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“Kuiper Station,” Addison said.

The words altered the gravity in the room. Her reflection stared back at her from the blackened glass of the office wall: pale, sharp-eyed, and too young to already be tired in ways rest, sleep, and meditation could never fix.

It was six o’clock on a Friday evening, the worst possible time to end a career. Outside the tinted windows of the Space Authority headquarters, Houston glowed in fractured bands of gold and steel. The mid-spring sun hammered against the slitted, built-in blinds, bleeding through in thin, surgical lines of light that cut across the dark-paneled office. Inside, the enhanced climate system exhaled recycled cold air with mechanical indifference, raising gooseflesh on Addison’s arms despite the heat shimmering outside. She sat stiffly in one of the Authority’s ergonomic chairs across from the man who had once convinced her that science still mattered.

Zane Cleabold looked down at his desk, tapping his old college ring against the polished wood. The sound was soft but relentless, a nervous metronome counting down the seconds until this stopped being a conversation and became an executed decision.

“I’m sorry, Addison, but it’s for the best,” he said. 

A harsh laugh escaped her before she could stop it. She brushed a strand of silky dark-brown hair out of her face, the motion sharp, almost defensive. “Why does everybody think they know what’s best for me?” Her voice echoed faintly off the walls, dampened by sound-absorbing panels hidden behind the wood. “I can decide for myself, and I don’t see how my research will do any better at Kuiper Station than it will at main headquarters.”  She leaned forward. “Unless the executive branch has a special interest in keeping it away from Earth.”

Zane finally looked up. Sunlight framed him from behind, outlining his shoulders in a false halo as he folded his hands on the desk. “You’re interested in spatial distortions, and Kuiper Station is becoming the front line of that research. Out there, you’ll have faster access to raw data, clearer sensor arrays, and none of the signal lag you fight every day from Earth.” His voice was measured, diplomatic. Too rehearsed. “It would allow you to figure out what happened to the object more efficiently than you ever could from an Earth-based observatory,” he continued.

Addison narrowed her blue eyes. “A discovery that vanished in the heliopause, and was publicly discredited within forty-eight hours.”

Zane leaned back in his chair, the leather sighing beneath the weight of his medium frame. “I did all I could, but you broke the news too soon. You should have done more verification before publishing.”

Her chair scraped faintly as she straightened, pulling herself as tall as her five-foot-two frame would allow. “I should have researched it more?” Her voice trembled not with fear, but with something closer to rage. “You were eager enough to put your name on that paper when we discovered the radio wave had linguistic structure.” She jabbed a finger toward the desk. “Now it’s disappeared, and suddenly you want distance.”

“It’s been six months since we detected anything,” Zane said quietly. “You have to face the facts.  It’s gone.” He sighed. “Whatever it was isn’t what we thought.”

“Nothing went wrong,” Addison shot back. “Something unexpected happened, and instead of supporting me, everyone turned on me.”

“It’s a failure,” Zane said.

She leaned back, crossing her arms. “Doesn’t fail mean ‘first attempt at learning’?”

Silence stretched between them, thick as a vacuum.

“It’s there,” she continued. “I know it is. Something is happening in the heliopause. You and the rest of the Space Authority are too eager to pretend otherwise.” She leaned forward again. “Are you hiding something, or are you scared?”

“Scared of what?” Zane stood, pacing toward the window. “What we thought was an alien structure turned out to be nothing more than a rogue Kuiper Belt object. A rock. An anomaly.”

“Anomalies don’t just vanish. Some sign or trace is always left.”

“They do when the data is flawed.”

She sank back into her chair, disbelief tightening her chest. “This isn’t like you, Zane. What’s really happening? Are you under pressure from above?”

“No,” he snapped, then softened his tone. “You’re protecting your research. I understand that, but I can’t help you anymore.”

The words landed harder than any accusation. Addison paled. “What happened to ‘our research.’”

Zane ceased his pacing and stared out of the window. “Some theories are right. Some are wrong. This one is wrong. Let it go.” He gestured toward the polluted sky and the dying planet below. “There’s plenty out there—an infinite universe. You aren’t done; you just need to expand your focus. There’s more than just this. Look elsewhere, and I’m sure you’ll find something equally fascinating and groundbreaking.”

“Look elsewhere?” Addison asked quietly. “Casually throw away fifteen years of work, undone by a viral smear campaign? That’s how you mentor me now?”

“You don’t need a mentor anymore, Addison. You can stand on your own.” Zane paused. “Besides, you know that smear campaign was Space Solutions. They undermine our work for profit. Astronomers are easy targets. We’ve seen it so many times that it’s become cliché.”

“And I just became another cliché to the Space Authority,” she muttered. “It may seem trite to you, but it’s a betrayal to me. I didn’t realize that I was disposable.” 

