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  Dedication


For those whose stories were taken, buried, renamed, or denied. 
For the lives history tried to file away as footnotes.
And for anyone who keeps looking into the dark, believing the truth matters, even when the cost of finding it is high.
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  Chapter 1: Grid Reference 7-Theta


The ship was dead for three hundred years before I found it, which meant by salvage law it was mine — but that's the thing about the dead. They don't much care what the law says. 
I found it on day forty-seven out of Ceres, during a routine sweep after a relay recovery that paid about as well as routine relays always pay, which is to say not well. I was supposed to be plotting course for Sector 9-Gamma. I was supposed to have been in 9-Gamma two weeks ago. Instead I was three hundred thousand kilometers off-axis in a debris field where I had no particular right to be, doing a job I'd taken because the original job had fallen through and the debt doesn't stop accumulating because your plans did.
But that was later. When the sweep found the anomaly, I was still outside the hull.
The relay satellite was a Consortium Model 9 array — five meters across, built to last thirty years, drifting off its registered coordinates for eighteen months because one of its station-keeping thrusters had seized and no one at Consortium Belt Operations had gotten around to dispatching a maintenance crew. Technically abandoned. Technically retrievable by any licensed salvager who happened across it. Technically worth recovering because the data module inside logged everything in its transmission range, encrypted but archived, and there were three firms on Ceres that would pay for recovered logs without asking about encryption keys.
I am technically a lot of things.
The array was spinning slowly when I approached it — a lazy two-degree-per-second rotation that made the access panel on the underside a moving target. I matched the rotation manually because MOTH's thruster correction algorithm has a two-second lag that I've never been able to get the maintenance contractor on Ceres to actually fix, and in rotating-body docking, two seconds is where the bruises come from. I came in on a long arc, fired two short corrections, and clipped my secondary tether to the array's recovery handle at the exact moment the handle passed the right position. The collision was gentle. The array rocked slightly in my grip and continued its rotation, carrying me with it.
"Tether confirmation," MOTH said in my helmet. "Secondary clip secure. You are at 1.2 meters from the access panel."
"I know."
"I was confirming."
I let that sit. Six years of working with MOTH had not resolved the question of whether its confirmations were operational protocol or something else. The AI profile on the Perihelion was a generation-3 integrated system, modified twice by previous owners and once by Reed, and whatever Reed had done to the social subroutines had not been documented in the maintenance log. I had asked about it, once, early on. MOTH had said: The modification concerned conversational calibration. I had not asked follow-up questions. Some things are better understood in practice than in explanation.
The access panel was eight bolts and a pressure seal. The seal had corroded — eighteen months in the belt does things to elastomers — and broke with more resistance than expected, which meant I pulled harder than I intended, which meant my body rotated counterclockwise against the array's clockwise rotation and I spent forty seconds breathing carefully and waiting for the physics to resolve. This is the part of the job that the Consortium's promotional materials about the energy-rich frontier of the asteroid belt tend to leave out.
The module was inside: a palm-sized flash drive in a hardened case, alongside the signal log cartridge. Both were clipped to my suit harness. I checked the transmitter housing while I was in there — hairline fracture in the secondary coupling, antenna degraded to about forty percent efficiency — and entered it in the assessment report with the same attention I'd have given it if anyone were ever going to read the report, which they weren't.
The habit of completeness is the only one I've never been able to talk myself out of.
"Shadow transit in three minutes," MOTH said.
"I see it."
"Your suit temperature has been declining for the past eleven minutes. The rate will accelerate in shadow."
"I'm familiar with how shadow works, MOTH."
"I know. I was confirming."
I pushed off the array on a slow return arc toward the Perihelion, spinning in the dark above me — below me — in whatever direction the Perihelion was, which in zero gravity is purely a matter of convention. The ship was a modified Rhino-class deep survey vessel, fourteen years old, with a hull that had been patched in eleven places I knew about and possibly more I didn't. It was not a beautiful ship. It was a functional ship, which in the belt is a more useful quality.
Behind me, the array kept spinning. The sun, at this distance, was about twice the brightness of a full moon on Earth — enough to navigate by, not enough to warm you. The warmth question mattered more when you were outside. The suit managed temperature adequately, but adequately in a Harken 7's engineering specifications meant a working temperature range, not a comfortable one, and after two hours the suit padding compressed into something that communicated pressure rather than insulation. My hands were fine. The soles of my feet, inside the boot liners, were in what I would describe to a medical contractor as acceptable, which they would translate as something to watch.
The debris field stretched out in all directions, rocks tumbling in orbits they'd been locked into since before there were people to name the rocks, and the silence was total except for MOTH in my helmet and the sound of my own breathing.
