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  Dedication


For those who choose difficult truth over comfortable certainty, this is for you. 
-JT
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  Chapter 1: The Anomaly


The scan came back wrong. 
Mara Kade had been staring at deep-space noise for six hours, watching false positives bloom and collapse on her secondary monitor, when the ping arrived with a structure that made her sit forward. Not random. Not natural decay or stellar interference.
Patterned.
She ran it through the filter array again, isolating the frequency bands and scrubbing out the background radiation from the nearby nebula. The signature held. Clean edges. Deliberate intervals. Mathematical precision buried in what should have been cosmic static.
Her coffee had gone cold an hour ago. She drank it anyway.
"Captain." Her voice cut across the bridge hum, steady and professional despite the adrenaline beginning to creep through her veins. "I have something."
Captain Elias Renn looked up from the navigation display where he'd been reviewing their fuel projections—numbers that hadn't improved in the last week. His expression shifted from routine exhaustion to alert focus in the span of a breath. He crossed to her station in four strides, his command presence filling the space beside her console.
"Define 'something.'"
"Long-range contact. Bearing two-seven-three mark eighteen." Mara expanded the scan window, letting the data bloom across the main screen in layers of spectral analysis and electromagnetic mapping. "Signal strength suggests a large structure. Metallic composition, high albedo. No active propulsion signatures, no energy emissions I can detect from this range."
"Derelict?" Juno Park's voice came from the engineering console, skepticism threaded through every syllable. She didn't look up from her work, fingers still flying across the diagnostic panel.
"Maybe." Mara isolated the frequency band that had caught her attention. "But it pinged us back."
That got everyone's attention. Even Celeste Arman glanced up from her tablet at the rear station, her expression carefully neutral.
Renn leaned closer to the display. "Explain."
"Our routine scan pulse hit it eleven minutes ago. This is the return." Mara played the audio render, converting the electromagnetic signature into something human ears could process. A low harmonic filled the bridge, rising and falling in deliberate increments that felt almost musical. "That's not an echo. That's a reply."
The bridge went quiet except for the environmental systems and the soft tick of data processing. Mara watched the waveform scroll across her screen, each peak and trough falling into place like a conversation she couldn't quite translate yet. The pattern repeated three times, identical in structure but with subtle variations in amplitude.
Lieutenant Tomas Hale stepped closer to the main display, his hand resting on his sidearm out of habit. The gesture was unconscious, practiced. "Could be automated. A beacon."
"Could be." Mara pulled up the comparative analysis, overlaying the return signal with known beacon protocols from the colonial database. No matches. "But beacons broadcast. Constant transmission, simple identification markers. This one waited until we scanned it first. Then it answered."
"Maybe it's conserving power," Sanaa Voss suggested from the medical station. "Old colony infrastructure running on degraded systems?"
"If it's that degraded, how is it still running at all?" Juno had rolled her chair over, finally interested. "Out here? This far into the Drift?"
Mara shook her head. "The signal's too clean for degraded systems. Power curve is stable, no fluctuations."
Renn studied the data, his jaw tight. The Aster Vale was sixty-three days into a deep-range survey mission, charting the outer edge of the Procyon Drift where old colony routes had supposedly opened new mineral-rich systems. They'd mapped sixteen dead systems, cataloged nine asteroid fields worth exactly nothing, and found precisely zero reasons to justify the fuel cost. The company accountants would be running cost-benefit analyses the moment they returned. A functional structure—alien or human—changed the equation entirely.
"Distance?" Renn asked.
"Four-point-two AU," Mara said. "Eighteen hours at current burn, assuming we maintain approach velocity."
"Dr. Voss." Renn turned toward the medical station. "You picking up any bio-signatures?"
Sanaa glanced at her scanner array, adjusting the sensitivity parameters. After a moment, she shook her head. "Not from here. Resolution's too poor at this range. I'd need to be within half an AU to detect anything biological."
Renn tapped the edge of Mara's console, thinking. Salvage protocol required a preliminary assessment before approach, and company policy favored caution over curiosity. Report first, investigate later. Let the risk assessment teams run their probability matrices before committing fuel and crew safety. But policy also rewarded discoveries, and the captain's record was spotless for a reason. He knew how to balance caution with opportunity.
And opportunities like this didn't appear in the Procyon Drift.
"Send another pulse," Renn said. "Let's see if it answers again."
