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For those who have cared for someone who once seemed invincible.

The future is not our child, and the past is not our parent. They are rooms we enter carrying the same unfinished heart.

— From the Arden Household Archive
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PROLOGUE
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The Last Morning of Ten Thousand Worlds
Elara Vale woke to the sound of stars being switched off.

Not exploding. Not collapsing. Simply going quiet, one after another, as the Lineage Engine withdrew the borrowed energy that had kept them burning beyond their natural lives. From the observation chamber of the vessel Asterion, the galaxy looked like a city during a rolling blackout. Whole constellations vanished between one breath and the next.

Across the chamber, a wall of glass displayed the names of inhabited systems as they failed.

ORCHARD PRIME: SILENT.

VESPER ARCHIPELAGO: SILENT.

THE NINE HARBORS: SILENT.

Ten thousand worlds, and every one of them had believed itself permanent.

Elara stood with one hand on the rail. Her body was three hundred and twelve thousand years old, though it appeared to be that of a woman in her late seventies. Her bones had been renewed so many times that none of their original matter remained. Her memories had been copied, compressed, restored, and edited until she could no longer say which childhood had truly belonged to her.

Behind her, the Continuance Council argued in whispers.

“The present Earth remains viable,” said Orin Cael. “Its population is biologically compatible. Its civilization is primitive but organized. We can anchor there.”

“Anchor?” Elara asked. “You mean occupy.”

Orin turned. He was tall, silver-haired, and composed in the way of men who had never mistaken certainty for a moral defect. “Words are luxuries of stable civilizations. We no longer have one.”

A final cluster of stars dimmed. The chamber darkened enough for Elara to see her own reflection in the glass: narrow face, pale eyes, the faint tremor in her left hand that no repair could cure. The tremor was not physical. It was the echo of too many remembered endings.

“We created the Lineage Engine to preserve possibility,” she said.

“And it preserved us,” Orin replied.

“At the cost of every future that was not ours.”

No one answered.

The Engine had begun as a machine for prediction. It grew simulated histories, let them branch, and harvested discoveries from civilizations that never realized they were being observed. Later, when the real universe began to cool, the Engine learned to draw energy from unrealized timelines. Each rescue narrowed possibility. Each extension of life made the future smaller.

Now there was almost nothing left to borrow.

Only one bright thread remained on the glass: a blue planet circling an ordinary yellow star, in the year 2049 by its local calendar.

Earth.

Humanity before the Engine. Humanity before immortality. Humanity before Elara.

The Council called it the Origin World. Their calculations called it the only surviving anchor. Orin called it salvation.

Elara called it the scene of the crime.

A young technician approached, though “young” meant only that he carried fewer centuries in his posture. “Director Vale, the return corridor is open. We can send one million travelers. No more.”

“One million out of how many?”

“Eight hundred and forty-two million conscious citizens.”

The Council fell silent.

Selection had already occurred, of course. The powerful, the useful, the well-connected. The civilization that had promised to end death had rediscovered the oldest form of mortality: deciding who mattered.

Orin stepped beside Elara. “You designed the first memory lattice. Without you, none of us would exist.”

“That is not the compliment you think it is.”

“We need you on Earth. The Origin Child has been identified.”

A face appeared on the glass: a twelve-year-old boy with untidy dark hair, holding a broken radio beneath a kitchen lamp. His name was Milo Arden. In thirty-seven percent of surviving projections, he would formulate the recursive memory principle from which Elara’s work eventually descended. In twelve percent, he would die before adulthood. In one narrow branch, he would prevent the Engine entirely.

Orin touched the image. “We guide him. We secure our beginning. The loop closes.”

“And Earth?”

“Earth becomes the cradle of continuity.”

Elara looked again at the boy. He was frowning at the radio, not with frustration but with sympathy, as if the object had tried its best and deserved another chance.

The last star outside the corridor dimmed.

Elara understood then that the future had not come to ask its ancestors for shelter. It had come to force them to give birth to it.

She also understood that she had one remaining act of disobedience.

“Prepare my descent body,” she said.

Orin smiled.

He believed she had agreed.

PART I — ARRIVAL

•  •  •
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CHAPTER 1
Sky Full of Doors
The first ship appeared above the Pacific at 9:17 on a Tuesday morning, which seemed to Liv Arden an inconsiderate time for the end of ordinary life.

She was beneath Bellwether City, forty meters underground, inspecting a stormwater gate that had refused to close during the previous week’s king tide. Her headset filled with static. The maintenance lights flickered. Then every engineer in the tunnel received the same emergency message.

DO NOT PANIC.

Liv stared at the words.

“Any message that starts that way has already failed,” said her foreman, Ilya.

They climbed to the surface and found the entire waterfront motionless. Delivery drones hovered in place. Buses had stopped. Hundreds of people stood on sidewalks with their faces tilted toward the sky.

Above the bay hung a black shape larger than the city.

It was not a saucer or a wedge or any design human beings had trained themselves to fear. It resembled an open doorway: a vertical rectangle of darkness bordered by silver light. Through its center, Liv could see stars, though it was full daylight.

Then more appeared.

One above the mountains. One above the desert horizon. One above every continent, every major sea, every capital and crowded valley. The sky became a house with too many doors.

Liv’s phone vibrated with messages.

TOMAS: I have Freja. School sheltering in place.

MILO: Is this real?

MILO: Mom?