He turned back to her. “The best minds don’t stay Earthside anymore. The infrastructure is collapsing. Up there—on the stations and the colonies—it’s stable.”

“Because robots run it,” she said.

“Because AI is building the future instead of trying to save a dead world.”

She almost smiled. Almost. “When were you planning to tell me you’re moving headquarters to Europa?”

Zane froze.

She pulled her phone from her pocket, the screen casting cold light across the room as a synthetic anchor recited the headlines in a polished metallic voice.

“Dr. Zane Cleabold, newly appointed Head of Interstellar Astronomy, announced yesterday that the Space Authority's main headquarters are moving to Europa with the full support of the World Government, in six weeks. This is the latest in a string of relocations due to the government mandate to move interstellar research off Earth to more appropriate interstellar facilities so planetary resources can be directed to the ‘New Eden’ project that will restore the Earth to its intended integrity.”

Zane looked away, carefully taking a seat at his desk.

“It broke an hour ago,” Addison said. “You probably should have fired me this morning.”

“It’s not a termination, it’s a contract transfer,” he insisted. 

She stood so fast her chair toppled backward. Her phone slipped from her fingers, striking the plush carpet with a dull thud as she slammed her palms against the desk. “Space Solutions bought an engineering firm that they plan to farm out across the solar system, with the head engineer being transferred to Kuiper Station this morning,” she said. “And now I’m reassigned to a station where very place that discredited me is establishing a major interest. Why would they do that? Why would they target me specifically, and then swipe up my contract as soon as they invest in research on Kuiper Station?”

Zane looked up at her. “You don’t understand. There are bigger forces—”

“You leaked the data,” she said. “You buried the truth. You sacrificed me.”

The room felt smaller now, the walls closing in.

“You were my mentor,” she said, her voice breaking. “Now you’re nothing more than a technocratic politician.”

Zane sagged back into his chair. “Earth is done with us,” he said quietly. “They don’t want saving.”

Addison crossed her arms. “Congratulations, Zane. You made it to the top of the Space Authority, and you’ve sacrificed everything to do it. I hope it’s worth it.”

She turned, each step echoing down the hall beyond the sealed door.

The future waited beyond Earth’s gravity well, and she would reach it alone.
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“Kuiper Station?”

Jemina’s voice cracked on the name. On Emerie’s screen, her daughter’s face was framed by the sterile gray walls, modular panels, and the faint glow of status lights embedded in the corners of her office on Lunar Base One. The background made Jemina’s features stand out sharply: pale skin dusted with freckles, green eyes bright with disbelief, fiery red hair pulled back in a utilitarian twist that did nothing to soften the accusation in her expression. “You’re giving yourself the chance you never gave Dad.”

The words landed exactly where Emerie expected them to. Still, they hurt.

Emerie swallowed, her throat tightening as she sat alone in her home office on Earth. She had pushed the clutter of data slates aside to clear space for the call, but the room still felt cramped, weighed down by gravity and the stale heaviness of recycled air. She folded her hands together to keep them from shaking. “That’s not fair,” she said quietly. “Your father didn’t want the advanced treatments. You know he was one of the disconnected. No genetic engineering. No off-world medicine. He wanted to live and die human, on the planet where we were created.”

Jemina crossed her arms, the fabric of her gray uniform creasing sharply. “It wasn’t always that way. He had an active neural chip until he retired. He traveled the inner system for work and knew it like he knew our backyard.” Her jaw tightened. “Then he got cancer, and suddenly he grounded himself.”

“You know the radiation exposure made spaceflight dangerous during treatment,” Emerie said. “It could have undermined what little time we had.”

“That hasn’t been true for twenty years,” Jemina shot back. “Nanotech fixed that.” She shook her head. “I don’t know why his sudden change of morals was such a big secret, but I’m starting to accept that I’ll never know. Family secrets usually turn out to be something incredibly stupid.”

Emerie winced. “Some things aren’t simple, Jemina. Life looks different when you have more years behind you.”

Jemina leaned back until her chair creaked. “Should I be comforted that you don’t share his morals now that you’re sick, or should I call you a hypocrite?”

The word hung between them.

Emerie drew a careful breath. “I don’t have cancer. Not yet. My last physical scan showed cells in my lungs failing to differentiate properly. It’s a precursor condition. Stem-cell therapy can correct it, but that’s only available off Earth.”

Jemina straightened instantly. Her arms fell to her sides, and she gripped the edge of her desk hard enough that her knuckles whitened. “So you get a medical exemption now. Too late for Dad, but just in time for you.”

Emerie raised her hands helplessly. “What do you want me to say? I argued with him for months. In the end, I had to respect his decision. You can’t force people to save themselves.”

