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T

he salvage clamp slipped under thrust, and the whole rig kicked like it wanted to tear itself apart.

My harness bit into my shoulders. The deck trembled under my boots. On the forward screen, the dead hull filled half the view, all scorched armor and jagged breaks, rotating slow and ugly in the black. Our tug, the Wraith, sat off its belly like a tick on a corpse.

A clamp alarm screamed in my ear.

“Clamp Three is walking,” Juno said, voice tight in my headset. “It is walking, Kade.”

“I see it.”

The clamp indicator on my console flickered from green to yellow to a hard angry red.

Outside, the clamp arm flexed. The salvage line snapped taut, then went slack, then taut again. Each change sent a shudder through the tug. That shudder traveled into the boarding rig. That rig had three people on it.

One wrong move and my crew got turned into red mist against a dead hull.

“Cut thrust now,” I said.

“We are already at minimum,” Voss replied from engineering. He sounded calm. Too calm. That was his thing. He stayed calm until he did not.

“Then kill it,” I said. “Hard. Now.”

The engine tone dropped out. The vibration changed. Not better. Different. In space you do not stop moving. You just stop making the problem worse.

The rig still swung.

On the external cam, I saw Sato’s suit as a pale shape against black, tether line bright on my screen overlay. He had one gloved hand locked on the rig rail, the other on the cutter pack strapped to his chest. The rookie, Len, was behind him, boots on the hull, tether clipped to the rail like I had ordered. Len’s helmet turned toward the clamp arm like he could stare it into behaving.

The clamp arm jerked again. The salvage line kissed the hull edge and spat a spray of ice crystals. The line was rubbing a sharp lip. It would cut through if it kept rubbing.

“Juno,” I said, “give me clamp telemetry. Real time. Not smoothed.”

“Already pulling raw,” she said. “It is slipping on the hull skin. The anchor plate is on fractured laminate. It is delaminating.”

“So it is going to peel off,” I said.

“Unless we unload it,” Juno said.

“Unload it how,” Len asked. His voice cracked on the last word. He tried to hide it. He failed.

Sato cut in, sharp. “Do not talk unless you have to.”

“I need him talking,” I said. “I need his brain on. Len, breathe. Slow. In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Count it.”

There was a pause. Then, quieter, “Copy.”

“Voss,” I said, “dump reaction mass from the port tank. I want a micro burn to swing our vector. I need the line off that edge.”

“That costs us,” Voss said.

“Everything costs us,” I said. “Do it.”

“Copy.”

A beat later, the tug hissed as cold gas vented from side jets. Not much. A shove you would not feel if you were not listening for it.

The salvage line shifted on the hull edge. The rub point moved. The spray stopped.

The clamp indicator steadied. Yellow.

My lungs let go of a breath I did not remember taking.

“Hold,” I said. “Nobody moves outside until I say.”

Sato’s helmet tilted as if he was looking right at me through the camera, through the vacuum, through the fear. “Copy. Holding.”

Len said, “Copy,” like he had to force the word out.

Juno whispered, “Clamp Three is holding at sixty four percent grip. Still not good.”

“Good enough to not die in the next ten seconds,” I said.

The bridge smelled like hot plastic and old coffee. The air recycler had a faint sour bite. My suit was off, but sweat still sat on my back like a second shirt.

We were running dark. No running lights. No active radar. No broadcasts. Just passive sensors and quiet work in the cold lanes where the war forgot to clean up after itself.

That was the deal. No politics. No flags. No heroes. Just steel, silence, and whatever valuable parts the war forgot.

I had told myself I was done with orders and ranks. I had told myself I was done with being the voice that other people obeyed.

But when the clamp slipped, my voice came back like it never left.

“Juno,” I said. “Status on the debris field. Any drift threats?”

“Tracking,” she said. “We are inside a cloud of low mass junk. Mostly paint flakes, insulation, and shattered micrometeor shields. A few larger pieces. Nothing on collision course in the next five minutes.”

“Five minutes is a lifetime,” I said. “Mark everything with more than one percent hit chance.”

“Already marked.”

