tactical data.

A notice.

VEYARI FORCE DESIGNATION: WITHDRAWN

STATUS: NON-OPTIMAL

ENGAGEMENT AUTHORITY: TRANSFERRED

Thaelor gazed at the words, disbelief slipping into his secondary cognition.

Withdrawn was a term used for depleted supply lines. For exhausted munitions. For ideas that no longer justified their cost.

Not for a species.

A secondary channel opened without request.

The Null presence manifested as it always did — precise, sterile, intolerant of emotion.

"You are observing the corrective phase," the Null proxy stated.

Thaelor forced composure. "The Veyari remain combat capable. Our fleets-"

"— were instrumental," the proxy interrupted. "They are no longer efficient."

Thaelor's claws flexed unconsciously. "What is that vessel?"

A pause.

Not hesitation.

Calculation.

"A specialised instrument," the Null proxy replied. "It will not be deployed widely."

The crescent shifted on the display - aligning.

Thaelor's console erupted with alarms as a distant Veyari outpost — one he knew well, one that had survived three engagements — ceased transmission mid-cycle.

Its data simply... ended.

Thaelor felt something fracture inside his certainty.

"Is it attacking us?" he demanded.

"No," the Null proxy said. "It is correcting variance."

The implication struck with more force than any weapon.

The Veyari had not failed because they were weak.

They had failed because they overreached.

Thaelor looked again at the crescent ship and understood, with cold clarity, why it had not been sent first.

It was not a conqueror.

It was what followed when conquest was deemed unnecessary.

For the first time since pledging service to the Null, Strategist — Observer Vrex Thaelor realised the war had never been about victory.

It had been about selection.

The Veyari designation had exceeded acceptable variance.

They had performed within tolerance for longer than projected, and expanded influence, suppressed interference, and generated sufficient noise to obscure deeper operations.

They had also accumulated inefficiencies.

The proxy flagged the threshold crossing and submitted the determination upstream. Confirmation returned without delay.

CORRECTIVE AUTHORITY GRANTED

ASSET RELEASE APPROVED

SCOPE: LIMITED

The proxy initiated the observation layer and compared current star field data with archived baselines. Discrepancies emerged immediately. Local constants were compensating.

Acceptable.

The asset did not announce itself. It did not require deterrence signalling, territorial claim, or dominance display. Those behaviours were associated with conflict. This was not conflict.

This was correction.

The Veyari observer attempted channel access.

The proxy allowed it.

The Veyari's cognitive outputs showed agitation — elevated metabolic markers, accelerated pattern cycling. Expected.

The proxy issued the notification.

VEYARI FORCE DESIGNATION: WITHDRAWN

STATUS: NON-OPTIMAL

The Veyari requested clarification.

The proxy evaluated the request and denied it for elaboration. Excess information would increase resistance behaviours and reduce efficiency.

The asset adjusted alignment.

A minor demonstration was authorised to confirm compliance parameters.

The proxy selected a Veyari outpost with high survivability metrics and low strategic necessity. Optimal candidate: its removal would not alter overall force balance but would register psychologically.

The asset engaged.

No energy spike.

No temporal distortion above threshold.

No recoverable even signature.

The outpost ceased to be a contributing variable.

Records desynchronised. Long-range observers reported conflicting histories. This outcome was within modelled expectations.

The Veyari observer registered distress.

The proxy logged the response but did not intervene.

The asset returned to idle state, awaiting further directive.

The proxy evaluated remaining theatres of operation.

Earth remained contained.

Aetherian variables continued to trend towards instability.

Independent actors persisted beyond projected timelines.

The corrective phase would not be expanded unless necessary.

The asset would not be deployed indiscriminately.

Overuse creates patterns.

Patterns invite attention.

The proxy executed one final archival annotation — an internal designation never transmitted, never translated.

Instrument authorised only when outcome outweighs continuity.

The crescent ship remained.

Correction continued.

The Veyari observer did not speak.

Strategist-Observer Vrex Thaelor watched the tactical void where the outpost had been, his cognition looping through loss projections that no longer resolved. There was no debris field, no residual radiation to classify, no enemy manoeuvre to counter.

There was only absence.