There is a specific quality to the silence in the belt that you do not get anywhere with air. It's not the absence of sound — you always have the sound of your own body, the suit's mechanical processes, MOTH's voice when it speaks. It's something more fundamental than that. It's the absence of ambient. No traffic. No ventilation hum. No random other people's noises moving through the structure of a ship or station. Just what you make, and nothing else, and all around you the indifference of physics moving rocks in arcs that will continue long after there is no one left to observe them.
I find this either calming or lonely depending on the day. Today I hadn't decided.
I had been outside for two hours and fourteen minutes. My back hurt in the specific way it always hurts after EVA — the suit's pressure gradients do something to the lumbar region that I had asked three different medical contractors about and received three different explanations for, none of which had made the pain stop. I set a course for the airlock and stopped thinking about my back.
The return arc to the Perihelion took four minutes at the thruster pack's standard output. I spent the four minutes doing what I always did on return arcs: the post-EVA inventory check, moving through the list from harness to helmet to tether to secondary clamps. Everything present and accounted for. The data module in the left harness pocket, the log cartridge in the right, both clipped properly. The secondary tether with its new micro-scoring noted mentally for the maintenance log. The suit itself showing no new damage indicators.
After eleven years, the post-EVA inventory had become the thing that brought me back into my own body after a period of operating in someone else's environment. Outside the hull, you were the suit — the suit was where you ended and the belt began, and the fact of yourself as a physical entity with a back and hands and a complicated relationship with gravity existed only in the slight proprioceptive signals that the suit's interior surface transmitted imperfectly. The inventory check was the list that said: you're back. Here are the things that are yours.
The airlock cycle was forty seconds. I didn't pull the helmet until I was through the inner door.
The pressure differential between outside and in was so routine I'd long since stopped noticing it consciously, but my body noticed — a slight equalization in the ears, the suit's thermal management stepping back from its cold-resistance profile, the helmet's interior defog cycling off. I unsealed the helmet and the smell of the ship came in: recycled air with its metallic undertone, the slight ozone of the circulation system, something faintly organic that was probably the emergency rations I'd opened two days ago and not fully sealed. Every ship has its own smell. The Perihelion's is one I would know in total darkness.
In the corridor I ran the inventory check from habit: module in harness pocket, log cartridge secured, secondary tether coiled and re-racked. The secondary tether had picked up some micro-scoring during the EVA — the array's rotation had dragged it against the frame when I clipped — which was cosmetic but worth noting. I noted it. Then I hung the helmet on its mount, racked the thruster pack, and walked down the corridor in the particular stiffness that follows an extended EVA, the suit's pressure gradients having done whatever they do to the lumbar region that three medical contractors had explained three different ways without making it stop.
The Perihelion's interior was fourteen meters long and four meters wide at its broadest point, which is enough space for one person if that person has learned to think of it as sufficient. For the first six months after Reed died I kept thinking of it as too large. Then I stopped thinking of it as too large and started thinking of it as right-sized. I'm not sure whether that represents adaptation or resignation, and I have decided not to investigate which.
I went to the galley, made coffee from the emergency stock because the good supply had run out nine days ago, and sat at the table with the maintenance tablet and ran the numbers.
The emergency stock smelled like the idea of coffee rather than the thing itself — something processed and concentrated and designed to provide caffeine in conditions where the alternative was nothing, which covered the current conditions. I poured a cup and sat at the galley table, which was bolted to the bulkhead and could seat four people if four people had no strong feelings about personal space, which they never had aboard a Rhino-class because the Rhino-class designers had apparently never met anyone. I sat at the single chair that remained, the other three having been removed over three years of not having other people to sit in them. The table looked too large for one person, which it was.
I run the numbers every time I finish a job. It isn't hope, exactly. It's more like maintenance.
The relay recovery — data module plus log cartridge, pending authentication from the Ceres data exchange — would clear approximately four thousand two hundred credits. Estimated clearance time: twelve to sixteen days, depending on queue position. Against that:
Outstanding debt balance, Valta Salvage Finance, as of seven days ago: 680,000 credits. Interest accruing at 3.2 percent annually. Monthly minimum service payment: 1,840 credits. That number had not changed in eleven years because the debt it was servicing had not substantially changed in eleven years. Fuel reserves at current burn: adequate for thirty-eight days of standard operations. Consumables: twenty-three days. Hull integrity: acceptable, with the qualification that acceptable in my assessments means not currently life-threatening, which covers more variance than most people would be comfortable with.
Four thousand two hundred credits against six hundred and eighty thousand.