The forward screen filled with tiny warning boxes. Each one meant something that could punch through our hull if we got lazy.

“Voss,” I said, “how much reaction mass did that micro burn cost.”

“Point three percent,” he said. “Not the end of the world.”

“It is if we do it thirty times,” I said.

“We will not,” he said, like a promise. Like he could control the universe.

I leaned forward and watched the external cam again. Sato stayed still, the cutter pack steady on his chest. Len’s hands were tight on the rail. His tether line was clipped, but I could see the way he kept touching the clip like he did not trust it.

That was a problem.

“Len,” I said, “read me your tether status.”

A pause. Then, “Primary tether locked. Secondary tether locked. Both on the rig rail. Tension is... light.”

“Good,” I said. “Keep it light. Do not wrap it. Do not slack it. And do not touch the cutter to that line.”

“I know,” he said.

“You know because I drilled it,” I said. “Now you will do it because you want to go home.”

Sato said, “Kade, we are ready to cut the panel. When you say.”

I stared at the dead hull. We were stripping a derelict freighter, medium class, ex supply hauler from the last phase of the war. The registry was burned off. The drive cone was cracked. The whole ship had a slow spin like a drunk trying to sleep.

Routine job. Cut access, pull reactor coils, strip comm arrays, grab anything that would sell on the black market. Enough to keep us flying and fed. Enough to pay dock fees without the yardmaster asking too many questions.

Routine, until it was not.

“Juno,” I said, “any patrol arcs nearby.”

She hesitated, then said, “Officially, none. Unofficially, I cannot promise that.”

“Nothing out there gives promises,” I said.

I keyed the mic. “All stations. This is Kade. We hold silent running. We work fast. We work clean. We do not die for scrap. Copy.”

A chorus of short replies.

“Copy,” from Juno.

“Copy,” from Voss.

“Copy,” from Sato.

Len’s “Copy” came last.

I watched the clamp indicator again. Still yellow. Still holding.

“Proceed,” I said. “Sato, you cut. Len, you watch his line and yours. Call out any drift. You get one job. You do it.”

“Copy,” Sato said.

“Copy,” Len said.

The cutter pack on Sato’s chest lit a small status light. On my screen, his tool telemetry popped up. Heat rising. Power draw steady.

He placed the cutter head to the hull seam. A thin bright line of orange appeared as the tool bit into metal. In vacuum, there was no flame. Just heat and molten spray that froze into glittering beads.

The tug bridge speakers carried the faint vibration through the rig sensors. A low grind like a tooth being pulled.

“Cut line one complete,” Sato said.

“Hold,” I said. “Pause. Check drift.”

Len’s voice came quick. “Drift is stable. Relative velocity point zero one. Tether tension normal.”

“Good,” I said. “Sato, continue.”

He cut again. Another seam. Another thin glowing line.

Juno shifted in her chair. I could hear her fingers tapping the console. She was running three sensor overlays at once. That was her thing. She saw patterns where other people saw noise.

“Kade,” she said softly.

“What.”

“This hull is venting,” she said. “Not from the cut. From the drive cone.”

My eyes snapped to the aft cam. The drive cone sat at the rear of the derelict, a big bell of scorched metal. It was supposed to be dead. Cold. Empty.

A pale mist spilled from a crack near the cone throat. It looked like smoke. In space it was gas and ice crystals, expanding fast.

“Voss,” I said. “Is that a prop tank vent.”

“On their ship,” Voss said. “Could be trapped pressure. Could be a sealed line getting warmed by the cutter’s heat bleed.”

“Warm from what,” I said. “There is no sun. There is no reactor. There is nothing to warm.”

“Friction,” Voss said. “Or chemical reaction. Or a pressurized loop that finally found a path.”

Juno said, “It is increasing.”

The vent plume thickened. It pushed against the derelict’s spin, creating an uneven force. The ship’s rotation changed.

On my screen, the hull’s orientation shifted. The rig, attached to the hull, began to swing.

“Outside team,” I said, “stop cutting. Hold position.”

Sato’s voice came immediate. “Copy. Holding.”

Len did not answer at first. Then, “Copy,” too fast, too thin.

