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Chapter 1 - Approach Vector
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The ship groaned as it tore back into realspace.

A violet pulse stretched across the viewport, shimmering like a silk ribbon being unraveled from the edge of the void. The Omen's stabilizers kicked in hard. RJ swore under his breath as the cabin lights flickered, casting their reflections over the reinforced observation glass.

“There she is,” Commander Voss said flatly.

Out ahead, silhouetted against the furious swirl of the accretion disk, floated the Erebus. A vessel missing for seventy-three years, its black hull strangely pristine, as if it had just left drydock. No drift. No rotation. Just... there.

“Physics check,” Roe murmured, leaning forward, her breath fogging slightly against her collar mic. “It’s not moving. It’s not falling.”

RJ tapped rapidly through the telemetry panel, frowning.

“No thrust. No rotation. No mass leak. It's just hangin’ there like some kinda damn space crucifix.”

Behind the eerie stillness, Charybdis spun. A monstrous singularity framed in arcs of bleeding color, ribbons of warped stars dragged in slow, violent spirals around it. The event horizon was barely ten thousand klicks away.

“That’s closer than it should be,” Voss said. “By a factor of insane.”

“Yeah, okay, but listen,” RJ said, pulling up a new screen. “Internal beacons are still broadcasting. Same signal, same loop. Exactly the same file length, byte-for-byte, as the day it went missing. No drift in timecode. Like someone hit play and just left it looping.”

“That’s not possible,” Voss muttered. “Seventy-three years, and no time dilation? No decay?”

“There’s more,” RJ added. “Gravity field is—uh. Yeah. It’s off. Local readings around the Erebus don’t match the black hole’s predicted curve. It’s like the Erebus is in a bubble. A pocket. Like the laws don’t apply inside that radius.”

Roe clicked on her recorder.

“First impression,” she said aloud, in the slow cadence of an audio log. “The Erebus is preserved. Suspended. Observing. The question is: preserved by what?”

RJ snorted. “Jesus, Roe. Could we not start with the creepy shit this early?”

Voss turned from the viewport. Her jaw was tight.

“RJ, bring us to synchronous orbit, minimal burn. I want us stable and quiet. Roe, get your gear prepped. I’ll check with command before we move. No one boards until we’ve confirmed safety protocols.”

RJ looked over his shoulder. “Commander, safety protocols don’t exist this close to a black hole.”

“You’ll make one up,” Voss said. “Start now.”

They drifted in silence for several seconds, the Erebus centered in the dark glass before them.

Then the comms chirped—an encrypted priority signal from Salvage Command.

Voss blinked.

“Speak of the devils.”

She accepted the transmission. Her eyes narrowed as she read the brief burst of code.

Then her voice dropped.

“They want us aboard in under four hours. Priority Alpha. All data, personnel, and physical samples to be recovered. Any delay is breach of contract.”

RJ rubbed a hand down his face. “They want us to waltz into a 70-year-old ghost ship parked beside the universe’s biggest blender?”

“They’re sending threat-level protocols,” Voss said, still reading. “But they expect full compliance.”

Roe was already packing her field kit.

RJ let out a breath that turned into a low whistle.

“This is gonna be one of those jobs, isn’t it?”

Voss didn't answer. She simply stared at the screen until the words blurred, then turned slowly toward the airlock. 
*
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Voss stood in the dim corridor outside the Omen’s command hub, watching the message decrypt line by line on the retinal display inside her helmet visor.
PRIORITY ALPHA
BOARDING MANDATED
OBJECTIVES:
	DATA RETRIEVAL – FULL SYSTEM COPY

	PHYSICAL RECOVERY – CREW, BIOLOGICS, EXPERIMENTAL PAYLOAD

	PRESERVE VESSEL INTEGRITY
FAILURE TO COMPLY = FORFEITURE OF ALL SALVAGE RIGHTS + PENALTIES
 


RJ muttered behind her, half-strapped into his harness as he checked the oxygen mixes. “You ever get the feeling we’re not paid nearly enough to stare into the abyss?”

“You’re not,” Roe said, seated across from him, unzipping her case of tools with surgical precision. “You’re paid to walk into it. There's a difference.”

Voss didn’t look up. “They want full data and all personnel extracted. Survivors get priority. Even if they're ghosts.”

RJ’s head snapped around. “Survivors?”

Roe paused mid-unpack. “That’s not a word you use lightly. They were presumed dead.”

“They were presumed lost,” Voss said. “Big difference when you're trying to avoid lawsuits.”

RJ scoffed. “We saw that ship. Nobody survives seventy years in that orbit.”

“Unless,” Roe said, “they didn’t experience seventy years.”

Voss gave her a look. “Not helpful.”

Roe met it evenly. “Not meant to be. Just accurate.”

Voss sealed her datapad and stood. “Get EVA prep ready. Minimal tools. Minimal weapons. Just enough to record, extract, and run. This isn’t a combat op. We’re not storming a derelict. We’re making a delivery. Ourselves.”

RJ rubbed the back of his neck, suddenly aware of the tightness in his suit collar.

“I’d like to lodge a formal protest to walking voluntarily into gravity soup.”

“Lodged,” Voss said. “Denied.”

