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            "The term 'survival' implies and ordeal. There was no ordeal."
—Asset Alpha
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1.  Discovery
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1.1.  Schmidt’s


Pasadena, California

October 19, 2017


The ritual began at 0430. Andrew Schmidt’s shoes were already on the asphalt, beating against the hard surface in a rhythm that matched his own heartbeats. It was the blue hour, a time he always cherished for its clinical feeling and optimum quiet.

​The run was for order: step after step, kilometer after kilometer. This was his way to start his day—arranging his thoughts before the chaos of the world and lesser minds descended upon him. His gaze followed the sky as the colors shifted to gold; that was the signal that he had run enough.

​When he returned to his home, he entered a block of steel, glass, and concrete, built to match the order he sought in his own mind. The house was awake. Lena was already in the kitchen, standing in beautiful contrast against the quartz countertop. She handed him his coffee, a warm smile touching her lips.

​Lena’s world was one of chaotic beauty, a direct opposition to the rigid routine and meticulous order he struggled to enforce on a chaotic universe. That difference was why he loved the very sand she stepped on; he saw her as a tether anchoring him, keeping him from floating into the void that consumed his mind.

​But it wasn’t enough to keep his feet on the ground. He was already beginning to float away, the distance between them growing into a chasm.

“Clara called,” Lena said. “She’s struggling between a semester in Brussels and one in Buenos Aires.”

Andrew took a sip of the bitter coffee, processing. “Brussels, of course. It offers superior access to EU institutions. Better for her poli-sci thesis.”

“And Buenos Aires has tango and the world’s best steak,” Lena countered with a gentle smile. “Sometimes the illogical choice is the one that proves you’re alive, Andrew.”

He knew she was right, in theory. But his own proof of life was tied to his whiteboard, a two-meter-square custom-made porcelain board that had a chaotic web of equations, diagrams, and frustrated, half-erased smudges where he made sense of the cosmos.

He was on his way there when the phone rang. He picked it up. “Schmidt.”

“Andrew. Good morning. My apologies for the hour.”

“Kenji, old friend,” Andrew replied. “For you, there is no hour. What is it?”

“The object. The one Weryk flagged last week.” Kenji said.

Andrew’s posture straightened. He’d seen the preliminary data. “A curiosity, nothing more.”

“Andrew,” Kenji interrupted, and this time with a thrill in his voice. “The statistics have changed. We ran the orbital calculations. Hamburg confirmed them an hour ago. It's a hyperbola.”

Hyperbola.

It meant only one thing.

“It’s not bound to the Sun,” Andrew whispered.

“Precisely,” Tanaka’s voice crackled with triumph. “It is the first one, Andrew. The first confirmed interstellar visitor.”

Lena, watching from the kitchen, saw the change come over him. He had just been presented with a new god to wrestle.

“Thank you, Kenji,” Andrew said, his voice vibrant. “Thank you.”

He cut the connection without another word. Moved to his whiteboard, his steps quick and energized. He uncapped a black marker, the squeak against the porcelain sharp and decisive. With the heel of his hand, he erased a month’s work on stellar dynamics, leaving a messy, black smear.

In its place, he began to draw a line, swift and certain. A path that came from infinity and was destined to return to it.



1.2.  Couple


Zamalek, Cairo

October 20, 2017


THE GLOW OF THE TELEVISION cast dancing shadows across the small Zamalek apartment. Outside, the usual cacophony of Cairo—a relentless symphony of car horns, distant calls to prayer, and the noise of a city that never slept. Inside, however, a different kind of sound; the news.

Oumuamua—Hawaiian for ‘a messenger from afar arriving first.’

Sameh, an architectural student with more ideas than sleep, leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, mesmerized. Beside him on the worn sofa, Dalia, was equally still, her dark eyes wide.

"Interstellar?" Sameh breathed, the word feeling foreign.

On the screen, a bespectacled astronomer from the University of Hawaii, looking slightly overwhelmed, gestured at a blurry image—a tiny streak of light against a backdrop of infinite black. "The trajectory is unequivocally hyperbolic," the astronomer explained. "This object is not bound by our sun's gravity."

"Imagine," Dalia whispered. "The distances. The time it must have traveled." She was a chemistry student, her mind already attuned to understanding the world, but this transcended any frontier she'd explored. "What could it be? An asteroid? A comet?"

Sameh shook his head, a slow smile spreading across his face. "Or something else entirely." He loved the prospect of 'something else'. 

He got up, pacing the small living room, " Just a rock, they say. A very old rock." He paused, looking at Dalia. "What if it's a probe? A relic?"

Dalia laughed. "Always the dreamer, Sameh. Next, you'll be saying it's aliens looking for a good place to build a summer palace."

"And why not?" he retorted, grinning. "Though, honestly, a silent, tumbling rock is probably more likely."

"Although... statistically improbable that we're the only thinking beings in all of that," she said, gesturing vaguely towards the unseen stars beyond the regular haze outside their window. "But an actual visitor? That makes the 'improbable' feel a little less so."

They stayed up late that night, the television eventually muted, the glow of Dalia's laptop illuminating their faces as they scoured astronomy forums and news feeds.

