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CHAPTER ONE: THE NIGHT EVERYTHING FELL
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The universe, Celia Beaumont had decided at approximately two fourteen in the morning, had a personal vendetta against her.

It was not a new theory. She had been developing it quietly for years, in the way that serious scientists sometimes develop theories they are not prepared to publish — carefully, with supporting evidence, and with a reluctant respect for what the data was telling them. The data, tonight, was telling her quite a lot.

Item one: her co-worker, Darnell, had texted at nine p.m. to say he had food poisoning and would not be joining her for the Perseid auxiliary event she had been preparing for three months. Not the main Perseid shower — that was August, and well-documented. This was a secondary dispersal arc that her models predicted would peak tonight between one and four a.m., visible from the Ridgeline Mountain Observatory's upper deck with a clarity that simply would not be replicated for at least four years. She needed someone to manage the backup data logger while she worked the primary telescope. She now had no one.

Item two: the primary data logger was glitching. It had been glitching since eleven p.m. in a manner she could best describe as interpretive — sometimes it logged, sometimes it didn't, and once it had logged the same timestamp four times in a row, which was either a fascinating anomaly or a sign that the firmware needed updating, and either way she did not have time for it.

Item three: her coffee was cold. She had made a fresh thermos at midnight and somehow, in the way that coffee did when the universe was making a point, it was already the temperature of mild disappointment.

Cece — she had been Cece since the age of seven, when her best friend at the time had declared "Celia" too fancy for a girl who ate dirt — stood at the railing of the observatory's upper deck and looked out at the sky with the focused expression of someone conducting a staring contest with infinity. The Ridgeline Mountain Observatory sat at eight thousand four hundred feet above sea level in the Colorado Rockies, which meant the air was thin and cold and extraordinarily clear, and the sky above her was the kind of extravagant, excessive, almost rude display of stars that people who lived in cities did not believe was real until they saw it. Cece had seen it hundreds of times and it still hit her somewhere below the sternum every single time.

She loved this sky. She loved it the way other people loved music or home cooking or the particular feeling of a good book on a rainy afternoon. The sky was her entire argument for why being alive was worthwhile, and she was not embarrassed about that.

She was, however, embarrassed about talking to it.

"You could cooperate," she told the data logger, and then, when it blinked uselessly at her, addressed the wider sky. "You could also cooperate. I've been very patient. I've been cataloguing your behavior for six years. The least you could do is give me one clean arc of data without making me troubleshoot the firmware at two in the morning."

The sky did not respond. It rarely did. This was, she supposed, its appeal.

She was resetting the logger for the fourth time when the first real meteor crossed the upper third of her field of view — a clean, bright streak, magnitude minus two at least, burning white-green as it hit atmosphere. Then another. Then three more in quick succession, and her heart did the thing it always did when the sky finally delivered: it lifted clean out of her chest and floated somewhere above her head, weightless with the specific joy of a scientist watching her predictions come true in light.

"There you are," she breathed, and grabbed her clipboard.

For twenty minutes, everything was right with the world. She logged arcs, noted brightness and angle, watched the secondary dispersal perform almost exactly as her models had suggested it would. The glitching data logger even behaved itself for a full eleven minutes, as though it too had gotten caught up in the spectacle. Cece worked with the concentrated efficiency of someone who had done this so many times that her hands knew what to do while her mind ran ahead, already composing sentences about the implications of tonight's data for the broader dispersion model she had been refining for two years.

Then one of the meteors did not arc.

She saw it in her peripheral vision first — a brighter object, moving faster, and then not arcing at all but dropping. Straight down. The trajectory was wrong in a way that made her brain stumble, because meteors did not do that, meteors burned and arced and diminished, they did not simply fall like a stone dropped from a great height, like something released rather than burning up, like —

It hit the treeline. Fifty yards from the observation deck, maybe sixty, somewhere in the dense belt of ponderosa pines at the mountain's eastern edge. And there was no explosion. No fire. No dramatic crater or shockwave. Just a soft, silver-white light that bloomed briefly between the trees and then faded slowly, like a lamp being turned down, until there was nothing but the ordinary darkness of the pine forest at two in the morning.

Cece stood very still for a moment.

