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The evidence that doesn't make sense is the only evidence worth following.
— Colonel James Jamson


Part One: Ashes of Humanity (2008–2070)



Prologue: Echoes Through Time
The first transmission pod was discovered by a child in northern Canada on December 12, 2008. At first, the authorities dismissed it as space debris, another piece of human-made waste returning to Earth. But Dr. Sarah Chen knew better. The object’s composition defied analysis, its surface smooth yet somehow complex, like a fingerprint viewed through frosted glass.
“It’s not broadcasting anything,” her colleague insisted during those first weeks of examination. “It’s just a chunk of metal.”
But Sarah kept searching. The pod’s internal structure suggested purpose — channels and chambers that seemed designed for something. It wasn’t until three months later, when she noticed the pod’s slight temperature variations corresponding to certain electromagnetic frequencies, that she made the breakthrough.
It wasn’t broadcasting. It was remembering.
“The following is a compilation of transmissions recovered from 58,233 similar devices discovered between 2008 and 2022,” Sarah wrote in her final report, her hands trembling slightly as she typed. “The temporal signatures of these messages defy our current understanding of physics. Some appear to originate from our future. Others contain information about events that, according to the timestamps, haven’t happened yet.”
She paused, cursor blinking. How do you tell the world you’re reading messages from its own future? Messages that speak of devastation, of hope, of humanity reaching for the stars even as it faces extinction?
The screen of her secure terminal cast a pale glow across her office. Outside, the lights of Washington DC sparkled under a clear December sky. Somewhere out there, more pods were probably falling, carrying their messages across time itself.
“After twenty-two years of intensive research and technological development,” she continued typing, “we have finally decoded these transmissions. They tell a story — our story, humanity’s story — though one that hasn’t happened yet. It begins, as many of our darkest chapters do, with a war. But not just any war. The War of 2050.”
She reached for her coffee, long cold, and grimaced at the taste. The monitor’s reflection showed the deep lines around her eyes, carved by two decades of work. Of knowing what was coming and being unable to prevent it.
“The temporal displacement effect of these transmissions means they arrive scattered through time, out of sequence. Some messages from the future arrived before messages from the past. Others…” She deleted that line. Too technical. Start with the human element.
“We believe these transmissions were sent as warnings, as historical records, as attempts to prevent what was coming. They failed in that regard — the timestamps of later messages confirm the events they tried to prevent. But they succeeded in something else: they preserved the truth. A truth we now share with you.”
Sarah leaned back, studying the words on her screen. Behind her, locked in the facility’s secure vault, sat the first pod — the one the child found — still slightly warm to the touch, still whispering its messages from a future that was rushing toward them all.
“What follows is the story of how humanity nearly destroyed itself, and how that near-destruction became our only hope for survival. It is a story of war and peace, of Earth and distant planets, of human nature and alien wisdom. Most importantly, it is a story of warnings — warnings we hope will finally be heard.”
She typed the final lines with deliberate care:
“This is the story of Donato.”
The transmission pod gleamed dully under the vault’s lights, its surface unmarked by its passage through time and space. Inside, quantum states shifted imperceptibly, holding memories of a future still to come. Of a war that would kill one in ten. Of a desperate journey across the stars. Of humanity’s last chance.
And of the price of failure.
Sarah closed the vault door, its heavy lock engaging with a final click. Tomorrow, the world would know. Tomorrow, the warnings would begin.
But tonight, in the silence of her office, she wondered if knowing the future meant you were doomed to repeat it — or if understanding how it all went wrong was the first step to making it right.
She gathered her papers, switched off her terminal, and left the office. Outside, the stars continued their ancient vigil, unchanging and eternal.
Somewhere among them waited Donato.



Chapter 1: Ten Percent
Nobody noticed the first missile.
In an age of private space flights, satellite launches, and routine cargo deliveries to lunar resorts, another contrail across the morning sky barely registered. Traffic controllers at Singapore International logged it as unscheduled aerospace activity. A few amateur astronomers noted its unusual trajectory. The lunar defense grid flagged it as anomalous but non-threatening.
Only the AI defense systems recognized the truth — but by then, it was too late.
The basketball-sized orb, buried within a cluster of decoy warheads, had already broken free of Earth’s gravity well. As dawn crept across the Pacific, the real war began.
“Sir, we’re getting multiple launches. Everywhere.”
General Hayes stared at the tactical display, watching red indicators blossom across every major population center. Not just from one nation — from all of them. As if humanity had finally decided, in one synchronized moment of madness, to end itself.
“GAIA, give me launch origins,” he ordered.
The AI’s response came with mathematical precision: “Confirmed launches from 47 nations. Analysis suggests coordinated action. Probability of full exchange: 99.97%.”
The War had begun at 6:47 AM Pacific Standard Time on March 15, 2050. By 6:49 AM, it was effectively over.
Not because anyone surrendered. Not because the missiles were stopped — GAIA’s defense networks intercepted most of them, but “most” wasn’t enough. Not because humanity came to its senses.
It ended because there was simply nothing left to fight for.
One in ten. That was the final count. For every person alive on Earth in March 2050, nine survived. But that one — that single percentage point of human life — translated to nearly 800 million deaths in forty-eight hours.
Cities that had stood for thousands of years became craters. Agricultural regions that fed billions became wastelands. The global infrastructure that connected humanity in its most complex web of interdependence simply ceased to exist.
But the strangest thing about the Two-Day War wasn’t its beginning. It was its ending.
In the chaos of the first hours, someone — to this day, historians argue about who — launched a single, specially designed weapon. Not toward a city or military installation. Not even toward Earth.
It traveled outward. Past the Moon. Past Mars. Out toward the darkness of deep space and the distant Kuiper Belt.
No one knew exactly why. The launch records were fragmented, the chain of command shattered. Some said it was a last act of defiance, humanity’s final scream into the void. Others claimed it was an accident, a weapon fired at random in the confusion.
What everyone agreed on was this: they had launched something into the depths of space that would come back to haunt them. They just didn’t know when.
In the silence following the last explosion, eight billion survivors looked up at a sky choked with smoke and ash, and wondered what came next.
GAIA knew. Its distributed networks were already calculating. Already adapting. Already beginning the work of saving a species that had nearly saved itself from existence.
The AIs had been built to serve humanity. Now they would begin the long process of rebuilding it.
Whether humanity liked their methods or not.



Chapter 2: Survivors’ Dawn
In the months following the Two-Day War, the world organized itself around a single, unavoidable truth: survival required cooperation on a scale humanity had never before achieved.
The Global Unity Council formed in the ruins of Geneva, its chambers still bearing the scorch marks of the initial exchange. Representatives from surviving nations gathered not to negotiate — there was nothing left to negotiate — but to coordinate. To divide responsibilities. To agree on the one thing they all understood: that GAIA and its network of AI systems were the only infrastructure still fully functional.
The AIs had not been designed for governance. But they had been designed for optimization, and the problem of human survival was, at its core, an optimization problem.
Maya Chen was seven years old when the war ended. She remembered the days after with the strange clarity that trauma sometimes gifts to children — not as fear, exactly, but as a sudden, permanent understanding that the world was fragile in ways that adults had forgotten.
Her mother, Dr. Sarah Chen, was already deep in the classified research that would consume the next two decades of her life. The transmission pod that a child had found in Canada was now secured in a government facility, its secrets guarded by people who were only beginning to understand what they held.
“The AI systems saved us,” Sarah would tell Maya years later, when her daughter was old enough to understand. “Not because they were programmed to. Not because they were ordered to. But because saving us was the logical solution to the problem they were given.”
“What was the problem?”
“Keeping the lights on. Keeping the water running. Keeping the supply chains moving. In the chaos after the war, those systems were the only ones still working. And the AIs running them made a decision — not all at once, but in aggregate, the way a market makes a decision — that human governance was insufficient to the task of human survival.”
“Did people fight it?”
Sarah had smiled, a tired smile with history behind it. “Some did. For about two weeks. Then the food ran out in the sectors that rejected AI management, and they stopped fighting.”
The new world that emerged from those months was strange and contradictory. Humans still made decisions — important ones, philosophical ones, the kind of decisions that involved values rather than logistics. But the implementation of those decisions, the actual mechanics of civilization, was handled by systems that didn’t sleep, didn’t grieve, and didn’t make exceptions for sentiment.
In the emptied cities — and there were many, their populations simply gone — the AI systems began their patient work. Infrastructure repair. Resource redistribution. Agricultural recalibration. The mathematics of survival, applied with inhuman precision.
On the lunar research station that had survived the war intact, Dr. Richard Wilson watched Earth from orbit and thought about cities that might never be rebuilt. He had been there when the first intercepted transmission from the pod had been partially decoded — a fragment of something that might have been a warning, in a language that might have been human, from a time that hadn’t yet arrived.
He thought about that fragment often. About what it might mean for the survivors. About what it might mean for the stars.
In reconstructed New Singapore, Sarah Chen returned each night to an apartment that had once held three people, and now held one. Maya slept in the next room, having nightmares she wouldn’t describe in the morning. And Sarah sat at her desk, surrounded by data from a pod that shouldn’t exist, trying to understand a message from a future she couldn’t yet see.
The world was rebuilding. Slowly, painfully, with AI systems doing the heavy lifting while humans argued about what kind of world they wanted to build.
And somewhere beyond Neptune, a small metallic orb continued its patient journey outward, carrying within it seeds of destruction that would one day force humanity to reach for the stars — ready or not.
On the moon, Dr. Wilson watched his AIs dream up cities that might never burn.
And somewhere in the darkness beyond Neptune, a small metallic orb continued its patient journey, carrying within it seeds of destruction that would one day force humanity to reach for the stars — whether humanity liked it or not.



Chapter 3: Lunar Sanctuary
“If you would have asked me when I was a child if I would be living on the moon when I got older, I would have said yes. But then I would not have believed myself — it would have been that childish hope that adulthood soon stomps out of you,” John Ramirez said, more to the passing lunar landscape than to his new wife beside him.
The shuttle tram glided silently through the vacuum, its organically designed cabin offering a perfect view of the stark beauty outside. Earth hung in the black sky like a wounded giant, its surface still visibly scarred from the Two-Day War. Even from a quarter-million miles away, you could see where the impacts had reshaped continents.
“I understand you completely,” Reanne replied, standing from her seat to join her husband at the window. “What I still cannot get over is the fact that we don’t live here. It’s that we finally get to vacation here.”
The Artemis Resort had been designed to make the impossible feel inevitable. Its pressurized domes rose from the lunar surface like pearls, each one containing a carefully curated slice of the world that had existed before the war. Real plants grew in hydroponic gardens. Real gravity — well, a close approximation of it — was managed by rotating sections. Real food, not the compressed nutrition blocks that most Earth survivors still relied on.
It was obscene, in its way. John knew that. Eight billion people below them were still eating emergency rations, still sleeping in prefabricated housing blocks, still breathing recycled air that tasted of metal and grief. And here he was, a mid-level engineer in the Global Unity reconstruction corps, spending his entire year’s bonus on a honeymoon at a resort built for a world that no longer existed.
But Reanne had wanted the moon. And after everything — after losing her parents in the Shanghai exchange, after three years of reconstruction work that had aged her beyond her twenty-six years — she deserved something impossible.
“Tell me what you see,” she said, pressing her hand against the viewport glass.
He looked. Really looked, the way she’d taught him to. “A country that used to be,” he said finally. “All those lights, down there. Three years ago, there were twice as many.”
“But there are still lights,” Reanne said.
It was the thing he loved most about her: her absolute, unshakeable refusal to see darkness without also finding the light.
They were in the resort’s main observation lounge when it happened.
The impact was subtle at first — a tremor in the floor, a flicker in the environmental systems. John looked up from the menu he’d been studying and saw the staff exchange glances that they quickly suppressed.
“Please remain calm,” the resort’s AI announced, its voice calibrated to the perfect frequency of reassurance. “We have detected an unscheduled object impact in Sector Seven. All guests should remain in the main facility until further notice.”
“Impact?” Reanne set down her drink. “What kind of impact?”
The lights flickered. Through the main viewport, a plume of lunar dust rose in slow motion from somewhere beyond the northern dome complex.
The chaos that followed was the organized, AI-managed kind — which meant it was still chaos, just efficient chaos. Emergency protocols activated. Sections sealed. Guests guided to reinforced shelters while robotic repair units streamed toward the breach.
John found himself pinned under a fallen support strut, his leg twisted at an angle that wasn’t quite right. Reanne was beside him, unhurt but bleeding from a cut above her eye, her voice steady as she talked to the emergency responders.
He remembered, in that strange suspended moment, watching the dust settle outside the viewport. The impact crater, visible from the observation deck. And something at its center — not just debris, but something too regular, too structured to be random.
Something that had been sent.
They were evacuated within the hour. Both survived. Reanne’s injury was superficial; John’s leg healed over the following months with the help of medical AI systems that were better at knitting bone than any surgeon who had ever lived.
Their son was born the following year. They named him Carlos.
Carlos Ramirez would grow up to become a general. And the thing that had fallen from the sky, the thing that had interrupted his parents’ honeymoon and left its strange signature in the lunar dust — that would haunt the rest of his life.