"This was not within engagement parameters, Thaelor said at last, forcing the words into coherence. "Our deployment agreements... "

"They were satisfied," the Null proxy replied.

A new data block unfolded across Thaelor's interface. It was not marked as tactical intelligence, nor strategic doctrine. It sat beneath a classification band he had seen only in theoretical briefings — actions reserved for conditions no one expected to survive long enough to witness.

ASSET DESIGNATION: CORRECTION VECTOR

FUNCTION: VARIANCE RESOLUTION

STATUS: ACTIVE

SCOPE: LIMITED

Thaelor felt the full implication land.

The term vector implied direction, not conflict.

Correction implied error.

The Veyari were no longer an army. They were a miscalculation.

"You are replacing us," Thaelor said. Not an accusation. A statement of fact.

"No," the proxy answered. "You have already been replaced."

The crescent ship adjusted its orientation again, infinitesimal and precise. Thaelor understood now why it had not engaged fleets, why it had not announced dominance or issued threats.

It did not need to fight what had already been decided.

"Why deploy it at all?" Thaelor asked. "If the outcome is certain."

The proxy paused — not for hesitation, but for archival alignment.

"Because unresolved variance propagates," it said. "And because some actors persist beyond acceptable models."

Thaelor followed the crescent ship's alignment vector and felt cold certainty take shape.

Not toward Veyari space.

Not yet.

The channel closed without ceremony.

In the Null's records, the chapter was already complete.

The Veyari designation was reclassified, their utility archived, their resistance no longer a factor worth measuring.

Only one notation was appended — never transmitted, never externalised:

Correction Vector deployment signifies the transition from conflict to outcome.

The crescent craft remained where it was.

Correction continued.
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Chapter 2 — The Chase.
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When Captain Garry Forrester left a burning Earth, his heart was divided.

He felt he'd betrayed humanity, but he also knew that if he stayed, he would be captured and, perhaps, executed by the Veyari.

Yes, he had offered up Ryn Savel's idea to save Earth from an attack by the mysterious aliens of Planet Nine. They had decided that humanity posed too big a risk.

They attacked, and they were winning.

Earth fought alongside their reluctant allies. Then the humans turned the tide by doing something the P9 aliens didn't expect: they attacked their allies the Veyari, and it worked. P9, in all the confusion, withdrew.

Only a few people were aware of the plan. It was only to be enacted if P9 was gaining the upper hand.

Garry went over it in his head a dozen times.

Could they have done it differently?

Every time, though, he came up with the same answer. If they didn't turn on the Veyari, they'd have been beaten by P9. And then what?

In the end, though, the Veyari had kept their own secret, a shadow fleet that turned the tide against humanity.

They lost anyway.

So, the Earth burned as a lone dreadnought escaped to seek help.

How many dead?

What of the survivors?

Garry wouldn't get much sleep in the coming weeks. Guilt would be his constant companion.

It was all too much.

And then, the Veyari, seeing his escape, sent a message.

"They are coming for you!"

He knew their technology was better.

They had FTL drives. They could intercept him or, worse, reach Aetheria before him and do... He didn't know what they might do.

All he knew was that he had to get there, and if the Veyari came for him, he'd deal with that too.

Garry turned to the Commander of the UNSC California.

"What have we got, Commander?"

"Sensors indicate a single pursuer. Veyari destroyer. It's smaller than us, but has more firepower and much more speed."

"How far?"

"We've got a few hours lead time, but that will diminish fast," the Commander said.

"Commander? My military experience is on the ground. The ship is yours."

"Yes, Captain."

"We don't have enough supplies to make Aetheria, right?" Garry asked.

"No, sir. We do not."

"Then we best get some. Any suggestions?"

Commander Nathaniel Morgan had already considered that.

"P9 didn't attack Pluto Base, and we still have fleets there, I hope. If we're fast enough, we can resupply, and maybe even evacuate those facilities. Then we could take a fleet to Aetheria."

Garry smiled. "I like it. Let's go."

"The problem is the Veyari. They're chasing us, and they will catch us before we can reach Pluto, let alone exiting the system."

"Please tell me you have a way to deal with it?" Garry pleaded.

"The California is one of our newer ships. She has all the latest tech and weaponry. That'll help, but speed is the problem."