The rig swung again. Not as hard as before, but enough.

The clamp indicator flickered.

Yellow to red for a blink.

Then back to yellow.

My mouth went dry.

“Voss,” I said, “I want you to talk me through the risk.”

“Risk is the vent adds torque,” he said. “Torque changes spin rate. Spin changes relative velocity. Relative velocity changes tether load. Load changes clamp stability. Clamp fails, rig whips, and Sato and Len become paint.”

He did not sugarcoat. That was why I kept him.

“Options,” I said.

“We can back off,” he said. “We can try to damp the derelict’s spin using our thrusters, but that costs reaction mass and time. Or we can cut the rig loose and abandon the job.”

Juno added, “If we light thrusters too much, we light ourselves up on passive. Anyone listening out here will see a bright burn.”

No politics, no flags, no heroes. Just steel, silence.

And an ugly choice.

I swallowed and felt my command voice tighten. “We will damp the spin. Micro burns only. Voss, you run it. Keep it quiet. Juno, watch for anyone watching us. If you see anything, you tell me before you breathe.”

“Copy,” Juno said.

“Copy,” Voss said.

I keyed the outside channel. “Sato, Len. We are going to nudge the derelict. You will feel it through your tethers. Stay clipped. Do not cut. Do not jump. You stay with the rig.”

“Copy,” Sato said.

Len whispered, “Copy.”

Voss fired a series of tiny bursts. Not a continuous burn. A pattern. Each burst was a breath of gas, pushing us into position, using the tug’s mass and the clamp contact to transfer force into the dead hull.

The derelict’s spin slowed. Not much. Enough.

But the vent did not stop. It pulsed, like a lung.

“Pressure pocket,” Voss said.

The plume changed again. It shot out harder, then eased.

The clamp indicator dipped.

Yellow. Red. Yellow.

My fingers tightened on the edge of my console.

“Len,” I said, “talk to me. What do you see.”

His breathing was loud. “I see the vent. I see the rig swinging. I see my tether line moving.”

“Good,” I said. “That means you are awake. Give me numbers.”

“Relative velocity point zero two,” he said. “Tether tension rising. Not max.”

“Keep calling it,” I said. “You do not stop talking until I tell you.”

Sato said, “Rookie is shaking.”

“Len,” I said, “look at your suit readout. Oxygen.”

“Eighty seven percent,” he said.

“Heart rate.”

A pause. “One fifty.”

“That is not a heart rate,” I said. “That is a drum solo. Slow it down. Breathe.”

“I am trying,” he said.

“Trying is not a plan,” I said. “Do it.”

The rig swung again, and the clamp indicator jumped to red and stayed there for two full seconds.

Juno said, “Kade, if it holds red, we lose it.”

“Voss,” I said, “give me a counter nudge. Now.”

“That will cost more,” he said.

“Pay it,” I said.

He fired another micro burn pattern. The tug shifted. The salvage line pulled. The clamp arm flexed.

The indicator dropped back to yellow.

I let my shoulders lower by a fraction.

Then Len said, “Kade.”

“What.”

“My line is pulling,” he said. “Hard.”

“Because the rig is taking load,” I said. “Stay clipped.”

“I am clipped,” he said. “But it feels like it is going to rip me off the hull.”

“It will not,” I said, and I hated that I could not be sure.

“Len,” Sato said, “stop fighting it. Let the tether take it. Keep your body aligned. Feet on the hull. Knees soft.”

Len’s breathing turned ragged. “I cannot.”

“Yes you can,” Sato said. “Do it.”

Len’s voice rose. “If it snaps, I die.”

“If you unclip, you die faster,” Sato said.

I cut in. “Len, listen to me. You are under micro acceleration. Not much, but enough to make stupid choices feel urgent. That is physics messing with your head. You are not cutting anything. You are not touching your tether clip. You are going to count with me. Ten breaths.”

Silence. Then, “Okay.”

“One,” I said.

Len inhaled. Exhaled.

“Two.”

His breathing slowed, a little.

“Three.”

The vent plume pulsed again, and the derelict’s spin twitched.