Jemina looked away, swiping at her eye with her sleeve.

“I thought you’d be happy,” Emerie continued softly. “I thought you’d want at least one parent alive.”

“You’re not wrong,” Jemina said, turning back. “What happened? Where did this perfectly timed miracle come from?”

Emerie hesitated, then decided not to soften it. “I’m transferring through work to expand the deep-space research in progress at Kuiper Station. Addison Shull, one of my former undergraduate students at MIT, identified an anomaly in the heliopause two years ago. The object disappeared six months ago, and she was discredited, but an AI engineer on Kuiper Station detected new signals two weeks ago that included temporal distortions and possible linguistic structure. Space Solutions and SETI want a team to investigate.”

Jemina snorted. “As head of Physics at SETI, you’re the obvious choice. Why now? Why not sooner?”

“It wasn’t possible before. The Space Authority owned Addison’s research. They only released it recently, along with her.” Emerie spread her hands. “Space Solutions is consolidating off-world assets. They want their own team on Kuiper Station.”

“And you demanded Addison,” Jemina said flatly.

“Yes.”

Jemina shook her head. “They trashed her publicly. I can’t imagine they were thrilled.”

“They wanted her away from the Space Authority and off Earth,” Emerie said. “Her mentor was too visible. This was strategic.”

“She’s okay with this?”

“She doesn’t know all of the details. All she knows is that her contract has been transferred, and I requested it be assigned to my team.”

Jemina let out a humorless laugh. “Figures.”

Emerie leaned forward. “Politics are worse Earthside. Out there, at least the science matters.”

“And space fixes all corruption,” Jemina said dryly.

Emerie sighed. “Nothing fixes everything. I know this might be a mistake, but I can’t stay.” She paused. “None of us can. Earth has exiled the interstellar scientists. They’re invoking an ‘Earth First’ policy that will direct all planetary resources toward restoring the planet, and will no longer support the interstellar community.” 

Jemina crossed her arms. “It’s a good thing we can sustain ourselves. Did they consider that we might be better off without them?”

Emerie shrugged. “Probably not. Does it matter? The decision is made. One way or another, I’d have to leave.” 

“When was your scan?”

“Three weeks ago.”

Jemina’s expression hardened. First, my father dies on that overheated dictatorship of a planet, and now I’m losing my mother to deep space. Are you trying to make me an orphan?”

“You left Earth,” Emerie said gently. “Maybe you wanted distance.”

Jemina flushed. “You’ve always chosen your work.”

Emerie’s voice broke. “I’m trying to choose life.”

Silence followed, broken only by the faint hum of station systems bleeding through Jemina’s feed. Finally, Jemina said quietly, “The entire solar system is at your disposal, and you chose Kuiper Station. That’s as far away as you can go.”

Emerie nodded. “And maybe far enough to matter.”
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“You can’t do that. I’m entitled to half the money from your mother’s estate as your wife.”

Karis’s face filled Landon’s screen, sharp and dark against the curated softness of a living room he didn’t recognize: polished stone walls, recessed lighting, and a couch that cost more than their old house ever had. Her dark eyes were flat, unblinking, her tan skin drawn tight with outrage.

Landon resisted the urge to laugh. Instead, he tugged at the collar of his shirt and fanned himself discreetly. His office was a greenhouse masquerading as modern architecture: three walls of reinforced glass trapping Atlanta’s late-spring heat like a deliberate insult. The sun glared off the skyline, the building’s thermal regulators lagging behind rolling brownouts that SmartAC would have solved if anyone on Earth still cared to upgrade legacy systems.

“Then you can kiss my left butt cheek,” he said evenly. “You aren’t getting it.”

Her lips thinned. “We’re still married. It’s in the will.”

“You’re assuming,” Landon replied. Sweat slid down his spine as he leaned back in his chair. “If you’d bothered to attend the reading, you’d know that.”

Her eyes widened. “You manipulated her.”

“I don’t manipulate people,” he said. “That’s your specialty.”

Karis leaned forward, her image pixelating for a moment as bandwidth throttled. “So what, your mother finally saw me for what I am?”

“Terminal illness seems to have a way of stripping things down to the truth, and she saw you for who you became,” Landon snapped. “Cheating on me while she was dying was impressive, even for you.”

“Prove it.”

“I will. At the hearing.”

Her composure slipped for half a second. Just enough.

“Did you turn Kylan against me?” she demanded. “Is that why he left?”

Landon exhaled slowly. “He left because Earth is collapsing, Mars was offering scholarships to anyone smart enough to escape, and the institute there was sending people to do work where it would be accepted and appreciated. He didn’t abandon you. He survived and thrived. You should be happy for him. Of the three of us, he’s the most stable.”

Silence followed, thick and charged.