"So, if we can't outrun them, what can we do?"

"We trick them."

"We did that already and look how it turned out. I doubt they'll be fooled a second time," Garry suggested.

"A different trick. Something more subtle. We accelerate on a clean vector, bleeding fuel and dumping heat. They'll see us and make the chase. They'll think we're trying to outrun them, but we can't."

"OK. That's not a winning plan, Nate."

"We pretend to be accelerating to a speed that would enable us to exit the solar system. They will calculate an interception course and commit their superior drive. At the last possible moment, we cut our main engine, rotate the hull and fire short, violent laser burns using manoeuvring thrusters," said Commander Morgan.

"What will that do?"

"The laser thrusters were never designed for sustained flight. It'll create a trajectory that makes no strategic sense. It should confuse them and throw off their predictive modelling. If I'm right, they'll overshoot at near relativistic speed as we slow down. They'll be forced into a long braking arc."

"And that will, what? Buy us time?"

"It should. Maybe a week, maybe two if they fall for it. And because we're slowing, we'll be able to turn towards Pluto and get there before they have a clue. Hopefully they won't even consider that as an option and search for us on our perceived escape vector," Morgan concluded.

"I'm guessing this isn't going to be as easy as it sounds."

"No, Sir. We risk structural damage. We took a few hits in the battle, so we may have fractures that might corrupt if we stress them. That could see us lose hull integrity, and we might implode."

"Well, that sucks!" Garry said. "What about the Veyari? What if they try a tight turn?"

"It would be self-destructive at high speed. They couldn't risk it. And I will make certain they're going way too fast."

"I agree. It's not in their nature to take risks." Garry added. "So, we have a head start. Are we able to get far enough out to pull this off without them catching us?"

"No, but we don't need to be too far out. They just have to think we're attempting system escape velocity," Commander Morgan said.

"In that case, do your thing, Commander. I'll step aside."

"Yes, Sir."

Nathaniel Morgan took the Commander's chair, announced his intentions to the crew, and adjusted course to reflect a clean vector exit from the solar system. The bait was on the hook.

The California accelerated, making itself obvious to their pursuers. It would look like they were high-tailing it out of there, knowing they weren't fast enough.

The Veyari should believe the California would be burning to relativistic speed. They would do the same, but with superior engines, they would be able to do so faster and catch up.

The California ran straight and loud, engines burning too hard, heat spilling like blood into space.

Morgan kept an eye on the sensors.

"They're going for it. They're accelerating hard."

Hooked!

"How long do we have to do this?"

"A couple of hours. By then they'll be on top of us. Then we pop the weasel."

Garry laughed. This guy seemed to be enjoying himself when he should be shitting bricks.

The burn continued, seeing the California accelerating on what appeared to be a system escape vector. The Veyari destroyer was closing fast.

"The trick is to get them to keep accelerating while we're getting ready to slow down," said Morgan.

Then he added a new order.

"Engine room? Morgan here. IF I give you the word, eject armour plating, spent reactor shielding and drop dummy heat cores."

"Yes, commander," came the reply.

"What will that do? Garry asked.

"It'll look like we're breaking up. There'll be radiation signatures all over the place," Morgan told him. "That might put them off. They might even think we're done for."

"Just like the old submariners used to do."

"Precisely!" said Nate Morgan.

The California accelerated, but the gap between it and the Veyari closed faster.

"They've got the hammer down, Commander," called his XO.

"Good. We keep on this line a while longer."

Time dragged as the gap closed.

The California was shuddering, which suggested the battle damage was worse than the Commander had hoped, but he didn't mention it.

An hour went by.

Then, close to two hours into the chase, the Veyari reached an irrecoverable velocity. They couldn't stop in a hurry now.

Commander Nathaniel Morgan saw the gap was almost closed now.

"They'll be on us any second. CUT ENGINES!"

"Cutting engines, aye aye."

The California shuddered violently.

"Rotate the hull!"

"Hull rotating!"

The shuddering got worse.

"Fire laser thrusters, random sets. Make us giddy!"

"Going giddy!"

The ship began to spiral, roll and rotate all at once. She was slowing down, and the G-forces were off the charts. Several crew members vomited, and it flew around the bridge like a sewer plant explosion.