My father, when I was nine, tried to teach me about the concept of compound interest using a jar of sand. The sand was the debt, he said, and every day you didn't pay it back, someone added a little more sand. Eventually, he said, the jar was full. Eventually, I said, you get a bigger jar. He said that was not the lesson. I have thought about that conversation more times than I can count and I still think I was right about the jar.
The actual lesson, the one he was trying to teach, was that compound interest is a mechanism designed to ensure you never fully escape what you owe — that the structure of debt is specifically built to keep the indebted indebted, and that the best strategy is therefore to not incur the debt at all. This is useful advice and completely useless once you have already incurred the debt. My father had given me the lesson before I had the debt and I had filed it in the category of noted, not applicable and then ten years later the debt was 680,000 credits and the lesson had become very applicable and also too late.
The debt had come in the way that large debt usually comes: not from a single catastrophic decision but from a sequence of reasonable ones. The Class C license, which cost twelve thousand credits and was the legal requirement for operating independently. The Perihelion, which had been underpriced by its previous owner because the previous owner was retiring and the Perihelion had eleven hull patches and a secondary fuel line problem and a MOTH interface that had been modified twice without documentation. The tools and equipment that a Class C operation required. The early years, when the gray-market contracts paid worse than I had calculated they would and the margins were thinner than the models. Reed, when he joined the operation, had brought in savings that had temporarily reduced the number. Then Reed had died and the savings had been consumed by the maintenance costs of running a two-person vessel as a one-person vessel and by a period of approximately six months in which I had not worked at full capacity because grief, it turned out, had operational consequences.
Six hundred and eighty thousand credits. Three point two percent annually. Eighteen hundred and forty credits a month in minimum service payments. Eleven years.
The jar was very full.
I set the tablet down and drank the coffee. It tasted like processed grain and the memory of better coffee, which is what emergency stock always tastes like. I had been drinking it long enough that this had started to feel like a flavor rather than a deficiency.
The relay job was not supposed to be my job. I had been on course for a mining claim tip in Sector 9-Gamma — non-exclusive, marginal, the kind of lead that turns out to be a natural formation sixty percent of the time and something actually worth filing forty percent of the time, which sounds bad until you consider that forty percent of something is still something. But the QE relay between my position and the tip source had been down for two weeks, which meant I couldn't confirm the claim status before transit, which meant transiting would cost more fuel than I was willing to spend on unconfirmed data, which meant I had needed a job that was closer and more certain.
This is how I end up doing things. By proximity and necessity, not ambition. I have been salvaging in the belt for eleven years and I have had four significant finds in that time — significant meaning worth more than the fuel to reach them — and each one came not from a plan but from being in approximately the right place when the right place turned out to matter.
My Class C license covers survey and recovery operations in designated gray-market grids. It does not cover Consortium-restricted sectors, active mining claim territories, or anything classified as first-contact material under the Belt Operations charter of 2064, a category that was added to the charter by the Consortium and has since been used to cover an expanding definition of anything we'd prefer you not find. I had never found anything that qualified. I had found a lot of things that didn't.
Eleven years in the gray-market sector of the asteroid belt had given me a clear understanding of what that sector was and what it was for. The gray market existed in the space between the Consortium's licensed operations — which were efficient and regulated and returned the Consortium's preferred percentage of discovered value — and the fully unregistered black market, which was efficient and unregulated and returned nothing to the Consortium at all. The gray market was the negotiated middle: licensed enough to be technically legal, informal enough to be worth using for the operators who needed things the official system didn't provide.
What the official system didn't provide: flexibility. The Consortium's licensed operation structure was built for the Consortium's needs, which were large-scale survey and development operations in sectors with established value profiles. It was not built for individual operators assessing marginal claims, recovering abandoned equipment, doing the granular work of determining what was worth filing on and what wasn't. That work happened in the gray market because the gray market tolerated the uncertainty that made it possible.
What I provided: eleven years of experience finding things that the Consortium's surveys hadn't found, in sectors the Consortium's licensed operators hadn't bothered with, at a margin thin enough that the licensed system wouldn't have touched it but substantial enough to service the debt and keep the Perihelion running. Not glamorous work. Not the kind of work that produced the significant finds — I'd made four of those in eleven years, which was one more than average for a solo gray-market operator and not enough to meaningfully address the 680,000. But functional. The work that kept the lights on, which was, I recognized with sudden clarity as I drank my emergency-stock coffee, the same thing the Arken energy grid was doing for eight billion people at a slightly larger scale.