She was a scientist. She had a thorough and respectful relationship with what was possible and what was not. She believed in evidence and methodology and peer review. She believed that unusual phenomena almost always had mundane explanations and that the business of science was to find them.

She also had a flashlight. And curiosity so deep and structural it was basically part of her spine.

"Don't go into the woods alone at two a.m.," she said to herself, in the tone of a person reciting a rule they are already in the process of breaking. She grabbed her flashlight. She went into the woods.

The pines were dense and fragrant and absolutely silent in the way that mountain forests were silent at night — a complete silence, full and total and slightly pressing on the eardrums. Her flashlight beam cut through it cleanly. Pine needles, bark, the occasional glint of a rock. No fire. No crater. No scorch marks on the ground, which was the first genuinely strange detail her scientific mind logged and filed under anomalous.

She found him approximately forty yards in, sitting upright against the base of a large ponderosa pine as though he had simply sat down there for a rest. He was tall — even seated, she could tell he was tall — with dark hair that had gone silver at the temples in a way that was so precisely distinguished it might have been styled that way, though she was fairly sure it hadn't. He was wearing a charcoal suit. Not hiking clothes. Not camping gear. A well-tailored charcoal suit that somehow, despite the evidence suggesting he had recently arrived from some altitude via non-conventional means, was not dirty. Not a pine needle on him. Not a grass stain. Not a wrinkle that hadn't been pressed into the fabric deliberately.

He was looking at his own hands when she arrived — turning them over with an expression of bewildered fascination, as though they were something new and surprising. Then he became aware of her flashlight and looked up.

His eyes caught the beam the way eyes sometimes did, but wrong — not the reddish reflection of a person's retinas in a flashlight at night, but a cool, pale catch of light, like mirror glass, like the surface of still water under moonlight. It lasted only a fraction of a second, and then he was simply a man looking at her, with dark grey eyes and an expression of polite composure that seemed absolutely inappropriate for the circumstances.

"That," he said, in a voice that was low and measured, with an accent she couldn't immediately place — something in the vowels, something slightly formal, as if English were a language he had learned very thoroughly from written sources — "was more disorienting than I expected."

Cece stared at him. Her scientific mind was running rapidly through categories. Injured hiker. Extremely well-dressed lost person. Someone who had driven up the mountain road and had some kind of accident. Someone who —

"Who the hell are you," she said, keeping her voice steady, "and where did you come from?"

He looked up at her. He looked at the sky — the specific, considered look of a person checking in on something familiar. Then he looked back at her.

"The Orion Nebula, originally," he said, with the matter-of-fact calm of someone giving their home address. "Though more recently, the third celestial tier."

The pine forest was very quiet.

Cece looked at him. She looked at her data logger, which she was still holding, and which had chosen this precise moment to begin blinking again in its peculiar, interpretive way. She looked back at the man in the immaculate charcoal suit, sitting against the pine tree, watching her with silver-edged eyes.

"The universe," she said, very quietly, "does have a personal vendetta against me."

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO: A STRANGER IN THE STARS
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The sensible thing, Cece told herself as she marched back through the pines with a possibly-concussed possibly-delusional stranger following at a polite distance, would have been to call someone. Emergency services. The park ranger station. Anyone with more professional qualifications for this situation than a thirty-eight-month appointment as senior observing astronomer at a mountain research facility.

The problem was that she was a scientist, and scientists — the good ones, the honest ones — did not simply categorize and dismiss anomalies. They investigated. And this man was anomalous in so many respects she had already lost count.

He had not been disoriented in the way of someone who had hit his head. He had been disoriented in the specific way of someone encountering new conditions — curious, alert, adjusting. He had followed her out of the trees with the easy physical grace of someone entirely comfortable in his body, not the stumbling careful movement of someone who might have fallen from any kind of height. And when she had asked his name, he had said, without a flicker of hesitation or irony: "Orion."

Just Orion. No last name offered. He said it the way someone said a name they had had for a very long time.

"Right," she had said.

"I understand that sounds implausible," he had added, very reasonably.

"Does it," she had said, in a tone that conveyed that implausible was doing a lot of very heavy lifting in that sentence.

He had almost smiled. Almost. The corner of his mouth
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