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  CHAPTER 1

  AMARA

  The observatory dome opens with a grinding protest that makes my teeth ache.

  Metal against metal. Bearings that should have been replaced six months ago. Won't be replaced ever, probably. The ship's spare parts are gone. The colony's manufacturing can't produce precision bearings. We're down to what we have, and what we have is wearing out.

  I don't let it bother me anymore.

  The night sky of Kepler-442b reveals itself slowly. Purple-tinged darkness scattered with unfamiliar constellations. No Orion. No Big Dipper. No North Star pointing home. Just alien patterns that my generation has memorized the way our grandparents memorized Earth's sky from stories.

  Home is here now. Has been for thirty-five years.

  I was two when we landed. I don't remember the ship. Don't remember the journey. Don't remember Cinder or Earth or any of the old worlds. My earliest memory is dirt under my fingernails and my mother explaining that rain comes from clouds, not recyclers.

  Sometimes I think that makes me lucky.

  The others—the founders, the first generation—they remember too much. Carry too much weight. They look at the stars and see the 99 million they left behind. I look at the stars and see data.

  Maybe that makes me callous. Dev says it makes me useful. "Someone has to move forward," he told me last week. "Can't all spend our lives looking backward."

  Dev's a historian, so he would know.

  I climb the ladder to the observation platform. Thirty meters up, the old ship ladder we salvaged and repurposed. The metal is cold under my palms—Kepler-442b's nights drop to near freezing even in summer. My breath mists in the air. Each rung is worn smooth by twelve years of nightly climbing, by countless other hands before mine. Dr. Chen climbed this ladder for forty years. Now it's mine.

  My hands know every rung. Know which ones wobble slightly—rungs seven and nineteen. Know which one has the rough patch where someone's boot scraped rust off the protective coating—rung twenty-three. Know the rhythm: three rungs per breath, pause at the platform levels, keep climbing.

  Twelve years I've been climbing this ladder. Started as assistant observer at twenty-one, fresh from university with a degree in astronomy that was more theoretical than practical. How do you study the stars when you only have one telescope and it was built from scratch by desperate refugees trying to remember how science works? Now I run the place.

  Such as it is.

  The main telescope waits at the top. Reflector design, two-meter mirror we ground ourselves from native glass—silica-rich sand from the eastern beaches, melted in kilns we built using the ship's last working furnaces, polished by hand over three years of patient work. Not as good as the digital arrays from the ship, but those failed eight years ago when the last solar panel degraded past usability. Can't fix what you can't manufacture. Can't manufacture precision electronics when your industrial base is medieval blacksmiths and stone masons.

  We adapt. We survive. We make do.

  Story of the colony. Story of humanity.

  "Amara?" Kiran's voice crackles through the radio clipped to my belt. The radios still work. Barely. Another year, maybe two. "You up there?"

  I key the transmit button. "Where else would I be?"

  "Sleeping? Like normal people?"

  "Clouds cleared. Seeing conditions are perfect. Not wasting that on sleep."

  A pause. Then: "You got someone to cover the morning shift?"

  "Sasha."

  "Sasha's going to be useless. She was drinking at the tavern until midnight."

  "Not my problem. She volunteered."

  Kiran sighs. I can hear him even through the radio's static. He's been sighing at my choices since we were eight years old. Old habit.

  "I'm coming up," he says.

  "Why?"

  "Someone needs to make sure you don't fall asleep and crack your head on the telescope."

  "I'm fine."

  "You're always fine. Right up until you're not."

  The radio clicks off before I can argue.

  Kiran's right, of course. He usually is. I've been pulling double shifts at the observatory for three weeks straight. Dr. Chen—the old astronomer who trained me—died last month. Cancer. Natural causes. He was ninety-two, born on Vale before the evacuation. One of the few first generation astronomers who made it this far.

  His death left me as the only qualified astronomer in the colony. Population two hundred seventy-one thousand and counting, and one astronomer.

  The council offered to fund more positions. I said no. Rather work alone than train someone from scratch. Takes years to build the skill, and most people aren't interested anymore. Can't eat starlight. Can't build houses with cosmic radiation data.

  Fair point, honestly.

  I settle into the observer's chair—recycled ship seating, worn smooth by years of use—and begin tonight's survey. The chair still has the Salvation's original upholstery. Faded blue synthetic fabric that's developed holes over three decades of constant use. Nobody manufactures upholstery anymore. We've got blacksmiths and potters and weavers, but synthetic fabric production? That died with the last of the ship's chemical processors eight years back.

  Sector 7, continuing the all-sky mapping project Dr. Chen started forty years ago when he was fresh off the ship and still optimistic about rebuilding astronomical science from scratch. We're trying to catalog everything visible from Kepler-442b. Create our own astronomical database since we can't access Earth's anymore.

  Assuming Earth's databases even exist. Assuming Earth exists. Assuming anyone's left alive on Cinder or Vale or Ember.

  We don't know. Can't know. Twenty-four years travel time means we've been isolated for fifty-nine years total. Launch Day was fifty-nine years ago. The Shattering—Earth's death—was over a century past. Ancient history to my generation. Living memory to the founders who still walk among us, haunted and grey.

  Anything could have happened to the old worlds. The dying colonies. The 99 million.

  Probably everyone's dead. Three dying worlds, limited resources, Unity's corporate control collapsing, no evacuation plan for the billions we left behind. Just slow starvation or rapid suffocation as the life support systems failed.

  I push the thought away. Not productive. Not my generation's burden. Can't mourn people we never knew, on worlds we never saw, in a system we'll never visit again.

  Dev says that's cold. I say it's sane.

  The telescope tracks smoothly across sector 7-A. The gears are salvaged ship mechanics—precision engineering from Earth that we'll never replicate. When these fail, we're back to manual positioning. Back to Renaissance-era astronomy. Back to naked eye observations and prayer.

  I'm logging coordinates manually—backup system since the digital recorder died last year—when something catches my attention. A star that shouldn't be there.

  My pen stops mid-number. The coordinate doesn't match. I check again. Still wrong.

  I stop. Check my reference charts. Old paper maps we printed from the ship's database before the printers failed six years back. Star positions, magnitudes, known objects. The paper is yellowing now, brittle at the edges. Handled too much. But the data is good—Dr. Chen verified every entry against three independent sources before committing to paper.

  Sector 7-A should have four visible stars. Magnitudes 6.2, 7.1, 8.3, and 9.4. Listed in the catalog. Verified over forty years of observation. I'm seeing five.

  The fifth one is faint. Magnitude 11, maybe 12. Right at the edge of visibility. Could be atmospheric distortion—we get that sometimes when humidity rises. Could be my eyes playing tricks—I've been staring through the eyepiece for four hours straight. Could be a cataloging error from forty years ago—Dr. Chen was good but not infallible.

  Could be real.

  My heart rate picks up. I feel it in my chest—faster rhythm, sharper beat. This is the feeling that drives science. The possibility of discovery. The edge of the unknown.

  I reposition the telescope. Focus carefully. Adjust the mirror tilt—three micrometers left, one micrometer down. The star's still there. Steady. Not twinkling like atmospheric interference would cause. Not blinking like an equipment artifact. Just... there. Constant. Definite.

  And it's in the wrong place.

  Not orbiting Kepler-442. Not in the plane of the system. Out beyond the asteroid belt, past Kepler-442c—the ice giant we've never bothered to explore because what's the point?