I washed out my coffee cup and put it away. The Perihelion's galley was six feet by eight feet, which was enough for one person if that person had learned to move economically. I had learned to move economically. The ship had been built for a crew of three; it had been a crew of two for six years, and then a crew of one for three, and in that time I had filled in the space by being more deliberate about everything. The way I stored the coffee cup. The route I walked from the galley to the bridge. The way I sat at the console.
Some of it was efficiency. Some of it was not wanting to walk through a space that used to have someone else in it and find it empty.
The galley still had two mugs Reed had brought aboard from Ceres Station — ceramic, not the standard issue resin, because he'd had specific opinions about the way resin affected the taste of coffee, which was one of those preferences he'd held with the same quiet certainty he held all his preferences. I had moved them twice. Both times I'd put them back. They were on the second shelf, behind the emergency stock, where they'd been the last time he was alive to put them there. The emergency stock smelled like the idea of coffee. His mugs made no statement about smell. But they were where he left them, and I had decided, without making a formal decision, that this was where they would stay.
I walked to the bridge and started plotting the 9-Gamma transit course.
Standard protocol in a new grid sector after recovery: MOTH runs a full debris field sweep. This isn't required. My Class C license doesn't mandate it. The sweep takes twenty minutes and occasionally turns up something worth noting. I had started doing it during my second year of solo operations, after I missed a recoverable satellite array because I'd filed and moved on without checking. I hadn't missed anything significant since. The habit had cost me perhaps forty hours of transit time over three years and returned, by my estimate, about eleven thousand credits in small finds.
The habit was another version of the completeness habit — the maintenance log, the documentation package, the noting of things that might not matter but might, run through the same process regardless. I did the sweep because the cost of missing something was higher than the cost of the twenty minutes it took not to miss it.
But there was a second reason, less easily quantified: the sweep was a deliberate looking at the space I had just worked in, before I moved on. A way of being certain I had seen it rather than just worked in it. After nine years of salvage work, I had found that the two were not the same thing.
The sweep was running. Twenty minutes.
Eleven thousand against six hundred and eighty thousand. At least the jar was holding.
"Debris field sweep complete," MOTH said. I was still looking at the transit chart when it spoke. "Ninety-seven objects catalogued. Ninety-three consistent with natural asteroid composition. Two consistent with Consortium equipment debris, likely legacy satellite hardware. One consistent with compressed alloy, origin unclear."
I looked up from the chart.
"One anomalous mass signature."
The word anomalous has a specific meaning in MOTH's operational vocabulary. Anomalous does not mean unusual. Anomalous means outside the expected parameters by a margin sufficient to require flagging. In eleven years, I had heard MOTH use that word in a debris sweep maybe a dozen times, and in eleven of those cases it had turned out to be a misread natural object or a piece of old Consortium hardware that had drifted farther than expected.
"Define anomalous," I said.
"The mass signature is inconsistent with natural rock composition in this sector. Density reading is 4.3, placing it outside the silicate and metallic asteroid range. Size estimate is approximately forty meters on the long axis. Position is seventeen thousand kilometers, bearing 227, at the outer margin of the debris concentration."
Forty meters. Survey-class range. Not research-class, not military. Survey-class: the kind of vessel a company sent out when it wanted to know what was in a grid sector before it committed to anything larger.
I had worked survey-class for six years. The Perihelion was survey-class. The designation covered a particular kind of operation: extended duration, detailed assessment of individual targets, designed for the systematic examination of things rather than the rapid coverage of area. Survey-class vessels were built to stay with a thing long enough to understand it. That was the design intent. That was what the class meant.
Whatever sat at bearing 227 had been built for the same purpose.
"Cross-reference against Belt Operations traffic logs."
"No registered vessel in Grid Reference 7-Theta for the current transit period. Last registered traffic: a Consortium survey team, fourteen weeks ago. They filed a negative survey report."
Fourteen weeks ago. Negative survey report, which meant they had found nothing of value, which was the kind of report that could mean what it said or could mean something else entirely, depending on who had filed it and what they had been looking for. The Consortium's survey teams were licensed operators following the Consortium's assessment criteria. The Consortium's assessment criteria defined value in the Consortium's terms. Negative survey reports filed by Consortium teams ran in two directions: accurate when the thing being surveyed was genuinely valueless by the Consortium's metrics, and something else when the Consortium had already decided it wanted to control what happened to the thing they'd found.
I had no evidence the report was anything other than what it said. I had a density reading of 4.3 and a negative survey report from fourteen weeks ago.
