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C H A P T E R  O N E

Day 412

he station woke Juno Vale at 06:00, as it had for four

hundred and eleven mornings, by slowly turning up the

lights in her cabin until pretending to be asleep became

more trouble than getting up.

Halcyon Relay was the size of a small office building and

shaped, from the outside, like a dropped spanner: a long spine of

fuel tanks and radiators, a fat ring of living quarters at one end,

and at the other the great dish that was the whole reason for any

of it. It hung in the dark beyond Neptune’s orbit, a little over four

light-hours from Earth, and did one job. It listened to the

colonies further out, and passed on what they said.

Juno did everything else.

Coffee first, in the galley, standing up. Then the morning walk

along the spine, two hundred and six metres there and two

hundred and six back, checking seals and pressure gauges and

the little green lights that told her the radiators were still

radiating. Then the logs. Every message that had come through

overnight, sorted, stamped and sent on, which the station did by
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itself, perfectly well, and which she checked anyway, because the

company paid her to and because it was something to do.

Most people lasted eighteen months on a relay posting. Juno

had signed for three years. The recruiter had looked at her file

for a long time before he said, carefully, that some people found

the quiet difficult.

Juno had not found it difficult. Juno had found it the first thing

in a long while that did not ask her for anything.

·  ·  ·

The overnight log was short. A supply manifest from Ceres Deep

for the mining camps on Eris. A birthday message from a child

on Sedna Station to a grandfather in Lagos, which Juno read

twice because the child had drawn a picture of a cake with

eleven candles and rendered the drawing in plain text, line by

line, with enormous care. A routine weather report from the

solar observatory. The usual.

At the bottom of the list was one line she did not recognise.

INBOUND · SOURCE UNRESOLVED · HELD FOR REVIEW

She frowned at it. Every message that reached Halcyon came

from somewhere: a colony, a ship, a beacon. The dish knew

where it was pointing. The system tagged every signal with its

origin before Juno had finished her coffee. In four hundred and

eleven days she had never seen the word unresolved.

She opened the details.

The signal had arrived at 03:17 station time, on the main dish,

at a strength that should have meant something close by. The

system had tried to match its direction to every known source in

the catalogue and failed. Juno pulled up the sky map and traced

the bearing herself.

It pointed at nothing.

Not at a star, or a colony, or the slow drift of a cargo hauler on

a long orbit. It pointed at one of the empty patches of sky that

every child on Earth learned to call the dark between the stars,
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and that every astronomer knew was not really empty, only too

far and too faint to matter. Nobody lived there. Nobody had ever

been there. There was nothing in that direction for a hundred

light-years except dust.

Juno sat back. The galley was very quiet. Somewhere behind

the walls the air system clicked over to its next cycle, and the

fans took a breath.

A glitch, then. A reflection off one of the station’s own

radiators, bounced into the dish at an odd angle. A cosmic ray

hitting the receiver at exactly the wrong moment. There were a

dozen dull explanations, and she had been trained to try every

one of them before she let herself consider an interesting one.

She spent the morning trying them.

·  ·  ·

By noon she had ruled out the radiators, the receiver, the software

and the cosmic rays. She had run the diagnostics twice and

checked the dish’s pointing log against the stars by eye, through

the little observation port at the end of the spine, with her breath

fogging the glass. Everything worked. Everything was exactly

where it should be.

The signal was real, and it had come from nowhere.

It was a voice recording. The system had flagged it as

compressed audio, a little under a minute long, and held it

unopened, the way it held anything it could not route. Juno sat in

front of the console in the comms room with her hands flat on

the desk and looked at the play button for longer than she would

later like to admit.

There was a procedure for this. There was a procedure for

everything. Unknown signals were to be logged, copied and sent

to the company’s operations centre on Earth, unopened, for

analysis. The operations centre would receive it in a little over

four hours. They would reply in a little over eight. It might be

days before anyone with the right clearance decided what it was.
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Juno had been alone for four hundred and twelve days. She

logged the signal. She copied it. She queued the copy to send.

Then she pressed play.

For the first few seconds there was only noise: the soft, hissing

static that was the sound of the universe when nobody was

talking. Then it cleared, and a woman spoke, close to the

microphone, unhurried, a little hoarse, as if she had not used her

voice in a long time.

“This is Juno Vale, Halcyon Relay. Day four hundred and

twelve.”

Juno stopped breathing.

It was not someone who sounded like her. It was her. The

slight drag on the vowels she had never lost from the north. The

small catch she made before a number. She had heard her own

voice on recordings a thousand times, logging the daily reports,

and she knew it the way she knew her own hands.

“If you’re hearing this,” her voice said, “you haven’t sent the

copy yet. Don’t. Whatever the procedure says, don’t send it to

Earth. Not until you’ve listened to all of it.” A pause. A breath. “I

know you. You’ve already pressed play. So listen.”

On the console beside her, the outgoing queue showed the

copy of the signal, waiting. In nineteen seconds the station

would send it, automatically, as it sent everything, across four

hours of empty dark to a room full of people who would never

understand.

Juno reached out and cancelled it with three seconds to spare.

Then, for the first time in four hundred and twelve days, she

did not know what to do with the quiet.


