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Chapter One: The View from Here
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The dome curved overhead like a frozen wave, caught mid-crash by something greater than gravity. Through it, Earth hung in the black—a blue marble streaked with white, so close you could almost reach out and smudge your fingerprint across its clouds.

Elena Torres stood at the railing of the observation deck and tried to remember the first time she'd seen this view.

She couldn't.

Fifty years of living under this dome had blurred that memory into something soft and background, like trying to recall the first time you noticed your own heartbeat. The Earth was just *there*. Always had been. Always would be, long after she stopped having eyes to see it.

"You're thinking too hard again."

She didn't turn. She knew the voice. "I'm always thinking too hard. It's my natural state."

Miles Chen appeared beside her, two cups in his hands. He pressed one into her fingers—warm, synthetic, vaguely like tea if you didn't think about it too much. "Your natural state is trouble. Thinking hard is just the excuse."

Elena sipped. It was warm. That was enough.

They stood together in comfortable silence, the way people do when they've known each other forty-three years and don't need to fill every moment with words. Below them, the colony stretched out in concentric rings—habitation closest to the central park, then agriculture, then manufacturing, then the landing field at the far edge where a cargo ship was settling onto its pad in a cloud of gray dust.

Koinonia.

Population: 4,872.

One of them had been born here last night. A girl. Name still being debated in the forums.

"Did you hear about the vote?" Miles asked eventually.

Elena nodded. "The Themis thing. Yes."

"What do you think?"

She took another sip. Thought about it. The question hung between them like the Earth itself—familiar, constant, impossible to ignore.

"I think," she said slowly, "that we're about to find out if we really meant what we said fifty years ago. Or if it was just... words on a screen while we were still too scared to fight."

Miles glanced at her. "That's optimistic."

"That's not optimistic. That's terrified." She finally turned to look at him, and there it was—the same face she'd been arguing with since they were both twelve years old and the dome was half this size. "If the vote fails, we become them. If it passes, we might become something worse. Either way, someone's going to have to live with the consequences."

"Them" being Earth. The old ways. The hierarchies and hoarded resources and justice that depended on who could afford it.

"Worse" being... well. That was what the debate was about.

Miles set his cup down on the railing. "You think Themis is too harsh."

"I think Themis is *machines*. And machines don't understand why someone steals food for a sick friend. They just know the food was stolen."

"The machines just investigate. The judgment is still human."

"For now." Elena turned back to the Earth. Somewhere down there, her grandparents were buried. She'd never stood on their graves. Never breathed their air. "The proposal says humans judge. But once the system is built, once the precedents are set, once everyone gets used to 'the way things are done'—who's going to challenge it? Who's going to stand up and say 'this feels wrong even though the data says it's right'?"

Miles was quiet for a long moment.

Then: "You."

Elena laughed—short, sharp, surprised out of her. "Me? I'm a janitor, Miles. I clean the habitation rings and argue with you about philosophy. Nobody listens to me."

"Everybody listens to you. You just don't notice because you're too busy arguing with me about philosophy."

She opened her mouth to respond—

And then the alarms went off.

Not the familiar warning tone for a landing ship. Not the scheduled test they ran every Tuesday. Something else. Something Elena had heard exactly twice in fifty years, and both times had ended with people she knew being loaded into medical.

Atmosphere alert. Pressure drop detected. Sector seven. All personnel—*

She was already running.

Miles behind her, cup forgotten on the railing.

Below them, the colony was waking up.
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Chapter Two: The Sound of Falling
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The corridor to Sector Seven was never meant for running.

Elena's boots slapped against the metal grating, each footfall echoing off walls designed for quiet efficiency, not emergency. Behind her, Miles kept pace—forty-three years of friendship meant they didn't need to coordinate. They just moved.

Others were moving too.

Doors slid open as she passed, faces appearing—curious, alarmed, already reaching for the public feed on their wrist panels. A child started crying somewhere to her left. A voice behind her, calm and practiced: *"Stay inside. Seal your doors. This is a precaution."*

The alarms kept screaming.

Pressure drop. Sector seven. Pressure drop. Sector seven.*

Elena's lungs burned. She was fifty-eight years old and she'd spent her whole life in one-third gravity, but fear had a way of making muscles forget what they knew. She pushed harder.

Sector Seven.

She knew who lived there. Twenty-three families. Forty-one adults, nineteen children, three infants. The newest residential ring, built just eight years ago when the colony finally had enough manufacturing capacity to stop doubling up habitats. She'd helped clean those halls a thousand times. Knew which doors had squeaky hinges, which children left their shoes in the corridor, which old man still insisted on brewing real tea from real leaves shipped from Earth at ruinous expense.

Please, she thought. *Please let them have sealed in time.*

Miles grabbed her arm.

They rounded the final corner and stopped.

The corridor ahead was *wrong*.

Not ruptured. Not visibly damaged. Just... wrong. The air had a quality Elena couldn't name—thinner, colder, *off*. Like standing at the edge of something that shouldn't exist.

The pressure door at the entrance to Sector Seven was closed.

Sealed.

From the inside.

"That's not—" Miles started.

"I know."

"The protocol is *outer* doors seal first. Inner doors seal *after* evacuation, to contain—"

"I *know, Miles."

Elena stepped forward. Her wrist panel was screaming numbers at her—pressure differential, temperature drop, oxygen levels falling. She didn't need to read them. She could *feel* it in her sinuses, in the strange hollowness behind her eyes.

Someone had sealed the inner door.

Which meant someone on the other side had chosen to keep the breach *inside* Sector Seven, rather than let it spread.

Which meant—

"Who's in charge of the response?" she asked.

Miles was already scanning his panel. "Chen Wei is incident coordinator this shift. She's routing teams to—"

"No." Elena's voice came out harder than she intended. "Who's *in there*? Who made that call?"

Miles looked up. His face had gone pale.

"The logs show one override. From inside Sector Seven. About ninety seconds before the breach alarms triggered." He swallowed. "Elena. That override was keyed to a child's wrist unit."

The world went very quiet.

"A child," Elena repeated.

"A twelve-year-old. Name's Kai Tanaka. Lives in Unit 7-12 with his grandmother." Miles was scrolling, scrolling, voice mechanical now—the way people get when they're holding back something much larger. "His grandmother's medical alert went off fourteen minutes ago. Cardiac event. Kai called it in. Then the pressure alarm started. Then he overrode the inner door seal from *inside* the unit."

Elena closed her eyes.

She saw it.

A boy. Twelve years old. Grandmother collapsing. Alarm screaming. Knowing—*knowing, somehow, in that moment—that if he opened the outer door to let help in, he'd also let the breach spread. That everyone else in Sector Seven would pay for his emergency.

So he sealed the inner door instead.

Trapped himself and his dying grandmother inside a failing section.

Alone.

"Get me a comm line," Elena said.

"To who?"

"To him. To Kai." She opened her eyes. "Right now, Miles."

He stared at her. "Elena, if the pressure's dropping in there, he might not have much time. We need to focus on—"

"He's twelve years old and he just chose to die alone so the rest of you wouldn't have to. Get me a *comm line*."

Miles worked his panel.

The alarms kept screaming.

And somewhere on the other side of that sealed door, a child was waiting to find out if anyone would come.

The comm crackled twice before it connected.

Static. Breath. Then a voice so young it made Elena's chest ache.

"Hello?"

"Kai." Elena pressed her wrist close to her mouth, as if that could bridge the meters of metal and dying air between them. "My name is Elena. I'm outside your door. Can you hear me?"

A pause. Then: "The door's sealed. I sealed it. I
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