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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever been told to comply “for your own good,” and chose instead to ask one more question. 
-JT
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  Chapter 1: Dead Rock, Bright Song


The asteroid had no name, just a grid tag burned into a procurement manifest and a rumor that made pilots lower their voices. 
Out here, rumors were currency.
Captain Lio Varr watched the object grow in the forward canopy until it stopped looking like rock and started looking like a decision. The drift-field was quiet, the kind of quiet that meant either luck or a trap. The stars behind it looked normal at a glance. At a second glance, they seemed slightly misaligned, as if the sky had been nudged a fraction of a degree and nobody wanted to admit it.
“Give me the scan again,” Lio said.
Sanaa Ketz, their systems tech, tapped a knuckle against the side of her headset as if she could shake sense into the readouts. “Same result. High-density core. Low reflectivity. No seams. No thermal bloom. No spin.”
“Everything spins,” Brigg muttered from the aft, straps creaking as he shifted in his chair. Brigg was built like a cargo winch and had the patience to match. “Even corpses.”
Lio glanced at the mission slate hovering at the edge of his display. Contract: recovery salvage, no questions asked, payout triple standard. Sponsor name redacted. The slate was signed with a broker’s mark, a crooked triangle overlaid with a spiral, like a storm caught in a net.
He hated redacted work. He hated triple payouts even more, because they always came with an invisible line you crossed the moment you accepted.
But Mara Kade wasn’t on his ship. VASTRA Dynamics wasn’t on his ship. The Reliquary wasn’t on his ship. Just three crew and a cutter that ran on stubbornness.
“Bring us in slow,” Lio said. “No hero docking. No rash cutting. We taste the air before we bite.”
Sanaa snorted. “There’s no air.”
“You know what I mean.”
Their salvage cutter, the Javelin, eased forward. Thrusters whispered. Magnetic grapples sat ready in their housings like clenched fists. On the external feed, the asteroid was irregular, pocked with old impacts and dusted with a skin of frost. It could have been any chunk of dead rock in a million-kilometer belt.
Except for the one place it wasn’t dead.
A smooth black plane cut across its surface, not flush like metal fused to stone, but as if the asteroid had grown a scar that refused to heal. It swallowed the light from their headlamps, drank it down without shine or matte reflection. It was not a void. It was depth.
Brigg leaned forward. “That’s not alloy.”
“That’s not anything,” Sanaa said, voice tight. “It’s… wrong.”
Lio held his jaw still. This was the moment where good crews listened to their instincts and bad crews made promises to the universe they couldn’t keep. “We go in suits. Tethered. No free drifting. If anything shifts, we leave.”
Brigg flexed his gloved fingers like he wanted a fight. “About time.”
Sanaa’s eyes flicked to the redacted sponsor mark again. “You ever seen that symbol before?”
Lio shook his head. He hadn’t, and that bothered him more than if he had. Familiar dangers had rules. Unknown ones invented them.
The Javelin settled into a slow station-keeping orbit relative to the asteroid. Brigg ran the grapple lines through the lock with the kind of care that only came from being the one who had to pull people back if things went wrong. Sanaa calibrated the suit comms, routing a backup through the Javelin’s external antenna in case the rock interfered.
Lio sealed his helmet. His breath sounded too loud in his ears.
“Okay,” he said. “We touch, we look, we take a sample, we leave. We do not improvise.”
Brigg’s laugh crackled over comms. “You say that every time.”
“And every time you ignore it,” Sanaa added.
“I ignore it safely.”
“That’s the dumbest thing you’ve ever said.”
“Both of you,” Lio said, and forced the tightness in his chest into something that felt like command. “Lock up.”
They cycled through the airlock and spilled into the black.
Space here had a presence. The asteroid’s mass was small, but the darkness around the black plane felt heavier, as if their suit lights were pushing through syrup. Lio’s tether line unspooled with a soft whir. Tiny ice particles drifted around his visor like slow snow.
The black plane loomed closer. It wasn’t a panel. It wasn’t a hatch. It was a surface that refused context. Its edges were clean, cut into the asteroid with a precision that made the surrounding rock look like it had been chewed.
Lio’s boots clamped to the stone with magnetic grips. Brigg landed beside him with a thud that reverberated through the tether line. Sanaa floated in last, careful, eyes locked on her own scanner pad.
“Reading?” Lio asked.
Sanaa’s voice was quieter. “I’m not getting a stable spectrum. It’s like the surface is… eating my beam.”
Brigg raised his torch and swept it across the black. The light vanished into it. “I don’t like this.”
“That’s new,” Sanaa said, but the joke didn’t carry.
Lio extended a gloved hand and stopped short of touching. He could see his own reflection faintly in the black, warped, stretched. The black didn’t reflect like glass. It reflected like water seen through a dream.