  But this isn't a star. Stars don't move noticeably over human timescales. This one's showing parallax.

  It's in our system.

  I fumble for my notebook. Calculate rough distance based on apparent magnitude and estimated absolute brightness. Assuming it's reflecting sunlight...

  Three astronomical units. Past the outer planets. Deep in the system's dark zone.

  My hands are shaking slightly as I write. Could be debris. Could be a comet. Could be instrumental error.

  Could be a ship.

  "Amara, you alive up there?" Kiran's head appears at the top of the ladder. "You've been quiet for twenty minutes. That's not like—"

  He stops when he sees my face.

  "What's wrong?"

  "Look at this." I step away from the telescope. "Sector 7-A. Tell me what you see."

  Kiran's an engineer, not an astronomer. But he's been my friend long enough to know how to use the telescope. He positions himself carefully, adjusts focus, scans the field.

  "Four stars," he says.

  "Keep looking."

  Ten seconds. Twenty. Then: "Wait. There's a fifth. Really faint. Is that new?"

  "Not on the charts."

  "Okay." He pulls back from the eyepiece. "So we missed it. Dr. Chen missed it. Happens, right? You guys are mapping millions of stars with nineteenth-century equipment."

  "It's moving."

  "Stars don't move."

  "Exactly."

  Kiran goes very still. "What are you saying?"

  "I'm saying there's an object in our system that wasn't there six months ago. It's too far out to be natural debris. Wrong trajectory for a comet. And it's showing steady reflected light consistent with a manufactured surface."

  "You're saying it's a ship."

  "I'm saying I don't know what it is. But someone needs to."

  "Someone like who? The council?"

  I hesitate. The council's been touchy about anything involving space lately. Marcus Chen—no relation to Dr. Chen, unfortunately—has been pushing for more aggressive exploration. Wants to restart the space program. Build new ships. "Reclaim our destiny as a spacefaring civilization," he keeps saying.

  The founders hate it. Vera Kane especially. She's said publicly that the last thing humanity needs is more ambition. More reaching. More risk.

  She would know. She's the one who saved us. And the one who left 99 million behind doing it.

  "We need to verify first," I say. "Make sure it's real. Could still be instrumental error."

  "How do you verify?"

  "Track it over multiple nights. Plot trajectory. Calculate orbital elements. See if it matches any known object. If it doesn't..."

  "If it doesn't, then we tell someone who isn't us."

  "Exactly."

  Kiran nods slowly. He understands the implications. Unknown object in our system means possible threat. Possible first contact. Possible everything.

  Also means panic. Fear. Bad decisions made by scared people.

  Been there. Done that. Nearly destroyed humanity last time.

  "Okay," he says. "We track it. You, me, maybe Sasha if she's sober. Nobody else until we're sure."

  "Thank you."

  "Don't thank me. If this is real, if it's actually a ship or a station or god knows what... Amara, this changes everything."

  "I know."

  "Do you?" His expression is serious. "Because I remember the stories. The founders talk about Unity like it's the boogeyman. Corporate control. Memory editing. They murdered children, Amara. Killed your teacher's daughter to keep her quiet. That's what ambition looks like when it goes wrong."

  "This isn't Unity."

  "No. But it's the unknown. And the unknown killed ninety-nine million people. Sometimes caution isn't cowardice. Sometimes it's survival."

  I want to argue. Want to say that hiding from the universe isn't living. That discovery is worth risk. That staying small and scared is what Unity wanted—keep the population controlled, keep them from asking questions, keep them docile.

  But Kiran lost both parents to a ship malfunction during the journey. Knows about risk in ways I never will.

  "We'll be careful," I promise.

  "You're never careful. But I'll make you careful. That's what friends are for."

  He climbs back down the ladder, leaving me alone with the telescope and the unknown object that might be nothing or might be everything.

  I return to the eyepiece. The faint point of light stares back at me. Steady. Unblinking. Real.

  Something's out there.

  Something artificial in a system where only humans should exist.

  Question is: Did we bring it with us, or was it already here?

  Either answer terrifies me.

  I spend the next four hours tracking the object. Taking measurements. Plotting positions. The numbers tell a story, and it's not a good one.

  The object is in a stable orbit around Kepler-442c. Circular. Too perfect to be natural capture. It was placed there deliberately.

  By whom? When? For what purpose?

  I don't have answers.

  But I'm going to find them.

  The sun rises—Kepler-442's orange dwarf star, warmer than our old sun, bathing the valley in amber light—and I close the observatory dome. The gears protest again. Metal fatigue. Entropy. Everything the colony builds is temporary. Everything we salvaged from the ship is dying.

  Maybe we should be building ships instead of farms. Maybe Marcus is right. Maybe staying planetary is surrender.

  Or maybe Vera's right, and reaching for the stars is how we'll destroy ourselves again.

  I climb down the ladder as false dawn turns to morning. Thirty-eight-hour days here. Longer than Earth. Longer than Cinder. Humans adapt.

  We always adapt.

  Question is whether adaptation is enough when you're not alone in the universe.

  My shift ends. Sasha arrives, bleary-eyed and late, smelling like last night's homebrew. I show her the observation logs—the official ones, not the ones about the object—and head home.

  The walk takes forty minutes. Colony's spread out now. New Hope City has eighty thousand people. Outlying settlements another hundred ninety thousand. We're thriving, by most measures. Population growing. Food surplus. Democracy functioning. Arts and culture emerging.

  Everything Vera fought for. Everything the 99 million died for.

  I pass the memorial on my way through town. Central plaza, impossible to miss. Black stone monument with 99,762,153 names carved into it. Took us fifteen years to finish it. Every name we knew. Every person we left behind.

  Emma Kane's name is at the top. Six years old. Murdered by Unity. The girl who started everything.

  I don't stop at the memorial. Never do. It's not my grief to carry. Those names—99,762,153 of them—belong to the first generation. Their trauma. Their guilt. Their impossible choice.

  That's first generation work. I'm second generation. Born on the ship during the journey. My job is moving forward, not wallowing in the past.

  But as I walk past the monument, I catch sight of an old woman sitting on a bench nearby. Ancient. Frail. Wrapped in blankets despite the warm morning, as if she can't quite believe this world is real and safe. Synthetic man beside her, watchful and protective, one hand resting gently on her shoulder.

  Vera Kane. 103 years old. Still alive, somehow. Still here, defying every medical prediction.

  And Nathan Kane. Or what's left of him. Synthetic body housing fragments of a digital consciousness that used to be a man. Used to be a clone. Used to be a ghost in Unity's network. He returned to her twenty-seven years ago in that body, reassembled from fragments, incomplete but enough. They've been together since. Every day another small miracle.

  I've never spoken to them directly. What would I say?

  Thank you for saving my parents so I could be born on a crowded ship during a twenty-four-year journey to an alien world?

  Sorry you had to kill millions to do it—well, not kill exactly, but leave behind to die slowly, which is arguably worse?

  Congratulations on surviving this long when most of your generation is dead and the few who remain can barely walk without assistance?

  There are no good words for what Vera Kane represents.

  Hero doesn't fit. Villain doesn't either. Savior and mass-murderer sit too close together to separate cleanly.

  She's just... Vera. The woman who made the impossible choice and lived long enough to see if it was worth it.

  Vera sees me looking. Our eyes meet across the plaza. Hers are brown, clouded with age and cataracts, but still sharp somehow. Still aware. Still that brilliant mind trapped in a failing body.

