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Chapter One — The Falling Star
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The storm had been building since late afternoon, dragging itself in from the Pacific in great gray curtains, and by the time Maya Chen climbed the steps of the Meridian Observatory at half past nine that Thursday evening in October, the rain was falling in earnest—not the gentle Pacific Northwest drizzle she had grown accustomed to over four years at the ridge, but something older and more insistent, the kind of rain that feels personal.

She tucked her data tablet under her fleece and pushed through the heavy steel door, listening to it clang shut bSehind her, sealing her inside the familiar smell of ozone and machine oil and cold concrete that she had come to think of, without sentimentality but with perfect accuracy, as the smell of her life.

The dome was open. It had been open since seven, tracking a sequence of anomalous light signatures in the region of the sky corresponding to the Lyra constellation—or rather, to the deep-field void just beyond Lyra’s eastern boundary, a stretch of space that should, by every model Maya had run and re-run over the past eighteen months, have been unremarkable.

Instead it pulsed. Not dramatically, not in any way that would light up a news feed or summon a press conference.

It pulsed the way a sleeping person breathes: with a regularity so subtle you could almost convince yourself you had imagined it, and yet, once noticed, utterly impossible to unsee.

Maya had noticed it fourteen months ago. She had not told anyone.

She settled into the operator’s chair and pulled up the spectroscopic feed, scrolling through the evening’s accumulation.

The spectrograph was attached to the main thirty-six-inch refractor—not the largest instrument at Meridian by any measure, but the one she trusted most, the one she had personally recalibrated twice in the past year to be certain the readings were not an artifact of aging optics.

The data was clean. The signature was there. A rhythmic oscillation in the 389-to-400-nanometer range, ultraviolet-adjacent, faint enough to require averaging across thirty consecutive exposures to resolve, but consistent.

Always consistent. Like a heartbeat you can hear only when the room goes completely quiet.

She pulled on her headphones—not to listen to anything, but because the pressure of them against her skull helped her think, a habit she had developed in graduate school and never examined too closely—and began running the night’s analysis.

The wind outside had picked up. She could hear it working against the dome housing, a low, rhythmic pressure that made the whole structure groan in a way that should have been alarming but had long since joined the inventory of sounds she ignored.

Her mother had died six months ago. Maya tried not to think about this while she was working, which meant she thought about it constantly.

Dr. Lin Chen—pediatric cardiologist, terrible cook, reader of paperback mysteries, the woman who had spread a blanket on the grass of their Sacramento backyard every August to watch the Perseids—had been diagnosed in February and dead by April, a pace so brutal that Maya still had not, quite, caught up to it.

She had taken two weeks off work. She had flown to Sacramento, settled the estate, donated the books, stood in the empty kitchen smelling the ghost of her mother’s green tea, and then driven back to Portland and returned to the observatory because there was nothing else to do.

Because the sky did not pause for grief, and she found something almost unbearably comforting in that fact.

The monitor blinked. She leaned forward.

The oscillation pattern had changed. Not disappeared—intensified. In the past forty minutes, while she had been running her standard preprocessing routines, the amplitude of the signal had tripled.

The frequency had shifted in a way that was not random drift, not instrumental noise, not atmospheric distortion.

It was a pattern shifting in response to something. The readings were cascading across her screen in a waterfall of green numerals, and for one long, suspended moment, Maya forgot about her mother and her loneliness and her damp shoes and felt nothing but the clean, electric joy of something she could not explain.

She pulled off the headphones. She sat very still. Then she swiveled to the secondary monitor and typed a command that would cross-reference the signal’s trajectory with the observatory’s archived sky survey data—three years of nightly imaging, a searchable record of every catalogued object in that region.

The cross-reference returned in forty seconds. No matches. Whatever was producing the signal, it was not in any catalog she had access to, which meant it was either too small to have been previously detected, too transient, or—

The sky lit up outside the dome.

Maya was at the observation door before she had consciously decided to move.

She pushed it open and stepped onto the narrow external deck, immediately soaked by the rain driving sideways off the ridge.

She gripped the railing with both hands and looked up.

There was a streak of light across the eastern sky.

She had seen meteors before—hundreds of them, thousands, over a lifetime of watching—and she knew what they looked like: brief white scratches, here and gone in a second, trailing ionized trails that faded before you could properly fix your eyes on them.

This was not that. This was slower. It held its luminosity.

The color was wrong—not the pale greenish-white of a typical meteorite ablating through the atmosphere but something cooler, almost silver at the leading edge with a deep violet bloom behind it, as though whatever was burning was burning at a temperature that did not quite correspond to any rock or metal she could name.