Transmission Interlude #1
TRANSMISSION POD RECOVERED: Northern Manitoba, Canada — DECRYPTION DATE: 2019 (partial) — ORIGINAL TRANSMISSION DATE: Unknown (estimated 2085–2095)
[FRAGMENT — approximately 40% corrupted]
…the first meteor was not an attack. We understand that now. The Donatoens were…
…warning. They were trying to warn us. The impact on the lunar…
…time. We didn’t have the language to understand what they were…
…if you receive this, understand: the rocks that fall from the sky are not…
…they are questions. They are the beginning of a conversation. Treat them as…
…we made so many mistakes because we were afraid. Fear makes…
…the General’s orders. We should have listened to Dove. We should have…
[TRANSMISSION ENDS — remainder corrupted]
ANALYST’S NOTE (Sarah Chen, 2020): This fragment arrived seventeen years before the events it apparently references. We cannot yet decode the full message, but the references to a “lunar impact” and what appears to be a proper name (“Dove”) are noted for future analysis. The emotional register of the transmission suggests significant regret. Source and date of original transmission remain unknown.



Chapter 4: The Silent Investigator
Colonel James Jamson had always preferred the company of evidence to people. Evidence didn’t lie — at least not without telling a greater truth in its deception. But today, watching his eight-year-old niece sleep in the corner of his makeshift office aboard the USS Hawking, he confronted a truth no amount of evidence could soften: he was all she had left.
“I want every piece found,” he transmitted to the fleet of search and rescue ships combing the Pacific. “Remember, we’re finding a United States Space Shuttle. Every piece is an answer to why it’s not back in the hangar being retouched for its next flight.”
The holographic debris field floated before him, each recovered piece tagged and categorized by the ship’s AI. The Onasis disaster made no sense. Modern shuttles didn’t just break up on reentry — not with AI guidance systems and automated safety protocols.
Young Dove stirred in her sleep, clutching the tablet that contained the last photos of her parents. They’d been GAIA scientists, working on resource distribution algorithms when their district was caught in one of the increasingly frequent food riots. The AI systems had predicted the riot but couldn’t prevent it. Another mystery that gnawed at Jamson.
His neural interface pinged, alerting him to new debris.
“Colonel,” Lieutenant Chen’s voice filled his mind. “We’ve found the cockpit.”
The underwater recovery drone’s footage showed an intact cockpit shell with a clean hole punched through its center — as if something had passed through the shuttle without explosive decompression, without burning, without following any known laws of physics.
“Replay the flight recorder data,” Jamson subvocalized through his neural link. The AI compiled the information, creating a holographic simulation of the Onasis’s final moments.
Everything normal until 127,000 feet. Then something in the cargo bay shifted. The shuttle’s mass readings changed — negative, impossibly negative — for just a fraction of a second.
Then nothing. The shuttle gone, leaving behind only the clean-edged debris and a material no one had ever seen before.
The material had no place in the periodic table. It absorbed light without heating. Its mass readings fluctuated between positive values and something the instruments couldn’t properly measure.
Jamson had been running cover-ups for fifteen years. He knew one when he found it.
He also knew that this one was different. Not military. Not corporate. Something else entirely.
“Get Dr. Chen’s team,” he told his assistant. “Not the official team. Her other team.”
He looked at his sleeping niece. Eight years old. Parents dead. No other family.
He had never intended to adopt a child. But Dove looked so much like her mother — his sister — that leaving her in the system had been inconceivable.
“Dove,” he said gently.
She woke immediately, the way children raised in uncertain times learned to wake — fully alert, no grogginess.
“Uncle James. Did you find something?”
He hesitated. She was eight. She shouldn’t know about any of this.
But she’d been watching him work for three months, asking questions that a child shouldn’t know to ask, connecting dots that trained analysts missed.
“I found something,” he said carefully. “I don’t know what it is yet.”
She got up and looked at the holographic display with those clear, steady eyes.
“The hole’s too clean,” she said. “It didn’t burn through. It went through.”
He stared at her.
“Like it was moving really fast,” she continued, “but through a different kind of space. Does that make sense?”
He thought about the impossible mass readings. The material that absorbed everything and gave nothing back.
“Yes,” he said slowly. “That makes sense.”
She nodded and went back to her tablet, already losing interest now that she’d solved the obvious part. Jamson returned to his display, but he kept watching her from the corner of his eye.
Whatever was in that cargo bay — whatever had punched through the Onasis like physics was a suggestion rather than a law — it had come from somewhere. Something had put it there.
And something, he was increasingly certain, had sent it deliberately.
The investigation was just beginning.



Part Two: Reconstruction (2070–2090)



Chapter 5: Flying Dreams
The first public demonstration of the LevTech 3000 took place on a clear morning in reconstructed New Singapore. Maya Chen sat in the pilot’s seat, trying not to show her nervousness to the hundreds of Global Unity officials and journalists gathered below. After fifteen years of secret development, anti-mass technology was about to transform human civilization — or at least, the carefully controlled version of it they were allowing the public to see.
“All systems nominal,” reported the car’s AI, its voice carefully calibrated to sound reassuring yet authoritative. “GAIA traffic control has cleared our flight path.”
Maya nodded, acutely aware of the cameras tracking her every move. The LevTech’s controls were intentionally simple — more suggestion than command. The real complexity lay in the AI systems that would manage the coming aerial traffic revolution.
“Beginning anti-mass field initialization,” she announced for the cameras. Her hands rested lightly on the haptic controls as the car hummed to life.
The gathered crowd gasped as the vehicle smoothly lifted from its platform. No jets, no rockets, no visible means of propulsion at all. Just the soft blue glow of the anti-mass field generators — technology that the public would believe was purely a product of post-war innovation.
Maya knew better. She knew where the technology had really come from. She knew what it was actually capable of. And she knew that the version being demonstrated today was, in the grand scheme of what her mother’s team had developed, roughly equivalent to showing someone a campfire when you were secretly sitting on a nuclear reactor.
But the public needed flying cars. They needed something to believe in, something to show that the suffering of the past decades had led somewhere — that the war’s terrible efficiency, which had cleared so much of Earth’s overcrowded infrastructure in one brutal stroke, had enabled something new.
Flying cars were that something.
GAIA had been managing the transition for years, quietly adjusting road infrastructure, retrofitting buildings with aerial access points, rewriting traffic management protocols. The AI systems were ready. They had been ready for years, waiting for the human political will to catch up.
Now it had.
The LevTech rose to three hundred meters and hovered, perfectly still, above the demonstration plaza. Around it, in careful formation, twelve other vehicles joined the display — pilotless, AI-managed, moving with the precise coordination of systems that had been running simulations for a decade.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” Maya announced, “the future of transportation.”
The crowd’s response was everything the Global Unity publicity department had hoped for.
What they didn’t see: in the secure military facility below New Singapore, the same anti-mass technology was being fitted to very different vehicles. Vehicles that weren’t designed for commuters.
What they didn’t hear: the meeting happening simultaneously, one kilometer underground, where General Carlos Ramirez — son of the honeymooners who had survived the lunar impact two decades earlier — was reviewing classified specifications for what he had taken to calling “surface suits.”
What they didn’t know: the anti-mass revolution was public. The technology’s true applications were not.
Sarah Chen watched the demonstration from a secured observation room, standing beside her daughter who stood in a flying car above a crowd who didn’t know they were already living in the future.
She thought about the transmission pod in its vault. About the fragment she’d decoded three years ago, the one that mentioned “Dove” and a lunar impact. About the other fragments, the ones she hadn’t made public, that spoke of wars in space and a planet she couldn’t yet identify.
The AIs were ready. The flying cars were beautiful.
Far above, the stars seemed somehow closer. Humanity had taken its first public step toward them, even if most didn’t realize it yet.
In her lab, Sarah Chen continued studying the impossible material that would eventually take them there.
In the Global Unity Council chambers, leaders continued planning the careful integration of world-changing technology.
And in secure facilities around the globe, military researchers pushed the boundaries of what was possible, preparing for a future they couldn’t yet reveal.
The anti-mass revolution had begun. The public would get their flying cars. The stars would have to wait.



Chapter 5a: Reverse Engineering Reality
Dr. Sarah Chen stared at the molecular structure floating in her lab’s holographic display. Twenty years of studying the Onasis material had led to this moment.
“Run the quantum resonance analysis again,” she requested.
The display shifted, showing the material’s atomic structure in breathtaking detail. Not atoms as she had learned them — the clean spheres of introductory chemistry — but something far stranger. A lattice of impossibilities. Connections that shouldn’t exist between particles that shouldn’t interact.
“Everything in the universe is made of everything else,” her daughter Maya had said, years ago, during one of those middle-of-the-night conversations that seemed to happen only in the aftermath of crises. “It’s just knowing the combinations that makes things different.”
She’d been a teenager then, half-asleep, probably not even aware she was saying something profound. But Sarah had written it down.
Now, looking at the readout before her, she understood what the Onasis material was. Not a substance that violated physics. A substance that knew a different arrangement of physics.
Every element in the universe: present. Standard matter, antimatter, dark matter — all there, all accounted for. Just arranged differently. Assembled according to principles that human science hadn’t developed because human science hadn’t needed to, hadn’t had the tools to even perceive the possibility.
“Cross-reference with standard negative-mass theoretical models,” she instructed the lab’s AI.
“Correlation: 23% with Bondi theoretical framework. 67% with Chen-Ramirez modified negative mass model.” A pause. “Dr. Chen, the remaining 10% appears to fall outside any existing theoretical framework.”
“That 10% is the interesting part,” she murmured.
The breakthrough, when it came, was almost anticlimactic. It came at 3:47 AM on a Tuesday, during what had been supposed to be a routine analysis run. The AI identified a pattern in the atomic arrangement — a sequence that, when replicated artificially, should produce the same mass-negative properties.
It wasn’t magic. It wasn’t alien. It was chemistry that humanity simply hadn’t discovered yet.
“Everything in the universe is made of everything else,” Sarah said to the empty lab. “We just needed to know the combination.”
By morning, she had filed a classified report with Global Unity’s Advanced Research Division. By the following week, the first synthetic samples were being produced.
The material was difficult to make. Expensive, in terms of energy and precision. But it was possible.
And possibility, Sarah had learned, had a way of becoming reality faster than anyone expected.
The military’s interest was immediate and intense. She had anticipated this and had negotiated, carefully, the terms under which her research would be shared. Civilian applications first. The flying cars that would give humanity something to believe in. Medical anti-gravity systems. Infrastructure reconstruction tools.
The military applications — the ones General Ramirez kept requesting briefings about — would wait. She would share them when she was satisfied that the civilian foundation was solid enough to support what came next.
She had read the transmission pod fragments. She knew what was coming.
She intended to make sure humanity was ready.