  She knows who I am. Rae Thorne was her friend—one of the founders, the doctor who saved fifty thousand lives during the journey. Rae trained my mother in emergency medicine. Rae delivered me during Year 2 of the journey, in an overcrowded medical bay that smelled like recycled air and fear. My mother told me the story. Rae crying while she cut the umbilical cord because babies represented hope and she desperately needed hope.

  Rae's been dead nine years now. Heart failure at 110. Natural causes, as natural as anything gets when you've lived through what she lived through.

  Vera taught me physics at university. I took one semester of her advanced astrophysics course before she retired. She was already ninety-eight then, teaching from a wheelchair, mind still sharp as a scalpel even as her body failed. Best teacher I ever had. Made the universe make sense in ways Dr. Chen never managed.

  She retired after that semester. Said she was too tired to keep teaching. Too tired to keep explaining orbital mechanics to students who'd never seen a ship launch, never felt thrust gravity, never understood that space travel is physics and math and nothing else.

  I passed her course with honors. Never thanked her properly.

  She nods at me across the plaza. Just once. Recognition. Acknowledgment.

  I nod back. Respect. Distance.

  Then I keep walking.

  Because I've got data to analyze and an unknown object to track and a universe full of mysteries waiting.

  And because Vera Kane has earned her rest. She saved humanity. Carried that weight for seventy years. Deserves to sit in the sun and watch the morning without being bothered by the second generation's problems.

  Even if those problems might be the most important ones we've ever faced.

  I reach my apartment. Small place. Shared with two other women my age. We all work different shifts, rarely see each other. Efficient use of limited housing.

  I shower—real water from the river, unlimited for the first time in human memory—and collapse into bed.

  Sleep comes quickly.

  And with it, dreams of distant lights in the darkness.

  Artificial.

  Waiting.

  Watching.

  **END CHAPTER 1**


  CHAPTER 2

  KIRAN

  Three nights of tracking, and Amara's mystery object is still there.

  Still orbiting Kepler-442c. Still reflecting steady light. Still completely unexplained.

  I'm starting to think she's right. Which terrifies me.

  "Pass me the wrench," Sasha says from underneath the observatory dome mechanism. "The big one."

  I hand her the tool. She's been working on the dome gears for two hours, trying to get them to open smoothly instead of that grinding shriek that makes Amara wince every night. Not that Amara complains. She'd observe through a hole in the roof if it meant not fixing equipment.

  Different priorities.

  Sasha slides out from under the mechanism, face smudged with grease. "There. That should help. Lubricated the main bearing with rendered fat. Not ideal, but it's what we've got."

  "Rendered fat?"

  "From the butcher. Works surprisingly well as a lubricant. The old engineers used animal fat before petroleum was refined. We're just going backwards through the technology tree."

  She says it cheerfully, like losing industrial capacity is an adventure instead of a slow-motion catastrophe.

  That's Sasha. Eternally optimistic about things that should scare her.

  "You done for the day?" I ask.

  "Depends. Amara hiring me again to cover her shift while she sleeps?"

  "No. She's actually sleeping normal hours now. Has been since the discovery. Focusing all her energy on tracking instead of running herself into the ground."

  "Miracle." Sasha wipes her hands on a rag. "So why are you here if not babysitting our favorite workaholic astronomer?"

  I hesitate. The truth is I came to talk to her about the object. Get her opinion. See if her biology training gives her any insight into what we might be dealing with.

  But telling her means bringing her into this. Making it real. Expanding the circle beyond me and Amara.

  "Kiran?" Sasha's expression shifts from casual to concerned. "What's wrong?"

  "How do you know something's wrong?"

  "Because you've got your worried face. The one you had when the water purification system failed last year. The one you had when that kid fell into the river and we didn't find him for six hours. The one that means something's broken and you don't know how to fix it."

  She knows me too well. Fourteen years of friendship does that.

  "Amara found something," I say.

  "Found what?"

  "An object. In orbit around Kepler-442c. Artificial. No natural explanation."

  Sasha goes very still. "Artificial."

  "Maybe. Probably. She's been tracking it for three nights. Consistent reflected light. Stable circular orbit. Too perfect to be random capture."

  "Could it be from the Salvation? Something we left behind?"

  "Wrong trajectory. And we know what we left in orbit—nothing. The ship landed intact. Salvaged everything. There's nothing out there that should be there."

  "Then what is it?"

  "That's the question."

  Sasha sits down on the observatory steps. Processes. Her mind works differently than mine—she thinks in living systems, adaptation, survival strategies. Different angle than my engineering practicality or Amara's mathematical precision.

  "You think it's aliens," she says finally.

  "I think it's something we didn't bring with us. Which means either we're not the first humans to reach Kepler-442, or we're not the first intelligent species to reach Kepler-442. Either option has implications."

  "Implications." She laughs, but there's no humor in it. "That's one word for it. Another word would be 'holy shit, everything we thought we knew about the universe is wrong.'"

  "Yeah."

  "Does Amara want to tell the council?"

  "Not yet. She wants more data first. Certainty. Proof."

  "Smart. Marcus Chen would use this as ammunition for his space program push. 'See? There's stuff out there! We should be exploring!' While the founders would panic and probably try to shut down the observatory entirely. 'Too dangerous! Hide! Be quiet!'"

  She's right. The political implications are a minefield. Marcus's faction wants technological advancement, wants to rebuild humanity's space capability, wants to reach for the stars again. Vera's generation wants to keep their heads down, stay small, remember what ambition cost last time.

  Adding an unknown object to that debate would be like throwing fuel on a fire.

  "We need to know what it is first," I say. "Then we can figure out what to tell whom."

  "We?" Sasha grins. "I'm in, then?"

  "You're already in. I just told you."

  "Fair point." She stands, brushes dust off her pants. "What do you need from me?"

  "Help. Observation. Maybe Dev too—he's good at research, might find something in the archives. And Lena."

  "Lena's going to want to shoot it."

  "Lena's going to want to protect the colony. Same thing she always wants."

  "True." Sasha considers. "Okay. When do we start?"

  "Tonight. Amara's planning another tracking session. Come to the observatory after sunset. Bring Dev if you can find him. I'll get Lena."

  "What about Amara? She know you're recruiting her friends behind her back?"

  "It's not behind her back. She knows I'm worried. Knows I want help. Just hasn't asked me not to tell people, and I'm interpreting that as implicit permission."

  "Kiran Cho, master of rationalization."

  "Kiran Cho, master of not letting my best friend investigate possible alien contact alone."

  "That too." Sasha picks up her tools. "See you tonight. And Kiran? Thanks for trusting me with this."

  "Who else would I trust?"

  After she leaves, I sit on the observatory steps for a while. The morning sun—Kepler-442's orange dwarf star—climbs higher. Warm on my face. Real sunlight on a real planet with real atmosphere.

  We've got a home. A good one. Two hundred seventy-one thousand people living reasonable lives. Food. Water. Shelter. Democracy. Art. Music. Hope.

  Everything the founders fought for. Everything the 99 million died for.

  And now something's out there. In our system. Watching? Waiting? Just existing?

  I don't know which option scares me most.

  My parents died maintaining the ship's life support systems. Year 15 of the journey. Hydraulic failure in the oxygen recyclers—catastrophic failure in Section 7, where three thousand people depended on those specific units. The redundancy systems should have kicked in. Didn't. Design flaw nobody caught until it was too late.