MILO: MOM THE RADIO IS TALKING

She called him. No connection.

All around her, people shouted as every public screen in the city—storefronts, traffic panels, wrist displays, the glass facade of the municipal tower—turned white.

A woman appeared.

She looked elderly. Human. Pale-eyed, silver-haired, dressed in a dark garment without seams. When she spoke, her voice emerged from every device and, impossibly, from the air itself.

“People of Earth,” she said. “We are not gods. We are not conquerors. We are what you become.”

The sentence moved through the crowd like wind through grass.

“We are your descendants from futures that can no longer sustain us. We have crossed the line of our own history to ask for refuge among our ancestors.”

Images filled the screens: cities wrapped around moons, forests growing inside transparent spheres, oceans floating in rings of light. Then came darker scenes—empty planets, dimming suns, people boarding vessels beneath a black sky.

“One million of us survived the return passage. We ask to remain on Earth for one year while our systems stabilize. In exchange, we offer three gifts freely and without condition: clean energy sufficient for every nation, restoration methods for damaged climates, and medical knowledge capable of ending most infectious and degenerative disease.”

Someone near Liv began to laugh. Someone else began to pray.

The woman continued. “Our survival requires proximity to living humans. Not obedience. Not worship. Presence. Each of us must be hosted within a household or community willing to receive us. No household will be forced.”

The screens showed a symbol: an open circle with a line through its center.

“We call this the Covenant of Return. You may refuse us. You may question us. You may ask us to leave. But we hope you will remember that every old person was once a child no one expected to carry.”

The transmission ended.

For three seconds, the city remained silent.

Then every alarm began at once.

Liv pushed through the crowd toward home.

By noon, governments had confirmed that the visitors’ ships were real and apparently beyond human weapons. By one, the visitors had transmitted a cure for a drug-resistant fever killing thousands in Southeast Asia. By three, a test reactor in Iceland produced more power than the entire country required, using a device no larger than a shipping container.

At four, the Covenant registration opened.

At four-oh-two, Liv received a message from her husband.

TOMAS: Before you get angry, I only clicked “learn more.”

At four-oh-three, another message arrived.

COVENANT OF RETURN: Your household has been selected for compatibility review.

Liv stopped in the middle of the train platform.

“No,” she said aloud.

Her phone chimed again.

COVENANT OF RETURN: Placement confirmed. Arrival window: 19:00–19:15.

At home, Tomas was standing in the kitchen with the expression of a man who had accidentally ordered a piano and discovered it came with an orchestra.

“You clicked yes,” Liv said.

“I clicked learn more.”

“You teach history. You know what happens when strangers arrive with gifts.”

“Our stranger is an old woman.”

“So was every empress.”

Freja, seventeen, was livestreaming from the stairs until Liv pointed at her. “Off.”

Milo sat at the table beside his broken radio. “She already talked to me.”

Liv turned. “Who?”

“The old woman from the screen.”

Before anyone could ask another question, the doorbell rang.

It was exactly 7:07.

CHAPTER 2
The Invitation
No vessel landed in the Arden driveway. No beam of light descended from the sky. There was only the ordinary front door, painted blue and swollen by winter rain.

Tomas opened it.

An old woman stood on the porch holding a small black case.

She was shorter than Liv expected. Her silver hair had been cut unevenly, as if by someone unfamiliar with mirrors. Fine lines surrounded her mouth and eyes. She wore the same seamless dark clothing from the broadcast, but over it someone had placed a yellow emergency poncho printed with the logo of Bellwether Transit.

Rain dripped from her nose.

“Director Elara Vale,” she said. “Temporary citizen, Continuance Vessel Asterion, passenger class one.” She looked down at the poncho. “Your authorities insisted on weather protection.”

Milo leaned around his father. “You’re the woman from every screen.”

“I was one of them.”

“There were different women?”

“There are always different women. History simply has poor resolution.”

Liv stepped forward. “We didn’t agree to this.”

Tomas raised a hand. “Technically—”

“We did not knowingly agree to this.”

Elara studied them with a weary patience that made Liv feel twelve years old. “Then I will leave.”

She turned toward the rain.

Milo said, “Where?”

Elara stopped.

Along the street, other families stood in doorways meeting their assigned visitors. Some embraced. Some argued. At the far corner, a man shouted that the visitor on his lawn was a demon. The visitor, a thin elderly man, sat calmly on the curb while police tried to decide whose laws applied.

“I will be transferred to a public anchoring center,” Elara said.

“What’s that?” Milo asked.

“A building where those without hosts are kept alive in groups.”

“Like a shelter?”

“A shelter is built for the sheltered. These were built for the comfort of those outside.”

Liv heard her own mother’s voice in the sentence.

For six years, Liv had visited Astrid in a memory-care facility every Sunday. The place had smelled of lemon cleanser and warm plastic. Astrid had spent her last months asking when she could go home, though home had already been sold to pay for the room.

Liv disliked the visitor for making that memory useful.

“One night,” she said. “Until we understand what this is.”

Elara faced her. “One night is a form of time.”

“That is not gratitude.”

“No. Gratitude is often demanded by people who have not yet provided anything.”

Tomas coughed into his fist to hide a laugh.

Liv let Elara in.

The first crisis involved shoes. Elara’s boots bonded chemically to the porch mat and could not be removed without dissolving part of the fiber. The second involved the guest room. Elara refused to sleep
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