1.3.  Anomaly


Jet Propulsion Laboratory, Pasadena

November 17, 2017


THE OBJECT, OFFICIALLY known as ‘A/2017 U1’, was refusing to behave.

Andrew stood in the sterile dark of JPL’s Data Visualization Studio, known to insiders as the “God-Box.” Before him, a wall-sized screen displayed a complex orbital plot, the object’s path a searing orange line against the star-dusted black. On a secure video link, Dr. Kenji Tanaka. The room was silent save for the low hum of cooling fans, a sound like a held breath.

“It’s the non-gravitational acceleration,” Andrew stated, his voice flat. He gestured at a string of deviant data points that floated just outside the projected gravitational corridor. “It’s pushing away from the Sun. Subtly, but it’s there. And it is not a comet.”

“Agreed,” Kenji’s voice was crisp from the speakers. “There is no coma. No spectral signature, nothing that would explain a propulsive effect. We’ve aimed every instrument we have at it. What we get back is... nothing.”

The door opened, spilling a sharp rectangle of hallway light into the room. A woman entered, her silhouette crisp and tailored. She moved with an unnerving economy of motion, her presence immediately shifting the room's atmosphere.

“Dr. Schmidt, Dr. Tanaka,” she said, her voice calm and authoritative. “I’m Dr. Evelyn Reed.” She didn’t offer much else, but her credentials had preceded her: DARPA.

Andrew gave a curt nod. “Dr. Reed. You’re up to speed?”

“I’ve read the briefs,” she said, her eyes fixed on the massive screen. “So, it’s accelerating without a visible engine. Is it under its own power?”

“We are not there yet,” Andrew said, a sharp edge to his tone. He began to pace. “Every logical explanation leads to an illogical conclusion.”

“And our radar cross-section data suggests it is a solid object, several hundred meters in diameter,” Kenji added.

“Unless the shape is extreme,” Andrew stopped, turning to face Reed’s silhouette. “Something long and thin, maximizing surface area to mass.”

“A cosmic cigar,” Tanaka said, a flicker of dry humor in his voice.

“Let’s not get poetic, Kenji,” Andrew snapped.

“Let’s,” Dr. Reed countered quietly, her gaze unwavering from the screen. “Let’s get specific. You’re telling me there is an object of unknown origin, made of unknown material, that is not reflecting light, massive, and is maneuvering through our solar system under some form of propulsion we can’t explain.” She turned her head slightly, her eyes finding Andrew in the dark. “Is it observing us?”

It was the question they had all avoided, the intellectual precipice they had been standing on for weeks.

Andrew looked from Reed’s unblinking stare to Kenji’s grim face on the screen, then back to the defiant orange line tracing its impossible path. It was an anomaly.

“We don’t know,” Andrew said. “It’s just... there.”

Dr. Reed was silent for a long moment. “Then we agree,” she finally said. “We can’t solve this from a hundred million miles away.”

She turned and walked out. The room returned to its silence.

1.4.  Spitzer


JPL Spitzer Science Center, Pasadena

November 21, 2017


THE FINAL PIECE OF the puzzle was supposed to be the simplest. It was a question of heat.

“After its perihelion pass,” Andrew explained, directing his words as much to Reed as to the room at large, “an inert rock that size should be glowing like an ember in the infrared spectrum. It absorbed a colossal amount of solar energy.” He gestured to a simulation on a side screen showing a theoretical asteroid radiating heat. “The Spitzer will give us a definitive thermal signature. From that, we can refine our models.”

“And if it’s not glowing?” Reed asked, her voice cutting cleanly through the technical hum.

Andrew did not answer. He never bothered to answer ‘what ifs’.

This was their last hope for a conventional explanation. If the anomaly were simply a strange shape with an unusual, dark surface, the infrared data would prove it. The object itself would be grounded in observable physics.

The observation window was brief. A hush fell over the room. The only sound was the whir of the server fans. Andrew stared at the main screen where the processed data would appear, his hands clasped so tightly behind his back his knuckles were white. The numbers flowed in, parsed by the system in silent, green text. A chart began to populate.

It remained stubbornly, impossibly flat.

“Check for pointing errors,” Andrew commanded, his voice sharp with denial. “Recalibrate the sensor gain.”

The flat line on the screen held. A horizontal axis of time, a vertical axis of energy. And nothing.

“Perhaps,” Kenji’s voice cut through the stunned silence, grasping at the last straw of logic, “it is much, much smaller than the light-curve data suggests.”

“It can’t be,” Andrew shot back, turning to face Kenji’s image on the screen, his own frustration boiling over. “The brightness variations imply an object hundreds of meters long. That energy has to go somewhere!”

He stared at the flat line, at the definitive non-result.

It wasn't just breaking the rules. It was contemptuously ignoring them.

Dr. Reed stepped forward slightly, her gaze fixed on the blank chart. She was processing a different set of variables.

“So,” she said. “It’s stealth.”

Andrew turned on her. “That’s a meaningless term! It’s not ‘stealth,’ it’s impossible! It’s a thermodynamic violation!”

“Dr. Schmidt,” Reed said, finally turning to look at him, her eyes direct. “What you call a violation, I call a capability.” She let her words hang for a moment. “We are discussing a weapon.”

The professional awe Andrew had felt just weeks ago curdled into something colder, a primal dread that settled deep in his bones.
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