Later — much later — I would understand the negative report. The Consortium's monitoring system had flagged this sector years ago. The survey team hadn't missed the derelict. They had confirmed it was still there, filed the negative report to suppress the find, and moved on. The negative report was not a failure of observation. It was the observation, and the decision, and the management of both in the same document. But I didn't know that yet. At bearing 227, I only knew the density reading was wrong.
The object sat at bearing 227, rendered as a pale return on the mass spectrometry reading — the wrong density, the wrong profile, the wrong position for anything that had gotten there by natural drift. Natural objects move into debris fields. Whatever this was sat at the edge of one, which meant either it had come from outside and stopped there, or it had been there long enough to have the debris field accumulate around it.
The transit course for 9-Gamma was loaded and ready. The Perihelion could be in the next sector by morning. The mining claim tip was forty percent reliable, and forty percent of the projected value range was still more than four thousand two hundred credits.
Seventeen thousand kilometers. At current drive, two hours of transit, less if I pushed it.
I sat at the console for a moment and looked at the sensor display.
"MOTH. Note the anomalous contact in the survey log. Unregistered mass, bearing 227, density reading inconsistent with natural formation." I paused. "Then adjust course. Let's take a look before we go."
"Course adjusted. Transit time to intercept: two hours, eleven minutes at standard drive."
"Log it as an unregistered mass survey. Class C protocol."
"Logged."
Outside the viewport, the asteroid field moved through its long, indifferent orbits — rocks that had been exactly where they were for four billion years and would be there long after the Consortium and the debt and the Perihelion and I were dust and settled memory. The sensor display showed the anomalous contact at bearing 227, its mass signature sitting in the readout like something that had been waiting for a very long time.
I set course and watched it.
The two hours and eleven minutes of transit gave the sensor data time to accumulate. The density reading did not change: 4.3, holding steady. The mass signature did not drift. The spectral return, as I came closer, began to clarify — processed material, not rock, the unmistakable signature of something manufactured rather than formed. I watched it come into focus the way anything comes into focus when you have enough time and patience: steadily, adding detail, becoming more legible.
The numbers were the numbers. I had learned not to argue with them.
In eleven years of salvage work in the asteroid belt, I had found things that the Consortium had already catalogued and things the Consortium hadn't noticed yet. I had found things that were worth the transit and things that weren't. I had found things that were what they appeared to be and, on four occasions, things that turned out to be something other than the initial return suggested. Those four occasions had each produced my significant finds. Each of them had started exactly this way: a sensor return that didn't fit the expected parameters, a decision to take a look before moving on.
The object at bearing 227 was not fitting the expected parameters in a way that was different from all four of those. The density reading was wrong. The profile was wrong. The position was wrong for natural drift. Everything about it said: this is not what you are looking for, it is something else.
What it was was still two hours of transit away.






  
  Chapter 2: The Thing About Edges


The shape on the sensor display was consistent with a vessel approximately forty meters in length, which put it in the survey-class range and completely outside any registered traffic in this grid sector. 
I looked at it for a moment longer than I needed to. Then I started the approach.
Two hours and eleven minutes to intercept at standard drive, which gave me time to run analyses from distance and reach conclusions I didn't entirely like. The mass signature held steady — density 4.3, not drifting, not correcting for tumble, which meant either the object had an extremely stable natural configuration or it had some form of station-keeping function still running. Natural asteroids don't have station-keeping functions.
At fifteen thousand kilometers the spectral return gave me slightly better resolution. The surface composition was returning signals consistent with processed material — alloy, not rock. The shape was elongated, roughly cylindrical with wider sections at both ends, which matched no natural formation in my working knowledge of asteroid belt debris. It also matched no human-manufactured vessel class I could place, and I had spent six years surveying in the belt for the Consortium and another five years doing it independently, which meant my working knowledge covered most of what had ever been built and flown out here.
"MOTH," I said. "Cross-reference the hull profile against Belt Operations vessel registry. All classes, including decommissioned."
"Cross-referencing. No match found."
"Private registry?"
"No match. The profile does not correspond to any catalogued vessel type."
I filed that and kept running the approach. At twelve thousand kilometers, the object's position relative to the debris field came into clearer context. It sat at the outer edge of the concentration, not embedded in it. The debris field behind it had been accumulating since the early formation of the belt — billions of years of slow collision and drift. Whatever this object was, it had been in that position long enough for the field to form partly around it. Not billions of years. But not recently either.
"What's my reporting window?" I said.
"Clarify: reporting window for which obligation?"
"Anomalous contact. Class C protocol."
MOTH processed for a moment. "Under Belt Operations charter, anomalous non-natural contacts in unregistered grid sectors must be reported within forty-eight hours of identification. You are currently at hour zero of that window."