The trajectory was wrong, too. Too shallow. Too controlled.

She tracked it across the sky—southeast to northwest, losing altitude in a long, deliberate arc—and watched it descend behind the tree line of the ridge below the observatory.

There was no explosion. There was a brief, muted pulse of light that rose from somewhere in the forest, below and to the east of the service road, and then the sky went dark again and there was nothing but rain.

Maya stood on the deck for another full minute, soaked to the skin, her heart beating in her teeth.

Then she went inside, grabbed her rain jacket and her emergency kit and her car keys, and drove down the service road.

The road was unpaved below the first switchback, and in the rain it had become a slow, treacherous river of red clay and displaced gravel.

Her truck slid twice on the descent, and both times she corrected automatically, the way you do when you have driven the same road in every condition for four years.

She did not question what she was doing. She was aware, in some calm and clinical corner of her mind, that what she was doing was imprudent—driving alone into a dark forest in a violent rainstorm to investigate an unknown impact site was not the behavior of a careful scientist—but the other part of her mind, the larger part, the part that had decided at age eleven that the universe was the most interesting thing there was and that she intended to spend her life pressing her face against its glass, had already committed her fully and without appeal.

She parked where the road bent and the tree canopy closed overhead, cutting the rain to a fine mist.

She took her flashlight, pulled her hood up, and pushed through the undergrowth.

The impact site was not difficult to find. There was a smell first—not the sharp sulfur she associated with meteorite strikes but something else, something she would later struggle to describe and finally settle on as the scent of static electricity and warm stone, like the air before a lightning strike.

Then the light: a faint luminescence that had nothing to do with her flashlight, emanating from a shallow depression in the forest floor perhaps twenty meters in from the road.

The trees around the edge of the depression had been stripped of their lower branches, not burnt but stripped clean, as though an enormous pressure had passed through the space at low altitude.

The leaf litter in the depression itself was scorched—blackened and still faintly warm beneath her boots when she stepped carefully to the edge and looked down.

In the center of the depression, lying on a carpet of scorched leaves, was a man.

Maya stopped breathing.

He appeared, at first glance, entirely human. He was tall—she could estimate even from here, could see the long lines of him stretched across the ground—with dark skin and a face that was, in profile, structured and still.

He was clothed in something she had no category for: a garment that was seamless, neither a jacket nor a suit, that seemed to shift between dark silver and deep charcoal as her flashlight moved across it, as though the material itself was responsive to light.

He was unconscious. His chest rose and fell.

She took a step closer. And then another. And then she was at the rim of the depression, close enough to see what she had first dismissed as an artifact of the light—a trick of her flashlight beam on wet skin—and understood was not.

At his temples, and along the backs of his hands, which lay open and upward at his sides, the skin carried a faint iridescent quality, like the surface of a soap bubble or oil on still water, shifting through colors that had no business being on a human face: blue to green to a deep, soft violet, moving in slow, barely perceptible waves.

It was not paint. It was not injury. It moved with him when he breathed.

She stood there for a long time, rain dripping from the bill of her hood, flashlight steady, scientific mind cataloguing and discarding hypotheses with the rapid efficiency of long practice: burn victim with unusual chemical exposure—no, the skin was not damaged;

theatrical makeup—no, the depth and movement; contamination suit malfunction—no, the seamlessness of the garment;

hallucination due to fatigue and emotional stress—possible, but she had been working twelve-hour days for four years and never hallucinated, and the mud under his body was real and so was the warmth rising from the scorched leaves and so was the sound of his breathing.

His breathing. She focused on that. Slow, steady, deep. Whatever had happened to him, he was alive.

She thought about calling Dr. Ramirez, the observatory director, who was technically on call for exactly this kind of anomalous event.

She thought about calling the county sheriff. She thought about calling FEMA, or NASA, or the number she had looked up once, two years ago, in a moment of half-joking curiosity, for the Air Force’s aerospace defense reporting line.

She thought about all of these things in rapid, serious succession.

She called none of them.

Instead, she descended into the depression, moving carefully to avoid stepping on him, and crouched beside him in the warm, strange-smelling earth.

Up close, the iridescence was undeniable—beautiful, in fact, in a way that she recognized but did not permit herself to dwell on because beauty was not a scientific criterion.

She touched two fingers to the side of his neck, the way she had learned in the first aid certification she’d renewed last spring.

His pulse was there. Slow and strong and perfectly even, a beat that seemed in no hurry whatsoever, as though it was calibrated to longer rhythms than her own.

She sat back on her heels and looked at him. At the impossible, iridescent planes of his face.

At the seamless shimmer of his garment. At the shallow depression his body had pressed into the scorched earth of the forest floor
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