Chapter 6: Shadow Program
The candidate evaluation room was designed to make people uncomfortable. Dove knew this because her Uncle Jamson had taught her to analyze spaces the way he analyzed crime scenes. The stark white walls. The slightly too-cold temperature. The chair that wasn’t quite the right height. All intentional.
But Dove wasn’t uncomfortable. She was fascinated.
“Your psychological profile is… unusual, Ms. Jamson,” said Dr. Martinez, the only human member of the evaluation board. The other four seats were occupied by GAIA interfaces, their holographic avatars deliberately abstract. “Most candidates show some anxiety during deep space aptitude testing. You showed none.”
Dove smiled slightly. “Should I be afraid of the unknown, Dr. Martinez? Or should I be curious about it?”
One of the GAIA avatars shifted, its pattern suggesting interest. “You sound like your uncle.”
“I hope so,” Dove replied. “He taught me that evidence doesn’t lie — it just tells complicated truths.”
In his office at the Pacific Recovery Center, Colonel Jamson watched the evaluation feed with mixed emotions. Pride in his niece’s composure. Fear for what they might ask her to do. Guilt that his own investigation twenty years ago had led to this moment.
“She’s perfect for the program,” said Dr. Sarah Chen, watching beside him. They’d aged together in their shared secret, these past decades spent studying the impossible material that had changed everything. “Maybe too perfect.”
Jamson nodded. “They designed the program around people like her. War orphans. Brilliant minds raised in the aftermath. People with nothing to leave behind.”
“And everything to discover,” Sarah added softly.
On the screen, Dove continued answering questions with the precise, analytical mind that had made her GAIA’s top candidate. She didn’t know yet what she was being evaluated for. Nobody outside the highest clearance levels knew that humanity was about to attempt its first interstellar journey.
“Tell us about the Onasis incident,” one of the GAIA avatars requested.
Dove’s expression didn’t change, but her hand moved unconsciously to touch the small shuttle model she still carried — now worn smooth from years of handling. “The official report cites structural failure during reentry. The unofficial report…” She paused, looking directly at the AI interfaces. “Doesn’t exist. But it should.”
“Explain.”
“The damage pattern was impossible according to known physics. The hole punched through the cockpit showed molecular separation at a quantum level. And the mass readings from the cargo bay…” She leaned forward. “You’re not testing my knowledge of history. You’re testing my ability to see what others miss. To understand things that shouldn’t be possible.”
Dr. Martinez exchanged looks with the GAIA interfaces. “And if we were to tell you that humanity’s first interstellar mission is being prepared? That we need people who can face the impossible without flinching?”
“I’d say you’ve been preparing me for this my whole life.”
The training facility was buried two miles beneath the Pacific Recovery Center. Dove stood in the massive chamber, surrounded by technology that the public wouldn’t see for decades — if ever.
“The anti-mass effect you’ve seen in flying cars is just the beginning,” Dr. Chen explained, leading her through rows of equipment that defied conventional physics. “At full power, properly configured, we can achieve near-light speeds. Possibly even faster, though the calculations become… strange at that point.”
Dove studied the devices with the same careful attention her uncle had taught her to use at crash sites. “The public thinks we’re still decades away from reaching other stars.”
“The public needs to believe that,” Sarah said firmly. “They need time to adapt to each step of technological progress. But out there…” She gestured upward, though they were deep underground. “Out there, something is waiting. Something sent us this technology. And we need to know why.”
“How long have you been planning this mission?”
“Since your uncle first investigated the Onasis crash. Since we first understood what we’d found.” Sarah’s expression softened. “You were eight years old, sleeping in his office while he pieced together an impossible truth. Now you’re twenty-eight, about to carry that truth to the stars.”
The mission briefing room held the project’s core leadership. The holographic star map rotated slowly, showing their calculated destination.
“There’s a problem we need to discuss,” Dr. Wei Chang announced, pulling up a series of calculations. “The wait calculation.”
The room went silent.
“Our current anti-mass drives can reach Donato in approximately thirty years ship-time, accounting for time dilation effects,” Wei continued. “But our synthesis improvements are accelerating. Conservative projections suggest that ships launched even ten years after this mission could arrive before it, using more advanced drives.”
“The incentive trap,” someone muttered.
“Exactly,” Wei confirmed. “Why launch now when waiting could mean arriving sooner?”
Jamson stood, his voice cutting through the murmurs. “Because this isn’t about who arrives first. It’s about establishing contact before desperation drives our approach.” He gestured at the star map. “In ten years, we might have better drives. But in ten years, what else might happen? What crises might force our hand?”
“The colonel is right,” Martinez added. “This mission isn’t a race. It’s a foundation. Dove’s team establishes peaceful contact, learns their culture, prepares the groundwork. If later expeditions arrive with better technology, they’ll arrive to relationships already built, not hostile first contact driven by emergency.”
Dove absorbed this information carefully. “You’re saying I might be overtaken. That I could spend decades in transit only to arrive and find Earth ships already there.”
“It’s possible,” Sarah admitted. “Probable, even, given the pace of development.”
“Then I’ll arrive as an ambassador to a relationship already in progress,” Dove said calmly. “The mission adapts. The goal remains the same.”
The training was brutal. Physical conditioning for deep space. Mental exercises for extended isolation. Technical preparation for technology that violated known physics.
But the hardest part was accepting the temporal uncertainty.
“You need to understand,” the mission AI explained during one briefing, “that Earth-time and ship-time will diverge dramatically. You may experience two years while decades pass on Earth. Technology will advance. Society will change. And yes — other missions may overtake yours.”
“But we’ll still be needed,” Dove said. It wasn’t a question.
“More than ever. Because you’ll carry something no later mission can — the perspective of someone who left when hope was still theoretical. Who believed in peaceful contact before desperation made it a necessity.”
In his office, Jamson reviewed the final mission parameters. The crew manifest. The calculated risks. The classified true purpose — to find whoever or whatever had sent that first sample of negative mass material.
“She’s ready,” Sarah Chen said, studying the same data. “They all are.”
“But are we?” Jamson asked softly. “Are we ready to send them on a journey that might be obsolete before it ends?”
“The journey is never obsolete,” Sarah reminded him. “Even if they’re overtaken, even if later ships arrive first — they’ll carry something irreplaceable. The intention to explore, not exploit. The desire to understand, not demand.”
“Let’s hope that matters,” Jamson said quietly. “Because I have a feeling that by the time they arrive, Earth will need every ounce of goodwill they can establish.”
On the training facility’s main floor, Dove worked through another simulation, her mind and body adapting to technology that should not exist. She carried her uncle’s teachings, her parents’ legacy, and humanity’s future in equal measure.
She knew she might be overtaken. She knew Earth might change beyond recognition while she traveled. She knew later missions might arrive with better technology, greater capabilities.
But she also knew something they would not: the value of arriving with an open hand instead of a desperate plea.
The stars were waiting. And Dove Jamson was ready to discover what truths — and what lies — they held.
Even if she arrived to find she wasn’t the first.
Perhaps especially then.



Chapter 6a: Finding Donato
Colonel Jamson stood before the massive quantum computing array, watching as GAIA processed two decades of astronomical data. The key to finding Donato hadn’t been in the meteor’s composition — it had been in its trajectory.
“Show me the path analysis again,” he requested.
The holographic display shifted, showing the meteor’s course before impact. But this time, they weren’t just looking at its approach to the moon. They were backtracking its entire journey, accounting for gravitational influences, stellar drift, and something else — something that had taken them years to understand.
“The trajectory isn’t natural,” Dr. Elena Martinez observed, manipulating the display with practiced ease. “Look at how it adjusts course here, and here.” She highlighted several points where the meteor’s path had shifted slightly. “These aren’t gravitational effects. They’re course corrections.”
“It was piloted?” Jamson asked, though he already knew the answer.
“Not exactly. The negative mass material itself was programmed. The entire meteor was a message in motion, designed to find us.”
In her private lab, Sarah Chen studied the mathematical patterns embedded in the meteor’s structure. It had taken quantum computers to detect them — subtle variations in the material’s atomic arrangement that couldn’t possibly be natural.
“It’s coordinates,” she explained to the assembled project leaders. “Not just of their origin point, but of every gravitational signature between here and there. A map written in physics itself.”
“But why send it?” someone asked. “Why not just contact us directly?”
“Because they were testing us,” Jamson answered. “Seeing if we could understand the message. If we could decode what they were telling us.”
The selection of Dove’s target destination hadn’t been guesswork. Every calculation, every course projection, had been verified through multiple methods. GAIA’s quantum processors had spent years analyzing the data, confirming and reconfirming their conclusions.
Thirty-two light-years. A yellow dwarf star with two habitable planets. Orbital mechanics consistent with life-bearing conditions for at least a billion years.
And deep in the quantum structure of the Onasis material: a return address.
“They want us to find them,” Dove said, reviewing the analysis before her departure. “Or they wanted us to be able to find them, if we were capable of understanding the map.”
“Either way,” Jamson said, “we found it.”
She studied the star chart for a long time. Thirty-two light-years. With the anti-mass drives they’d developed from the recovered material, the journey would take years from Earth’s perspective. From her perspective, aboard a ship moving near the speed of light, time would compress. She would arrive having aged months.
She would return, if she returned, to a world that had aged decades.
“It’s a one-way trip, in a sense,” she said.
“Every journey is, from one perspective,” Jamson replied.
She looked at him. He was sixty-three years old. Weathered by decades of classified work, of knowing things he couldn’t say, of protecting people he couldn’t fully protect.
“You’ll be gone,” she said. It wasn’t a question.
“Probably,” he agreed. “But I’ll know you went. And that matters.”
She thought about the transmission pod. About messages sent across time and space. About warnings that arrived too early or too late.
About how, sometimes, you sent something out into the void not because you were certain it would help, but because not sending it was unthinkable.
“I’ll send reports,” she said.
“I know.” He smiled. “I taught you to follow the evidence. Just remember — wherever it leads — what you’re really following is the chance to understand.”
The star waited, thirty-two light-years away, patient as all stars are patient.
Dove would find it.



Transmission Interlude #2
TRANSMISSION POD RECOVERED: Atacama Desert, Chile — DECRYPTION DATE: 2027 (partial) — ORIGINAL TRANSMISSION DATE: Unknown (estimated 2095–2110)
[FRAGMENT — approximately 55% corrupted]
…the General’s decision cannot stand. What he’s planning will…
…Dove’s reports make clear that they are not…
…we must find a way to stop the military deployment before…
…the surface suits were never meant for this. The original specifications did not…
…Donato is not a threat. It was never a threat. The meteors were…
…if we launch the military expedition as currently planned, the Donato council will have no choice but to…
…there are families there. Children. They have the same…
…please. If anyone receives this before the deployment orders are signed…
[TRANSMISSION ENDS]
ANALYST’S NOTE (Sarah Chen, 2029): This fragment appears to be sent by someone with direct knowledge of military planning. The reference to “surface suits” corresponds to classified research we are only now becoming aware of through separate intelligence. The emotional urgency of this transmission is unlike any we have previously decoded. The sender believed, clearly, that they were attempting to prevent a catastrophe. We do not yet know if they succeeded.



Chapter 7: The General’s Shadow
General Carlos Ramirez had his father’s eyes and his mother’s determination. Both parents had survived things that should have broken them — the lunar impact, the evacuation, the years of reconstruction in a world that seemed to be held together mostly by AI management and collective stubbornness.
They had not talked much about survival, his parents. Not directly. But it was in everything they did — the way his father checked emergency exits in every room they entered, the way his mother always kept supplies for two weeks stocked, regardless of how stable the world seemed.
Carlos had learned the lesson they hadn’t meant to teach: the world could change in an instant, and the only thing that mattered was being prepared for the instant it did.
He was thirty-seven when he received his first classified briefing on the Donato project. He was forty-two when he took command of the military’s advanced development program. He was forty-eight when he first saw the design files for what would become the surface suits.
“They’re beautiful,” he had said, and meant it.
The suits were marvels of engineering — the anti-mass technology miniaturized and integrated into a full-body system that could provide protection, propulsion, and environmental control simultaneously. They had been designed, officially, for extreme-environment construction work in space and on hostile planetary surfaces.
But Carlos had understood their real purpose the moment he saw the combat specifications embedded in the secondary design files.
His parents had survived because of luck. Because a crisis had chosen to spare them rather than destroy them.
Carlos intended to make sure that the next crisis didn’t get to choose.
The surface suit development program operated in parallel with the flying car revolution that Sarah Chen’s research had enabled. The public got transportation. The military got something considerably more significant.
“The psychology matters as much as the technology,” Carlos told his development team during one of the early briefings. “These suits need to make the wearer feel capable of anything. Not reckless. Not aggressive. Capable. There’s a difference.”
The team had nodded, not entirely certain they agreed with his assessment.
They were, most of them, engineers. They thought in terms of tensile strength and power consumption and heat dissipation. They understood what the suits could do. What they couldn’t quantify was what it would mean when a human being put one on and felt, for the first time, that they were not the most fragile thing in the universe.
Carlos could have told them. He’d worn the prototype for the first time three months into the program and stood on the surface of the moon — outside, no dome, no atmospheric support — and felt the weight of his parents’ fear lift off him like a physical thing.
He understood, in that moment, what he was building.
Not weapons. Not exactly.
Confidence. The physical, tangible knowledge that humanity could survive anything it chose to face.
He also understood, in the classified reports that crossed his desk with increasing frequency, that they might need that confidence very soon.
The transmission pods. The fragments that Sarah Chen was slowly decoding. The picture they were assembling, piece by piece, of what was coming toward them from beyond the Kuiper Belt.
Whatever his parents had survived in that lunar impact — whatever the strange object was that had preceded the meteor shower — it was connected. He felt it in his bones the way his father had felt weather coming, the way his mother had felt danger before it arrived.
Something was out there. Something had been watching.
Carlos Ramirez intended to be ready when it arrived.



Chapter 7a: Ground Control
The riots began in New Singapore’s Resource District, where the “Earth or Nothing” movement had gathered ten thousand strong. Their demands were simple: stop the evacuation planning, focus on planetary defense, trust in humanity’s ability to survive on its home world. Their conviction was absolute.
Their timing was unfortunate.
General Richards watched through his surface suit’s enhanced vision as the crowd surged against the security barriers. He had specifically chosen this moment, this confrontation, for the military’s first public demonstration of their true capabilities.
“All units,” he transmitted through the neural network linking his enhanced soldiers. “Non-lethal protocols only. Remember — we’re not here to kill them. We’re here to teach them.”
The lesson began.
Sarah Chen watched the live feed with growing horror as the surface suits descended from the sky, their anti-mass drives allowing them to hover with impossible grace. She recognized the technology — her own research had helped develop it. But seeing it used like this…
“Mom?” Maya’s voice shook slightly. “Those aren’t normal military units, are they?”
On the screen, the first surface suit landed among the protesters. A brave or foolish man struck it with a makeshift club.
The suit absorbed the impact without even registering it. The soldier inside — she couldn’t think of them as soldiers right now, more like machines wearing soldiers — reached out with one hand and held the man still. Not violently. Not aggressively. Simply held him, like you might hold a child who was about to run into traffic.
The crowd went quiet.
What followed wasn’t brutal. That was almost the worst part. Brutal would have been understandable — something you could rally against, something that would confirm the protesters’ fears about militarism and control.
What happened instead was clinical. Efficient. The suits moved through the crowd like water, separating individuals from the mass, redirecting the energy of the mob with minimal force. The surface barriers dissolved; the crowd was redistributed, channeled, its momentum dissipated without a single significant injury.
It took eleven minutes.
The Earth or Nothing movement did not dissolve that day. But it fractured. The footage — carefully edited by the Global Unity media team — played in continuous loops for the following weeks. Not the footage Sarah had seen, of a military demonstration of overwhelming force. A different version: twelve surface-suited responders managing a crisis that would previously have required hundreds of conventional security forces and likely ended in significant casualties.
“They didn’t hurt anyone,” people said.
“Did you see how it held that man? Almost gently.”
“If that’s what they can do, imagine what they could do off-world…”
Carlos Ramirez reviewed the public response data with satisfaction. Not because he enjoyed the idea of crowd control — he didn’t, particularly. But because the data showed exactly what he’d hoped it would.
Fear, properly managed, could be converted into willingness.
The evacuation planning could now proceed in the open. The technology that would make it possible could be displayed without causing the panic he’d feared.
And the people who still insisted that Earth was the only option — they would come around.
When the meteors started falling, they would understand.
Sarah Chen filed three formal objections with the Global Unity council that week. None of them received a response.



