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For everyone who has ever looked up at the night sky and felt, with absolute certainty, that something beautiful was looking back.

"The stars do not ask permission to shine. Neither should you."

— Inscribed on the Threshold Gate, Outer Meridian, Year of the Second Crossing
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Chapter One
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The Girl Who Counted Stars

Mara Voss had a problem with silence.

Not the comfortable kind that settled between old friends, or the sacred kind found in libraries where dust motes drifted like lazy planets through the afternoon light. Her problem was the other kind. The kind that pressed against her eardrums at three in the morning and reminded her, methodically and without mercy, of every single thing she had not yet done with her life.

She was standing on the roof of the Meridian Observatory when the problem arrived in full force. Twenty-eight years old, clipboard in hand, coffee going cold in a thermos at her feet. The Chilean desert stretched out beneath her in every direction — miles of dark earth and darker sky — and she was, technically speaking, doing her job.

The job was supposed to feel like magic. When she was seven, she had pressed her face against the eyepiece of her grandfather's old brass telescope and seen Saturn for the first time. The rings. The impossible, delicate rings. She had cried, right there in the backyard of their house in Johannesburg, because nothing had ever prepared her for how beautiful something so cold and so far away could be. Her grandfather had wiped her tears with his thumb and told her, in the way he had of making things sound like gospel, that the universe had just introduced itself to her, and it was only polite to introduce herself back.

She had spent the next twenty-one years doing exactly that.

Now she stood on the roof of one of the most advanced observatories in the Southern Hemisphere, and the silence pressed in, and the stars said nothing she hadn't heard before.

Until one of them moved.

Mara blinked. Set down her coffee. Raised the secondary scanner she carried on her belt — a habit her colleagues teased her about, calling it her security blanket, her third arm. She pointed it at the anomaly.

The star moved again.

Not drifted. Not shifted with the slow, predictable crawl of a satellite or the streak of a meteor. This was deliberate. A correction. Like something was adjusting course.

Her scanner beeped twice and then went quiet in a way that her scanner never went quiet. It went quiet the way a person goes quiet when they've said something they immediately regret. She looked at the readout. The numbers made no sense. The spectral signature matched nothing in any catalogue she had ever seen, and she had personally catalogued seven hundred and forty-three new objects in the last four years.

She did what any rational, scientifically trained astrophysicist would do.

She took out her personal phone and filmed it.

The light moved for another forty seconds. It pulsed once, twice — a rhythm she would later realize was not random — and then held still. Just another star among billions. Mara stood there in the cold Chilean night, her heart doing something unscientific in her chest, and felt, for the first time in three years, like the universe had something new to say.

~ ~ ~
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She didn't sleep. She wasn't supposed to be sleeping anyway, since the overnight shift at the observatory ran until six and it was barely past two, but she also couldn't have slept if her life depended on it. Instead she sat in the small glass-and-steel control room, surrounded by monitors that glowed like windows into other worlds, and ran the footage through every analysis program at her disposal.

The object — she refused to call it anything else until she had more data — was traveling at a speed that was either a measurement error or a violation of several laws she had trusted since undergraduate physics. It was also, based on trajectory alone, heading somewhere specific. The calculation took her three attempts, because her hands wouldn't stop trembling.

It was heading toward Earth.

Not crashing. Not falling. The approach vector was too precise, too controlled for that. It was the approach of something that knew exactly where it was going and had every intention of arriving gently.

Mara pressed her palms flat on the desk. Breathed.

She picked up her phone and called Dr. Adaeze Okoro, her supervisor, her mentor, and — when the situation called for it — the only person on the planet whose judgment she trusted more than her own.

Adaeze answered on the fourth ring with the voice of someone who had been deeply asleep. 'This had better be the end of the world.'

'Not the end,' Mara said. 'More like a beginning.'

There was a pause. Then, with the particular alertness of a woman who had spent thirty years waiting for exactly this phone call: 'I'll be there in twenty minutes.'

~ ~ ~
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The object arrived eleven days later.

Not with a crash. Not with a fireball or a shockwave or the dramatic atmospheric entry that every disaster film had trained the public to expect. It came down over the Atacama — the same desert, the same dark sky, as if it had chosen the location deliberately — and it landed in a depression between two ancient rock formations with the quiet, settled precision of a bird finding its branch.

Mara was the fourth person on the ground. She had pulled strings, called in favors, and driven through the night to be there, and she would not have traded the moment she crested that ridge for anything in the world.

The ship was silver. Not the silver of any metal she recognized — it absorbed the early morning light differently, as if the surface itself was making a decision about how much to reveal. It was roughly the size of a commercial aircraft, though shaped nothing like one. Organic curves. No visible seams. It rested on the desert floor with a silence so complete that she could hear her own pulse.

And then a door opened.

She would write later — in the journal she kept, not the official report, but the private one, with the soft green cover — that the door didn't open so much as the ship decided it was time for there to be a door. One moment the surface was seamless. The next, there was an opening tall enough for a person to walk through, and warm amber light spilled out into the desert morning, and a figure stepped into it.

He was tall. That was the first thing she noticed, probably because her eyes registered scale before detail. Tall, and dressed — if dressed was the right word for it — in something that shifted color as he moved, the way oil on water shifts. He had two arms, two legs, one head. He was built like a human. He moved like a human, carefully and with the specific deliberateness of someone trying not to startle a wild thing.

He stopped at the edge of the ship's ramp. He looked out at the small cluster of humans standing in the early desert light with their scanners and their military escort and their collective inability to speak.

His eyes found Mara's.

She didn't know why. There were eleven people on that ridge. Eleven people with arguably more impressive credentials, more government clearance, more years of preparation for exactly this scenario. But his gaze passed over all of them and landed on her, and it stayed there, and she felt something shift in the very center of her chest — a sensation she could only describe, inadequately, as recognition.

He said something. The words were in no language she had ever heard, but they were clearly words, clearly shaped with intention, and somehow — impossibly — she understood the shape of them if not the content. A greeting. An assurance. Something like: I mean no harm. Something like: I have been looking for you.

She took a step forward. The soldier to her left grabbed her arm.

'Dr. Voss—'

'He's not threatening anyone,' she said, with a certainty she couldn't explain. 'Let go of my arm.'

The soldier let go. She didn't know then if it was because of her tone or because something about the figure on the ramp made him instinctively lower his weapon. She didn't care.

She walked forward alone.

Twenty steps across the desert. The sun was just clearing the eastern ridge, painting everything copper and gold. The ship hummed beneath that gold light like something alive. And the figure stood still and watched her come, and when she was close enough to see his face properly — the angular jaw, the high cheekbones, the eyes that were almost human but not, the irises too light, the color of old amber shot through with threads of green — he smiled.

It was a careful smile. A trying smile. The smile of someone who has practiced the expression from description rather than memory.

And then he spoke, in English this time, accented with something that sounded like music heard through water.

'You are the one who saw us first,' he said. 'I wanted to meet you.'
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