He forced himself to tap it with the edge of his knuckle.
There was no sound.
No vibration.
No resistance.
The glove did not pass through. He could feel contact, a pressure against his skin like touching a cold stone. But the surface didn’t behave like stone. It gave slightly, then returned, as if it were alive and pretending to be inert.
“Okay,” Lio said, and hated how steady his voice sounded. “We cut around the seam if there is one. Brigg, get the micro-cutter. Sanaa, keep scanning. If you see anything that looks like a trigger, you say it. Loud.”
Brigg pulled the cutter from his belt, a compact tool with a narrow heat blade. He pressed it to the edge where black met rock and activated it.
The blade hissed. Frost evaporated. The stone around the edge flared orange, then cooled.
The black surface did nothing.
It didn’t melt. It didn’t scorch. It didn’t even discolor. Brigg’s cutter might as well have been a toy.
Brigg pulled back and swore. “Not taking.”
“Try the rock,” Lio said.
Brigg did. The cutter sliced the surrounding asteroid easily, carving a shallow trench around the black plane. Dust puffed in slow motion. It was like cutting bread around a knife you couldn’t move.
Sanaa stared at her pad. “Lio… the readings are changing.”
“How?”
“It’s responding to us. I’m seeing harmonics.”
Lio felt the hair rise at the back of his neck. “You’re hearing sound in vacuum.”
“Not sound,” Sanaa said, and her voice went thin. “Pattern. Frequency. Like it’s… singing.”
As if to punctuate her words, Lio felt it too, not in his ears but in his bones. A low pulse. A rhythm that matched nothing in the Javelin’s systems and nothing in his suit.
The black plane under his glove warmed by a fraction of a degree.
Brigg froze. “Tell me you feel that.”
“I feel it,” Lio said.
“Back off,” Sanaa said quickly. “It’s like—like it wants us to—”
The black plane shifted.
Not a dramatic slide, not a door opening with cinematic ease. It flexed. It rippled, as if something beneath it had exhaled. The asteroid around it answered with a faint vibration that traveled through their boot clamps and tethers.
Then a line appeared.
A seam, so thin it was almost an insult to the word. A hairline crack that traced a spiral.
Brigg’s torch light caught it and, for a heartbeat, the seam glowed like an ember.
Sanaa’s breath hitched over comms. “That’s the symbol.”
Lio didn’t ask which symbol. He knew. The broker’s mark. The crooked triangle. The spiral.
The seam widened.
A slit opened, not into darkness but into a space that didn’t have depth in the normal way. Lio saw angles that didn’t agree with each other. He saw a faint inner glow that wasn’t light but the suggestion of light, like a thought of brightness.
Brigg did what Brigg always did. He leaned forward.
“Don’t,” Lio snapped.
Brigg paused, then shrugged as if the command was optional. “We came for salvage.”
“We came for a sample,” Lio corrected, and tried to keep his voice from shaking. “We do not climb inside unknown alien—”
“Not alien,” Sanaa whispered. “No signature. No residue. It’s not like any artifact I’ve ever seen.”
Lio swallowed. The slit was barely wide enough for a hand, but it was widening slowly, spiraling outward like a camera iris.
He made a decision. Decisions were what got you killed, but hesitation got you killed more often.
“Brigg,” he said. “Anchor. You go in one meter. One. Tether tight. You grab something loose, anything, and you come back. If it grabs you, we cut the tether and run.”
Brigg’s silence lasted a full second. Then his voice came, unexpectedly soft. “Copy.”
He adjusted his tether line and eased toward the opening. The black surface bent around him without friction, like he was pushing into warm gel. Lio kept his hand on the tether reel, ready to yank.
Brigg’s helmet light disappeared into the slit. Then his voice crackled. “It’s… bigger inside.”
“Of course it is,” Sanaa murmured. Her pad was now filled with waveform graphs that climbed and looped like music written by someone who had never heard a human scale.
“Describe,” Lio ordered.
Brigg’s breathing sped up. “Walls. Black. But not smooth. Like plates. Like—like layered stone. There’s something on the floor.”
“Grab it.”
Brigg shifted. The tether line tugged. Lio felt a subtle pull that didn’t match Brigg’s movement, as if something inside had taken interest.
“Brigg,” Lio said, louder now. “Now.”
“Hold on,” Brigg replied, and the familiar impatience was back, but there was a tremor under it. “It’s not just lying there. It’s… in a groove.”
Sanaa’s pad beeped. “Lio, the harmonic frequency is spiking. I think it’s—”
The asteroid shuddered.
Not a small vibration. A full-body jolt that snapped tethers taut and sent frost clouds spiraling off the surface. Lio’s stomach lurched as if gravity had briefly remembered it existed.