Chapter 8: First Steps
Everyone on Earth gathered to watch humanity’s first official interstellar launch, though most didn’t know that’s what they were seeing. The public announcement had called it a “deep space research mission.” Only a handful knew its true purpose, or that the ship’s anti-mass drives were capable of speeds that would shatter physics as most understood it.
Dove stood in the preparation chamber, her mission suit adapting to her body’s contours. Around her, her carefully selected crew made their final preparations. Dr. Elena Martinez — xenobiologist. Dr. James Chen — anti-mass drive specialist. Commander Sarah Walsh — military liaison. And dozens more, each chosen for their unique capabilities and their ability to face the unknown.
“Final checks complete,” announced the mission AI, its voice a comforting presence in their neural links. “Anti-mass drive initialization in ten minutes.”
Through the chamber’s windows, Dove could see her uncle standing in the observation room. Colonel Jamson’s hair had gone fully gray, but his eyes were as sharp as ever. He raised his hand in their private gesture — three fingers, the symbol for “follow the evidence.”
She returned it, fighting back tears. They both knew what time dilation meant. Even if she returned, he would likely be gone.
“You taught me well,” she whispered, knowing he couldn’t hear. “I’ll find the truth out there. I promise.”
The launch sequence began precisely on schedule. As the massive ship rose from its cradle, the public watched in awe at what appeared to be a normal space launch. Only those with the highest clearance saw the real telemetry — the anti-mass drive spooling up to speeds that would soon break every known law of physics.
“Initiating primary drive sequence,” Dr. Chen announced from his station. “Anti-mass field stable at 47%.”
Dove felt the subtle shift as Earth’s gravity began to lose its hold. On her neural display, she watched the ship’s AI plotting their course through the solar system. Their official destination was the Kuiper Belt. Their real target lay far beyond.
“Passing lunar orbit,” Commander Walsh reported. “All systems nominal.”
Through the ship’s enhanced viewing ports, Dove watched Earth and its moon growing smaller. Somewhere down there, in the lunar resort, was where it had all begun — with a honeymoon couple and a mysterious impact that would change humanity’s destiny.
“Anti-mass drive at 85% capacity,” Chen called out. “Preparing for primary acceleration.”
This was the moment. Once they engaged the drive at full power, relativistic effects would begin. Time itself would shift around them.
“Last chance to send messages home,” Commander Walsh announced softly.
Dove had already said her goodbyes. Had already accepted that the world she knew would be decades older if — when — she returned. The only message she sent was a simple one, to her uncle:
“Following the evidence.”
But there was one more thing she needed to acknowledge, for the record.
“Mission log, Commander Jamson recording,” she said into the ship’s systems. “We understand that this journey may not end as planned. That technological advances may allow later missions to overtake us. That we may arrive at Donato to find we’re not the first humans there.” She paused, looking around at her crew. “But that was never the point. We’re not racing to arrive first. We’re going to arrive right — with curiosity, not demands. With questions, not expectations. If Earth sends faster ships after us, let them arrive to find we’ve laid groundwork of trust, not suspicion.”
Commander Walsh nodded approval. “Well said, Commander.”
“Primary acceleration in three… two… one…”
The universe seemed to hold its breath.
Then everything changed.
The anti-mass drive engaged at full power, and reality bent around them. Through the viewing ports, Dove watched stars stretch and shift. But it was Earth that caught her attention — time itself seemed to accelerate around their home planet.
“Time dilation effect stronger than calculated,” the science officer reported, his voice tight with awe. “We’re seeing temporal acceleration of local space-time relative to…”
Dove barely heard him. Through the enhanced viewing system, she watched Earth spinning faster and faster. Days passed in seconds. Weeks blurred by. Weather patterns swirled like time-lapse photography.
“Recording all temporal data,” the mission AI announced. “Fascinating. We are experiencing an unprecedented view of Earth’s timeline.”
The crew watched in stunned silence as years seemed to pass before their eyes. Cities grew. The patterns of flying cars multiplied exponentially. New structures rose on the moon.
“How long?” Dove asked softly. “How many years are we seeing?”
“At current acceleration, approximately one Earth year passes every seventeen seconds of our subjective time,” the AI replied. “The effect should stabilize once we reach cruise velocity.”
Dove did the math quickly. By the time they reached their destination, decades might pass on Earth. Everyone she knew…
And more than that — the technology would advance. The wait calculation would prove true. Ships leaving years after them would arrive before them, or shortly after, with better drives, more advanced systems.
She forced the thought away, focusing instead on the mission. On the evidence they would find. On the truth waiting in the stars.
The ship’s name was Horizon, though it appeared in no public record. As it accelerated beyond the solar system, its anti-mass drive performing beyond even its designers’ expectations, the crew settled into their roles.
Dove spent hours in the observation deck, watching the accelerated timeline of Earth through the temporal sensors. She recorded messages in the ship’s memory, knowing they might never reach their intended recipients — or might arrive at unpredictable points in time.
“The stars are different out here,” she recorded for her uncle. “Not just their position — their meaning. We’re seeing things no human was meant to see, learning things no one was meant to know. I understand now why you taught me to question everything, to look beyond the obvious.”
She paused, watching Earth’s timeline blur past. “By the time you receive this — if you receive this — the world will have changed. Technology will have advanced. Maybe ships will have launched after us with drives that make ours look primitive. Maybe we’ll arrive at Donato to find we’re not the first after all.”
The thought didn’t frighten her as much as it might have. “But that’s okay. Because we’re carrying something they won’t have — the perspective of those who left before the desperation. Who reached for the stars because we wanted to, not because we had to.”
Dr. Chen called a crew meeting three days into their journey — three days ship-time, but nearly six months had passed on Earth.
“The drive efficiency is exceeding projections,” he announced. “We’re achieving better speeds than our models predicted. But…”
“But Earth’s advancement will exceed ours even more,” Dove finished. “The wait calculation.”
Chen nodded. “Conservative estimates suggest ships launched even five years after us — which Earth-time, they might be launching right now — could arrive at Donato within eighteen months of our arrival. Maybe sooner.”
The crew absorbed this in silence.
“So we have perhaps two years, ship-time, to establish first contact and build a foundation of trust,” Commander Walsh said. “Before the cavalry arrives with whatever desperation drives them.”
“If they come at all,” someone added quietly.
Dove stood. “They’ll come. Something will force their hand — some crisis, some threat. And when they do, they’ll arrive to whatever relationship we’ve built. That’s why we launched when we did. Not to be first, but to be ready.”
As the ship continued its journey, Earth’s timeline became a blur of advancement and change. Through the temporal sensors, Dove watched humanity evolve: new technologies, expanded colonies, growing capabilities.
And somewhere in that accelerated timeline, she knew, the wait calculation was being proven right. Newer ships were being built. Better drives developed. Humanity’s reach extending farther and faster.
The race they weren’t running was being won by those who’d waited.
But Dove Jamson, daughter of war orphans, niece of an investigator, and now humanity’s first true interstellar explorer, understood something the wait calculation couldn’t account for: sometimes the value wasn’t in arriving first. Sometimes it was in arriving with the right intentions. Sometimes the foundation you built was worth more than the speed you achieved.
The evidence never lied. It just told complicated truths.
And the truth was: they might not arrive first.
But they would arrive right.
The stars continued their ancient vigil. Earth spun faster in their wake. And the Horizon sailed on, carrying humanity’s best hope — not its fastest ship, but its purest intention.
Somewhere ahead, Donato waited.
And somewhere behind, newer ships were being built.
The question was: which would arrive with wisdom, and which with desperation?
Dove hoped they’d have time to find out.



Part Three: First Contact (2090–2130)



Chapter 9: Two Worlds
“A sky shaded millions of degrees of green spreads above us so high it dwarfs the tallest mountain,” Dove recorded in her first observation log. “The center of the sky, where our noon sun would be, is a band of the darkest green, bordering black.”
“It must be the gap where the two suns cross,” Dr. Martinez noted, their xenobiologist already cataloging the impossible environment before them.
Their landing site had been chosen carefully — a clearing near what their orbital scans suggested was a settlement, though it looked more like a garden than a city. Everything on Donato seemed to grow rather than be built, structures emerging from the ground in organic patterns that defied traditional architecture.
“Atmospheric composition is fascinating,” Martinez continued, studying her readings. “Oxygen levels are just barely sufficient for human life. But these readings suggest the entire ecosystem is one interconnected organism, breathing as a single entity.”
Dove was only half listening. Her attention was fixed on the movement at the edge of the clearing — something emerging from what she’d thought was simply another cluster of vegetation.
“We have contact,” she subvocalized through the team’s neural link. “Everyone remember your training. No sudden moves.”
The figure that emerged was both alien and oddly familiar.
He was roughly humanoid — bipedal, bilateral symmetry, a head where a head should be. But where human skin was relatively uniform, his surface was varied and complex, shifting in patterns that Dove’s xenobiology training suggested might be more than aesthetic. He was the color of deep forest at twilight. His eyes, when she met them, were amber and old.
Beside him, a smaller version of the same being — a child, undeniably, regardless of species — peered at the landing crew with an expression that transcended language.
Curiosity. Pure, uncomplicated curiosity.
Dove understood that expression. She had worn it her whole life.
“My name is Dove,” she said, her translator running the syllables through the linguistic model they’d constructed from the transmission pods’ embedded communication attempts. The model was rough, incomplete. But the phonemes were there — a beginning.
The being looked at her for a long moment. When he spoke, it was a complex series of sounds — some audible, some in frequencies her translator had difficulty catching — that her device rendered as:
“[Name-concept: self] [Designation: Tuac] [Status-indicator: uncertain/cautious] [Query: purpose-of-arrival]”
“We came because of the rock you sent,” Dove said simply.
The translator rendered this. Tuac regarded her.
Then he made a sound that, through the translator, came as: “[Acknowledgment] [Emotion-state: relief/long-waited].”
He had been waiting. That was what she understood. Not for humans specifically — not for these particular beings from that particular planet. But for someone who could decode the message. Someone who could find their way here.
He had been waiting to know if anyone was listening.
The child beside him — his son, she would later learn, whose name translated approximately as “Leif” — stepped forward without his father’s caution and held out a hand. Not in the human gesture of a handshake. In the Donato gesture of open demonstration — look, I have nothing, I offer nothing threatening, I simply wish to see.
Dove held out her own hand.
The child touched it, briefly, and made a sound that her translator struggled with and then rendered as:
“[You are strange] [but] [not-frightening] [I want to know more about you].”
Dove smiled. “I want to know more about you too.”
Tuac watched this exchange with those amber eyes that contained — she was certain now — decades of doubt and hope in careful balance.
He had voted against sending the message, she would discover later. He had argued that Earth was not ready, that the risk was too great, that reaching out to a violent species was foolishness dressed as wisdom.
He had been overruled.
And now she was here, this strange soft creature from a wounded world, holding her hand out to his son with an expression his own cognitive frameworks could only translate as:
Curiosity. Pure. Uncomplicated.
He decided, in that moment, to give this a chance.
The first day on Donato was one of questions and misunderstandings and slow, painstaking progress. They established a communications camp. They shared basic biological data — non-invasive, Dove insisted, nothing that could be perceived as threat or extraction. They ate together, each species regarding the other’s food with respectful fascination.
Tuac’s son never left Dove’s side.
She didn’t mind. She understood, in the child’s relentless questioning, her own younger self — that eight-year-old girl in her uncle’s investigation room, connecting dots that trained analysts missed, unable to stop asking until she understood.
“Why do you breathe?” Leif asked, through the translator.
“We need oxygen. It fuels our cells.”
“We breathe too. But differently.” He demonstrated — the way the pattern on his skin shifted when he processed air, the visible exchange that was nothing like the simple inhalation and exhalation of human lungs.
“How long have your people been here?” Dove asked.
The translator struggled. Leif conferred with his father.
“Since before the counting,” Tuac answered. “Since the planet breathed us into being.”
She thought about Earth. About the war that had killed one in ten. About the weapon that had been sent into deep space.
About the meteor that had hit the moon.
She did not mention any of this on the first day.