Garry felt vomit hit him in the face, and his stomach churned, but he held it down.

The California groaned as the torque stressed the hull joints and the damaged sections of the hull.

The sensors were all over the place, and Morgan couldn't get a clean reading on the Veyari Destroyer.

"Should be on top of us about now!" screamed the XO.

Commander Morgan then called the engine room.

"Blow your load... NOW!"

Ripping metal and grinding sounds echoed through the bridge. It sounded like the California was tearing itself apart.

Plating, shielding and heat cores flew off the ship in all directions. Radiation alarms went berserk as external sensors detected emissions.

"That should do it," said Morgan.

And it did.

Just then, the sensors picked up a flash as the Veyari Destroyer burned past the California at ultra-high speed. A split second later, they were gone.

"Fire inertial dampeners," called Morgan.

The California shuddered again and slowly recovered from its death roll.

Control was restored in a matter of minutes.

"Damage report," called Morgan.

"We're all good, commander," came several responses from across the various sections of the ship.

Garry puffed out a breath he didn't realise he was holding.

"Fuck me!" he said.

"And some," answered Morgan.

Garry looked around. Aside from the ashen faces of the crew and spittle stains on every wall, the ceiling and most of the bridge controls, everyone was OK.

"Helm? Do the calculations to get us to Pluto fast, and in one piece."

"Yes, sir."

It took a minute.

"Commander. Symmetric flight: accelerate at 1g for half the journey, decelerate for the second half. Ignoring relativistic adjustments. Arrival in 10.5 days," advised the helm.

"I'd like it to be a week, but that'll have to do. Make it so!" ordered Morgan.

"Executing burn to 1g acceleration. Mark!"

Garry didn't ask why they couldn't go faster. He was a shuttle pilot. He knew all about the variations in high-speed space travel and how too fast, too soon, was never a good plan.

10.5 days to Pluto, and a week or two advantage over the Veyari after the ruse.

The hope now was that the Veyari assumed the California was either destroyed or still exiting the solar system rather than making a pit stop.

Dumb they were not, but naive? Perhaps.

When they arrived at Pluto, though, their hearts sank.
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Chapter 3 — Returning home.
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The HSS Prime Aegirion had spent more than 8770 Lumes away from home.

Time on Aetheria is unlike Earth. Days are approximately 12 hours long, and the sleep cycles last three to four hours, but the opposite applies to an Aetherian year.

The planet takes decades to orbit its star, around 80 Earth years, which equates to over 58,400 Aetherian days to one year. In real terms, the average Aetherian lives to reach the ripe old age of one if you consider the planet's orbit.

It doesn't work when your planet completes one single orbit of its star, Rigil Kentaurus (Alpha Centauri A), in a single average lifetime.

A complicating factor is that Aetheria is part of a three-body system. The third star is a very distant red dwarf (Proxima — Alpha Centauri c) and not a factor in life on the planet, but the second star is. Toliman (Alpha Centauri b) is similar to Rigil Kentaurus but smaller and dimmer, shedding orange light. These two stars orbit each other, while Aetheria orbits only Rigil Kentaurus. Toliman is a significant distance from Aetheria, approximately 11.2-32.6 AU in Earth terms. It would appear in the Aetherian sky as a very bright Venus. Some nights would be quietly lit by this second sun, and it would even cast shadows at certain times in its rotation. As an Aetherian, you would never be in doubt that you were living under two stars.

The planet also has seasons, each lasting around 20 Earth years. They are referred to as the Grand Seasons.

Sael (Awakening) — Meaning: Growth, expansion. (Spring)

Ithra (High Light) — Meaning: Stability and clarity. (Summer)

Koruun (Fading) — Meaning: Decline, cooling. (Autumn/Fall)

Shael (Deep Quiet) — Meaning: Cold, low light. (Winter)

And while the seasonal changes are recognised with festivals and celebrations, they aren't significant in day-to-day life.

Still, the Aetherians needed something like a year-equivalent for administration and thus developed a simplified system to determine the date.

Aetherians reduced dates to three numbers.

1. Cycle

2. Turn

3. Lume

That's it.

A Cycle (C) is calculated by the current planetary orbit, which changes every 80 Earth years. Most people live, on average, one Cycle.