Brigg cursed. “Something moved!”
“Out,” Lio barked. He thumbed the tether reel and began pulling.
Brigg didn’t come.
The line tightened hard, then eased, then tightened again. Lio’s gloved fingers squeezed the reel until his joints ached. “Brigg!”
“I’m stuck,” Brigg said, breath sharp. “The groove—my glove’s caught. The thing is—”
His sentence cut off in static.
“Brigg, respond,” Lio said, and tried not to imagine the worst. He braced his boots and hauled.
The line slid an inch.
Then the pull came again, from inside. Not strong, not violent, but deliberate. A gentle, patient tug like someone testing a knot.
Sanaa’s voice rose. “Lio, it’s adjusting the field. I’m seeing gravity vectors shift. It’s like a—”
She stopped.
Lio turned his helmet toward her. Sanaa was staring at the black surface with wide eyes.
“What,” Lio demanded.
Sanaa’s lips moved behind her visor as if she’d forgotten how to speak. Then she said, “The stars. Look at the stars.”
Lio forced himself to glance up.
The starfield above the asteroid was wrong now. Not subtly. It was tilted. The constellations were rotated, misaligned by a clean, impossible angle.
Brigg’s voice returned in a burst of static. “Lio—pull! I have it!”
Lio hauled. The tether reeled fast, too fast. Brigg shot out of the slit like a cork from a bottle, momentum carried by more than Lio’s strength. He slammed into the rock, boots skidding, and caught himself with a grunt.
In his right hand, clenched like a prize, was a shard.
It was small, palm-sized, jagged on one side, smooth on the other. Black, but with a faint inner sheen that made it look like it contained a night sky under glass.
The moment the shard cleared the opening, the slit began to close.
Lio’s relief was brief. The asteroid shuddered again, and this time the “down” in his stomach shifted sideways.
Brigg’s boots lost their clamp.
Sanaa screamed. “Gravity!”
The field snapped.
There was no gentle transition, no warning. One second they were anchored to the rock, the next the vector changed and the asteroid’s surface became a wall. Lio felt his body pulled hard to the side, tether line swinging like a pendulum.
Brigg, heavier, swung first. His tether snapped taut, jerking him mid-flight, and he slammed into the rock with enough force to make Lio wince. The shard flew from Brigg’s hand, tumbling end over end, glinting faintly.
“No!” Brigg shouted.
Sanaa’s tether reeled too quickly, the automatic brake catching late. She spun, suit thrusters flaring in panic, and nearly collided with Brigg’s flailing body.
Lio fought his own spin and slapped the tether reel’s emergency lock. The line froze, yanking his gut. He saw the shard drifting away, slow but steady, pulled not by gravity but by the new vector like a leaf on a current.
The black plane pulsed.
Lio could swear it did. The surface seemed to tighten, like a muscle contracting. The seam spiraled shut, erasing itself.
And the shard, now free, answered.
It flashed once, a dark glimmer, then shot toward the Javelin with sudden acceleration.
Sanaa’s voice was a frantic rasp. “It’s moving!”
“Let it go!” Lio barked. “We live. We—”
A third shudder hit.
This one came with a sound.
Not through air, but through their bones. A deep, resonant thrum that matched the waveform spikes on Sanaa’s pad, the kind of vibration that made teeth ache.
Brigg groaned. “My ribs—”
“Get stable,” Lio ordered. He fired his suit thrusters, fighting the sideways pull, angling toward Sanaa. He caught her by the arm and steadied her spin.
“Look,” she whispered.
Her visor pointed toward the shard.
It had reached the Javelin. It struck the hull near the forward sensor array and did not bounce. It sank into the metal like the ship was soft.
Then the Javelin’s lights flickered.
On Lio’s HUD, his comms lit up with warning icons as the ship’s systems spiked, then stabilized. For a heartbeat, the Javelin wasn’t responding to their tethers as if it wasn’t their ship anymore.
“Javelin,” Lio said, harsh. “Status.”
No answer.
Sanaa’s breathing came in short bursts. “It’s interfacing.”
Brigg’s voice was strained. “We should go. Now.”
Lio didn’t argue. He yanked Sanaa toward the direction that used to be “up” and was now something else. Their tethers, still attached to the Javelin, pulled them as the ship’s reels engaged automatically, dragging them back like fish on a line.
As they reeled in, Lio watched the asteroid.
The black plane was now perfectly smooth again. No seam. No slit. Just a wrong patch on a dead rock, as if nothing had happened.
Except the stars were still tilted.
Sanaa’s voice trembled. “What did we just touch?”
Lio didn’t have an answer. Answers were for people who made it home.