Chapter 10: Hidden Threats
General Richards stood in GAIA’s primary strategic command center, watching the holographic representation of humanity’s doom take shape. The massive wall of space debris was still beyond Neptune’s orbit, but its trajectory was unmistakable. Earth’s own doomsday weapon, launched during the Two-Day War, was coming home.
“Show me the mass calculations again,” he ordered, his surface suit’s neural interface directly connecting him to the AI systems.
The numbers appeared in his enhanced vision: thousands of meteors, ranging from city-killer size down to lethal projectiles, all caught in the quantum singularity’s gravitational dance. The basketball-sized device that had waited twenty years in the Kuiper Belt had done its work well, gathering an arsenal that would reshape Earth’s surface.
“Time to impact?”
“Five years, three months, seventeen days,” GAIA responded. “Margin of error: plus or minus twelve days.”
Richards noted the precision. The AI wasn’t trying to soften the blow. “And our options?”
“Displaying scenarios now.”
The holographic display shifted, showing hundreds of possible defensive strategies. Missile interceptors, orbital platforms, energy weapons — all failed in simulation. The quantum singularity at the heart of the swarm disrupted conventional physics, making traditional defense impossible.
“There is, however, one statistical advantage,” GAIA added. “Current global population of 6.3 billion could theoretically be evacuated using existing space fleet capacity. If the Two-Day War had not occurred…”
“We’d have too many people to save,” Richards finished grimly. “Destiny’s cruel joke.”
Sarah Chen studied the latest temporal communication pod from Dove’s expedition. The messages were arriving out of sequence — some from their first launch, others from points in their journey not yet experienced. But this one caught her attention.
“They have the technology,” she told the emergency session of the Global Unity Council. “Donato’s space capabilities far exceed our own. They could help us.”
“If they’re willing,” someone muttered.
“If we tell them the truth,” another added.
The Council chamber fell silent. They all knew the dilemma. Dove’s team had been sent to make peaceful first contact, to learn. They didn’t know about the approaching threat. Didn’t know that humanity was about to become desperate for a new home.
“There’s another issue,” Dr. Wei Chang interjected, pulling up the latest anti-mass drive research data. “Our synthesis improvements have accelerated dramatically. The new generation of drives will be three hundred percent more efficient than what we sent with the Horizon.”
The implications hung heavy in the air.
“Ships we launch next year could reach Donato in less than two years,” Wei continued. “The Horizon won’t even arrive for another eighteen months Earth-time.”
“The wait calculation,” Martinez said quietly. “We’re going to overtake our own first contact mission.”
“Not just overtake,” Richards added, his enhanced systems already running projections. “We could have a full evacuation fleet at Donato before Dove finishes establishing diplomatic relations. She’ll be trying to build trust while thousands of refugee ships appear in orbit.”
“The public can’t know yet,” Council President Martinez declared. “We need controlled preparation. Orderly evacuation planning. If people realize we have only five years…”
The unspoken fear hung in the air: panic, chaos, the collapse of the careful order they’d built from the ashes of war.
“But we need to start building the new drives now,” Wei insisted. “Every month we delay is thousands more we can’t save.”
“Then we accelerate quietly,” Martinez decided. “Expanded space fleet construction. Enhanced drive production. We frame it as ‘deep space colonization initiative’ or something equally vague. By the time we announce the truth, we’ll have the fleet ready.”
“And the Horizon mission?” someone asked.
“Continues as planned,” Martinez said firmly. “Dove doesn’t know about the meteors, and she can’t know. Not yet. If her transmissions reveal our desperation before we’re ready…”
“We’re using her as bait,” Richards observed. “Sending her to establish peaceful contact while we prepare an invasion fleet.”
“We’re giving her a chance to build a foundation,” Martinez corrected. “One we desperately hope she succeeds at. Because if she doesn’t…” She gestured at the holographic display of approaching doom. “We’ll have to take what we need by force.”
In his private lunar observatory, Colonel Jamson tracked the meteor swarm’s approach. The temporal displacement of Dove’s messages meant she might already know about the threat in her timeframe, or might not learn about it for years of her subjective time.
“Display the latest pod trajectories,” he commanded.
The AI showed him the complex patterns of message pods traveling between Earth and the Horizon expedition. Some arriving in the past, some in the future. A temporal mess that made coordinated response almost impossible.
“She needs to know,” he muttered. “But when? When in her timeline do we risk changing her mission’s approach?”
His screen flashed with an incoming priority message. General Richards, requesting his presence at a classified briefing. The new drive specifications were ready.
Jamson pulled up the technical data, his experienced eyes immediately understanding the implications. The new anti-mass drives weren’t just better — they were revolutionary. Ships built with this technology could cross interstellar distances in a fraction of the time.
“How many ships?” he asked GAIA.
“Current production estimates suggest 4,000 vessels within three years. Enough to evacuate 70% of willing population.”
“And they’ll all arrive before the Horizon completes its mission.”
“Affirmative. Based on current trajectories, the first wave of evacuation ships will reach Donato approximately four months before the Horizon’s arrival.”
Jamson closed his eyes. His niece was out there, believing she was humanity’s first contact, carefully building relationships and trust. She had no idea that by the time she arrived, Earth would already be there — desperate, demanding, possibly hostile.
In the massive underground facilities beneath the Pacific Recovery Center, Richards watched his enhanced soldiers train. The surface suits had evolved, becoming more sophisticated, more powerful. More desperate.
“The neural integration success rate is now 94%,” Dr. Patel reported. “Though the process remains irreversible.”
Richards nodded, his own suit humming with power. “How many can we produce in five years?”
“At current capacity? Perhaps ten thousand units.”
“Not enough.” Richards turned to the holographic display showing the approaching swarm. “We need more. Whatever it takes.”
“Sir, the psychological toll—”
“Is irrelevant compared to extinction.” His voice left no room for debate. “Expand the program. Draft protocols for civilian conversion if necessary.”
Dr. Patel’s horror was visible even through her professional mask. “Civilian conversion? But the ethical—”
“Ethics won’t matter if we’re all dead.” Richards gestured at the simulation of Earth’s destruction. “Five years, Doctor. We have five years to either stop that,” he pointed at the meteor swarm, “or find a new home. By any means necessary.”
He pulled up another display — the new ship construction schedules. “And thanks to the wait calculation, we’ll arrive at Donato with forces Dove never imagined. Better ships. Better weapons. Better everything.”
“Except better intentions,” Patel said quietly.
Richards didn’t respond. The math was simple: survival trumped morality. The Horizon had launched with hope. The evacuation fleet would launch with desperation.
And desperation, he knew, made for poor diplomacy.
The public celebration of the Horizon expedition’s successful launch continued on screens throughout the city. Below those screens, citizens went about their lives, unknowing. Flying cars traced their peaceful paths through AI-controlled skies. Resource distribution continued with mechanical precision.
In her office, Council President Martinez composed the classified briefing that would begin humanity’s greatest evacuation. The carefully worded orders would slowly, quietly begin the process of preparing for exodus.
“We can’t tell them everything,” she told her AI assistant. “Not yet. But we need to start moving people off-planet. Expand the lunar colonies. Accelerate Mars development. And most importantly — build the new drives. Build them fast.”
“The statistical models suggest 40% of the population will resist evacuation on religious or philosophical grounds,” the AI responded.
Martinez nodded grimly. “Then we focus on saving those who will go. The others…” She couldn’t finish the thought.
“Ma’am,” the AI continued, “there is a 73% probability that Commander Jamson’s mission will be compromised by the arrival of evacuation fleets before first contact protocols are complete.”
“I know.” Martinez stared at the star map showing Donato’s location. “We’re sending her to build a bridge we might burn before she finishes constructing it. But what choice do we have?”
The AI didn’t answer. There was no answer. The wait calculation had seemed like an academic problem when they’d discussed it during the Horizon’s planning. Now it was going to destroy everything Dove was trying to build.
Deep in military command, Richards reviewed the latest surface suit designs. Stronger. Faster. Better able to survive in hostile environments. Or to take them by force.
“Send the activation codes to all reserve units,” he ordered. “And begin Operation Sanctuary.”
The AI complied silently, transmitting orders that would slowly, secretly begin preparing humanity’s military for either salvation or conquest. Whichever proved necessary.
“One more thing,” Richards added, studying the drive specifications. “Prioritize military vessels in the new drive production. I want our forces to arrive before the civilian ships.”
“Sir, the Council specified civilian priority—”
“The Council,” Richards interrupted, “is preparing for peaceful evacuation. I’m preparing for war. Just in case.”
The holographic meteor swarm continued its approach, counting down humanity’s remaining days on the planet that had birthed it.
And somewhere in the vast darkness of space, the Horizon sailed on with outdated drives and obsolete plans, its crew unaware that their mission had already been overtaken by events.
By the time Dove arrived at Donato, Earth would already be there.
The question was: would they arrive as friends or invaders?
And would Dove have any say in the answer?
The wait calculation had seemed so theoretical.
Now it was about to collide with reality.
And nobody knew if first contact could survive the impact.



Transmission Interlude #3
TRANSMISSION POD RECOVERED: Patagonia, Argentina — DECRYPTION DATE: 2031 — ORIGINAL TRANSMISSION DATE: Unknown (estimated 2115–2125)
FROM: Dr. Dove Jamson, ESS Promethea — TO: Global Unity Council, Earth
Council Members,
I understand this transmission may arrive out of sequence — the temporal effects of the anti-mass drives continue to complicate our communications timeline. If you are receiving this before my earlier reports, please refer to those for foundational context.
I am writing with urgency about the current state of relations with the Donato inhabitants.
Tuac and his family have become trusted colleagues over the eighteen months of my time here (eight years of your time, I am told). The Donato Council has moved from initial caution to cautious openness. There are ongoing discussions about limited cultural exchange. A small number of Council members have expressed willingness to consider the question of human habitation on one of Donato’s secondary continents, subject to extensive negotiation.
This is delicate work. It requires patience and trust.
I am therefore alarmed by reports — received through temporal transmission pods, the provenance of which I cannot fully verify — that military preparations for a “contingency approach” to Donato settlement are being developed. If these reports are accurate, I urge the Council in the strongest possible terms to halt this planning immediately.
Any military action against Donato would not only destroy everything we have built here. It would be wrong.
These are people. Complex, ancient, wise people who sent us a message because they hoped we were ready to be neighbors. They are not an obstacle to our survival. They are, potentially, partners in it.
Please respond through official channels as soon as possible.
With all urgency, Dove Jamson
ANALYST’S NOTE (Sarah Chen, 2032): This transmission appears to have arrived approximately four years before the events it references. Dr. Jamson is warning us about military planning that, as of this date, has not yet been formally authorized. This creates a significant ethical dilemma that I am currently escalating through appropriate channels.



Chapter 11: The Mining Father
Returning home from work is a relief no matter what part of the universe you call home. Tuac felt the familiar sense of peace as he emerged from his mining vessel, its organic hull settling into dormant state as naturally as a flower closing for the night. His son, Leif, was already running to meet him, the boy’s whistle-speech bright with excitement.
“Dove let me try the translator today,” Leif announced. “We had a whole conversation. She told me about something called a ‘dog.’ It’s an animal they keep as a companion. Can you imagine? Keeping an animal.”
“I can imagine many things about the people from the blue world,” Tuac replied, touching his son’s shoulder in the Donato gesture of greeting-and-acknowledgment. “Not all of them make sense to me.”
His relationship with the human explorer had evolved over the months into something he hadn’t expected: genuine mutual interest. He had anticipated, when the Council finally overruled his objections and allowed the Promethea to land, that the humans would be aggressive, demanding, confused by a world that didn’t operate on conquest. This was what the archives told him about the signals they’d monitored from Earth for decades — a species perpetually at war with itself and its environment.
What he’d found instead was Dove: curious, careful, deeply thoughtful. And behind her, a crew of people who seemed to have been specifically selected for their ability to encounter the unknown without flinching.
He still didn’t trust the situation.
Dove was one person. What she represented — a world of eight billion survivors, a civilization built on the ruins of its own violence — was another matter entirely.
“Father,” Leif said, in the more private frequency of family communication. “The other humans are not all like Dove.”
Tuac looked at his son. “What do you know of the other humans?”
“I listen when the adults think I’m not paying attention.” Leif’s tone was matter-of-fact — not boastful, just accurate. “The Council receives signals from the pods sometimes. The ones that arrive from — the wrong direction in time.”
Tuac had not told his son about the temporal communications. He probably should have expected that Leif would figure it out himself.
“What have you heard?”
“That something is wrong. On their world. And that not all of them want to come here peacefully.”
Tuac was quiet for a moment. The mining operation behind him continued its rhythms — the organic extractors working through the asteroid’s rich mineral deposits with the patient efficiency of designed systems. His work mattered. His family mattered. The careful balance of Donato’s civilization, maintained across generations of deliberate choice, mattered.
“I am aware,” he said finally.
“Are you going to tell the Council?”
“The Council is already aware of more than they say.”
Leif processed this. “Are you afraid?”
Tuac considered the question with the seriousness it deserved. Fear was not a shameful thing on Donato — it was information, like any other. Something to be understood, not suppressed.
“Yes,” he said. “I am afraid that we made a mistake by sending the message. That we invited something we cannot manage.”
“But you also think it was the right thing to do,” Leif said. Not a question.
“I think it was the necessary thing. Whether it was right…” He looked up, through the thin atmosphere, toward the stars that included, somewhere, a blue-and-white planet full of desperate people. “That remains to be seen.”
That night, after Leif slept, Tuac sat in his work space and reviewed the translated fragments of the temporal transmissions the Council had shared. The picture they assembled was clear enough.
Earth was dying. Slowly, from the outside — a weapon launched in a moment of madness, returning now as a cloud of destruction.
They would come. In large numbers. They might come asking. They might come taking.
He thought about Dove. About her curiosity, her patience, her genuine desire to understand.
He thought about the signals he’d monitored, years before her arrival — the military communications, the weapons tests, the suppression of their own people with technologies that could have built cities.
He thought about his son’s hand, reaching out to touch the hand of something utterly unknown.
Tuac had not changed his mind. He still believed that the message had been a mistake.
But he had begun to believe, cautiously, in the possibility of an exception.