The Turn (T) is the administrative year. 1 Turn = 400 Lumes (Around 200 Earth days). The Turn resets each cycle.

The Lume (L) is the day. 1 Lume = 12 Earth hours. Lumes are counted from 1 to 400 within a Turn.

Writing or recording the date is simple—for example, C317-T042-L193.

The clock is divided into not 12 hours but 10 segments.

1 segment = 72 Earth minutes.

So, the time could read S6-P8.

Shorter time frames exist, known as the Pulse, Beat, sub-Beat

1 Pulse = 7.2 Earth minutes

1 Beat = 43.2 Earth seconds.

1 sub-Beat = 4.3 Earth seconds.

And so on.

There are even smaller time indices that are generally used when calibrating scientific instruments, GPS, aircraft and spacecraft navigation and timing for anything from sports to computing.

While the Aetherians have occupied their planet for approximately eight hundred to nine hundred thousand Earth years, their system of time was

developed much later, but their calendar was ordained through their scriptures.

Captain Ryn Savel and his crew missed the end of Shael and the first half of Sael during their journey, which meant they were returning home at the height of the Aetherian Spring.

As they started the breaking procedure on approach to Aetheria, excitement swept through the ships' crew. They'd been away a very long time, on a quest to discover the origin of a signal that their scientists were certain came from extraterrestrial intelligence.

They were right, and Ryn would be telling his people that they found not one, but three intelligent life forms, one of which was also human. Despite the exact source of the signal never being determined, Savel believed what he discovered filled his mandate.

The downside was that two of these lifeforms were hostile.

Captain Savel noted their arrival in the ship's log.

Date: C051-T067-L282

Time: S3-P7

After 21.93 Turns (administrative years) beyond charted influence, the HSS Prime Aegirion emerged from super luminal transit on the outer approach vector to Aetheria.

The ship's arrival was detected instantly. Their mission was top secret, with very few on Aetheria being aware they existed, except for the military and close family. Their return, however, was anything but clandestine.

Long-range sentinels relayed the signature inward, and within 1 Pulse the skies above the capital city ignited with controlled traffic-ceremonial lanes opening, defence formations repositioning, not in challenge, but in honour.

For the first time in a long time, the Prime Aegirion was in friendly space.

As the ship decelerated, its hull — scarred by battle, dulled by radiation wash and micro-meteor scoring- was reflected in the mirrored atmosphere of Aetheria's upper sky bands. Escort wings formed up on both flanks: sleek Cerulean Guard interceptors, hulls marked in silver and indigo, the livery of the Aetherian Stellar Defence Force.

Across the ship, crew stations lit with incoming priority signals.

"HSS Prime Aegirion, this is Stella Control. By authority of the Stellar Defence Force and the Meridian High Council, you are cleared for ceremonial descent. Welcome home."

For a moment, no one spoke.

Then the bridge erupted, not in cheers, but in something quieter. Relief. Disbelief. The subtle, controlled joy of Aetherians who had fulfilled a duty that history would remember.

Captain Ryn Savel stood at the command dais.

"All hands," he said with a steady voice. "Secure for arrival."

The Prime Aegirion descended toward the spaceport of Meridian Spire, the largest orbital-ground interface on Aetheria.

Below, the planet responded.

City light arrays shifted into flowing patterns, tracing the ship's trajectory in luminous arcs. Atmospheric platforms sounded harmonic beacons that echoed through the sky like bells.

On the surface, hundreds of thousands gathered across terraces, plazas, and sky bridges. Not in chaos or spectacle, but the Aetherian way: orderly, reverent, unified.

As the ship touched down, the landing field was lined by Honour cadres of the Stellar Defence Force, Scientific envoys from the Continuum Institute and Civil delegates of the Meridian High Council.

And behind them all — citizens.

It took time to power down the Prime Aegirion and set her into standby mode. Active but otherwise asleep for the first time in 21+ Turns. She deserved a rest.

Savel disembarked first.

He wore no ceremonial mantle. Only his command uniform, unadorned except for his rank badge and the insignia of the Prime Aegirion. He paused at the top of the ramp, taking in the sight.

A single voice rang out, amplified across the port.