They reached the airlock. Brigg went first, hauling himself inside with jerky movements. Sanaa followed, fingers still clenched around her scanner pad like it was a talisman. Lio was last, eyes on the canopy view.
Inside the lock, helmet seals hissed as they cycled atmosphere. Lio ripped his helmet off with shaking hands.
Brigg slammed his fist against the bulkhead. “We got it. Tell me we got something.”
Sanaa held up her pad, face pale. “It’s broadcasting.”
Lio’s stomach sank. “To who?”
“I don’t know,” she said. “It’s not a standard band. It’s like it’s writing itself into our nav system.”
The ship’s intercom crackled. A synthetic voice, flat and unfamiliar, spoke through the Javelin’s speakers.
“COORDINATE ACQUISITION COMPLETE.”
Lio’s head snapped up. “That’s not our AI.”
Sanaa’s eyes widened. “We don’t have an AI.”
The voice continued. “VECTOR LOCK ESTABLISHED.”
Then the ship’s nav console lit with a new marker: a point in deep space, far beyond any salvage lane, in a region no sane captain charted unless they wanted to disappear.
Brigg stared at the marker as if it might bite. “That’s… where it wants us to go.”
Lio’s mouth went dry. He thought of the redacted sponsor. The broker’s spiral mark. The way the black surface had warmed under his glove like skin.
He stepped to the console and tried to override the nav.
The controls didn’t respond.
Sanaa whispered, “It’s overriding us.”
Lio forced his hands to move calmly. Panic was contagious; captains couldn’t afford it. “Hard reboot. Kill power to nav and reboot from cold.”
Sanaa hesitated only a second, then complied. She keyed the sequence. The lights dimmed. The ship’s systems cycled down with a groan.
In the darkness, the shard embedded in the hull emitted a faint glow, not bright but undeniable, like an ember under ash.
The ship rebooted.
The marker was still there.
And now, beneath it, a new line of text appeared on the nav display, written in a character set Lio had never seen, then translated into trade tongue as if the ship itself had learned the language.
A single word.
KEY.
Brigg swallowed hard. “We need to dump it.”
Sanaa’s hands shook. “We can’t. It’s… fused. It’s part of the hull.”
Lio stared at the word until it blurred. Outside the porthole, the asteroid drifted away, silent, indifferent.
Then the shard pulsed once.
A clean, measured pulse that traveled through the ship and into Lio’s chest like a second heartbeat.
On the console, the coordinate marker flashed.
And somewhere in the dark beyond their sensors, something answered.
Not a voice. Not a message. A return pulse, delayed, precise, matching the shard’s rhythm like a call-and-response.
Sanaa made a small sound, half laugh, half sob. “It’s talking.”
Brigg backed away from the console as if it were a predator. “To us?”
Lio’s gaze locked on the broker’s mark on the contract slate still hovering near the edge of his display. The spiral. The crooked triangle. The redacted sponsor.
He understood, in a sudden, sick clarity, that this job had never been about salvage.
It had been about delivery.
And now the universe had their address.
The Javelin’s thrusters engaged without his command, aligning to the new vector.
Lio’s fingers tightened around the edge of the console. “No,” he whispered, as if the ship might listen.
The shard pulsed again, warmer this time.
The synthetic voice spoke once more, gentle as a lullaby and just as merciless.
“BEGIN TRANSIT.”
The Javelin surged forward toward the coordinate, and the stars outside the canopy seemed to shift again, as if the sky was making room.
Lio didn’t notice when his hands started shaking.
He only noticed the hum in his bones, and the way it sounded, unmistakably, like a song.






  
  Chapter 2: Dr. Mara Kade, Disgraced


Dock Nine taught you two useful skills fast: how to walk like you belonged, and how to keep your name from becoming someone else’s joke. 
Mara Kade failed at the second one.
She stepped off the freight lift into the port’s mid-tier concourse and felt the usual sweep of noise hit her like heat. Vendors calling, drones whining, boots clanging on grates, and the constant bass hum of the station’s shields holding back vacuum with sheer stubbornness. The air smelled of citrus disinfectant, overheated circuitry, and the faint tang of recycled oxygen that never quite forgot it had been used.
Above the central atrium, a holo-banner flickered through its rotation of corporate announcements and local scandals. Mara kept her eyes forward anyway. Dock Nine had mirrors everywhere. It liked to show you what it thought you were.
The banner paused on a crisp image of a black fragment on a velvet pedestal. White-lit. Reverent. Brand marks neatly tucked into the corner.
VASTRA MUSEUM ACQUISITIONS DIVISION: “THE FIRST RELIC” — NOW ON TOUR.
Mara didn’t stop, but her stomach tightened as if something had hooked under her ribs and pulled.