  They went in to fix it during a cascade malfunction. Manual repair while the systems were still active and dangerous. Standard protocol said to evacuate the section and seal it off. Let three thousand people asphyxiate while you waited for safe conditions.

  My parents said fuck protocol.

  Went in together. Mom held the hydraulic lines in place while Dad welded them. Toxic fumes from the welding torch. No ventilation because the ventilation was what was broken. They both knew they wouldn't make it out. Both knew exactly what they were doing.

  Saved three thousand people in their section. Died of asphyxiation doing it. Took them twenty minutes according to the report. Long enough to finish the repair. Not long enough to reach the emergency exit.

  Marcus Reeves himself came to tell me. The founder Marcus, not the council member. He was security chief then, still vital at sixty-nine. He sat me down in my tiny ship cabin and told me my parents died heroes.

  I was nineteen. Old enough to understand sacrifice. Too young to process the weight of it properly. Too young to reconcile "heroes" with "never coming back."

  They got a commendation. Names added to the memorial wall in what became New Hope City's central plaza. Public ceremony. Beautiful words about duty and courage.

  None of it brought them back.

  But three thousand people lived because they died. Three thousand people who went on to land on Kepler-442b. Who had children. Who built lives.

  Including Sasha, actually. Her parents were in Section 7. She wouldn't exist if my parents had followed protocol.

  Makes you think about the value of sacrifice differently when you know who survived because of it.

  They taught me that sometimes you have to risk everything to protect everyone. Sometimes the only choice is the dangerous choice. Sometimes heroes die and everyone else lives and that's just how it works.

  But they also taught me to be careful. To check your equipment. To verify before you act. To not rush into danger without thinking it through. They died because a design flaw nobody caught created a crisis nobody predicted.

  Careful planning can't prevent every disaster. But it can prevent most of them.

  I'm trying to balance those lessons now. Protect Amara. Protect the colony. Don't rush. But don't wait so long that you miss the critical window.

  No idea if I'm getting it right.

  Probably won't know until it's too late either way.

  I head home. Shared apartment with two other engineers. We work rotating shifts maintaining colony infrastructure. Today's my rest day, which means I should sleep.

  But instead I find myself walking to the library. Old stone building, one of the first permanent structures the colony built. Books printed from the ship's database before the printers failed. Limited selection, but everything important. Science. Engineering. History. Philosophy.

  And fiction. Stories from Earth. From old Earth, before the Shattering.

  I find Dev in the history section, as usual. Surrounded by books, taking notes in careful handwriting. Preserving knowledge the slow way—one handwritten page at a time.

  "Kiran." He looks up, adjusts his glasses. "Wasn't expecting you. Shouldn't you be sleeping?"

  "Should be. Aren't. Need to talk to you."

  "About?"

  "Something Amara found. Something important. Can't talk here."

  Dev glances around. Library's empty this early, but he's paranoid about privacy. Good trait for a historian. Bad for casual conversation.

  "Coffee shop?" he suggests. "The one on Market Street?"

  "Perfect."

  We walk there in comfortable silence. Dev and I have been friends since we were kids. Ship-born together. Educated together. Different specialties but compatible worldviews—we both believe in careful thought before action. Makes him easier to talk to than Sasha's enthusiasm or Lena's intensity.

  The coffee shop is actually a tea shop. Real coffee doesn't grow on Kepler-442b. We've tried. Wrong climate, wrong soil chemistry, wrong something. Earth crops adapt or they don't—no middle ground. Wheat adapted. Rice adapted. Potatoes adapted beautifully. Coffee and cocoa refused. Gone forever unless we engineer new variants, which requires genetic modification capabilities we don't have anymore.

  So we drink tea. Specifically, hot water steeped with whatever native plants we've discovered won't kill us. Takes about fifteen years to properly test a new plant for human consumption. Introduce small amounts to lab animals—we brought mice and rats specifically for this purpose—and watch for adverse reactions. Gradual dosage increases. Multi-generational studies. Can't rush toxicity testing unless you want corpses.

  The current favorite is a mint-analog that grows wild in the valley. Tastes vaguely like mint crossed with grass clippings. Not good. Just non-lethal and mildly caffeinated.

  Progress.

  Dev orders his usual—hot water with minced native mint. I get the same. The shopkeeper—an old woman named Rosa who remembers the ship—nods approval. She likes customers who don't complain about the taste. We've learned not to.

  We sit outside at a small metal table. Salvaged ship furniture, like half the colony's infrastructure. Everything we build is either scavenged from Salvation or manufactured locally with pre-industrial techniques. Strange hybrid civilization—digital knowledge base accessed via paper printouts, advanced medicine performed with tools we smithed by hand, democracy organized with printed ballots because we can't maintain electronic voting systems.

  Regression disguised as adaptation.

  Morning crowd is thin. Workers heading to farms and workshops. Children walking to school—real schools now, stone buildings with trained teachers, not the improvised ship-board education I grew up with. Progress in some directions even as we retreat in others.

  Normal colony life. People living, working, building futures.

  How long before this changes? How long before we're not alone?

  How long before "normal" becomes a memory?

  "Kiran?" Dev's watching me carefully. "You're doing the worried face."

  "Sasha said the same thing."

  "It's very distinctive. What's going on?"

  I tell him. Quietly. Carefully. All the facts. Amara's discovery, the tracking data, the implications.

  Dev listens without interrupting. Takes notes in his little journal—he carries it everywhere, documenting everything. Someday he'll be a primary source for future historians studying our generation.

  Assuming we have a future.

  "Artificial," he says when I finish. "You're certain?"

  "As certain as we can be with limited equipment. Stable circular orbit. Wrong trajectory for debris. Consistent light reflection. If it's natural, it's the most perfectly convenient natural object in history."

  "So either human or alien."

  "Yes."

  "If human, it predates us. Meaning another colony ship reached Kepler-442 first. But we had the only functional evacuation ship. Unity's Salvation. Everything else was destroyed or non-viable."

  "Maybe someone else built a ship. After we left. Caught up."

  "After fifty-nine years? Our journey took twenty-four at light speed. To arrive before us, they'd need to leave within..." He calculates mentally. "Thirty-five years of our launch. During the worst period of colony collapse. While Unity was gone and infrastructure was failing."

  "Unlikely."

  "Extremely. Which leaves alien as the more probable option." Dev removes his glasses, cleans them on his shirt. Thinking. "The founders won't like this."

  "Nobody will like this."

  "Vera especially. She's made her opinions very clear. Humanity survived by staying small. By not reaching too far. By remembering what ambition cost."

  "But staying ignorant might cost us more."

  "Might. Or might not." Dev replaces his glasses. "History is full of civilizations that reached too far and collapsed. Also full of civilizations that stagnated and got conquered by more ambitious neighbors. No clear lessons."

  "So what do we do?"

  "We gather data. We make informed decisions. We avoid Unity's mistakes—acting without thinking, assuming we're the smartest species in existence, treating everything as a resource to exploit."

  "We're not Unity."

  "No. But we're human. Same species that built Unity. Same capacity for brilliance and stupidity in equal measure." He sips his tea. Grimaces at the taste. "I'll come to the observatory tonight. Help with observations. Start researching pre-launch records—see if there's any reference to other ships, other missions, anything that might explain a human-made object."

  "Thank you."

  "Don't thank me yet. If this is real, if it's aliens, this changes everything. Our entire worldview. Our place in the universe. Our future. Changes might not be good."