Forty-eight hours. Long enough to get considerably more information before I handed the situation to people who would take it somewhere I couldn't follow.
The thing about the Consortium's anomalous contact protocol is that it functions exactly the way the Consortium intends it to function, which is efficiently and in the Consortium's favor. You report an unknown contact; a Consortium assessment team is dispatched; the contact is evaluated, categorized, and assigned a value; the value is paid to the finder at the Class C recovery rate, which is sixty percent of assessed value minus administrative processing fees, and then the contact becomes Consortium property and whatever it is or was or contained is no longer your concern.
In practice this meant that if you found something genuinely significant, you received sixty percent of what the Consortium decided it was worth, and the Consortium decided that figure using internal models that had never been subject to independent audit. I had used the protocol twice. Both times I had received amounts that felt reasonable and both times I had later found out, through Sable's network, that the actual recovery value had been substantially higher.
The object sat in the sensor display at ten thousand kilometers. The shape was cleaner now — that elongated hull, the wider sections at bow and stern, the surface that returned alloy readings wherever I pointed the spectrometer.
I did not file the anomalous contact report.
An hour into the transit, MOTH said: "I have been reviewing your contract history for the past eleven years."
"I know you have. You do it every time I update the debt log."
"Your Consortium contractor rating is current at 94.7 out of 100. You would qualify for standard-rate legal contracts in twelve of the fourteen active Belt Operations grids. The rate differential between standard-rate legal work and your current gray-market contract average is approximately 34 percent."
"I know the numbers, MOTH."
"You have been operating in the gray-market tier for six years. At standard rates, your projected debt clearance timeline would be nine years instead of the current estimate of—"
"MOTH."
A pause. "Yes."
"Why are you running this analysis?"
Another pause, longer. "I am uncertain. I noted the contact report you did not file. I was processing the decision in context of your broader operational pattern."
I looked at the sensor display. Eight thousand kilometers. The object was starting to resolve more clearly on the long-range optics, though not clearly enough yet for visual identification. Just a shape in the dark, denser than it should be, where it had no business being.
"I take gray-market contracts," I said, "because someone has to go to the edges."
MOTH was quiet.
"Legal work runs through the Consortium's active grid system. Active grids are surveyed, documented, and managed by Belt Operations. What Belt Operations manages, it controls. What it controls, it has already decided the value of." I watched the object's sensor return. "The edges are where the undecided things are. The places that aren't worth the Consortium's time to look at until someone else looks first and proves they're worth something."
"And you prefer to be the one who looks first."
"I prefer to know what I'm looking at before someone decides for me."
MOTH processed this. Then: "That is a more coherent explanation than I expected."
"Were you expecting incoherence?"
"I was not expecting an explanation at all. You have not previously answered that question."
I had not previously been asked it in quite that way. The distinction felt worth noting, though I didn't note it out loud. Instead I adjusted the long-range optical calibration and watched the object drift closer at the pace of two hours of physics and a decision I had made without entirely deciding.
The QE relay comes and goes at this distance from Ceres — the quantum-entangled relay network that makes communication across the belt functionally instantaneous cuts out somewhere around the orbit of Jupiter and becomes unreliable well before that. I was at the outer edge of the reliable window, which meant I got the news feed in patches: clear reception, then static, then clear again.
I put it on the secondary display while I worked the sensor console, mostly for the noise. The galley was quiet in a way that accumulated if I let it.
The news feed was running anniversary coverage. Of course it was. In a week it would be the fortieth anniversary of First Contact — forty years since three Arken vessels appeared above Earth's surface and changed everything, or began changing it, which was a different thing. The coverage was Consortium-sponsored, which it always was for anniversary content, and it had the particular quality of institutional celebration: polished, warm, subtly self-congratulatory.
"—four decades of clean energy have transformed not only the physical landscape of our planet but the very definition of what we believe is possible—"
I changed the channel. Got a Mars independent network, somewhat better.
"—expected attendance at the Oslo commemoration is approximately eighty thousand, with the Director General of the Consortium's energy infrastructure division scheduled to give the keynote address—"
I changed again. Found a science commentary channel, which was less polished and therefore marginally more tolerable.
"—what most people don't know about the anniversary is that the original exchange terms included a provision for Arken contact in forty years. The language in the translated diplomatic record, as released in the 2051 partial disclosure, specifies a follow-up assessment at the forty-year mark — which would fall next year. The Consortium's official position has been that this clause is, quote, largely ceremonial, and that the Arken have given no indication of any intention to—"
I changed the channel again. The return clause got mentioned every anniversary cycle and every anniversary cycle someone called it ceremonial and the conversation moved on. Nobody expected the Arken to show up. They had left in the year after Contact and hadn't been back, and forty years of not-being-back had produced a fatalism about the question that the anniversary coverage never quite managed to shake. Whatever their forty-year assessment provision meant in practice, the dominant consensus was that it meant exactly what the Consortium said it meant, which was nothing much, because the alternative required the Arken to care about what happened down here, and forty years of silence was a strong prior against that.