Juno said, “Torque change incoming.”

I did not break cadence. “Four.”

Len’s voice trembled. “Four.”

“Good,” I said. “Keep going.”

The rig swung. The clamp indicator flickered red for a blink.

“Five,” I said.

Len said, “Five.”

A hiss came through the rig sensors. Not from our tug. From the derelict.

The drive cone vent suddenly dropped, like something inside ran out of breath.

The plume thinned.

The derelict’s spin steadied.

The rig eased.

The clamp indicator settled into yellow, then finally into green.

Juno let out a sound like she had been punched in the stomach.

“Six,” I said.

Len’s breathing was still fast, but it was not a panic storm now.

“Seven.”

“Seven,” Len echoed.

“Eight.”

“Eight.”

“Nine.”

“Nine.”

“Ten.”

Len whispered, “Ten.”

I held the silence a second longer. Let his nervous system catch up.

Then I said, “You are still alive.”

Len let out a broken laugh that turned into a sob he tried to swallow. “Copy.”

“Do not be ashamed,” I said. “Fear is normal. Stupid is optional.”

Sato said, “He is stable.”

“Good,” I said. “Outside team, status.”

Sato answered, “We are holding. Cutter is safe. No breach. No injury.”

I looked at the derelict’s drive cone. The vent was nearly gone. A thin whisper of gas still leaked, but nothing like before.

“Voss,” I said, “how much did the damping cost.”

“Point nine percent total,” he said. “We can afford it, but we cannot do that all day.”

“We will not,” I said.

Juno said, “Kade. Passive sweep is clean. No new contacts.”

“For now,” I said.

I stared at the dead hull again. Routine strip job. That was what this was supposed to be.

But routine was a lie out here. The cold lanes did not care about plans. The war left wreckage, and wreckage had teeth.

“Outside team,” I said, “resume cut. Fast and careful. We pull one coil set and we leave. We do not get greedy.”

Sato said, “Copy.”

Len said, “Copy,” steadier now.

The cutter bit into metal again. The grind came through the sensors. Heat telemetry rose.

I watched the work. Watched the hull seam open. Watched the internal darkness behind it, a mouth into nothing.

A soft ping sounded on my passive sensor feed.

It was not close. It was not loud. It was just wrong.

Juno’s head snapped up. “Kade.”

“What.”

“I have a return,” she said.

“We are passive,” I reminded her.

“Passive picked it up,” she said. “A mass shadow. Far off lane. No transponder. No drive flare. No comm.”

The forward screen shifted as she pulled a new overlay. The stars stayed the same, but the computer drew a faint distortion zone, like a bruise on the map.

“How far,” I asked.

“Two million kilometers,” she said.

“That is not close,” Voss said.

“In space, that is next door if it is moving,” I said.

Juno said, “It is not moving fast. If anything, it is drifting. But the mass is... large.”

“How large,” I asked.

She hesitated. That was never good. “Bigger than us. Bigger than the derelict. Maybe bigger than a frigate.”

“A rock,” Voss said.

Juno shook her head even though he could not see her. “It has structure. The shadow is too clean. It is blocking background radiation in a way that looks like a hull profile.”

My skin tightened at the base of my neck.

“Show me,” I said.

She pulled the passive reconstruction. It was fuzzy. It was mostly math. But the silhouette that emerged was not a rock. It was too straight in places. Too symmetric. Too deliberate.

A ship.

A ship with no transponder, running dark like we were, and sitting out here where it had no reason to be.

“Outside team,” I said, keeping my voice flat. “Freeze cutting. Now.”

Sato stopped instantly. “Copy.”

Len said, “Copy.”

I leaned closer to the screen. “Juno. Any thermal.”

“Barely,” she said. “Cold. Like it has been off for a long time. Or like it is very good at hiding.”

Voss said, “A patrol would not be that quiet.”

“Black ops would,” I said, and the words tasted like old blood.

I told myself I was done with flags and orders. Done with being hunted and doing the hunting.

But my brain did not care what I told myself. My brain saw a threat and started doing combat math like it was the only language it knew.