  "Or they might."

  "Optimist."

  "Realist. We survived Unity. Survived the journey. Survived building a colony on an alien world. Whatever this is, we'll figure it out."

  "I hope you're right." Dev stands. "But hope isn't data. Let's get data. Then decide."

  I watch him walk back toward the library. Patient. Methodical. Exactly what we need.

  But I'm not sure patience is what we have time for. Not if something out there is watching. Waiting. Deciding what to do about the humans who stumbled into their system.

  I finish my terrible tea and head to find Lena.

  She's at the security headquarters. Small building, former ship module repurposed as an office. One of the last modules still standing—most were deconstructed for materials years ago. This one survived because its hull plating made perfect office walls and nobody wanted to rebuild from scratch.

  Lena runs the colony's defense coordination from here. Not that there's much to defend against. Occasional predator attacks on outlying farms—night hunters coming down from the mountains, attracted by livestock. Disputes between settlements over water rights or grazing land. Minor crimes—theft, assault, nothing we can't handle with community justice and restorative practices.

  Nothing military. Nothing like the violence of Launch Day, when 405 fighters died taking Salvation and millions more died being left behind.

  This generation hasn't seen war. Hasn't needed to.

  Nothing like what might be coming if the object in orbit around Kepler-442c isn't friendly.

  "Kiran." She looks up from paperwork. "What's wrong?"

  Same question everyone asks. Same worried face apparently.

  "Need to talk. Private."

  She gestures to the office door. Closes it. Soundproofing from ship days still works.

  I tell her the same thing I told Sasha and Dev. Watch her expression shift from professional interest to genuine concern.

  "Aliens," she says flatly.

  "Maybe. Probably. We don't know yet."

  "But you think so."

  "I think it's the most likely explanation."

  Lena stands. Paces. Processes. She's different from the others. Remembers Cinder, vaguely. Remembers Launch Day. Remembers screaming. Locked doors. Being five years old and not understanding why her mother was crying.

  She carries that trauma differently than the first generation does. Filters it through childhood memory. Makes her protective in ways that sometimes seem paranoid.

  Except maybe she's not paranoid. Maybe she's right.

  "If there's a threat," she says slowly, "we're not equipped to handle it. We've got maybe fifty functional plasma rifles. Limited ammunition. No ships. No orbital capability. Can't even manufacture gunpowder reliably."

  "We don't know it's a threat."

  "We don't know it's not." She turns to face me. "Look, I get it. You want to believe the universe is friendly. That aliens would be curious peaceful explorers like us. But what if they're not? What if they're like Unity? What if they see us as resources?"

  "Then we deal with it. But we can't deal with what we don't understand. Need information first."

  "Agreed." She sits back down. "I'll come tonight. Observe. Start thinking about defensive strategies just in case. Hope we don't need them. Prepare like we will."

  "Thank you."

  "Don't thank me either. If this goes bad, you'll wish you'd never told me."

  Maybe.

  But keeping secrets is what Unity did. Controlling information. Deciding what people should and shouldn't know.

  We're not Unity.

  We're the people who survived Unity by exposing its lies.

  So we'll expose this lie too. Whatever it is. Whoever built it. Why it's here.

  Then we'll decide what to do about it.

  Together.

  Like founders taught us.

  Even if it terrifies us.

  **END CHAPTER 2**


  CHAPTER 3

  AMARA

  They're all here.

  The observatory's cramped observation deck holds five people uncomfortably. Designed for one astronomer working alone, maybe two if they're friendly. Not a full team with equipment and notebooks and Lena's rifle taking up floor space. But we make it work because we have to. Because the alternative is not investigating, and that's not an option anymore.

  Sasha arrived first, early and sober for once. Unusual for her—she's normally a night person, stays up late at the taverns, sleeps through the morning shift. But tonight she's focused. Professional. She's set up a portable work station in the corner—salvaged ship equipment, ancient laptop that somehow still boots, still functional despite being sixty-plus years old. Battery's long dead but we've got it plugged into the observatory's power supply. Solar panels from the ship, still generating electricity. One of the few systems we've managed to maintain.

  She's ready to document whatever we find. Taking this seriously despite her usual levity.

  Dev came with an armful of old star charts and printouts from the archive. Paper everything—we printed the ship's entire database before the printers failed, spent fifteen years creating a physical library because we knew digital storage wouldn't last forever. He's comparing the charts methodically against my observation logs, looking for discrepancies, patterns, anything that might explain what we're seeing.

  He's wearing his glasses—rare, precious, manufactured on the ship before we lost that capability. Probably one of the last fifty pairs in the colony. Takes care of them like they're made of gold because in a way they are. Can't replace them. When they break, he's functionally blind without them.

  Lena's standing by the door. Watching. Always watching. She brought a plasma rifle despite my protests. Standard security equipment, one of maybe fifty functional weapons remaining in the colony. Limited ammunition—maybe two hundred rounds total across all the rifles combined. Each shot precious. Each shot possibly needed.

  She treats that rifle like a sacred object. Cleans it daily. Checks the charge cell obsessively. Knows exactly how many shots it has left. Seventeen.

  I told her it was unnecessary. She disagreed in that quiet way she has that means the argument's over before it started.

  Kiran's beside me at the telescope, checking the alignment. Making minute adjustments to compensate for the dome mechanism's slight misalignment—legacy of decades of use without proper maintenance. His hands move with practiced precision. He helped me maintain this equipment for twelve years. Knows every quirk, every failure point, every workaround we've developed.

  We make a good team. Always have. Since we were eight years old and discovered we both loved taking things apart to see how they worked.

  "Coordinates locked," he says. "Same sector as your initial discovery."

  "Good. Let's see if it's still there."

  I position myself at the eyepiece. The observatory dome is open—gears grinding less now that Sasha lubricated them. Night sky spreads above us. Alien constellations I've memorized. Nothing like Earth's sky. Nothing like Cinder's. Entirely new.

  Our sky now.

  I scan sector 7-A. Four expected stars. Magnitudes matching historical records. And...

  There.

  Fifth object. Still present. Still steady.

  "I've got it," I say. "Bearing 247 degrees, elevation 32. Same position as three nights ago."

  "Same position exactly?" Dev looks up from his charts. "No orbital movement?"

  "Wait." I take measurements. Compare against my notes from previous nights. Calculate. "No, it's moved. Point-three-seven degrees along its orbital track. Consistent with a stable circular orbit around Kepler-442c at roughly three AU."

  "So it's really orbiting the ice giant." Sasha's voice is quiet. "Not just passing through."

  "Appears so."

  "Can I see?" Lena asks.

  I step aside. She approaches the telescope carefully, rifle slung over her shoulder. Looks through the eyepiece for a long moment.

  "Just a dot of light," she says.

  "Reflected sunlight from a manufactured surface," I correct.

  "You don't know it's manufactured."

  "Circular orbit at the perfect altitude for stable positioning. Light reflection consistent with metal or ceramic, not ice or rock. No natural object behaves this way."

  "Then what is it?"

  "That's what we're trying to determine."

  Lena steps back. "I don't like it. Unknown object in our system. Could be anything. Could be hostile."

  "Could be peaceful exploration," Sasha counters. "Could be a research station. Could be aliens studying the universe just like we are."

  "Or could be weapons platform. Observation post. Surveillance."

  "Bit paranoid."