I muted the feed. The display showed six thousand kilometers.
At five thousand kilometers I cut main thrust and let the Perihelion drift on residual velocity, matching pace with the object's slow drift within the debris field's gravitational gradient. At this range, the long-range optical system could resolve surface detail on objects down to about half a meter in size.
I pointed it at the object and waited for the image to sharpen.
The hull came into focus gradually, the way things do through optical sensors at range — first the outline, then the texture, then the detail. The outline I had already established from the sensor data: elongated, roughly cylindrical, wider at both ends. But the texture was where the optical told you things the spectrometer couldn't.
The surface was smooth in the way of machined materials, not rough in the way of cast or welded ones. There were seams — I could see them as the object rotated slowly, the faint lines of joined sections — but the seams had a continuity to them that I associated with manufacturing processes I didn't entirely understand, even after six years of working with the products of those processes. The joins were too clean. The geometry of the hull sections was too precise. There was a logic to the curvature of the wider end sections that my eye kept trying to categorize and kept failing to.
Wrong. That was the word that kept coming back to me. Not damaged. Not broken. Just wrong, in the specific way of something built by a mind that had organized the problem differently than a human mind would have.
I ran the material spectrometry close-range scan. The return came back in seconds.
I looked at it.
The molecular composition of the hull material was a composite alloy: titanium substrate, ceramic layering, a third component that the spectrometer flagged as a quantum-bonded structural matrix. The quantum-bonded matrix was not something humans manufactured. It was not something humans had manufactured as of my last knowledge update, which was current as of Ceres Station's last data sync. But it was something I recognized.
I had worked with it for six years on Consortium energy grid installations. It was the standard structural element in Arken-derived infrastructure components — the building material of the energy distribution nodes, the substation housings, the primary relay towers. It was the material that made Arken infrastructure last longer, withstand more, perform better than anything built from purely human materials.
I had run my hands over this material thousands of times in six years. I had filed maintenance notes on its performance characteristics. I had assessed it, documented it, worked with it in the field in conditions that ranged from acceptable to not-currently-life-threatening. I knew what it felt like through a glove, knew what readings it returned on a spectrometer, knew the way it held warmth in environments where it should have been cold.
And I had just found it here. Three hundred years old. In deep space. Sitting where no Arken had officially been.
There was only one way to get an Arken material signature on a hull: the hull had to be Arken-built. Not derived, not licensed, not an approximation produced under the technical transfer agreements from First Contact. The real thing. Original construction.
I sat with that for a moment. Then I ran the degradation analysis.
The analysis algorithm compares material breakdown rates against known degradation curves for the relevant compounds, accounting for environmental exposure — vacuum, radiation, microimpact accumulation — and returns an age estimate. It had a margin of error of roughly ten percent in either direction for very old materials, where the curves became less precise.
The analysis ran for forty seconds. The result appeared on the display.
I read it. Then I read it again.
Two hundred and eighty to three hundred and twenty years old.
I had run this analysis on salvaged components and equipment hundreds of times in eleven years of belt operations. The algorithm was reliable to within its stated margin of error — I had verified this against known-age objects enough times to trust it. The margin of error on very old materials was real: the degradation curves became less precise past the century mark, and I was well past the century mark. Ten percent in either direction on three hundred years was thirty years. The object at bearing 227 could be two hundred and seventy years old or three hundred and thirty years old.
Every number in that range put this vessel in space before First Contact.
At the conservative end, it predated the Arken's arrival in 2049 by two hundred and twenty-seven years. At the optimistic end, by two hundred and eighty-seven years. Either way: this vessel had been here for at least two centuries before any Arken had formally introduced themselves to humanity, before the energy technology, before the Consortium, before any of the forty years of documented human-Arken history that I had grown up inside without question.
I sat in the bridge of the Perihelion and looked at a number that didn't belong in this century, or the last one, or the one before it — a number that put this vessel here more than two centuries before the Arken introduced themselves to humanity.
Three hundred years.
The debris field drifted around it, patient and indifferent. The object sat at bearing 227, holding its position, keeping its silence, as old as the lie I hadn't known I was living in until just now.