Two years ago, she’d stood in a gallery a thousand kilometers from this port and told a room full of donors they’d been sold a lie. Not gently. Not privately. She’d tried that first. It had been laughed off like a child’s tantrum.
So she’d said it out loud.
Dock Nine never forgot a good humiliation. It replayed hers like a favorite song.
A cluster of dockhands leaned against a rail near a repair kiosk, gathered around a portable screen patched into station audio. The clip was grainy now, overcompressed and re-shared so many times the edges bled. Still, Mara recognized herself instantly: hair pinned, lab coat clean, eyes clear in a way they weren’t anymore.
“It’s not authentic,” her younger self said in the clip, calm and precise. “The fracture pattern is consistent with industrial casting. The provenance documents contradict their own chain-of-custody stamps. Someone built this to look ancient.”
A laugh burst from the dockhands.
“Play the part where security drags her out,” one of them said.
“Play the part where she ruins the gala,” another replied, delighted.
Mara walked past without turning her head. She had learned that flinching fed them. So did fighting. Dock Nine liked blood either way.
She cut down a side corridor where the light was dimmer and the walls were layered with old paper notices and fresh digital tags.
FUEL COILS — CASH TODAY.SUIT PATCHES — CHEAP.PROVENANCE VERIFIED — ASK FOR KADE.
That last one was hers, half torn, stubbornly re-taped. She’d printed a stack the week she arrived, back when she still believed work could outlast gossip.
She reached her stall, a converted storage closet wedged between a coolant exchange and a pawn window filled with “pre-collapse relic jewelry” that was mostly repurposed scrap. Her own sign was plain block lettering:
KADE APPRAISAL & PROVENANCEI don’t certify your fiction.
The second line had been a mistake and a promise. She left it up anyway.
Inside, her shop smelled faintly of coolant and hot dust. A battered spectrometer sat on her desk beside a stack of reference slates and a small tray of mineral samples labeled in tidy handwriting. She hung her scarf, shook the chill from her fingers, and started the kettle on the heat plate. Ritual mattered. It kept the mind from drifting.
The station’s day cycle hadn’t even hit midday when her first client arrived.
Jax Rell slid into the chair opposite her desk without asking. He was a salvage runner with knuckles scarred by wire cuts and eyes too sharp to trust anyone who smiled too wide. He set a small pouch on her desk and watched her like she might explode.
Mara didn’t open the pouch yet. “If this is another ‘alien coin’ from a tourist market, I’m charging double.”
“It’s not,” Jax said. “And I didn’t steal it from a tourist.”
“Comforting.”
Jax’s mouth twitched. “You’re still mean.”
“I’m still right,” Mara said. “Those aren’t the same thing.”
He pushed the pouch closer. “Tell me what it is.”
Mara finally opened it and tipped the contents into her palm. A ring. Old metal, pitted, with a faint etched pattern on the inside band. Not fancy. Not valuable at first glance. The kind of thing you’d wear because it meant something to you, not because it impressed anyone.
She turned it under her desk lamp and felt a familiar relief settle into her bones. Metal was honest. Metal obeyed. Metal didn’t hum at you from across a room.
She ran a quick scan, checked composition, checked etch depth, checked the microtool marks.
“Ship metal,” she said. “Bulkhead alloy. Hand-etched. Someone wore this through a lot of hard work. It’s not pre-collapse. It’s not alien. It’s… sentimental.”
Jax let out a breath like she’d cut a wire he’d been holding too tight. “So it’s mine.”
“It’s yours,” Mara confirmed. “And you should keep it, because the next person who offers to buy it will lie about what it’s worth.”
Jax hesitated. “You ever miss the museum life?”
Mara didn’t look up. “Do you ever miss sleeping without one eye open?”
He snorted. “Fair.”
He pocketed the ring and stood. “People still talk about you, you know. The gala. The fake relic. The way you didn’t back down.”
“People talk about anything that makes them feel braver than they are,” Mara said.
Jax lingered at the doorway. “Maybe. Or maybe they talk because you made the right people mad.”
He left before she could answer.
Mara watched the door close and felt the familiar ache behind her sternum. Not regret. Not guilt. Something quieter.
She made tea, drank it too hot, and tried to ignore the holo-banner’s faint spill of light through the corridor window.
By early afternoon, she was halfway through cataloging a shipment of “antique” artifacts someone wanted authenticated when her slate pinged with a message she didn’t recognize.
No sender ID. No station routing stamp. Just a single line:
You were right.
Mara stared at it until the words stopped looking like language and started looking like a threat.
She tried to trace the message. The return path was blank.
Her shop door chimed before she could decide whether to delete it.
A woman stepped in and closed the door behind her without being asked. Mid-thirties, clean boots, dark jacket, hair pulled tight. Her eyes held the calm of someone used to doing business in public spaces without letting it become public.