“Juno,” I said, “plot its drift vector. Predict closest approach.”

She typed fast. “Working.”

“Voss,” I said, “I want engines ready but cold. No flare until I say. Prep for silent burn.”

“Copy,” he said, and I heard the faint change in his voice. He was calm. But he was awake now.

“Outside team,” I said, “you are coming back. Slow. No jerks. Keep tether discipline. I want you inside the airlock in three minutes.”

Sato replied, “Copy. Moving.”

Len said, “Copy,” and then, softer, “Kade, is it a ship.”

“Do not guess,” I said. “Just move.”

I watched their suit cams as they retracted along the rig. Sato moved like a machine, every motion efficient. Len moved like a scared human trying to pretend he was not scared.

That was fine. He could be scared. He just could not be stupid.

Juno said, “Closest approach in sixteen minutes if drift holds. It is drifting toward the lane. Toward us.”

“Sixteen minutes,” Voss repeated. “That is...”

“Not enough,” I finished.

My eyes flicked to the derelict hull. Our clamp arms were still latched. Our salvage line still tied us to a corpse.

We could cut and run, but the outside team was still out. We could hold and hope the contact drifted past, but hope was not a tool I trusted.

“Juno,” I said, “any sign it has eyes on us.”

“No active scan,” she said. “But passive can still find us if it knows what to listen for.”

“Then we give it less to listen to,” I said.

I keyed shipwide comm. “All hands. Quiet mode. Kill nonessential power. No heat spikes. No loud talk. Outside team inbound. Bridge out.”

I looked at the internal clock. Each second felt like a tooth.

Sato’s cam showed the airlock ring, a metal circle with a portable seal collar we had clamped to the derelict’s cut hatch. Frost lined the edges where cold vacuum met warmer metal.

Sato clipped his tether to the lock rail. Len did the same, hands shaking less now, but still shaking.

“Cycle,” Sato said.

“Cycle,” Len echoed.

On my console, airlock pressure began to rise. Portable seal ring holding. Pumps working. Slow, controlled, because rushing pressure in and out got people killed.

“Len,” I said, “listen to me.”

“Copy,” he said.

“You did good back there,” I said. “You did not cut your tether.”

There was a pause. Then, “I almost did.”

“I know,” I said. “That is why I am saying it out loud. You almost did. And you did not. Remember that next time your brain lies to you.”

Len swallowed. I could hear it through the mic. “Copy.”

Sato said, “Lock is at pressure. We are in.”

“Good,” I said. “Get your helmets off. Drink water. Then strap in. We are leaving.”

Juno said, “Kade.”

“What.”

“The mass shadow pinged again,” she said.

“Passive does not ping,” Voss said.

“It is not us pinging,” Juno said. “It is it. Some kind of emission. Low power. Like a heartbeat.”

My stomach tightened.

“How much closer,” I asked.

Juno’s eyes were wide. “It is closer by a lot. It did not drift. It corrected.”

“Meaning it has thrust,” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “Meaning it is not dead.”

I stared at the faint silhouette on the screen. A dark shape where darkness should not have shape.

No transponder. No registry. No reason to be here except to find something.

Or someone.

“Voss,” I said, “release clamps on my mark. Juno, keep passive locked on that contact. If it lights active scan, I want to know before the warning system even thinks about it.”

“Copy,” Juno said.

“Copy,” Voss said.

I put my hand over the clamp control. My thumb hovered.

This was supposed to be just business. Just scrap.

But the war did not end in space. It just left more wreckage behind.

And sometimes the wreckage moved.

“Mark,” I said.

Voss released the clamps. The tug shuddered as the line went slack. The derelict drifted away, slow and silent, like it did not care that we had nearly died on its skin.

We backed off with tiny thruster breaths, careful not to flare, careful not to shout into the void.

Juno whispered, “Kade. It pinged again.”

The silhouette sharpened a fraction on the reconstruction.

Closer now.

Drifting straight into our path like it knew exactly where we were going.

And in my headset, over the soft hum of life support, I heard Juno say the words that made my blood go cold.