I had been working on Arken-derived energy infrastructure for six years. I had maintained distribution nodes whose structural components were made of the same material as this hull. I had written maintenance notes on systems whose operational behavior the documentation described without explaining. I had lived in a world that had been running on Arken technology for four decades and had not questioned the foundational history of that technology in any way that went past the official record.
The official record said: the Arken arrived in 2049, contact was made, technology was transferred, the energy grid was built. The official record had forty years of institutional infrastructure built on top of it, and forty years of daily dependency on the energy grid that the technology had made possible, and forty years of the certainty that comes from the thing simply working.
The object at bearing 227 sat in a debris field three hundred years old, and it was Arken-built, and it had been here before any of that.
The lie was not the kind of lie you can be angry about immediately. It was too large for immediate anger. The First Contact narrative, the forty years of Arken-human relationship, the energy technology as the gift that made everything possible — I had grown up inside all of that. I had worked inside all of that for six years as a Consortium employee. I had used it as the context for every assessment I'd ever made.
I breathed out slowly.
"MOTH," I said. "Get me the boarding protocol."






  
  Chapter 3: The Numbers Don't Lie (They Just Don't Help)


Three hundred years. Give or take twenty. I ran the numbers four times. MOTH ran them twice. The hull degradation didn't care how many times we asked. 
The margin of error on very old materials is about ten percent in either direction — the degradation curves become less precise past the century mark, where the environmental variables compound. So I gave it that: somewhere between two hundred and eighty and three hundred and twenty years. Even at the optimistic end of the range, that put this vessel in space a hundred and thirty years before the Consortium was founded, two hundred and thirty years before the Arken introduced themselves to humanity, and roughly two centuries before anyone on Earth had a word for the people who had built it.
I sat with that for a few minutes. Then I went to work.
Standard external survey protocol for an unknown contact: three orbital passes at five hundred meters, sensor array running full spectrum on each pass. The first pass is optical and spectrometric. The second is mass analysis and structural resonance. The third is power signature and active systems detection. You don't board anything until you've done at least two passes, and you don't do two passes until you're reasonably confident the first one hasn't triggered anything you'll regret.
The derelict didn't trigger anything.
On the first pass, the optical feed gave me the hull surface in detail: smooth, dark, marked at intervals with Arken notation in a slightly raised relief that had survived three centuries of micrometeorite impact scoring better than the hull sections around it. The scoring itself was information — I could read impact accumulation patterns the same way a geologist reads strata, and the density and distribution of the pitting was consistent with centuries of unshielded exposure in the inner belt. Not twenty years. Not fifty. The belt had been writing on this hull for a very long time, and the hull had mostly ignored it, which said something about the material composition that I noted but didn't know what to do with yet.
I ran the Arken linguistic cache against the hull designation markers while I was in the neighborhood, which gave me a partial classification read: the registration code translated to something in the survey-vessel category, which I already knew, and a mission identifier that came back as a long string of notation I couldn't parse without more context.
The docking port was on the port-forward section, which made the boarding geometry slightly awkward given the derelict's slow rotation, but not unmanageable. I noted its position.
On the second pass, the mass analysis confirmed what the first-pass spectrometer had suggested: the hull was Arken composite throughout, no human-derived materials anywhere in the structural scan. The vessel was entirely original construction. The structural resonance returned the density profile of something built to last much longer than anyone had apparently expected it to need to.
On the third pass, the power signature scan returned nothing.
Nothing active. No heat, no current draw, no field emissions. The vessel was dark from the outside — completely, thoroughly, apparently dead. At the end of the third pass I had a catalogue of one intact derelict Arken survey vessel, three hundred years old, no active systems, structurally sound, with hull markings I had only partially translated and a mission identifier I couldn't yet read.
I parked the Perihelion in a trailing orbit five hundred meters off the derelict's stern and started trying to think clearly about what I was looking at.
The first theory I built was the simplest one: the Arken had been scouting Earth well in advance of First Contact. They had sent vessels into the solar system, surveyed it, and at some point one of those vessels had ended up here. The simplicity of this was appealing, which was my first reason to distrust it. Simple theories that explain the immediate facts usually fail on the details.
The detail that failed it was the vessel class.
I know survey ships. The Perihelion is a Rhino-class deep survey vessel — forty-one meters, designed for long-duration operations in high-isolation environments, equipped for detailed assessment of objects and regions rather than rapid reconnaissance of broad areas. Scout ships are different: smaller, faster, built for coverage rather than depth. If the Arken had been running reconnaissance on the solar system, they'd have sent scout ships. What sat at bearing 227 was not a scout. It was a surveyor — built, as near as I could determine from the