  "Bit realistic." Lena's expression is hard. "I remember Cinder. Not much, but enough. Remember panic. Remember Unity's lies. Remember Launch Day. People left behind. Doors locked. Screaming."

  The observatory goes quiet.

  Lena's the only one among us who remembers the old worlds. The rest of us are ship-born. Learned about Earth and Cinder and Unity from history lessons, not experience.

  But Lena lived it. Five years old, small enough to remember the terror without understanding the context.

  "I'm sorry," Sasha says softly. "You're right to be cautious."

  "Caution keeps people alive. Curiosity gets them killed." Lena looks at me. "But we're here anyway. Might as well be thorough. What's the plan?"

  I pull out my notebook. Three nights of observations condensed into numbers and diagrams.

  "Object is in stable orbit. Period approximately 470 hours—Kepler-442c's orbital speed at that altitude. Reflected light varies slightly, suggesting rotation. Best estimate: cylindrical or rectangular shape, maybe two hundred meters long."

  "Two hundred meters?" Kiran whistles. "That's massive. Bigger than Salvation's main hull sections."

  "Significantly. And it's been there a while. Dust accretion on the orbit suggests years, possibly decades."

  "Decades?" Dev looks up sharply. "You mean it was here before we arrived?"

  "Can't confirm without better data. But possible. We've only been cataloging the outer system for thirty-five years. Could have been there long before we landed."

  "Or could have arrived recently and we just noticed." Sasha chews her lip. "Either way, implications are huge. If it's human-made, where did it come from? If it's alien, why is it here?"

  "More immediate question," Lena says. "Is it doing anything? Active scans? Emissions? Signals?"

  "Haven't detected any. But our equipment is limited. Can't detect much beyond visual wavelengths. Radio telescope broke nine years ago—no replacement parts."

  "So it could be screaming at us in radio frequencies and we wouldn't know."

  "Correct."

  Lena mutters something unflattering about technological regression.

  Can't disagree.

  "What about trajectory analysis?" Dev asks. "If it's been in orbit for decades, maybe there are historical observations we missed. Let me cross-reference Dr. Chen's archives. See if anything matches."

  "Good idea. Kiran, can you work on orbital mechanics? Calculate exact position over time. See if we can predict past locations."

  "Sure. Need Sasha's help—she's better at computational math than me."

  "I'm a biologist."

  "Who took advanced physics at university because she was bored."

  "Fair point." Sasha grins. "Let's do math."

  They move to the work station. Kiran pulling out old orbit calculation tables. Sasha setting up equations. Working together like they've done this before.

  They have. Different projects, same pattern. Our friend group has been solving problems together since we were kids.

  "Amara." Dev's voice is low. Just for me. "If this is real—if it's aliens—we can't keep it secret much longer. Too big. Too important."

  "I know."

  "The council will want to know. The founders especially."

  "Marcus will want to weaponize it. Vera will want to hide from it. Neither response is useful until we know what we're dealing with."

  "And if we can't determine that? If it stays a mystery?"

  "Then we make our best guess and live with the consequences. Same as everything else."

  Dev doesn't look satisfied. But he goes back to his charts.

  I return to the telescope. Take more measurements. Light intensity. Spectral analysis with our primitive spectrometer. Every data point matters.

  Hours pass. The orange sun rises—38-hour days mean long work nights but also long observation windows. Kepler-442's star is dimmer than Sol, orange dwarf instead of yellow main sequence. Gives everything a perpetual autumn quality. Warm but not hot. Amber light that my generation thinks is normal but the founders say looks wrong.

  My eyes ache from hours at the eyepiece. Back hurts from hunching over the telescope. Neck stiff from holding position. Need better ergonomics but that requires manufacturing capabilities we don't have. So I hurt and keep working because data matters more than comfort.

  But we've got results now. Real, solid, terrifying results.

  Sasha and Kiran's calculations confirm stable orbit. Object maintains consistent position relative to Kepler-442c with precision that suggests either active station-keeping or perfect orbital insertion. Natural capture wouldn't be this clean. Wouldn't maintain such perfect circularity.

  They've back-calculated orbital elements using my three nights of position data plus the historical observations Dev found. Math checks out across all data points. Object has been at current position for minimum fifteen years, possibly longer. Orbital degradation models suggest it could have been there thirty, forty, even fifty years.

  Definitely predates our arrival.

  We landed thirty-five years ago. This thing was here first.

  Watching our landing? Recording our colony's growth? Observing silently for decades?

  The thought makes my skin crawl.

  Dev found three historical observations that might match our object. Dr. Chen—my mentor, the old astronomer who trained me—noted "unidentified point source" in the same sector forty years ago. Called it Sector 7-A Object 5, logged it for future investigation, never followed up.

  Sixteen years ago, another observation. Magnitude estimate slightly different, suggesting the object was rotating to present a different reflective surface. Dr. Chen noted it again, marked it as "probable instrumental artifact," moved on.

  Eleven years ago, final observation before Dr. Chen's eyesight started failing and he reduced his observation schedule. "Persistent anomalous point source, Sector 7-A. Recommend future verification."

  He died before verifying. I inherited his observation logs but not his priorities. Focused on other projects. Systematic all-sky mapping. Variable star monitoring. Exoplanet hunting around nearby stars.

  Never followed up on his anomaly.

  We've been ignoring this thing for forty years.

  It's been up there the whole time. Silent. Patient. Waiting.

  For what?

  "These calculations are solid," Kiran says, showing me his work. Pages of handwritten mathematics—we do everything on paper now, computers being too precious to waste on routine calculations. "Object's orbital period matches our predictions exactly. Eccentricity is zero within measurement error. This is a perfect circular orbit."

  "Nature doesn't do perfect circles," Sasha adds. "Orbits decay. Perturbations accumulate. Solar wind pressure, radiation effects, tidal forces—even tiny influences add up over years. Perfect circle means active maintenance or perfect initial insertion. Either way, artificial."

  "Could be ancient," Dev suggests. "Placed in orbit thousands of years ago by a civilization that's gone now. Still functioning automatically because whoever built it made it well."

  "Or could be recent," Lena counters. "Placed after they detected our ship approaching. Surveillance platform. Watching to see if we're dangerous."

  "If they detected Salvation during the journey, they've had thirty-five years to observe us," I point out. "Plenty of time to determine threat level. Why no contact?"

  "Maybe we failed the test," Lena says darkly. "Maybe they're waiting for us to die out before moving in."

  "Or maybe they're peaceful and cautious," Sasha counters. "Just like we are. Watching, waiting, trying to determine if contact is safe."

  "Or maybe it's a derelict," Kiran offers. "Dead civilization. Abandoned infrastructure. Like finding ancient Roman aqueducts—impressive but inert."

  Too many possibilities. Not enough data.

  "So it's been watching us," Lena says. "Whole time we've been building the colony, it's been up there. Observing. Recording. Reporting back to whoever made it."

  "Don't know that it's watching. Could be dormant. Could be derelict."

  "Could be. But assume worst case. That's tactical thinking."

  She's not wrong.

  If the object is active, it's seen everything. Our landing. Our expansion. Our development. Knows we're here, knows our population, knows our capabilities.

  And hasn't done anything about it.

  Why?

  "Maybe it's waiting," Sasha suggests. "Waiting for us to reach certain technological level. Or population threshold. Or... something."

  "Or maybe it's just a research platform," Dev counters. "Like our observatory. Placed here by whoever came before. Still collecting data automatically. No hostile intent."