Mara recognized her from station council feeds and shipping ledgers. Nia Sato ran a legal cooperative on the mid-tier. She wasn’t the kind of person who wandered into a closet shop unless the reason mattered.
Nia didn’t sit. She set a slim data wafer on Mara’s desk. “I need you to look at something.”
Mara’s gaze flicked to the wafer, then back to Nia. “If this is a contract dispute, you want a lawyer.”
“It’s not a contract,” Nia said. “It’s a recording.”
“From where?”
Nia’s lips pressed together. “Outer lanes. A salvage cutter came in on a tight-beam burst, unregistered for the first half-second. Someone I trust caught it before port security did.”
Mara felt her pulse tick up. “Why bring it to me?”
“Because you don’t flinch from anomalies,” Nia said. “And because VASTRA has started asking questions around my co-op. They’re being polite. That means they’re scared.”
Mara didn’t like the way that sentence fit together.
She nodded once and slotted the wafer into her slate.
A video file opened. The first few seconds were static, then resolved into a shaky helmet-cam feed: ice crystals drifting like slow snow, a black patch on a grey asteroid surface, and a thin slit opening in a spiral pattern. Three figures in suits moved at the edge of frame, tethered to a ship out of view.
Mara’s mouth went dry.
Not because she recognized the location. She didn’t. Not exactly.
Because she recognized the geometry.
The black surface wasn’t metal. It wasn’t stone. It was the same kind of wrongness she’d felt in the museum, the kind the human brain tried to smooth over because it couldn’t categorize it.
The feed jumped. A suited figure lunged, a shard tumbling out, and then the world tilted. The camera swung hard, stars turning sideways as if someone had grabbed the sky and twisted it.
The feed cut.
Mara looked up slowly. “Where did this come from?”
Nia’s gaze stayed steady. “A cutter called the Javelin. The rest of the burst was scrambled. Like something wrote over it. But the cutter’s name got through, and so did a coordinate.”
Mara’s fingers tightened around the slate. “You have it?”
Nia nodded. “And I have something else. A symbol.”
She tapped the corner of the video frame. There, briefly, on a contract slate visible in someone’s suit HUD reflection, was a mark: a crooked triangle over a spiral.
Mara felt cold creep under her skin.
Nia watched her reaction. “You know it.”
Mara forced her voice to stay even. “I’ve seen it.”
“On the museum paperwork?” Nia asked. Not a question so much as a confirmation.
Mara didn’t answer. The silence did it for her.
Nia leaned in. “VASTRA’s people came to my office this morning. They asked if any salvage crews had reported ‘anomalous finds’ in the last six hours. They used that phrase like it had been practiced. They also offered me a fee to share any unregistered traffic we’d intercepted.”
Mara’s jaw tightened. “And you said no.”
“I said I don’t sell my people,” Nia replied. “But they’ll keep asking. They always do. So I want to know what we’re dealing with.”
Mara stared at the paused frame: the black surface, the spiral seam, the shards of frost spinning.
Her mind assembled a chain she didn’t want.
A museum fake called “The First Relic.” A symbol in the paperwork. A real structure in deep space responding to touch with a spiral seam. VASTRA hunting for it with rehearsed politeness.
Someone had built an idea first, then built reality later.
Or reality had existed, and someone had built a fake to control the story.
Mara looked at Nia. “How long ago was this?”
“Twenty-one minutes,” Nia said. “That cutter is still out there, or it’s gone.”
Mara’s pulse hammered. “Port security doesn’t have this?”
“Not yet,” Nia said. “I’m giving you a head start before the station turns it into profit.”
Mara exhaled slowly. “That’s generous.”
“It’s strategic,” Nia corrected. “If VASTRA gets whatever that is, the rest of us will only learn about it after they’ve weaponized it.”
Mara’s fingers hovered above the slate. “Do you know who sent the burst?”
Nia hesitated, then nodded toward Mara’s message queue. “Same source as the ping you got five minutes ago, I’d bet.”
Mara’s spine stiffened. “You saw that?”
“No,” Nia said. “But you looked at your slate the way people look at a gun that just appeared on their desk.”
Mara gave her a thin smile. “Fair.”
She pulled up the anonymous message again. You were right. Nothing else. No sender. No path.
Mara met Nia’s gaze. “If VASTRA is asking you, they’ll ask me too.”
Nia’s expression hardened. “They can’t blackball you harder than they already have.”
Mara almost laughed. “Don’t tempt them.”
Nia stepped back, decision made. “Keep the wafer. I have copies. If you decide you want to act on it, you can find me. If you decide you want to hide, then at least you’ll know what you’re hiding from.”
She moved to the door, then paused. “Mara,” she said, quieter. “You didn’t ruin your career by being wrong. You ruined it by being inconvenient.”