“It is coming to us.”
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T

he contact finally sharpened enough to look like a ship, and every veteran on my bridge went quiet at the same time.

It was not a rock. Not debris. Not a sensor glitch.

It was a silhouette with lines too clean for chance. A long spine. A thicker mid body. Hard angles where armor should be. It floated in the black like it belonged there more than we did.

Juno did not speak. She did not need to. Her fingers slowed on the console as if noise itself might carry through the hull.

Voss stopped moving behind his engineering station. Even the air recycler seemed loud. A soft churn. A wet breath. The smell of old coolant and stale coffee sat heavy in the bridge.

Len had just come out of the lock and was still in his under suit, face pale, hair stuck to his forehead. He stared at the screen like he was watching a funeral.

Sato leaned against the bulkhead with his arms folded, eyes flat. He had seen too much war to waste words.

I felt my pulse in my throat. That shape did something to the back of my brain. It pulled up old training. Old fear.

Curiosity is a liability. So is hunger.

I felt both like knives in my ribs.

“Range,” I said, keeping my voice low.

Juno swallowed once. “Nine hundred thousand kilometers. Closing. Low relative velocity. It is correcting in small bursts.”

“No transponder,” Voss said.

“No nav beacon,” Juno added.

“No comm,” Sato said.

Len looked at me. “It is hunting us.”

“It is moving,” I corrected. “Do not assign intent unless you have proof.”

Juno’s eyes flicked to me. She knew what I meant. Fear makes stories. Stories make mistakes. Mistakes get people killed.

“Active scans are off,” I said. “Confirm.”

Juno nodded. “Active is dead. We are passive only.”

I reached to the sensor panel and flipped the physical safety cover down over the active ping controls. It was a habit from the war. A simple thing. A way to stop a tired hand from doing something stupid.

“Bridge to all stations,” I said. “Sensor discipline. Passive only. Tight beam comms only. No wide broadcast. No talk unless it matters.”

A chorus came back, clipped.

“Copy,” Voss.

“Copy,” Sato.

“Copy,” Juno.

Len hesitated, then said, “Copy.”

I watched the ghost ship’s thermal profile. The passive reconstruction painted it in faint shades of cold and colder. No big hot drive plume. No bright reactor bloom. Just a thin smear of heat along one side like a bruise.

“That thing is cold,” Voss said. “Too cold for a ship that is maneuvering.”

“It is venting heat into a sink,” Juno said. “Or it is using micro bursts that do not flare much.”

“Or it is running something that does not glow,” Len said, and he hated himself for saying it.

Sato gave him a look. Not cruel. Just warning.

“Focus,” I said.

The Wraith drifted with engines quiet. Our own heat signature was low, but not zero. Life support had to breathe. Batteries had to feed. The hull had to reject heat somewhere. You can hide in the lanes, but you cannot become invisible.

The ghost ship’s track line on my screen nudged again.

Juno said, “It is still coming.”

“How sure,” I asked.

“It corrected twice,” she said. “Both corrections bring it closer to our vector.”

I pictured it like two animals in the same forest. Not chasing. Just moving with purpose.

I leaned back and forced my shoulders down. My body wanted to tense. Tension makes you fast, but it also makes you sloppy.

“Options,” I said.

Voss answered first. “We run.”

Sato shrugged. “We run, we burn, someone sees us. Patrol, pirates, black ops, pick your poison.”

Juno said, “If we run and light the drive, any passive listener within a few million kilometers will see the flare. We are already outside official lanes. If a patrol sees a drive flare out here, they will not ask nicely.”

Len licked his lips. “We can still leave. We are not tied to anything now. We did not take anything off that derelict.”

“We took time,” Sato said. “We took reaction mass. We took stress. We took risk. That is a cost.”

Juno’s eyes stayed on the screen. “It is not a patrol. Patrols broadcast. Patrols want you to know. This thing is silent.”

Silence in the lanes meant one of two things. Someone hiding. Or something dead.

But dead things do not correct course.

Voss said, “We should not be here long enough to find out which.”

I turned my chair slightly and looked at my crew. They did not look like a heroic team. They looked like what they were. Tired professionals in a patched tug, living job to job, one mistake away from starving at dock.