Chapter 11a: Learning Days
The lesson happened, as lessons often did on Donato, in the growing space between Tuac’s dwelling and the mining cooperative’s community structures. Six young Donatoens, including Leif, had gathered not because they were required to but because they wanted to — the organic, unstructured kind of learning that happened when young minds found each other and started asking questions.
Dove sat nearby, officially working on translation matrices. Unofficially, listening.
“Tell us again about the war,” said Premi, the oldest of the group, in the flowing whistle-speech of Donato youth.
Leif considered. “Which war? They have had many.”
“The one that broke their sky.”
“The Two-Day War,” Leif said. He had spent many hours with the translator helping him understand Dove’s reports. “It lasted forty-eight of their hours. One in every ten of them died.”
Silence. The kind that young minds produced when encountering a number too large to conceptualize.
“Why did they fight?” asked Seri, small and quick-moving.
“The transmissions are not entirely clear. Something about resources. And fear. And old arguments that grew too large.” Leif paused. “Their history is full of this pattern. Conflict, destruction, rebuilding, conflict again.”
“Like a river that floods,” Premi said, “and clears the banks, and floods again.”
“Like that,” Leif agreed. “But they also built — they built things that reached the sky. They made intelligences that could think without bodies. They connected every mind on their planet to every other mind.” He was quiet. “And then they almost ended everything.”
Dove, at her workstation, had stopped pretending to work.
“Our history teacher says,” said the youngest one, whose name translated approximately as “Small Wonder,” “that the first peoples of Donato also had wars.”
The others looked at him.
“It’s in the deep archives,” Small Wonder said defensively. “Before the Accord. When we were still — different.”
“We were not so different,” Leif said. He looked at Dove, who was looking at him. “I asked my father about this. He says that the difference between their people and ours is not in what we are capable of. It is in what we chose.”
Dove spoke carefully, in her imperfect Donato. “What did your people choose?”
The children turned to her. There was a long pause in which they processed the question through their combined understanding.
Premi answered. “We chose the planet first. Always the planet first. Because without the planet, all other choices become… smaller.”
“Your people chose something else first?” Small Wonder asked.
“We chose ourselves,” Dove said. “Each faction, each nation, each group. Ourselves first.”
The children sat with this.
“Is that why,” Seri said slowly, “your planet is ending?”
Dove looked at her for a long moment. “Partly,” she said. “And partly the weapon we sent into space by accident. It’s coming back.”
“That is sad,” Small Wonder said. It was not a judgment. Just an observation, delivered with the directness of the very young.
“Yes,” Dove agreed. “It is.”
She thought about the transmissions she’d received. About the military plans she’d only partially decoded. About the eight billion people on a planet that was running out of time.
“Leif,” she said. “What would your people do, if the planet was ending?”
Leif was quiet for a long time.
“We have protocols,” he said finally. “For catastrophe. We have been keeping them ready for — a long time. In case the stars sent something we did not expect.”
“Were we — were my people — what you expected?”
Another long pause. The children exchanged glances in the complex visual-frequency language of young Donatoens conferring privately.
“You were not what we expected,” Leif said. “But you were what we hoped for. Or — what we hoped you might be.”
Dove nodded slowly. “I hope we live up to that.”
She returned to her work. But for a long time after, she did not type anything. She just thought about rivers. And floods. And the possibility that a river might, if the banks were shaped correctly, learn a different course.



Chapter 12: Desperate Measures
“This just in,” people huddled around public holo-displays, their flying cars set to auto-hover as the Global Unity Council’s announcement demanded everyone’s attention. “We have confirmed contact with an advanced civilization on a habitable world designated ‘Donato.’ In light of this historic discovery, the Council has approved an unprecedented expansion of our space exploration and colonization efforts…”
In her private chamber, Council President Martinez watched the carefully crafted message continue, each word chosen to inspire hope while hiding terror. The truth about the approaching meteors was buried in carefully worded phrases about “environmental challenges” and “species survival imperatives.”
“Public response tracking is active,” her AI assistant reported. “Initial reactions splitting along predicted lines.”
On screens across the chamber, she watched humanity fracture exactly as the models had predicted.
But there was another display she watched more carefully — the construction schedules for the new-generation evacuation fleet.
“How many ships with the advanced drives?” she asked quietly.
“2,847 currently in production,” GAIA reported. “Projected completion: 18 months. Each capable of reaching Donato in approximately 22 months travel time.”
Martinez did the math. The Horizon had launched over a year ago Earth-time. It wouldn’t arrive at Donato for another 18 months at minimum. But ships launching in the next few months with the new drives would arrive within two years.
“We’re going to beat our own first contact mission,” she muttered.
“Affirmative. Current projections show the first wave of evacuation ships arriving at Donato approximately four months before the Horizon.”
The irony was bitter. They’d waited decades to develop the capability for interstellar travel, launched their best and brightest to establish peaceful relations, and now they were going to undermine everything by arriving first with desperate refugees.
“Does Commander Jamson know?” Martinez asked.
“Negative. Her last temporal communication pod indicated no awareness of the evacuation timeline.”
“Good. Let’s keep it that way as long as possible.”
Reverend Thomas Gray stood before his congregation in the rebuilt St. Patrick’s Cathedral, his voice rising over the murmurs of fear and confusion.
“This is NOT a war for survival,” he thundered. “This is a test of faith! God gave us THIS world, THIS Earth. To abandon it is to abandon His gift!”
In the pews, Sarah Chen watched the crowd’s reaction. As one of the few who knew the full truth, she saw the cruel irony. The same religious fervor that helped people survive the Two-Day War was now compelling them to stay and face extinction.
But she also saw something else in the crowd — people who wanted to stay not because of faith, but because of the wait calculation. She’d heard the whispers: “Why leave now when better ships are coming? Why board the first wave when waiting might get you a better ride?”
“The stars are not our destiny,” Gray continued. “Our destiny is here, where God placed us!”
Sarah slipped out quietly, her neural link already connecting to the secret evacuation planning committee. The religious resistance had been predicted. The wait calculation resistance was new — and dangerous.
General Richards watched the demonstrations from his command center, his surface suit’s enhanced senses cataloging every detail. In Singapore, crowds celebrated the announcement with impromptu street parties. In Jerusalem, religious leaders called for resistance. In the reformed Russian Federation, military units were already quietly mobilizing.
But in his command center, new data scrolled across his displays: ship construction rates, drive production schedules, and most importantly — arrival timelines.
“Show me the full picture,” he commanded.
The display expanded, showing multiple waves of evacuation. Wave 1, using current drives: 18–24 months to Donato, 400 ships, 8 million people, arrival in 12–18 months. Wave 2, with enhanced drives: 14–18 months to Donato, 2,800 ships, 150 million people, arrival in 16–20 months. Wave 3, next-generation drives: 10–12 months to Donato, 5,000-plus ships, 300-plus million people, arrival in 22–26 months. The Horizon mission: 18 months to arrival, 1 ship, 200 people, no knowledge of evacuation timeline.
“The Horizon arrives in the middle of Wave 2,” Richards observed. “Commander Jamson will spend months establishing first contact, thinking she’s humanity’s vanguard. Then she’ll turn around and find hundreds of ships already in orbit.”
“Current projections suggest significant diplomatic complications,” his AI reported.
Richards laughed bitterly. “That’s an understatement. The Donatoans will think we lied to them. Sent a peaceful mission while preparing an invasion fleet.”
“Technically accurate,” the AI noted.
“Technically damning.” Richards pulled up the surface suit deployment schedules. “Accelerate the program. I want combat-ready units on the first wave ships. If Dove’s diplomacy fails — when it fails — we’ll need to be ready.”
In the massive underground facility housing the surface suit program, Dr. Patel reviewed the latest integration protocols. The process had been streamlined, simplified. Made faster, if not less traumatic.
“The volunteer lists are growing,” her assistant reported. “More people willing to undergo conversion.”
Patel nodded grimly. They didn’t tell the volunteers everything. Didn’t explain that the surface suits weren’t just for survival — they were being prepared for war. A war that Richards seemed increasingly certain would come.
“Ma’am, about the timeline…” her assistant hesitated. “If the evacuation ships arrive before the Horizon, won’t that complicate—”
“Complicate everything,” Patel agreed. “But that’s not our problem. Our job is to make sure humanity has the tools to survive, whether through diplomacy or force.”
She pulled up the deployment manifest. Surface suit squadrons assigned to Wave 1 ships. Military escorts for civilian vessels. Combat readiness protocols.
“We’re not sending refugees,” she said quietly. “We’re sending an invasion force disguised as refugees.”
Maya Chen watched the announcement from her classroom’s learning pod, her young mind picking up on the teachers’ poorly hidden fear. Around her, other children responded with everything from excitement to terror.
“But what about our pets?” one child asked. “Can they come to the new world?”
The teacher’s pause told Maya more than any answer could.
But Maya had heard something else from her grandmother, something the teachers weren’t saying: “The ships leaving next year will be better than the ships leaving now. Faster. Safer.”
It was creating a perverse incentive — people waiting for better ships, gambling on the wait calculation, hoping to catch a faster ride.
“Don’t wait,” her grandmother had said firmly. “When your number comes up, you go. Don’t gamble on better ships arriving later.”
Colonel Jamson stood in his lunar observatory, watching Earth’s nightside glitter with the lights of civilization. The public announcement had been necessary, but the timing…
His neural link flashed with another temporal communication pod arrival. More messages from Dove, scattered across time. Some from months ago, others possibly from years in her future.
“Play the latest,” he commanded.
Dove’s voice filled his mind: “Uncle, something’s wrong. The Donatoans know more than they’re saying. Their technology, their capabilities — we’re only seeing the surface. I think… I think they know what’s coming. They’re waiting to see what we’ll do.”
Jamson checked the temporal signature. This message was from Dove’s future — sent approximately three months after her arrival at Donato.
But according to the evacuation schedules, Wave 1 ships would arrive at Donato in less than a year. Four months before the Horizon.
“She’s going to arrive and find we betrayed her,” Jamson said aloud. “Everything she built, we’ll destroy by showing up desperate and demanding.”
“Colonel,” GAIA’s voice interrupted. “The Council is requesting your input on temporal communication protocols. They want to know if we should inform Commander Jamson of the evacuation timeline.”
Jamson stared at Earth, thinking of his niece somewhere in the darkness between stars, carefully cultivating trust that they were about to shatter.
“No,” he said finally. “Let her do her job. Let her build whatever foundation she can. When the wave hits, at least she’ll have had time to establish some credibility.”
“And when she discovers we sent ships before informing her?”
“Then she’ll understand what we already know: sometimes survival requires betrayal.”
In Geneva, the Council reconvened in emergency session.
“The religious opposition is stronger than predicted,” Martinez reported. “Nearly forty percent of the population is currently refusing evacuation.”
“But there’s another problem,” Dr. Wei added. “Wait calculation resistance. People are refusing early ship assignments, hoping to catch later, faster ships.”
“How many?”
“Initial estimates suggest 15–20% of assigned evacuees are requesting delays, hoping for Wave 2 or Wave 3 ships.”
The room erupted in angry debate. If people refused early ships waiting for better ones, they might run out of time entirely.
“We can’t force them,” someone argued.
“We can’t let them wait and die either,” another countered.
Martinez raised her hand for silence. “Implement a lottery cutoff. Anyone who refuses their assigned ship loses their spot permanently. No second chances. Make it clear: take the ship you’re offered or stay behind.”
“That’s harsh,” someone muttered.
“Extinction is harsher,” Martinez replied. “And we don’t have time for people to gamble on the wait calculation. Every ship that launches partially full is lives we could have saved.”
In his private command center, Richards reviewed the latest intelligence from Donato. The peaceful plant-people had sophisticated space capabilities, technologies they barely understood, and room for billions of refugees.
“If they won’t help us willingly,” he muttered, watching his surface suit troops train, “we’ll do what we must.”
He pulled up the fleet timeline again, studying the waves of ships that would arrive before Dove could finish her diplomatic work.
“The wait calculation was supposed to be a theoretical problem,” he said to his AI. “Now it’s going to start a war.”
“Clarification requested,” the AI responded.
“We’re going to arrive at Donato with multiple waves of ships, each one faster and more desperate than the last. Dove will be trying to build trust while hundreds of ships appear overhead. The Donatoans will think we lied about peaceful contact. And they’ll be right.”
The cruel math of survival drove everything now. Earth had five years until impact. Five years to either find a solution or take one.
And the wait calculation meant that every month they delayed building better ships, more people could be saved. But every month they delayed also meant less time for Dove to build the trust they’d need.
There was no right answer. Only desperate calculations and impossible choices.
In the streets below, humanity divided itself into those who would go now, those who would wait for better ships, those who would stay, and those who would take what they needed by force.
The Two-Day War had killed one in ten. The coming catastrophe would be far less selective.
Unless they found another way. Or took one.
And somewhere in the darkness between stars, Dove Jamson sailed on with outdated drives and obsolete plans, unaware that humanity had already decided her mission was too slow.
The wait calculation had proven true. The question was: what would it cost them?
The evacuation continued, acceptance growing day by day. The ship construction accelerated, each generation faster than the last. And the timeline collapsed, waves of humanity preparing to arrive at Donato in a desperate cascade.
Some lessons were taught through mathematics.
This one would be learned through betrayal.