Mara’s throat tightened. She didn’t trust herself to speak, so she nodded.
Nia left.
Mara locked the door behind her and stood alone in her shop with the video still paused on that black surface. The station hummed. The kettle clicked off. Her hands felt too steady, like her body had chosen shock as a form of control.
She replayed the burst again, frame by frame.
A suited figure. A tether line. The black seam opening in a spiral.
Then, in the final scrambled seconds, a flicker of text embedded in the corrupted stream. Not readable, but patterned. Like a heartbeat turned into symbols.
Mara had no right to understand it.
And yet something in her chest said she did.
Her slate pinged again.
A new message this time, longer, delivered the same way: no sender, no stamp, no trace.
If you want the truth, come to the Hush Deck. Lower tier. One hour.Ask for Rafe.Come alone.
Beneath the text was the symbol, drawn in simple lines. Crooked triangle over spiral.
Mara stared at the name.
Rafe.
Not one she knew. Not one in her circles. But her circles had collapsed years ago. All that was left were the orbiting pieces.
She tried to ignore the tremor in her hands and failed.
The Hush Deck was the kind of place you went when you wanted privacy more than safety. Lower tier, tucked behind a corridor of soundproofing foam and old sensor arrays, so the bar’s conversations didn’t leak into the station’s recordings. It was where deals happened that didn’t want witnesses.
She had avoided it on purpose.
Mara looked at the paused video again. The Javelin. The tilted stars. The black seam.
She thought of the museum donors and their velvet certainty. She thought of the fake relic and how smoothly it had slid into the world’s story. She thought of VASTRA asking questions in rehearsed language like they already knew the answers.
Truth didn’t travel by invitation. It traveled by collision.
Mara moved to her locker and pulled out her field kit: gloves, scanner, a compact light, a slim pistol she didn’t like owning but liked needing less. She checked the charge, then slid it back into the kit. Her hands didn’t shake during that part. Habit was kinder than emotion.
She added her old credentials card to the pocket anyway. It was useless now, but it still felt like armor.
Before she could talk herself out of it, she grabbed her scarf, killed the shop lights, and stepped back into Dock Nine’s corridor.
The port swallowed her again.
As she walked, she kept her pace casual and her eyes soft, the way you did when you didn’t want attention. She passed the atrium and did not look up at the holo-banner, even though she could feel it like a stare. She passed the dockhands and their laughter and kept her face blank.
Down the stairwell, down past the middle tier, down toward the lower levels where air tasted older and the lights were always a shade too dim, she felt the station change around her.
Fewer families. More weapons. More eyes that assessed distance and risk in the same glance.
At the Hush Deck entrance, a bouncer with a scar across his cheek looked her up and down. His gaze lingered on her field kit.
“Who’re you here to see?” he asked.
Mara lifted her chin. “Rafe.”
The bouncer’s eyebrows rose. “You sure?”
“No,” Mara said. “But I’m here anyway.”
He stared a second longer, then stepped aside.
Inside, the Hush Deck was all shadow and low music, built to smother sound into something private. Booths lined the walls. Holo-lanterns glowed soft amber over tables. A bartender cleaned a glass that never got clean.
Mara scanned the room and caught a man at the far end, sitting alone with his back to a wall like he’d learned that lesson early. He was mid-thirties maybe, dark hair, a face that was too open to be accidental. When his eyes met hers, he smiled like it was easy.
He lifted his hand slightly, inviting.
Mara walked toward him, every instinct warning her and every other instinct pulling her forward.
When she reached the booth, he didn’t stand. He didn’t rush. He just spoke her name like he’d been waiting a long time to say it.
“Dr. Kade,” he said. “Thanks for coming.”
Mara didn’t sit yet. “If you’re the one who sent those messages, you’re either reckless or rich.”
He chuckled quietly. “Neither. Just out of time.”
Mara’s gaze sharpened. “Who are you?”
He hesitated a fraction, then answered like the truth cost him something. “Rafe Sorrento. Captain of the Javelin.”
Mara’s breath caught. It was small, involuntary.
Rafe watched her reaction. “You saw the burst.”
“I saw enough,” Mara said. “Where is your ship?”
Rafe’s smile faded. “Not where it wants to be.”
Mara sat.
Rafe slid a small data chip across the table. “We found something,” he said. “Something that shouldn’t exist. It’s doing things to our systems, to our nav, to… everything.”
Mara stared at the chip. “Why me?”
Rafe’s eyes held hers. “Because the broker said you’re the only person who can tell the difference between a story and a relic.”
Mara felt the floor tilt slightly, not from gravity, but from memory. “The broker,” she repeated.
Rafe nodded once. “He handed us the coordinate. He handed you the message. He’s playing both sides, and VASTRA’s closing in.”