  "Or maybe it's a probe," Kiran offers. "Sent by aliens. Finds suitable worlds. Reports back. And now it's reported us."

  Too many possibilities. Not enough data.

  "We need closer observation," I say. "Direct imaging if possible. Spectroscopy. Detailed analysis. Right now we're working with magnitude estimates and position data. That's not enough."

  "How?" Lena asks. "We don't have ships. Don't have orbital capability. Can barely manufacture nails, much less spacecraft."

  "The Salvation," Sasha says quietly.

  We all look at her.

  "The ship's still there. Still functional. Core systems intact. Engines mothballed but salvageable. Nathan maintained them for twenty-four years. That doesn't just vanish. It could fly again. Could reach Kepler-442c in a few weeks."

  "That's insane," Lena says flatly. "Salvation's been deconstructed. Half the hull plating is gone—repurposed for buildings all over New Hope City. The fusion reactor is sealed and buried. Shielded with concrete because nobody wanted radioactive material sitting in the center of town. Nobody's touched it in thirty years because nobody needs to."

  "But the core structure remains," Sasha presses. "The main hull. The engine assembly. The life support systems that kept two hundred thousand people alive for twenty-four years. That engineering doesn't just disappear. Could be refitted. Could be made functional."

  "Could and should are different words."

  I'm thinking. Running calculations. Salvation was designed for interstellar travel. Three AU is nothing. Weeks, maybe a month round trip.

  But Sasha's right—the ship's been partially deconstructed. Would need massive refit. Resources we don't have. Expertise that's dying with the first generation.

  "Can't do it," I conclude. "Not without council approval. Not without colony-wide support. We're talking about diverting enormous resources for something that might be nothing."

  "But might be everything," Dev says.

  "Yes."

  "So what do we do?"

  I look around at my friends. Sasha, optimistic and brave. Kiran, practical and loyal. Dev, thoughtful and cautious. Lena, protective and fierce.

  We're the second generation. Born on the ship. Raised in the colony. Educated by founders who sacrificed everything so we could exist.

  This is our world now. Our decision.

  "We tell the council," I say. "Tomorrow. All of us together. Present the evidence. Let them decide next steps."

  "And if they decide to do nothing?" Lena asks.

  "Then we decide if we accept that."

  "Civil disobedience?"

  "If necessary. But let's see what they say first. Maybe they'll surprise us."

  Kiran snorts. "Yeah. Maybe."

  We pack up equipment as false dawn turns to morning. The sky lightens gradually—38-hour rotation means sunrise is a slow process, gives you time to adjust. Not like Earth's 24-hour snap from dark to light that the founders describe.

  I lock the observatory dome—grinding gears one last time, mechanism protesting the movement. Need to get Sasha to lubricate it again soon. Maintenance never ends.

  The walk down from the observatory takes twenty minutes. Steep path, loose stones, careful footing required. We descend in silence, each processing what we've discovered.

  An artificial object. In our system. Watching us for decades.

  Tomorrow we brief the council. Tomorrow we find out if the colony is brave enough to confront the unknown. Tomorrow we discover whether we're governed by Vera's caution or Marcus's ambition.

  Tomorrow everything might change.

  Or might stay exactly the same.

  Either way, the object will still be there. Orbiting Kepler-442c. Silent. Patient. Waiting for us to make the next move.

  And we'll still need to decide what that move should be.

  **END CHAPTER 3**


  CHAPTER 4

  VERA

  The council chamber is too warm. Oppressively warm.

  Always has been since construction three decades ago. Built from Salvation hull sections salvaged after landing—repurposed starship plating that absorbs solar heat during twelve-hour Kepler-442b day and radiates it slowly through equally long night. Poor thermal design. Amateur architecture. But nobody cares enough to fix it anymore. We have bigger problems constantly. Survival problems. Food problems. Technology degradation problems.

  Problems like five young people standing before 237 council members claiming they've found aliens orbiting our planet. Claiming humanity needs to investigate immediately. Claiming our survival might depend on understanding what's watching us.

  I'm sitting in my wheelchair at the back of chamber. Position I've occupied for seven years since legs stopped working reliably. Medical science can't fix advanced age even with Architect technology they shared. Everything wears out eventually. Including me.

  Nathan's beside me in his synthetic body. One hand resting on my shoulder. Steady. Protective. Warm despite being artificial construct. Same as he's been for twenty-seven years since he returned to me in this form—uploaded consciousness in manufactured body. Not the Nathan who died during torture. Not even Subject 48 who dissolved into ship. Something new. Something that chose to stay with me. Something I love despite impossibility.

  The council—237 members representing 237,000 colonists, one representative per thousand people—sits in concentric rows facing presentation area. Democratic governance. True representation. Better than anything Unity offered. Most council members are second generation now. Born on Kepler-442b. Never saw Cinder or Salvation or Earth. Never knew Unity except through stories. Never experienced Launch Day except through history lessons.

  My generation is dying off rapidly. Marcus Reeves died six years ago. Heart failure. Peaceful end after long life. Javi died four years ago. Stroke. Quick. Merciful. Rae died two years ago. Complications from experimental treatment. Painful. Prolonged. Just me left now, really. Last founder still breathing. Last survivor of original five who encountered Architects. Last person alive who remembers Unity's horrors firsthand.

  Last reminder of what we did to get here. What we sacrificed. What we lost.

  Amara Singh is speaking. Dr. Rae's protégé. Brilliant girl. Woman now—she's thirty-three, not a girl anymore. But I taught her physics and to me she'll always be the eager student asking impossible questions.

  "The object has been in stable orbit for minimum fifteen years," she's saying. Charts projected on the wall behind her—hand-drawn diagrams scanned and displayed. We can't manufacture projectors anymore but the ones from the ship still work. "Possibly longer. Historical observations from Dr. Chen suggest forty years."

  Marcus Chen—the council member, not the founder—stands. Young. Ambitious. Named after my old friend but nothing like him.

  "Forty years," he says. "That predates our arrival. Are you suggesting we've been observed since landing?"

  "I'm suggesting the object was already here when we arrived. Whether it's been observing us actively or passively, I can't determine without closer investigation."

  "Investigation how? We don't have ships."

  "The Salvation could be refitted."

  The chamber erupts. Voices overlapping. Shock and fear and excitement and anger all mixed together.

  I close my eyes. Tired. So tired of this.

  The council chair—a woman named Elena Rodriguez, second generation, competent but inexperienced—bangs her gavel. "Order. Let the witness finish."

  Amara continues. Lays out the evidence methodically. Orbital mechanics. Light reflection analysis. Historical data. The girl's done her homework. Can't fault her science.

  Can fault her judgment.

  "This council has three options," Amara concludes. "Ignore the object and hope it's benign. Send a signal and attempt communication. Or investigate directly using the Salvation. I recommend option three. We need information before we can make informed decisions."

  Marcus Chen is on his feet again. "I agree. This is exactly what I've been saying. We need to reclaim our space capability. Rebuild our technological civilization. This object—whatever it is—proves there's more out there than this single planet. We should be exploring. Advancing. Not hiding like frightened children."

  "We should be cautious," another council member counters. Older. First generation. "We don't know what's out there. Could be hostile. Could be dangerous. Better to stay quiet. Stay hidden. Stay safe."

  "Safe?" Marcus's voice drips contempt. "We've been 'safe' for thirty-five years. And what do we have to show for it? Pre-industrial technology. Declining capabilities. In another generation we'll be at medieval tech levels. Is that safety or surrender?"

