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For the ones who stayed behind and kept the lights on. And for those brave enough to follow someone they love into the dark.

"To learn a new world is to become, briefly, a child again — helpless, wondering, and in love with everything."

— Mara Voss, private journal, Year One on Ael Voss
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Chapter One
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The Place Where the Light Comes First

The planet breathed differently than Earth.

Mara had been expecting many things — the gravity differential that Kael had warned her about, the atmospheric composition that required a six-week adjustment protocol, the food that would taste almost familiar and then, in the last moment, veer somewhere strange. She had prepared for all of those things. What she had not prepared for was the quality of the silence.

On Earth, silence was the absence of sound. Here it was a presence — dense and warm and textured, like the difference between an empty room and a room where someone has just left. The planet seemed to be always just finishing a sentence. She had mentioned this to Kael on the third day, lying in the dim amber light of the accommodation they had given her at the edge of the city, staring at a ceiling that curved instead of meeting at corners.

He had been quiet for a moment and then said: 'We have a word for that. It translates approximately as the voice of the stone. Our geologists say it is electromagnetic. Our poets say it is the planet remembering itself.'

'Which do you believe?' she asked.

'Both,' he said. 'I find they are rarely as different as they sound.'

That was week one. She was now in week four, and the voice of the stone had become ordinary — the way all impossible things become ordinary if you live inside them long enough. Her body had stopped fighting the gravity, which ran a fraction heavier than Earth standard, a fact she felt mostly in her calves at the end of long days. She could breathe the outdoor air for short periods, supervised, with a small device behind her ear that supplemented certain trace elements her lungs still struggled to extract. The food had stopped surprising her, mostly.

What had not become ordinary, and what she suspected would not become ordinary no matter how long she stayed, was the sea.

She went there every morning. The city — whose proper name was something she could now pronounce in the secondary language, which sounded approximately like Ael Voss and which she had been told meant the place where the light comes first — ran along the top of the white cliffs for miles in both directions, and at the cliff's edge there were wide stone walkways, worn smooth by what must have been thousands of years of feet. In the early morning, before the city's activity built toward its midday intensity, she could walk for an hour and see almost no one. Just the sea below, slow and luminous, the dense not-water that refracted light from inside itself, that on calm mornings looked like the surface of a frozen star.

She stood at the railing on the forty-second day and watched the sea think its thoughts, and she felt, for the first time since arriving, something that was not adjustment and not effort and not the careful management of wonder. She felt at home. Not in the way of a place she had always known, but in the way of a place she had been growing toward without knowing it — a shape that had been waiting for her to fit it.

She was still standing there when she heard Kael's footsteps behind her.

She knew his footsteps now. That was its own kind of landmark.

'You should have woken me,' he said, stopping beside her.

'You needed the sleep. You had three consecutive days of council sessions.'

'I would have come with you.'

'I know,' she said. 'That's why I didn't wake you.'

He stood beside her and looked at the sea and she looked at him looking at it — the way it softened something in his face, the way home softens everyone, even those who are rarely soft. She had accumulated a small private catalogue of these moments. The way he looked at the sea. The way he looked at star maps. The way he looked at her when he thought she wasn't watching, which she always was.

'Council today?' she asked.

'This afternoon. This morning I have been assigned to you.' He said it with precision, but there was something at the edge of it that was almost shy. They had been together, in the deepest sense of together, for eleven months now, and he still occasionally delivered affection as though handing over a formal document, carefully and with ceremony. She found it one of the most endearing things about him.

'Assigned,' she said.

'I volunteered,' he clarified. 'The distinction matters.'

She laughed. The sea moved below them, slow and full of light. Above, the old star climbed the sky in its unhurried way, and the city behind them was beginning to wake, and Mara Voss, forty-two days into the most extraordinary thing that had ever happened to her, leaned her shoulder against the shoulder of the person she had crossed dark matter for and thought: yes. This.

~ ~ ~
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His sister was named Sael, and she had been waiting at the landing platform on the day they arrived with the particular energy of someone who has been patient for a very long time and has now run out.

She was taller than Kael by several inches, which Mara had not expected, and she had the same amber-and-green eyes but in a face built differently — broader, more open, the face of someone who laughed first and thought second, which was the opposite of her brother in every way. She had looked at Mara for a long moment on that platform, with the translator working between them, and then said something that the device rendered as: 'You are smaller than I expected. Also braver. He described you incorrectly. You are better.'

Mara had liked her immediately and completely.

They met three mornings a week at a place near the market district that served something approximating tea — a hot infusion of something that tasted like bergamot filtered through warm metal, which Mara had decided she loved — and they talked. Sael's translator was newer than her brother's, sharper in its nuances, and she had also spent two years studying human languages before Kael's departure, so there were moments when the device wasn't needed at all.

She asked questions that nobody else thought to ask. Not the council's careful inquiries about Earth's political structures or technological capabilities. Personal ones. What did Mara miss most? What surprised her most? What did she dream about?

'I dream about rain,' Mara told her one morning. 'Specific rain. The kind we get in Johannesburg in summer. It comes in the afternoon, sudden and heavy, and the whole city smells different for an hour afterward. Like the earth is breathing. I haven't dreamed about anything else since I got here.'

Sael had her hands wrapped around her cup, her head tilted. 'Kael told me about the rain recording. The one from your Eastern Cape.'

'He played it for you?'

'He played it for everyone,' Sael said, in the tone of a sister who has been watching her brother be privately in love with someone for years without understanding what he was doing. 'He played it so many times that our mother eventually asked him if he was ill.'

Mara looked at her cup. She could feel her face doing something she couldn't control.

'He was,' Sael said quietly, 'for a long time. And then he went and found the cure, which turned out to be a person, which is inconvenient but not unusual.' She looked across the table with the steady eyes that were her brother's eyes in a different key. 'I wanted to say thank you. Not on behalf of my people or our diplomatic situation. Personally. For making him laugh again.'

The morning market moved around them. Things that were almost birds moved in the air above. And Mara thought about a man on a rooftop she had never seen, pointing a ship at the sky and listening, for years, to the sound of rain on a roof he would not visit for three years more, and felt something in her chest go very quiet and very full.
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