Mara’s throat went tight. “And what do you want?”
Rafe’s voice dropped. “I want to keep my crew alive. I want to know what we touched. And I want someone to look at this before VASTRA turns it into a weapon.”
He tapped the data chip gently. “The thing on our hull labeled us.”
Mara’s pulse kicked. “Labeled you how?”
Rafe leaned closer, eyes grim now. “It wrote one word into our nav.”
Mara’s lips parted, though she already knew.
Rafe said it anyway, quiet and heavy.
“Key.”
Mara stared at him across the table as the Hush Deck’s low music throbbed like a distant heartbeat. In her mind, the black seam opened in a spiral.
Somewhere out in deep space, a door waited.
And the universe had just handed her the handle.






  
  Chapter 3: The Broker’s Offer


The Hush Deck was built to make choices feel private. 
Low music. Shadowed booths. Sound-damp foam behind the walls. A place for deals you didn’t want recorded and promises you didn’t want repeated. Mara Kade stepped into its amber glow and kept her back straight, her eyes calm, her pulse hidden.
Rafe Sorrento waited in a booth with his shoulders to the wall. Up close, he looked like someone who hadn’t slept since the moment his luck ran out.
“You said your ship wrote the word Key,” Mara said.
Rafe nodded once. “On the nav. We didn’t type it. We didn’t trigger anything. It just appeared, then the ship tried to align to a vector we didn’t set.”
Mara didn’t touch the data chip he’d slid across the table. “And the away feed,” she said. “Your first mate. Lio Varr.”
Rafe’s jaw tightened. “Lio led the surface team. I stayed aboard. Somebody had to keep us flying if the rock decided to change gravity again.”
That stitched a seam Mara had been holding in her mind since she’d heard his name attached to the Javelin. “So Lio called himself captain on the feed.”
“He does that when he thinks titles keep people steady,” Rafe said. “He’s alive. That’s the important part.”
Mara studied him, letting the silence work. Rafe didn’t fidget, but his left hand tapped once against the booth cushion, as if counting time he didn’t have.
“Show me the artifact,” Mara said.
Rafe reached into his jacket and produced a plain black case. He didn’t open it immediately.
“Before you see it,” he said quietly, “you should know it’s already inside our ship. Fused into the hull by the sensor array. We tried to cut it out. We tried to dump it. We tried to power-cycle everything until the nav forgot it existed. None of it worked.”
Mara kept her voice level. “And a sample?”
Rafe’s mouth went tight. “Brigg found this in his glove liner afterward. He swears he didn’t pocket it.”
“Salvagers swear a lot,” Mara said, then nodded at the case. “Open it.”
Rafe flipped the latch.
Nestled in foam was a sliver of black material, jagged on one side, smooth on the other. It held light the way deep water held light—swallowed most of it, returned a faint distortion.
Mara’s throat tightened. Not fear. Recognition. Not of a specific object, but of the kind of wrongness her brain refused to smooth over.
She pulled her handheld spectrometer from her bag and ran a scan.
The display returned a flat line, then noise, then tried to auto-correct itself into silence.
“It isn’t a standard material,” Mara said.
Rafe’s laugh was dry. “That’s academic for holy hell?”
“That’s academic for I won’t lie about what I don’t understand.”
Mara studied the smooth edge. Her reflection was faint and warped, as if it sat behind glass and distance. She didn’t want to touch it.
She touched it anyway.
Warmth spread under her fingertips. A pulse traveled up her hand—low, steady, like a second heartbeat settling into her bones. Mara drew a careful breath.
Rafe leaned in. “You feel it.”
“Yes.”
Mara’s slate chimed on the table. Its screen lit without her command.
A starfield appeared—points of light rotating, snapping into a geometric lattice. A thin line traced between them in a spiral, then in a triangle, then in a shape that made Mara’s eyes want to slide away.
Rafe stared. “That didn’t happen when I touched it.”
“Because it isn’t responding to you,” Mara said, and the truth tasted sharp. “It’s calibrating to a person.”
The lattice highlighted a point far from legal lanes. Mara didn’t recognize the coordinate, but she felt it like a wrong note in her teeth.
A brief overlay of symbols flashed—not translation, not language, more like a label pressed into the screen. Mara didn’t read it. She understood it.
“Not yours,” she whispered.
Rafe’s voice went rough. “Key-bearer.”
Mara lifted her hand. The lattice shifted as if tracking her movement. Then, slowly, the screen dimmed. The sensation lingered in her fingertips like heat after a burn.
Mara closed the case gently. “Who gave you the job,” she asked.
Rafe’s eyes hardened. “A broker. Middle tier. No cameras. He handed me coordinates and a