  The debate continues. Predictable lines. Marcus's faction wants progress. The old guard wants caution. The middle tries to find compromise.

  I don't say anything. Just watch. Just listen.

  Nathan leans down. "You should speak," he whispers. His voice is strange—synthetic larynx, digital consciousness trying to approximate human speech. Close but not quite right. "They'll listen to you."

  "They shouldn't. I'm dying."

  "You're not dead yet."

  True. 103 years old and still here somehow. Doctors can't explain it. Said I should have died five years ago. Cancer. Natural deterioration. Old age claiming what Unity couldn't kill.

  But I'm stubborn. Still here.

  Still watching humanity try to decide whether to repeat its mistakes.

  Elena bangs the gavel again. "Dr. Kane. As the last surviving founder, we'd value your input."

  All eyes turn to me. 237 council members. Five young explorers. Gallery full of citizens watching the debate.

  I clear my throat. Nathan helps me sit up straighter.

  "I've been listening carefully," I say. My voice is weak. Raspy. Ancient. 103 years compressing vocal cords. "And I'm hearing the same arguments I heard sixty-three years ago on Cinder. Progress versus caution. Ambition versus safety. Knowledge versus ignorance. Unity said progress. Unity said advancement. Unity said reach for the stars. Unity promised prosperity through expansion."

  I pause. Catch my breath. Every sentence costs effort now.

  "Unity killed ninety-nine million seven hundred sixty-two thousand one hundred fifty-three people."

  The chamber goes absolutely silent. You could hear dust settling.

  "Unity edited memories like changing files in database. Cloned humans and discarded them when they broke down. Murdered children to maintain population control. Killed my six-year-old daughter Emma to break my resistance. Unity decided five thousand elite lives mattered more than ninety-nine million ordinary people. Unity reached too far. Unity played god. Unity damned our species through arrogance disguised as progress."

  I cough. Blood taste in mouth. Cancer probably. Or just age.

  "We're not Unity," Marcus Chen says. Voice defensive. Younger generation rejecting comparison. "We have ethics. Democracy. Compassion. We're not genocidal corporation. We're community making collective decisions."

  "No. You're not Unity," I agree. "You're better in every measurable way. You have ethics they lacked. Democracy they suppressed. Compassion they eliminated systematically. You're good people making honest decisions. But you're still human. Same species. Same capacity for brilliance and stupidity. Same ability to rationalize atrocities in pursuit of noble goals. Same talent for convincing ourselves that this time is different. That we're special. That rules don't apply to us because our intentions are pure."

  I look directly at Amara. Brilliant girl. Woman. Scientist. Curious. Ambitious. Everything I was at her age.

  "The object in orbit. Unknown origin. Unknown purpose. Unknown threat level. Your science is impeccable. Your logic is sound. Your methodology is rigorous. Investigation makes perfect sense from scientific perspective. I taught you to think this way. To question. To investigate. To never accept ignorance when knowledge is possible. And you've learned well."

  "But?" she asks. Knowing there's always a but with me.

  "But investigation requires resources we don't have easily. Requires refitting the Salvation—the ship that saved 235,463 people. The ship that represents our history, our sacrifice, our collective survival. Currently serving as parts source for colony infrastructure. Requires diverting colony resources from agriculture that feeds everyone. From manufacturing that clothes everyone. From infrastructure that houses everyone. Requires risking lives on expedition to outer system through radiation belts we don't fully understand. Requires spending years of engineering work. Years of accumulated resources. Years of collective effort."

  "All true," Amara agrees. Never one to dodge inconvenient facts. "All necessary costs for crucial information."

  "So ask yourself honestly: What's the real cost of knowing? What's the real cost of not knowing? Which risk is actually greater when measured carefully? Not which feels greater. Not which appeals to our ambitions. Which is objectively greater?"

  "I think not knowing is objectively greater risk," she says firmly. Conviction absolute. "Unknown object in our sky for four decades. Unknown capabilities. Unknown intentions. Unknown everything. That's unacceptable uncertainty. We need information to make informed survival decisions."

  "Maybe you're right," I say softly. "Maybe not. Unknown object hasn't bothered us for forty years despite watching. Might keep not bothering us for forty more years. Or four hundred. Or four thousand. Maybe it's completely benign. Maybe it's indifferent. Maybe it's broken probe from dead civilization. Why provoke response? Why wake sleeping threat? Why trade comfortable ignorance for uncomfortable knowledge that might doom us?"

  "Because ignorance is fundamentally dangerous," Amara insists. "Because unknown threats are worse than known threats. Because information enables better decisions always."

  "So is curiosity," I counter. Voice harder now. Memory sharpening. "I was curious once. Deeply curious. Obsessively curious. Curious about how memory worked at neural level. Curious about consciousness architecture. Curious about what was theoretically possible in human cognition. That curiosity led me to help design memory editing technology. Elegant technology. Revolutionary technology. Technology that Unity weaponized immediately. Technology they used to erase people's identities systematically. To make them forget their families. To control millions without consent. To edit humanity into compliance."

  My hands are shaking badly now. Nathan steadies them gently. Warm synthetic hands holding fragile organic ones.

  "My daughter Emma was murdered because I was curious. Because I asked questions Unity didn't want answered. Because I reached too far. Because I discovered Project Salvation and refused to stay quiet. My husband Nathan was tortured seventy-two hours straight because I was curious. They broke him piece by piece. Psychological dissolution followed by neural disassembly. He died screaming my name. Both of them dead because I couldn't leave well enough alone. Because I had to know. Had to understand. Had to investigate."

  The chamber is completely silent now.

  "So yes, Dr. Singh. Investigation makes sense. Scientifically, it's the right choice. But scientifically right and morally right aren't always the same thing. Sometimes the wise choice is to leave well enough alone. Sometimes the brave choice is to stay small and quiet and humble."

  I sit back. Exhausted.

  "That's my input. You'll do what you want. You should. This is your world now. Your decision. I'm just a ghost from a broken past trying to warn the future not to repeat our mistakes."

  Elena nods slowly. "Thank you, Dr. Kane. Your perspective is... sobering."

  "It should be. I earned it with ninety-nine million corpses."

  The debate continues but I'm done. Exhausted completely. Energy spent. Voice failing. Nathan wheels me out of chamber carefully. Back through New Hope City streets I helped build three decades ago. Past buildings I helped design. Past memorial I helped dedicate. All infrastructure built from nothing. From determination. From refusal to die quietly.

  Back to our home on outskirts of city. Small farmhouse. Two bedrooms. Simple kitchen. Porch facing valley. Everything we need. Nothing we don't. Quiet life after decades of chaos.

  We sit on porch together as we do most evenings. Watch binary suns set. Kepler-442's orange primary star dropping below western horizon. Casting long shadows across valley. Secondary star following thirty minutes behind. Double sunset. Alien beauty we've watched for thirty-five years. Never gets old. Never becomes mundane.

  "Do you think they'll listen to your warning?" Nathan asks. Synthetic voice approximating concern. Close enough. Real enough.

  "No." Simple answer. Honest answer.

  "You think they'll investigate the object despite risks?"

  "Yes. They're young. Curious. Ambitious. Can't help themselves. It's in human nature fundamentally. We reach. We explore. We push boundaries. Even when we shouldn't. Especially when we shouldn't."
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