I had brought them out here. I had promised the cold lanes were safer than the front lines.

Now a ghost ship was sliding toward us in the dark.

“Juno,” I said, “can you get a cleaner silhouette.”

“I can try,” she said. “But the only way to sharpen passive reconstruction is time and angle. Or active ping.”

“No active,” Voss said immediately.

“No active,” I agreed.

Juno kept working anyway, building the image with math and patience. Passive sensors listened to heat, to faint radiation, to the tiny gravitational tug that a big mass caused in dust and debris.

The silhouette sharpened by degrees. The lines grew more defined.

Len’s breath caught. “That is... that is a warship.”

Sato straightened off the bulkhead. “Say it again.”

Len pointed at the screen. “The profile. The spine. That mid hump. It looks like a capital design.”

“Not in our weight class,” Voss said.

“Not in any class we should be near,” Juno whispered.

My mouth tasted like metal.

A capital ship out here would mean salvage beyond anything I had touched since the war. Reactor coils the size of my cabin. Armor plates that could buy a year of fuel. Weapons mounts that black market brokers would kill for.

The kind of score that keeps you flying forever.

The kind of score that also gets you hunted forever.

Curiosity is a liability. So is hunger.

The knives twisted.

“Range update,” I said.

Juno did not look up. “Eight hundred twenty thousand. Closing slow.”

“Time to closest,” I asked.

“Thirty four minutes at current drift,” she said. “Unless it burns harder.”

Sato’s eyes flicked to my face. He did not speak, but I could read the question in him.

Are we going to walk away.

Voss answered it out loud. “We walk away.”

Len said, “We cannot.”

Sato looked at Len. “You want to die for scrap.”

Len’s voice rose. “I want to eat. I want to pay berth fees. I want to not get spaced by dock security when we cannot pay for air.”

That landed hard. Not because it was dramatic. Because it was true.

We were thin. Our food stores were measured in days, not months. Our reaction mass tank had dents like old bruises. Our tool inventory was down a cutter head and two seal rings from the last job. Voss kept patching the same coolant line because we could not afford a new one.

We could keep doing small salvage and barely survive.

Or we could take one huge bite and change everything.

I stared at the ghost ship on the screen and felt something ugly in my chest.

“Talk,” I said. “All of you. Short. Clear.”

Voss did not wait. “We do not know what that ship is. We do not know if it is armed. We do not know if it is bait. We do not know who else is watching it. We do not have the fuel to fight. We do not have the heat capacity for a long burn. We walk away.”

Sato’s voice was flat. “Warships do not end up this clean unless someone put them here. Or unless something inside kept them clean. Either way, it is not normal. Normal gets you paid. Not normal gets you killed.”

Juno took a breath. “It is silent, but it is not dead. I see micro corrections. It is not tumbling like derelict drift. It has control. But it is running cold. That means it does not want to be seen. That means it has a reason.”

Len clenched his hands. “Everything out here has a reason. We are out here because we are desperate. That ship is a generation score. Even if we take one array off it, just one, we can keep flying. We can fix things. We can breathe.”

Juno did not look at Len. She looked at me. “We can at least look closer with passive. No ping. No broadcast. We can see if it is truly dead. If it is a trap, we back off.”

Voss snapped, “If it is a trap, it is already too late when we see it.”

I held up a hand. “Enough.”

Silence came back.

I felt the bridge around me. The faint vibration of the recycler. The click of the cooling fans in my console. The smell of worn fabric and hot wiring. The tug was a living machine that could fail at any time. It needed money. It needed parts.

My crew needed money, too.

And I needed something else. Something I hated admitting.

I needed to know what that ship was.

Curiosity and hunger. Knives.

I kept my voice calm. “We do this like professionals. We do not chase it. We do not light up the sky. We do not get greedy. We plot an intercept outside patrol arcs. We stay passive. We keep tight beam comms only. We get eyes on hull markings. Then we decide.”

Voss’s jaw flexed. “Kade.”

“That is an order,” I said.

The words came out with old weight.