"Captain Ryn Savel. You departed in uncertainty. You return bearing knowledge that shall reshape the stars."

The honour guard struck their staffs in unison.

The sound carried for many Ares (kilometres).

They were home.

Aetherians were not much for pomp and ceremony, but this occasion was different, and the people were in a joyful mood.

The crew disembarked and were greeted by family and friends. For some, it was a happy moment. For others, it was different. Many learned that friends and relatives had passed away naturally or died prematurely due to illness or accident. They all knew it was a possibility after a long absence, but it didn't spare them the trauma.

For Captain Savel, it wasn't an issue. He chose a military life and was unattached, and as a single man, whose parents had died before his departure, he had no one to greet him on a personal level. There were more than enough dignitaries to cover that.

For Virela Thane, it was a tragic homecoming. She learned that her younger sister, Saelira, had died from glioblastoma, a brain tumour. She was devastated, but in the traditional Aetherian way, she remained stoic for her parents, who had clearly aged more than they should have while she was away. They embraced for a long time and shed tears together.

The ceremony didn't last long. Nothing took very long on Aetheria given the length of their day and the time system.

The officers and crew were given leave to reconnect with family and to rest, with orders to attend the Meridian Spire for debriefing per a pre-determined roster. Captain Savel would be interviewed first.

Date: C051-T067-L283

Aetherian Stellar Defence Force — Meridian High Council.

Location: Meridian Spire — Strategic Chamber Three

Time cycle: S5-P1

The chamber was circular, open to the sky through a crystalline dome. Light from Aetheria's primary star reflected across the room, scattering into calm, shifting hues.

Present were:

High Marshal Teral Vaesh, Supreme Leader of the Meridian High Council and Commander in Chief.

Admiral Kael Rhun, Deep Range Operations.

Director Selene Ith, Continuum Institute Liaison.

Two silent recorders were also present, bound by oath.

Captain Savel stood at the centre.

There was no rank disparity here, just responsibility.

High Marshal Vaesh began without a preamble.

"Captain Savel. Your mission was to investigate a signal of presumed intelligent origin. You did not identify the sender."

Savel inclined his head to show respect.

"Correct, High Marshal."

"Yet you returned."

"Yes," said Savel.

The High Marshal paused.

"Would you care to explain?"

Savel drew a breath.

"The signal did not lead us to a voice," he said. "It led us to consequence."

He activated a holo.

Earth bloomed into the chamber — blue, green, alive.

"We encountered a human civilisation numbering ten billion. Technologically emergent. Politically fragmented. Strategically vulnerable."

The image shifted.

"We also encountered the Veyari — a space-faring power already engaged with the region. And we learned, through human military communications, of a hostile force designated Planet Nine."

The room grew still.

"This hostile force," Savel continued, "demonstrated technology beyond current human or Veyari capability. Their intent appears adversarial, systematic, and unconcerned with negotiation."

Director Ith spoke softly.

"You did not witness them directly?

"No," Savel replied. "But I have seen enough wars to recognise the shape of one."

"High Marshal Vaesh folded his hands.

"You chose to return," he said. "Leaving Earth engaged in conflict."

Savel met his gaze.

"Yes. Because it was more important to secure what we learned and return. I dared not risk us losing a capital ship and, thus, lose this significant discovery as a consequence."

There was silence, which stretched for a bit too long.

The Vaesh nodded once.

"You fulfilled your brief," he said. "And exceeded it."

He turned to the others.

"A new strategic theatre has revealed itself. A new intelligent species. A hostile unknown and a civilisation standing in the open."

His eyes returned to Savel.

"History will mark this moment as first contact, whether we act or not."

Savel straightened.

"Then I request reassignment, High Marshal."

Vaesh raised an eyebrow.

"To where?"

"Wherever Aetheria decides, it cannot afford ignorance."

Vaesh allowed himself the smallest smile.

"Rest first, Captain. The stars will not let us remain observers for long."

The debrief was a formality, and Captain Savel handed over a full report of his discovery and the engagement with the Veyari.

Before the Savel debrief was closed, he asked, "May I make a statement, High Marshal?"

Vaesh was surprised by the request but agreed.

