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Chapter 1: The Ghost in Orbit
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The stars shimmer beyond the bridge of the CS Searcher, distant and cold. Uranus, a pale blue giant, drifts beneath them, its rings a ghostly halo in the dark. Titania hangs like a shadowed coin, its slow retrograde spin casting the void in deeper silence.

“Short-range scans have detected an object,” the sensor officer says. “It may be our target.”

Captain Donovan stands behind the helm, arms crossed. “The Nostromo.”

No one speaks. The name hangs in the air like a myth returned. Twenty-three years since the cargo vessel vanished without a trace. No distress beacon. No escape pods. No wreckage. Just... gone.

Until now.

Donovan steps closer to the viewscreen, where stars blur past the camera feed. “What’s the reading?”

The comm officer shakes his head. “No transponder. No comms. It’s dead quiet.”

The Searcher’s hull hums faintly as power reroutes. Lights dim slightly—standard procedure when diverting energy to the sensor array.

“Run a full sweep,” Donovan orders. “Thermal, starlight optics, everything.”

The image flickers as the sensor officer cycles through filters. First infrared: a blurred, boxy heat signature floats against the black, tinged orange and red. A single hot point burns faintly near the center—maybe a reactor core.

He switches again. The green hue of starlight optics resolves into sharper shadows and shapes. The object is large, rectangular, bulky, familiar.

“It’s a freighter,” the officer says. “Bulk configuration. It’s the Nostromo.”

“Helm,” Donovan says, “plot an intercept course.”

Dana nods and begins tapping commands into the navigation console. The Searcher adjusts position, maneuvering jets firing with soft puffs of vapor.

Onscreen, the derelict ship remains silent, dark, a drifting coffin gliding just inside Titania’s shadow.

Dana overlays a trajectory: a slow elliptical approach. They’ll swing ahead of the freighter, decelerate, let it catch up, then match orbits. It’s a cautious dance—standard for potential salvage operations.

“Course locked,” Dana confirms.

Donovan nods once. “Take us in.”

The main thrusters ignite, briefly illuminating the void. The Searcher glides forward, silent but sure. As they near, the sensor pod rotates, tracking the Nostromo.

“Still no comms,” the comm officer mutters. “No auto-beacon either.”

Too many systems offline, disabled, or destroyed.

Donovan’s gaze hardens. “Get us within thirty meters. Let’s see what we’re dealing with.”
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Chapter 2: Breach and Entry
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The Searcher drifts into position, a sleek shadow sliding alongside the derelict Nostromo. The stars between them vanish as the two ships edge closer—one alive with light and motion, the other dark as the grave.

“Thirty meters and holding,” reports the helmsman.

“Steady as she goes,” Captain Donovan says. “No margin for error.”

Exterior spotlights activate, flooding the Nostromo’s hull with harsh white light. Its surface gleams metallic and cold—untouched by time, untouched by anything for decades. No visible damage. No signs of collision or breach. Just silence.

“It’s too clean,” mutters Mac, the engineer, as he leans over the sensor display. “You’d expect micrometeorite pitting, at least. Scorch marks, external repairs. This thing looks like it left Mars yesterday.”

Donovan ignores the comment. “Comms, prep a boarding team. I want Mac, Dr. O’Connor, and two security officers in full suits. They’re crossing over by tether.”

“Not docking?” Dana asks.

“Not yet,” Donovan says. “I want eyes on that ship before I open our hull to it.”

In the airlock chamber, the boarding team suits up—environmental seals checked, biosensors synced, helmet cams activated. Vital stats stream to the bridge: pulse, oxygen saturation, respiration—all within normal range.

“Comm check,” Donovan calls out.

“Loud and clear,” replies Mac, adjusting the magnetic clamps on his boots. “Helmet cams transmitting. Tethers ready.”

“Proceed with caution,” Donovan says. “If you see anything you don’t like—anything—say the word.”

“Copy that,” says one of the security officers. “We know the drill.”

Mac cycles the airlock. The chamber hisses, depressurizes. The outer door yawns open, revealing the void. He steps into it. With practiced motion, he hooks a line to a reinforced loop beside the hatch and kicks off into space.

The abyss swallows him. Only his breathing—slow, focused—fills his ears. He reaches the Nostromo with a dull thud, his body thumping against the hull. One hand snags a rail, the other fumbles briefly before the magnets in his boots lock onto the surface.

“Line secured,” Mac calls. “Sending tension.”

He loops the tether and pulls it taut. One by one, the others follow—hand-over-hand across the gap, trailing on the line like spiders in the dark. The airlock on the Nostromo yawns open without resistance. No pressure inside. No atmosphere to contain.

The interior is dark. Dead. They cycle through and enter a narrow corridor, lit only by the beams from their helmets.

Dr. O’Connor scans the environment with a handheld analyzer. “Oxygen levels twenty-four percent. CO₂ is high. Nitrogen’s in the seventies. Trace organics.”

“Safe to breathe?” Mac asks.

The doctor hesitates. “Technically, yes. But I’d keep your helmets sealed until we’re sure. We don’t know what happened here.”

Mac snorts and opens his faceplate anyway. He inhales.

“Smells like a sealed tin can,” he mutters. “No rot, no souring, just stale air.”

The others keep their helmets locked. They press deeper into the ship, boots thudding softly on metal deck plating. It’s cold, still, claustrophobic. A bulkhead opens to a central corridor. The lights are off, consoles dark, panels unpowered.

“This is wrong,” Dr. O’Connor says quietly. “There should be signs of wear—neglect. But everything’s... pristine.”

“Too pristine,” Mac agrees. “Like someone cleaned house before company came over.”

One of the security officers unclips a scanner from his belt. “We’re not getting reliable lifeform readings. Some kind of interference.”

“Interference?” Donovan asks over comms.

The sensor officer on the bridge confirms. “Not external. Internal to the ship. Something’s blocking full-spectrum scans.”

Inside the Nostromo, Mac and the others exchange a glance.

“We split up?” the doctor suggests.

“Negative,” says the lead security officer. “Protocol’s clear. We stay together until we know it’s safe.”

Mac nods, stepping ahead. “Engineering’s closer than the bridge. Let’s check there first.”

They pass a fabrication shop—tools hung neatly, machines powered down but undamaged. No signs of panic. No struggle—Nothing. A corridor angles off. A heavy door hangs open.

“Engineering,” Mac says.

The guards move in first, blasters drawn. They sweep the room—behind consoles, under walkways, inside crawlspaces. No movement, no heat signatures, no bodies. Mac steps in. A pile of metallic debris lies near the central console—scrap twisted and blackened, clearly salvaged from outside.

He frowns. “That wasn’t standard equipment,” he says.

“Later,” Dr. O’Connor says. “Let’s clear the bridge.”

Mac gives the reactor a once-over. “Reactor’s online. Minimal draw. Life support’s active. No helm control. And the starboard airlock—open to vacuum.”

“They didn’t leave in a hurry,” says the doctor. “They didn’t leave at all.”

“Then where the hell are they?”

The silence answers for them.
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