Roe slotted a power cell into her scanner. The device hummed to life in her palm.

“Do you know what they were working on aboard the Erebus?” she asked, eyes flicking toward Voss.

“Classified,” Voss replied without hesitation.

“That’s not a no.”

RJ narrowed his eyes. “Wait. You know?”

Voss strapped her sidearm into its holster. “I know they were researching gravitational harmonics near the event horizon. Testing time-dilation stability with biological payloads. Some xenobio theory mixed in. All hypothetical.”

“Except it wasn’t,” Roe said quietly. “If the crew’s alive...”

“They’re not alive,” RJ cut in. “They’re—look, no offense to the dead, but they’re either clones, shadows, or worse. Whatever we find in there isn’t gonna be someone’s grandpa asking what year it is. It’s gonna be wrong.”

Voss looked at him. Her voice lowered, steadier.

“We go in. We keep it tight. I don’t care what’s talking or walking in there—we treat it like quarantine protocol Delta. Minimal contact. Minimal conversation. One hour, max. Then we pull back and let corporate deal with the rest.”

Roe raised an eyebrow. “You expect it to listen?”

Voss adjusted her helmet seal and locked it with a hiss.

“No. But I expect you to.”

RJ gave a half-smile. “God, I love it when you threaten us. It means things are just starting to go to shit.”

A deep metallic clang echoed through the ship as the Omen’s thruster pod detached from the main hull, drifting silently toward the unblinking corpse of the Erebus. 
*
[image: ]


RJ whistled an off-key tune as he snapped the final pressure clamp on Voss’s suit. The rhythm was quick, jagged, like his hands. He always did this—filled the air with sound when silence grew too loud.

“Okay,” he said, stepping back. “O2 is green. Pressure seal’s solid. Tether reels are responsive. You’re airtight, Commander. For now.”

Voss didn’t move. She stared at the inner airlock door, jaw tight, like it had insulted her and was about to do so again.

RJ turned to Roe. “Doc, your suit’s good?”

“I triple-checked it,” she replied, adjusting the recorder on her wrist. “I’m more concerned about signal interference once we’re inside. We’re passing through a local field anomaly near the Erebus—frequencies might loop, distort.”

RJ blinked. “So our voices might echo?”

“Or reverse. Or bleed into things that haven’t happened yet.”

“Cool,” he said flatly. “Really fun science. Love that for us.”

Voss finally turned from the airlock. She moved with tight efficiency, walking toward the weapons locker. One firm pull released the sidearm—a sleek, mag-propelled sidearm built more for deterrence than damage.

RJ raised an eyebrow. “You bringing a gun to a ghost ship?”

Voss checked the chamber. “I’m bringing certainty to uncertainty.”

Roe didn’t look up from her case. “That’s cute. Also illogical. If time isn’t behaving normally in there, causality could break. Pull the trigger and you might shoot your own reflection five minutes ago.”

“Then I won’t miss,” Voss said.

The three stood in the small prep bay, shoulder-to-shoulder, suits sealed, gear packed tight to their backs. The airlock hatch before them glowed red around the edges. The final pressurization cycle hummed beneath their feet.

RJ exhaled. “You know, back when I was working orbital junk rings, worst we had to deal with was faked distress calls from pirates.”

Voss turned slightly. “You still made it to salvage?”

He grinned. “Blew up a few things. Said it was creative dismantling. Boss agreed. Kind of.”

“Remind me to never let you near anything marked ‘experimental,’” Roe muttered.

“Roe,” he said, flipping his faceplate down, “if you don’t want me opening strange containers labeled ‘DO NOT TOUCH,’ you need to stop bringing me to them.”

The floor trembled—gently, a low thrum. The pod had entered the Erebus’s docking range. They could see the distant lights of the old vessel through the external cams: green nav beacons blinking in sequences that hadn’t changed in seven decades. They looked fresh. Intentional.

Voss’s helmet comm crackled to life.

“Final check,” she said. “Comms?”

“Green,” RJ replied.

“Operational,” Roe added.

“Heart rates?”

RJ looked at his wrist display. “Mine says ‘moderately terrified, but still hot.’”

“Doc?”

“Elevated. Normal for first contact scenarios.”

RJ snorted. “You think this is first contact?”

“I think the Erebus is alive in a way we won’t understand until it’s too late.”

The airlock hissed open behind them with a hydraulic wheeze. The metal inner chamber loomed, black and narrow, like a throat preparing to swallow.

Voss stepped in first.

“Here we go,” she said. “Hell’s welcome mat.”

RJ and Roe followed.

The inner door sealed shut.
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The pod detached with a soundless clunk. In space, there was no scream of ignition, no roar of motion—only the subtle tug of inertia and the soft whir of internal thrusters adjusting course.

Voss watched the Erebus grow in the viewport. It sat still as death, sharp-edged against the madness swirling beyond. Behind it, Charybdis twisted light into serpents—bright, bleeding coils that spun like gods unraveling themselves into time.

RJ floated beside her in silence. No more jokes. No more bravado. Just the hum of recycled air and the barely audible tick-tick-tick of his fingers tapping the outer casing of his suit, a nervous habit that had started
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