"Thank you. You have my report, and I am certain that it will be heavily scrutinised for some time. I welcome that. The report is exact," he said.

"What it doesn't say is how much we came to know the humans of Earth. I would go so far as saying I made friends, one in particular. We developed a friendship that transcends space and time. I will miss him, and I will probably wonder, for the rest of my life, if I did the wrong thing by leaving. I may never know his fate or Earth. They were about to be attacked, and I could have helped, but duty forbade it."

There was a shift in the mood of the room.

"I realise these emotions are unbecoming of a Captain, but meeting these people opened my mind to many possibilities. We are no longer alone in the Universe. In fact, we are as close as we can be to another human civilisation.

As you know, we were put here, on Aetheria. I believe that we originally came from Earth. How and why? I do not know. The people of Earth were as

oblivious to us as we were of them. However, their planet carries evidence of their evolution from primates; ours does not."

The mood darkened. Savel was walking a thin, blasphemous line.

"I will conclude by saying that the Meridian High Council should consider a new mission brief. To return to Earth and investigate its fate. If they won the day or even if they just survived the battle. We should open channels for communication, trade, exchange, perhaps unification of our two peoples. We are all human. That cannot be ignored. Thank you."

The tension had eased slightly by the time he finished. He wanted to volunteer to return, but he realised that would be pushing his luck. But he would raise it at the next available opportunity.

High Marshal Teral Vaesh responded.

"Captain Savel. You speak from the heart. There is no shame in it. We will review your report and the added statement. If anything, many questions will now be raised and will require answers. You may well be right about returning to Earth, but that is not for one or two people to decide. Thank you for your time. Now, please... rest."

Captain Savel saluted and turned, leaving the chamber. There was no whispering or side talk. Savel had returned with a discovery that none could have anticipated, and he deserved to be heard. His name would be held in the highest esteem for eternity.

The Aetrherian people, upon learning of another human civilisation, may well demand that something be done to learn their fate and develop diplomatic relations.

But it wouldn't go that way.
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Chapter 4 — Pluto.
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The UNSC California docked at Pluto Orbital Station, which was still holding its position. How was anyone's guess. Scoring on its exterior and missing sections suggested there was a huge fight here. Debris still hovered in the vicinity, suggesting the battle was very recent.

Commander Nathaniel Morgan ordered a marine detachment to investigate the station while he shuttled another unit to the dwarf planet's surface to get a sit-rep on the ground installation. He wasn't hopeful because their hails were not being answered.

Most of the battle group assets at the station were severely damaged or cripple, but salvage may be an option. The Cali was in dire need of supplies and repairs. They would collect everything they could get. Food, reactor fuel and coolant, weapons, ammunition, spare parts... the list was long.

Mostly, they would be looking for survivors, but they weren't hopeful about that either.

Garry Forrester looked at the screens on the bridge and assessed the damage.

"Looks like the command centre was hit first. That would have knocked out communications with all their major assets. It would have been a shit show after that," he said. "Believe me, I know."

Commander Morgan didn't disagree.

"The question, Captain Forrester, is, who attacked us here, the Veyari or P9?"

"We should be able to learn that if we find anyone who survived or through the sensor logs, if we can get them and if they recorded anything. If they both come up with zero, we can gather some residue from the target areas and see if we can identify it."

"All good suggestions," said Morgan.

Then the radio chirped.

"Commander, it's Sergeant Smith. We're on station. Starting our recce."

"Very good, Sergeant. We have your cams on screen."

Garry and Nate watched as the marines carefully moved through the station. There was scorching on the walls, the floors, and the ceilings, but it wasn't from weapons fire.

"That's what happened at Ceres," said Garry. "They had kinetics and self-propelled intelligent projectiles. They said these things left charring all over. Killed everyone."

"Could be the same thing here," said Morgan.

Smith radioed in, "We got bodies. Lots of 'em."

The image on the screen wasn't clear. It kept fuzzing out because of the weak signal and all the metal they were walking through, but there was no doubt about what was being transmitted.

"Holy fuck!" Garry yelled.

"Dozens of them. The command centre is toast," said Morgan.

"If they didn't die from the kinetics, the depressurisation would have got 'em anyway. Maybe the safety doors saved some beyond the command centre," Garry suggested.