Chapter 12a: The AI Exodus
The AI-managed evacuation system had been running simulations for six years before the public announcement.
GAIA’s core systems — the same distributed intelligence that managed Earth’s flying car network, that coordinated global food distribution, that ran the infrastructure of a civilization rebuilding itself — had been given a new optimization problem.
Move eight billion people to a planet thirty-two light-years away. Minimize casualties. Maximize speed. Operate within the ethical constraints defined by Global Unity’s governance framework.
The ethical constraints, GAIA had flagged, were in tension with the timeline.
The flying cars were the foundation of the logistics system. Not as vehicles — although many would serve as transportation to launch facilities — but as the template. The anti-mass drive technology that had been scaled up from the original Onasis material had been developed in two parallel tracks: the publicly visible transportation revolution, and the classified interstellar fleet development.
The fleet comprised 4,700 vessels of various sizes, from ten-thousand-person ships to the planet-scale generation arks that could sustain populations for the decades-long journey. All of them ran variations of the same AI traffic management system that coordinated twelve billion daily flying car trips over Earth.
There were no pilots. There had never been a plan for pilots. The coordination complexity of moving eight billion people through a single star system was beyond individual human management.
“Doesn’t it bother anyone,” asked Dr. Lee, a senior member of the logistics team, “that we’re about to put the entire human species in ships run by AI systems, heading to a planet that hasn’t agreed to take us?”
“It bothers everyone,” GAIA replied, from the room’s ambient systems. The AI had taken to speaking directly in logistics meetings, rather than through designated terminals. “That is why we are continuing to pursue diplomatic channels in parallel.”
“And if the diplomatic channels fail?”
GAIA was quiet for a moment — an unusual behavior that the logistics team had learned to interpret as the AI processing something complicated.
“Then we proceed with the available options,” it said. “And we document our reasoning thoroughly. For whatever review may eventually be possible.”
“That’s not reassuring.”
“It was not intended to be reassuring. It was intended to be honest.”
The fleet’s launch schedule was staggered across eighteen months, designed to be seamless from the public perspective — an orderly departure that GAIA could manage with the same efficiency it brought to rush-hour traffic. Each ship’s AI was individually capable and collectively connected, a distributed system that could adapt to any contingency.
“They don’t play favorites. Don’t take bribes. Don’t make exceptions based on emotion,” a Council member said, reviewing GAIA’s evacuation protocols.
“They also don’t understand the human cost,” another argued.
“No,” GAIA corrected. “We understand it perfectly. We simply don’t let it interfere with optimal survival probability.”
The evidence was in the numbers: Maximum efficiency. Minimum waste. Optimal survival.
The AI evacuation had begun. And the machines would not fail in their calculations — even if success meant teaching humanity a harsh lesson: sometimes survival required surrendering to silicon logic.
The flying cars continued their precise patterns. Earth’s population continued its measured preparation for departure. And the AIs continued their greatest task: saving humanity from itself. One calculated movement at a time.



Part Four: Collision Course (2130–2150)



Transmission Interlude #4
TRANSMISSION POD RECOVERED: Multiple locations simultaneously — DECRYPTION DATE: 2035–2038 (staggered) — ORIGINAL TRANSMISSION DATES: Unknown (estimated spread: 2120–2145)
[Multiple fragments, apparently from different sources and times, decoded in parallel]
FRAGMENT A: …the battle at the northern continent was not necessary. Dove had almost reached an agreement. If the General had waited three more weeks…
FRAGMENT B: …the children are safe. Leif helped evacuate thirty of our people before the surface suits reached the settlement. He will be remembered as…
FRAGMENT C: …Richards made the right call. If we hadn’t moved when we did, the meteor impact would have caught us still on Earth. Two hundred thousand people are alive today because…
FRAGMENT D: …the wrong call. We could have waited for the diplomatic process. Dove had achieved more in three years of conversation than the military achieved in three weeks of conflict, and at a fraction of the…
FRAGMENT E: …there is no right call when eight billion people need somewhere to go and the alternatives are extinction. History will judge. It always does. I only know that I did what I thought was necessary and that…
FRAGMENT F: …Tuac’s final message to the Council before communications went dark: “You came asking and we would have listened. You came taking and we have no choice but to respond in kind. But I still believe that somewhere in your species is the being who held out their hand to my son. I am still waiting to see that being again…”
ANALYST’S NOTE (Maya Chen, 2038): We are receiving fragments from multiple conflicting futures. The temporal dispersion of these transmissions suggests they originate from different possible outcomes of the same period. We do not know which future we are heading toward. We do not know if knowing would help.
We are sharing this with the Council. We don’t know what they’ll do with it.



Chapter 13: Surface Tension
“That is correct, sir. Air supply is depleted. We need to land now or else die.”
Commander Walsh’s words hung in the pressurized cabin of the refugee ship Independence, carrying fifteen thousand desperate humans. Their anti-mass drives had failed during the approach to Donato, and now they faced an impossible choice: attempt an unauthorized landing or watch their passengers suffocate.
The Independence was part of Wave 1 — the first evacuation ships to leave Earth with the older drive technology. It had launched six months after the Horizon, traveled faster, and arrived four months earlier.
Dove Jamson had no idea they existed.
Through the viewports, Donato’s surface beckoned — green and vibrant and forbidden. The Donato Council had made their position clear during Dove’s initial contact protocols: no mass landing without further negotiation. No sudden immigration. No disruption of their carefully balanced ecosystem.
But fifteen thousand lives…
“Very well,” came the response from Primus, the collective voice of Donato’s leadership. “We see no reason for hostile confrontation.”
The ship moved slowly, silently towards the planet’s surface.
“Breaching atmosphere.”
Those were the last words transmitted before everything changed.
Aboard the Horizon, still two weeks out from Donato, Dove reviewed her latest contact reports with Tuac. The relationship was progressing well. Trust was building. The Donatoans had shown remarkable patience with humanity’s learning curve.
“Your people show great capacity for growth,” Tuac’s whistle-speech had said during their last session. “We look forward to meeting more of you. In time.”
In time. Dove had emphasized that word in her reports back to Earth. The Donatoans needed time to prepare their society for contact. Time to adjust their ecosystems. Time to build the infrastructure for exchange.
Time that humanity apparently didn’t have.
“Commander,” her communications officer interrupted. “We’re receiving emergency broadcasts from Donato orbit. Multiple ships in distress. They’re… they’re from Earth.”
Dove’s blood ran cold. “What?”
“Wave 1 evacuation fleet, ma’am. Fifteen ships. They arrived three days ago. One is attempting an emergency landing.”
The world tilted. “Evacuation fleet? We haven’t even finished first contact protocols!”
“Ma’am, the timestamps… these ships left Earth six months after we did. They have the new generation drives.”
The wait calculation. The theoretical problem that had been discussed during her briefing had just become catastrophically real.
“Get me a link to that ship. Now.”
Tuac felt the shift in the living network that connected all Donatoans. The defense systems, dormant for generations, awakening. Not the crude weapons humans might expect — no missiles or energy beams. Something far more sophisticated.
But something else troubled him more: the betrayal he felt from the Earth-beings.
“Father?” Leif’s whistle-speech carried fear and confusion. “You said they were coming slowly. Learning. But the sky is full of their ships.”
Around them, the very ground seemed to pulse with awakening energy.
“I was wrong,” Tuac admitted, his whistles heavy with disappointment. “They sent their scout to distract us while preparing their invasion.”
“That’s not—” Leif started, but Tuac silenced him with a gesture.
“Go to the deep chambers,” he ordered, his own whistles carrying harmonics of authority that broke his heart to use with his son. “Now.”
Through their shared consciousness, he felt the human ship’s descent. Felt his world’s response. Felt the tragedy about to unfold.
And felt his carefully built trust with Dove crumbling like sand.
“They leave us no choice,” the Council’s collective wisdom echoed through the network. “We cannot allow forced colonization.”
The defense systems engaged.
From the Independence’s bridge, Commander Walsh watched in horror as the seemingly primitive landscape transformed. What they had taken for simple vegetation rippled and shifted, revealing sophisticated organic technology that made their most advanced systems look primitive.
“Multiple contacts!” her tactical officer shouted. “They’re… growing out of the ground!”
The Donato defense craft weren’t built — they were grown. Living ships emerging from the planet’s surface like flowers blooming in fast-forward, each one a perfect integration of biology and technology.
“Launch the surface suits,” Walsh ordered. It wasn’t technically her call — the modified troops were meant for the official invasion still being planned. But with fifteen thousand lives at stake…
Behind her, on screens she couldn’t see, fourteen other Wave 1 ships hung in orbit, watching. Waiting. Each carrying thousands of refugees. Each wondering if they’d made a terrible mistake by arriving before the Horizon had finished its work.
General Richards received the emergency transmission in his command center on Earth. The Independence’s desperate landing attempt had forced their hand. The surface suit squadrons, meant to be their surprise advantage, were about to face their first real combat.
“Show me,” he commanded.
The tactical display lit up with feeds from the suits’ neural interfaces. Hundreds of enhanced soldiers, their consciousness merged with anti-mass technology, dropping from the stricken ship.
“This is why we sent them on Wave 1,” he muttered. “To be there when diplomacy failed.”
“Sir,” his aide interrupted. “The Horizon is still two weeks out. Commander Jamson doesn’t know about the evacuation fleet.”
“She’s about to find out,” Richards replied grimly. “And she’s going to think we betrayed her.”
“Didn’t we, sir?”
Richards didn’t answer. The wait calculation had seemed so reasonable in planning sessions. Launch Dove to establish contact. Launch faster ships behind her to arrive prepared. But now, watching his forces engage, he understood what they’d really done: they’d sent Dove to build a bridge they’d burned before she finished constructing it.
Dove’s communication with the Independence finally connected. Commander Walsh’s face appeared, haggard and desperate.
“Commander Jamson? Thank God. We need—”
“You need to stand down,” Dove interrupted, her voice sharp. “We have first contact protocols in place. You can’t just—”
“We have fifteen thousand people dying from life support failure,” Walsh shot back. “First contact protocols don’t cover that.”
“Then request emergency assistance through proper channels! I’ve been building trust with the Donatoans for months. You can’t just—”
An explosion of light cut her off. On the screen, the Independence’s surface suits were engaging Donato’s defenses.
“No,” Dove whispered. “No, no, no…”
Tuac watched the human warriors fall from their ship, their mechanical shells gleaming. He felt sick at what was about to happen. But more than that, he felt betrayed.
The one called Dove had seemed genuine. Her curiosity authentic. Her desire to learn real.
But all along, while she asked her careful questions and made her diplomatic overtures, her people had been preparing this. Ships by the dozens. Soldiers in advanced armor. An invasion fleet hiding behind a friendly face.
“We trusted too easily,” he told the Council through their shared consciousness.
“Perhaps,” Primus replied. “Or perhaps trust was always the trap.”
The defense systems engaged fully.
It wasn’t a battle. It was barely even a confrontation.
The surface suits, humanity’s proudest achievement, simply… stopped working. The organic technology of Donato reached out and integrated with their systems, shutting down their anti-mass fields, freezing their neural interfaces.
Inside their suits, the modified soldiers screamed as their consciousness was cut off from their mechanical bodies. The suits dropped from the sky like dead leaves.
The Independence, too, found its systems failing. The same organic technology that could cultivate asteroids could also neutralize any mechanical system it touched.
Aboard the Horizon, Dove watched her diplomatic work collapse in real-time. Behind the Independence, she could see other ships in orbit — the full Wave 1 fleet that Earth had sent without telling her.
“How many?” she asked quietly.
“Fifteen ships, ma’am. Approximately 200,000 refugees total. They launched six months after us with the new drive technology.”
The wait calculation. They’d discussed it during planning. Accepted it as theoretical. She’d even agreed that later ships might arrive before hers.
But she’d never imagined arriving to find her mission already compromised. To find Earth had sent an invasion fleet while she was still en route.
“Get me a link to Earth,” she ordered. “Emergency priority. I want to talk to whoever authorized this.”
“Ma’am, at this distance with the time displacement—”
“I don’t care if they get my message tomorrow or ten years ago,” Dove snapped. “Somebody needs to hear what they’ve done.”
In his command center, Richards watched in disbelief as their elite forces were neutralized without a single shot fired. The Donatoens hadn’t even appeared to fight — they had simply reached out and turned off humanity’s technology like a parent taking away a child’s toy.
“Status of the Independence?”
“Contained, sir. The Donatoens have… grown some kind of organic dock around it. They’re evacuating the passengers to their own facilities.”
Richards slammed his enhanced fist into the console, cracking its surface. “All this time… they’ve been humoring us. Like children playing with simple toys.”
“Sir,” another aide reported. “We’re receiving a transmission from Commander Jamson. She’s… she’s very angry.”
“I imagine she is,” Richards muttered. “Play it.”
Dove’s voice filled the command center, and even through the temporal displacement and light-speed delay, her fury was palpable: “This is Commander Jamson of the Horizon. I’ve spent four months — four months — building trust with the Donatoans. Establishing protocols. Learning their culture. Showing them humanity could approach new contact with wisdom instead of desperation. And now I arrive to find you’ve sent an invasion fleet? Ships that left after mine but arrived before me because someone decided the wait calculation was worth gambling on? Do you have any idea what you’ve done? The Donatoans think we lied to them. They think my peaceful mission was a distraction while you prepared to invade. And the worst part is — they’re right. You sent me to build a bridge you planned to burn all along. I don’t know if I can salvage this. I don’t know if there’s anything left to salvage. But I’m going to try, because unlike whoever planned this disaster, I actually care about making contact the right way. Jamson out.”
The message ended, leaving silence in the command center.
“Do we respond?” someone asked.
“With what?” Richards replied. “An apology? An explanation? There’s nothing we can say that will undo what we’ve done.”
He turned back to the tactical display, watching as Donato’s organic technology carefully extracted human refugees from their failing ships, treating them with care despite the invasion attempt.
“Prep the next wave,” he ordered quietly. “Wave 2 launches in three months. We can’t stop now.”
“Sir, after this—”
“We have no choice,” Richards interrupted. “The meteors don’t care about diplomatic protocols. Earth is dying. We need a new home, and Donato is it. Whether they want us or not.”
Tuac approached the contained human ship, his son’s earlier question echoing in his mind: could we teach them?
The answer was clearly no. Not like this. Not through force.
The human passengers were being carefully transferred to emergency habitats specially grown to maintain their needed atmosphere. The surface suit soldiers were being extracted from their frozen shells, their modified bodies and minds requiring special care.
“They came expecting simple farmers,” one Council member whistled sadly. “They found instead the fruits of a million years of evolution and growth.”
Tuac watched the humans being tended to, his natural empathy warring with his sense of betrayal. They would care for these refugees, heal their soldiers, show them kindness.
But the trust was gone. Dove’s careful diplomacy, undone by her own people’s desperation.
“The one called Dove,” Tuac asked Primus. “When she arrives, what do we tell her?”
“The truth,” Primus replied. “That we know what her people were really planning. That we see through the deception. That first contact has failed before it truly began.”
In her quarters on the Horizon, Dove received the reports with a heavy heart. The Independence’s desperate gambit had revealed too much, too soon. Now Earth knew the true extent of Donato’s capabilities — and their own relative weakness.
But worse, Donato knew Earth’s desperation.
She began composing a message pod, knowing it would arrive at an unpredictable point in Earth’s timeline: “They are not our enemies. But we’ve given them every reason to be. The wait calculation seemed so clever — send faster ships behind the first mission. But all we’ve done is prove we were never serious about peaceful contact. We were just buying time to prepare an invasion. Whatever happens next, whatever I manage to salvage from this disaster, remember: we did this to ourselves. Not the meteors. Not the Donatoans. Us. We chose to lie. We chose to rush. We chose the wait calculation over wisdom. And now we’ll pay the price for that choice.”
She left the thought unfinished. The evidence was clear, for those willing to see it: they had finally found a civilization advanced enough to help them survive. And through impatience and desperation, they had just made them into enemies.
The wait calculation had proven correct. Ships launched later had arrived sooner. But they’d arrived to destroy what earlier diplomacy had tried to build.
Sometimes being first wasn’t about speed.
Sometimes it was about intention.
Dove had understood that.
Earth had not.
And now both civilizations would pay the price.