I saw it hit them. A small shift in posture. A small shift in their faces.

I had told myself I was done with flags and orders.

But when the ship appeared, the part of me that used to command came back, quiet and cold.

Voss held my gaze a second longer, then looked down. “Copy.”

Juno said, “Copy.”

Sato said, “Copy.”

Len exhaled like he had been holding his breath for years. “Copy.”

I turned back to the plot.

“Juno,” I said, “give me its vector again. Predict where it will be in twenty minutes.”

She pulled the numbers. “It is drifting along the edge of the lane. Not in it. Like us. Its corrections keep it in the shadow of debris clusters. It is using the clutter.”

“Smart,” Sato said.

“Or practiced,” Voss said.

I traced a path on the nav map with my finger. There were patrol arcs that cut through the official war lanes. The fleets liked to keep their eyes on anything that moved near the corridors. But the cold lanes were wide and messy. Lots of wrecks. Lots of debris. Lots of blind spots.

We could intercept if we approached from the far side of the debris field and kept our thermal down. We would spend reaction mass doing micro burns, but less than a big chase.

“Voss,” I said, “how much reaction mass do we have before we are forced to go home.”

He did not like that question. He answered anyway. “We can spend eight percent and still limp to a safe dock. Ten percent if we get lucky and do not need evasive burns.”

“We already burned one percent on that last rig mess,” Juno said.

“I know,” Voss said.

I did the math in my head. Intercept would cost maybe two percent. Maybe three if we had to adjust a lot. That left us room to run if it went bad, but not much.

“Plot me an intercept that costs no more than two point five,” I said.

Voss opened his mouth, then shut it. Juno started working.

“Working,” she said. “We can do it with three micro burns and a long drift. We will arrive behind it relative to its motion. That puts us in its sensor wake if it is not actively scanning.”

“Good,” I said. “That keeps us outside common patrol arcs.”

Sato pushed off the bulkhead. “If we get close enough to read hull markings, we are close enough for trouble.”

“We do not get closer than we can escape from,” I said.

That sounded good. It also sounded like a lie. In space, escape is not a switch. It is fuel and heat and time.

Len stared at the screen. “What if it is a trap and it wants us to come close.”

“Then we do not give it what it wants,” I said. “We approach like we are stalking. We watch. We listen. We stay ready to cut and run.”

Juno’s console beeped once. She muted it fast, like sound could leak outside.

“Intercept plotted,” she said. “Two point two percent reaction mass. Arrival in twenty seven minutes.”

“Do it,” I said. “Silent burns only. No flares. No steady thrust. Voss, you execute. I want the reactor held low. We keep heat down.”

“Copy,” Voss said.

The tug shifted. A tiny push. Then a drift. Then another tiny push.

Under those micro burns, I felt it through the deck, not as acceleration like in atmosphere, but as a change in what my stomach expected. A subtle tilt in inertia. A whisper of force that made loose items drift a little.

The Wraith was not built for elegance. It creaked when it moved. It complained in little vibrations.

We drifted into the intercept path.

Minutes slid by like slow knives.

Juno built the ghost ship image with every new angle. The silhouette became cleaner. Too clean.

A long central spine. Broad armored flanks. Structures on the dorsal side that looked like turret mounts, but not like any turret mounts I had seen. A cluster at the rear that could be a drive assembly, but it did not match any civilian design.

No running lights. No comm beacon. No transponder.

It was a ship that wanted to be forgotten.

Len whispered, “It looks wrong.”

Sato answered, “Everything from the war looks wrong if you stare long enough.”

Len shook his head. “Not like that. Look at the plating. It is not pitted. It is not micrometeor scarred. It looks... smooth. Like it has not been drifting.”

Juno zoomed the image. “He is right.”

Voss muttered, “That is not possible.”

“It is possible if it was stored,” Juno said. “Or if it has active maintenance. But active maintenance means power.”

“And power means heat,” I said.

“Unless it has a way to dump heat,” Juno replied.

Sato’s eyes stayed on the screen. “Or unless the thing inside does not care about heat.”

I cut my eyes at him. “Do not go spooky
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