“You always loved him more,” Karis said quietly.

“I respected him more,” Landon replied. “He isn’t pretending the planet can be saved by studying rocks while the air poisons us.”

Her eyes flashed. “If Earth is dying, why are you still designing for it?”

“I’m not,” he said. 

She stiffened. “What does that mean?”

“It means Space Solutions acquired my firm in a full buyout.” He allowed himself a thin smile. “Operations are relocating to Kuiper Station.”

Her breath caught. “You sold it without me and are going out there to join him.”

“Contingencies,” he said. “You should’ve read the prenup more carefully.”

“What does Kuiper Station need with an engineering company?”

“Interstellar infrastructure and AI architecture,” Landon said. “The things your son and I built.”

Her face hardened. “I’ll contest everything.”

“You can try.” He ended the call before she could respond. The screen went dark, leaving his reflection floating faintly in the glass wall that looked older than he felt, and younger than the world thought he should be. He wiped his face and stared out at the haze choking the horizon.

“I should’ve left sooner,” he murmured.
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He’s coming here.

The thought echoed through Kylan’s mind as he lay flat on his narrow bunk, staring at the smooth composite ceiling of Kuiper Station. The tablet-computer slipped from his fingers and clattered softly to the floor. There wasn’t far for it to fall. Nothing on the station ever had far to go. His quarters were a cube: efficient, standardized, stripped of indulgence:  a bed, desk, and hygiene module barely larger than a closet. Personal space was a concession, not a right. Everything else—meals, exercise, medical care, and even entertainment—was communal, automated, and optimized.

His lab, on the other hand, was enormous. That was the trade.

He exhaled and closed his eyes. Maybe Dad coming wasn’t the worst thing. Landon needed a reset, and Kylan understood that instinct better than anyone. Earth had been rotting quietly for decades as politicians argued optics while AI triaged collapse. Cleaner minds, fewer dementias, and longer lives were all hiding the truth that the air was killing them faster than medicine could save them. Off-world was the only real treatment. Still, it was the one place Kylan had hoped to leave the past behind.

The heliopause anomaly had changed everything.

It was supposed to be gone; lost beyond detection and dismissed as a misclassification. Yet the data said otherwise: temporal noise, spatial drift, and signal structures that shouldn’t persist in a vacuum. Something was still there, hiding inside the math. And then the unauthorized launch of Voyager 3 sixteen days ago. Officially, they were dead, lost in a flash of light during an ill-advised attempt at first contact.

Kylan almost laughed at that. They weren’t dead. The telemetry spike was too clean and symmetrical. A staged disappearance, engineered by brilliant, impatient minds who didn’t want oversight slowing them down.

They stepped on me to get what they wanted.

He clenched his jaw. He had given them everything—algorithms, simulations, predictive AI models—and they’d repaid him by abandoning him. Even Symone.

The memory tightened his chest.

“That isn’t helping,” his AI therapist said gently, its voice resonating directly through his neural interface as it detected spiked stress hormones. He didn’t realize he had triggered it. Great, another voice in his head. He really needed to reset those parameters.

“I know,” Kylan muttered.

Grief had made him careless. Losing his grandmother. Losing his mother in everything but name. Watching Earth burn right along with his family from a distance while pretending science was immune to politics. Now his father was coming. Space Solutions was consolidating power. Kuiper Station was becoming less a research outpost and more a frontier capital.

And the object beyond the heliopause was still waiting.

Kylan sat up slowly. He would do it right this time. No shortcuts. No betrayals.

Whatever was out there was already starting to pull them in.
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Addison stood at the viewport of Lunar Base One, arms folded tight against herself, fingertips pressed into the fabric of her sleeves as she stared down at Earth.

She had never been so cold.

The temperature inside the observation ring was regulated to human comfort, the same as every other public corridor on the base. The chill had nothing to do with the air. It lived inside her, a persistent, invasive void that no amount of insulation could touch.

The doctors had been reassuring, almost bored by it. It's temporary, they said. A known side effect of neural chip recalibration combined with post-enhancement genetic tuning. Two weeks of quarantine protocols had forced her body to relearn equilibrium in low gravity. Her metabolism was adjusting. As a native of Raleigh, North Carolina, she had spent her entire life in the sizzling humidity of the southern United States, save for her time in school at MIT and Caltech. Her thermoregulation algorithms were still calibrating themselves against an environment she and her ancestors had never evolved to survive in. It was perfectly normal, they assured her. They saw this every day. She was just another client passing through. 

It didn’t feel normal.

The cold crept inward, settling beneath her ribs, hollowing her out from the inside. It felt like a loss more than temperature, like something vital had been quietly removed and not replaced. Or rather, she had been removed and would never be replaced in her planet of origin again. Her
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