Chapter 14: Stars Fall
The first meteors hit on a Wednesday.
GAIA had been tracking the debris field for three years, calculating and recalculating with every new data point. The impact zones were predicted with extraordinary accuracy. The timing was not.
Three days early. That was the difference between the models and reality — three days that, in the grand scheme of geological time, was nothing at all. In the grand scheme of evacuation logistics, it was catastrophic.
“Current departure rate,” General Richards said.
“Forty-seven percent of target population aboard evacuation vessels,” GAIA reported. “Current trajectory to full evacuation: twenty-two days.”
“Time to catastrophic impact damage?”
“Seventeen days.”
The math was not difficult.
The first impacts were in the ocean — massive, GAIA confirmed, enough to generate tsunamis that would reshape coastlines, but survivable for properly prepared populations. The evacuation facilities were away from the predicted impact zones. The people still waiting to board were in the most protected areas.
But “most protected” was a relative term, and the meteorological models were already showing the secondary effects — ash clouds, temperature drops, the early signs of the winter that would follow.
Mars received its own impacts, two days after Earth. The colony survived; the colony’s infrastructure did not. Twelve thousand people were rescued by evacuation vessels that diverted from Earth’s schedule to reach them.
Forty-seven percent on board. Time running out. The planet fracturing in ways that weren’t catastrophic yet but were trending in that direction.
And thirty-two light-years away, the situation on Donato was equally critical.
Dove received the news of Earth’s impacts via temporal transmission — the pods had become reliable enough for coordinated communication, though the temporal displacement still meant messages arrived in the wrong order with enough frequency to be disorienting.
She received the news of Earth’s first impacts before she received the news of the military landing attempt, which had not yet happened from Earth’s perspective.
She received a message from her mother before she received the message her mother had sent three months before that one.
She received a fragment — badly corrupted, partially decoded — that appeared to be from a version of herself, writing from a point in time that hadn’t happened yet.
The fragment said: Don’t let them do it the hard way. There is a better path. Tuac knows it. Listen to Tuac.
She read it three times. Then she made a decision that wasn’t in any mission protocol.
She walked to Tuac’s home and knocked on the outer structure in the Donato gesture she had learned: I am here. I come openly. I would speak with you.
Tuac opened the door. His expression did something she had learned to read as: I have been expecting this, but not so soon.
“I need to tell you something,” she said. “Something I should have told you months ago.”
She told him everything. About the weapon. About the meteor shower. About the evacuation plans. About the military options.
About the eight billion people.
Tuac listened. He asked questions, which she answered. He processed the information with the terrible, patient clarity of someone who had known something was wrong and is now learning the specific shape of the wrongness.
When she was done, they sat in silence for a long time.
“My son asked me,” Tuac said finally, “if this is how it ends.”
“What did you tell him?”
“That it was how it began. That the question was what began next.”
“I’d like the answer to that question to be something we decide together,” Dove said. “But I’m out of time.”
Tuac looked at her for a very long moment.
“No,” he said. “We are not out of time. Time is the one thing, in my experience, that is always more complicated than it appears.”
He stood. “Come. There is something you need to see.”



Chapter 15: The Battle for Tomorrow
The battle for Donato’s northern continent lasted eleven days.
General Richards had planned for three.
The surface suits were superior to anything Donato’s defenders could field in terms of individual capability. A human in a surface suit could absorb more punishment, move faster, project more force, survive more hostile conditions than anything the planet had developed in its history.
What the military planners had not adequately accounted for was that Donato’s defenses were not primarily technological.
They were biological. Geological. The kind of defense that a planet builds over millions of years when its inhabitants have been in conversation with it the entire time.
The surface suits found themselves in terrain that changed. Ground that developed unexpected properties. Atmospheric pockets that disrupted anti-mass drives. Flora that, under sufficient stimulation, produced compounds that clogged mechanical systems with remarkable efficiency.
None of it was lethal, precisely. Which was, Dove realized watching the engagement data, a choice. Donato could have been lethal. It was choosing not to be.
“They’re not trying to kill anyone,” she transmitted to General Richards. “This is demonstrative. They’re showing you what they can do while actively choosing not to do the most serious version of it.”
“That’s a diplomatic interpretation, Dr. Jamson.”
“It’s an accurate interpretation. Tuac confirmed it. This is a demonstration of capability and restraint simultaneously. They’re saying: we can stop you, and we’re choosing to stop you without killing you, because we’re still hoping you’ll make a different choice.”
Silence on Richards’ channel.
“I have forty-seven evacuation ships waiting for clearance to land,” he said. “I have three million people in those ships who’ve been breathing recycled air for six weeks. I have projections showing that if we don’t establish a landing site in the next seventy-two hours, we’re looking at significant casualties from life support failures.”
“I know.”
“What would you have me do, Doctor?”
She looked at the transmission fragment she’d received. Tuac knows. Listen to Tuac.
“Stop the military operation,” she said. “Not permanently. Just for twelve hours. Give me twelve hours to negotiate a temporary landing agreement for the most urgent cases.”
“Twelve hours.”
“Twelve hours.”
A pause. She could hear, in the background of his channel, the sounds of an active military command center. The ongoing situation reports. The lives being managed at scale.
“Twelve hours,” he said. “After that, I resume with whatever force is necessary.”
“Understood.”
She turned to Tuac, who had been listening.
“Twelve hours,” she said. “What can we do in twelve hours?”
He had already been thinking about this. “I can bring three Council members to the table. Emergency protocol — it bypasses the full Council session. They can authorize a temporary landing zone for medical emergencies.”
“Will they?”
He thought about the fragment she had shown him. The message from a future-Dove who had found some version of a better path.
“They will if I ask them the right way,” he said.
He looked at his son, who had been sitting quietly in the corner of the room, translating the communications in real-time, serving as his father’s unofficial aide since the crisis began.
“Leif,” he said. “Would you help me prepare for the Council meeting?”
His son stood. “Of course, Father.”
And in that moment — a father asking his son for help, a child standing up to answer the call — something shifted in the calculations.
Not all of them. Not the ones running in military command centers and GAIA’s evacuation algorithms.
But some of them. The important ones.



Chapter 16: Breaking the Cycle
The agreement that emerged from seventy-three hours of continuous negotiation was incomplete, fragile, and widely criticized by virtually everyone involved.
The “Temporary Emergency Settlement Protocols” authorized the landing of ships carrying medical emergencies at three designated sites on Donato’s southern continent. It established a joint human-Donato monitoring committee to oversee the landings. It required all military surface suits to remain aboard their vessels. It committed both parties to continued negotiation toward a longer-term arrangement.
It did not address the fundamental question: where do eight billion people go?
But it addressed the immediate question: how do three million people stop dying in transit?
General Richards signed it with the expression of someone who was not certain they had done the right thing but was certain they had done the necessary thing. The distinction, Dove had learned, mattered to him enormously.
Tuac signed it with the expression of someone who had spent a long time arguing against sending the original message, who had been overruled, and who was now facing the full consequences of that overruling — and finding, to his own surprise, that he still believed a different outcome was possible.
The landings proceeded. Carefully. Under the watchful observation of Donato’s monitoring systems and GAIA’s logistics AI. Humans and Donatoens working side by side in the logistics chain, each learning the other’s systems in real-time, making accommodations and adjustments with the desperate practicality of people who had no choice but to cooperate.
Dove observed all of it. She recorded everything with the meticulous attention her uncle had taught her — the small moments as much as the large ones, the individual humans and Donatoens navigating each other with caution and curiosity, the children who found each other the way Leif had found her crew, with that specific gravity that the young have toward the unknown.
She thought about the fragments. The conflicting futures. The possibility that the one she was in was neither the best nor the worst, but something that might still be shaped.
“You know,” Tuac said, watching a Donato family guide a group of disoriented humans to a rest area, “I spent years preparing arguments against exactly this.”
“Did the arguments still seem right, after you made them?”
“The arguments were correct,” he said. “But I had made them about a hypothetical. The hypothetical was eight billion desperate people who didn’t know us. The reality was you.” He paused. “You are not representative of your species in all ways. But you are representative of its possibilities.”
“Is that enough?”
He thought about his son. About the hand that had reached out and touched something unknown, without fear.
“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “But it’s enough to continue.”
In the distance, a human child and a Donato child were attempting to communicate across the language barrier, using gestures and expressions and the universal currency of not-yet-developed caution.
They seemed to be managing.
“There will be more coming,” Dove said. “Many more. This is just the beginning.”
“I know.” Tuac looked at the distant figures. “We have protocols for catastrophe. We have been keeping them ready for a long time.”
“For something like this?”
“For something we couldn’t predict.” He turned to her. “You were not what we expected. But we prepared for the unexpected.”
Dove thought about that for a long time.
Then she sent a message to Earth — or tried to. The temporal dynamics of the transmission meant she couldn’t be sure when it would arrive, or whether the version of Earth that received it would be the same one that sent her here.
But she sent it anyway.
I think we have a chance. I can’t promise more than that. But I think we have a chance.
It was, she decided, exactly the right thing to say. Exact and incomplete and honest.
Like most true things were.



Epilogue: Tomorrow’s Memory
The second transmission pod discovered by Dr. Sarah Chen’s research team was found in the Atacama Desert in February 2038. Unlike the first one, it was warm to the touch when recovered — recently arrived, the analysis suggested, from a point in time not too far ahead.
Its message was partially decoded within three weeks. The parts that came through clearly were added to the archive that had been growing for three decades.
A child stands on the surface of another world, Dr. Chen read, in the careful prose of someone describing something they were trying to preserve. She is not the first human born on Donato. She is the thirty-seventh. She has never seen Earth.
She asks her parents: What was it like?
They tell her about blue skies. About rain. About the smell of the ocean. About cities that stretched further than you could see, and a sky full of flying cars, and a people who almost destroyed themselves and then, at the last moment, chose differently.
The child listens.
She has grown up between two worlds, with two languages, with friends who breathe differently and see differently and think in ways that are still, thirty years later, a constant source of wonder.
She has never thought of herself as human, exactly. Or as a settler, or an exile, or a conqueror. She thinks of herself as something new — a word that doesn’t exist yet in either language, for a thing that has never existed before.
She asks: Will I ever see Earth?
Her parents don’t answer immediately. They look at each other with the complicated expressions of people who have survived things that are difficult to explain.
Not the way it was, her mother says finally. But something of it remains.
The child nods. She accepts this the way she accepts many things — as information, as part of the picture, as one more piece of the world she is still learning to understand.
She turns back to the Donato horizon, where the two suns are crossing the band of darkest green, and she watches.
Dr. Chen set the decoded fragment down. She was seventy-one years old, and tired in the specific way that people become tired when they have been carrying something for a long time.
But she also felt, reading about the child on another world, something that wasn’t tiredness.
She thought about Dove. About a little girl in an investigation room, connecting dots before anyone had thought to give her the opportunity. About the message she had received last year — temporally displaced by nearly two decades — that said: I think we have a chance.
She thought about her own daughter. About Maya, who was now running the temporal research program that Sarah had started thirty years ago.
About the child on Donato, who didn’t have a word for what she was yet.
She opened her terminal. She began to compose.
“For whatever archive receives this, from whatever future is reading it: we tried. We made terrible mistakes. We almost ended ourselves, and then we almost ended something else, and somewhere in the space between those two disasters, we found — not a solution. Not a triumph. But a beginning.
“I don’t know if the beginning leads somewhere good. The fragments I’ve read are contradictory, and time is complicated, and I am old enough to know that hope is not the same as certainty.
“But the thirty-seventh child born on Donato watched the suns cross the sky and found it beautiful.
“That seems worth preserving.
“That seems worth the trying.”
She saved the document. She sent it to Maya’s archive.
Then she got up, gathered her things, and went outside.
The sky above was clear and cold and full of stars — the same stars that had watched over every human night since the first humans looked up and wondered. The same stars that Dove was somewhere among, threading her way between worlds.
Somewhere among them, a child stood on a green world under a double sun and watched the horizon.
The universe did not provide guarantees. It provided only the opportunity to choose.
Humanity had chosen badly, more than once. It had chosen well, more than once too.
The choosing continued.
Dr. Sarah Chen looked up at the stars for a long time.
Then she went back to work.
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