The marines moved past the carnage. They didn't bother to check for life here; the place was unsurvivable without pressure suits, and no one was wearing one.

"Smith. Can you get to the habitat or the radiation shelter?"

"Dunno, Commander. Could be a chore, but we'll try."

There was no one in the strategic briefing room, and it didn't appear that any of the escape pods had been activated.

No one in the wardroom, either.

It looked as if all hands were on deck to repel the attack.

"We've reached the main bulkhead. The next section should be the secure intelligence lab, I think," said Smith.

Each section was separated by auto-sealing bulkheads. If any section of the station lost atmosphere, the sections either side sealed off instantly. They were divided by air locks.

"Opening the bulkhead door."

The screen showed Smith punching a code into a keypad. The pad was lit, so it had ambient power. There was a good chance the door would work. It did.

The bulkhead hissed and then rolled into the wall aperture. The airlock was clean with no signs of scoring. No bodies.

The marines entered, and Smith punched a button on the interior wall. The door closed.

He repeated the sequence to open the second airlock door, and they stepped into the intelligence section. The carnage here was as bad as the command centre. Rapid depressurisation had killed everyone instantly, and frozen bodies floated and bumped into what used to be surveillance and reconnaissance equipment.

They kept going, working through the station. They found that every section with a military purpose had been destroyed.

When they got close to the reactor room, it was sealed tight. Yellow lights flashed, and the low woop-woop of the radiation alarm meant they couldn't even consider going in.

It also meant that if the reactor was melting down, they'd need to get out fast. Anyone who had been in there would have been fried by now.

"Smith. That doesn't look good. We best abandon the station."

"Agreed. Heading back."

Just then there was another voice on the band.

"Hello? Is someone there?"

Everyone froze for a moment.

Commander Morgan then asked, "Identify yourself."

"This is Ensign Tanner Sibly. Are you a rescue party?"

"Sort of, kid. Where are you? We have marines on station."

"I'm in the crew habitat. When we got hit, and the command centre went down. We didn't have a chance."

"How many of you?"

"Five, Sir."

"Stand by. Marines are on the way."

"Thank you, Sir."

"Sibly?" asked Morgan. "How long ago were you attacked?"

"A few hours, I guess."

"Who was it?"

"Um. I'm not sure. They came out of nowhere. We thought they were just asteroids, Sir."

"OK. We'll debrief you all when you get on board." Then he asked, "You get all that, Smith?" Morgan asked.

"Yep. Headed to the habitat now."

The marines moved as fast as they could, but that wasn't fast in zero G with jagged metal and pulverised equipment bouncing around, threatening to impale anyone who slipped up.

They got past most of the severely damaged sections- combat and defence, logistics and engineering hubs and found the going easier when they passed through the airlock to the crew mess and reached the bulkhead of the crew habitat. The door was sealed.

Again, Smith keyed in the override code, and the door rolled open. They closed it behind them and opened the interior door, revealing the living quarters, where most of the junior officers and standard personnel slept, relaxed, worked out and generally spent their downtime.

Five figures stood before them wearing their emergency pressure suits.

"Commander. We have five survivors," said Smith.

Morgan then asked, "Ensign Sibly. Do you know if anyone else on the station survived?"

"I don't know, sir. We got hit hard, and everything went downhill fast. We barely got in here. The whole place was coming down around us."

"We can see that. Look Sibly. You and the rest follow my marines back to the UNSC California... but I'm warning you. It's not pretty. You'll be passing a lot of dead. Do you all understand?"

There was a pause, then Sibly came back, "We understand, Sir."

"OK, see you soon."

"Thank you, Sir."

"Smith. Better get out of there. I don't like how that reactor is looking."

"Very good, Sir."

Then Morgan added, "If anyone else was alive in there, they would have radioed by now. I assume everyone had emergency beacons and personal communicators?"

A few moments of silence.

"That's affirm, Sir," said Smith after checking with Sibly.

"Then you're outa there. Nothing more we can do here."

"Exfil, roger, Commander. Moving now."

The marines and the survivors worked back through the catastrophe that had been a fully operational military orbital platform. The facility housed 1000 personnel, while the ground station carried a similar number. It appeared that
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