Mara queued the scan and triggered the broadcast. The pulse launched, a focused electromagnetic packet that would take sixteen minutes to reach the contact and sixteen more to return. Thirty-two minutes of waiting, watching, wondering if the first response had been a fluke.
If it returned at all.
"Celeste," Renn said, addressing the mission liaison without turning around. "Log this as a potential priority contact. I want the timestamp and full scan data archived with integrity markers."
Celeste Arman's stylus moved across her tablet in smooth, deliberate strokes. "Logged. Classification?"
"Unknown structure, possible artificial origin, active response to scan."
"Should I flag it for directorate review?"
"Not yet. Let's see what we're dealing with first." Renn's tone suggested the conversation was over.
Mara watched the chrono count down, her fingers drumming a silent rhythm against her thigh. Thirty-two minutes felt longer when you were waiting for something that might rewrite the mission parameters. She pulled up the linguistic analysis suite—software designed to identify patterns in alien signals, though in three years of use she'd never found anything more interesting than pulsar emissions. Now she started building probability models, trying to map the reply's cadence against known communication structures.
The harmonics were beautiful, in a sterile way. Mathematical. Purposeful.
Juno rolled her chair closer, keeping her voice low. "You think it's human-built?"
"No idea." Mara zoomed in on the frequency spectrum, highlighting the dominant peaks. "The harmonic structure doesn't match any registered distress beacon or automated system I know. Doesn't match colony-era protocols either. But that doesn't mean much. Could be old mining infrastructure, something from the first-wave settlements before they standardized the communication arrays."
"Or it could be alien."
"Or that."
Juno snorted softly. "Sixty-three days of rocks and dust, and now we get the weird one."
"Weird's better than nothing."
"Weird's how people get killed." Juno's tone was light, but her eyes stayed on the data scrolling across Mara's screens. "Remember the Meridian Incident?"
"That was a reactor malfunction."
"That started with a weird signal."
"Everything starts with something." Mara pulled up the spectral analysis again, watching the pattern repeat. There was structure here, layers she couldn't quite parse yet. "The question is whether this something is dangerous."
"Everything's dangerous until proven otherwise."
The chrono hit zero.
Mara's screen flared with new data, the return signal painting itself across her display in waves of color-coded information. Her breath caught.
The contact had responded again.
This time the pattern was different—longer, more complex. The harmonic intervals shifted, creating a rhythm that felt almost conversational. Three distinct phrases, each one building on the last. Mara ran it through the analysis filters, her pulse ticking faster as the structure resolved into something that looked intentional.
Deliberate.
"It's adapting," she said, loud enough for the bridge to hear.
Renn moved back to her station. "What do you mean adapting?"
"The first reply was simple. A mirror of our scan pulse with minor variations. This one—" She highlighted the waveform, expanding it so everyone could see the complexity. "This one's more elaborate. Like it's trying to establish a baseline. Testing our parameters."
"A handshake protocol," Juno said quietly, recognition in her voice.
Mara nodded. "Yeah. Like it wants to talk."
Tomas moved to the weapons console, his shoulders tense. "Or like it's probing us for weaknesses. Mapping our systems."
"Maybe both," Mara said, not taking her eyes off the screen.
The pattern repeated, three phrases cycling through the harmonic range. She could feel the structure of it now, the intentionality. This wasn't random noise shaped by her pattern-seeking brain. This was communication.
Someone—something—was on the other end of that signal.
Renn straightened, his command voice sliding into place. "Juno, can we passive-scan it without sending another pulse? Get more detail without announcing ourselves?"
"Not from this range. Passive sensors are line-of-sight and short-range. We'd need to close distance to get detail scans—hull composition, internal structure, power distribution, thermal readings."
"How close?"
"Half an AU. Maybe less if we want high-resolution imaging."
Renn weighed the options, his gaze moving between the main display and the crew assembled on the bridge. Mara could see the calculus happening behind his eyes: risk versus reward, protocol versus opportunity, safety versus career advancement.
"Captain." Celeste's voice was calm, almost too calm. Professional. "Company policy states we're required to report and await authorization before approaching unidentified structures of unknown origin."
"I'm aware of the policy." Renn didn't look at her, his focus still on the data. "I'm also aware that authorization requests take weeks to process, and we don't have the fuel margin to sit here and wait for bureaucrats to run their probability models."
"Regulations exist for a reason."
"So does discretion." Renn turned to Juno. "Plot an approach vector. Keep us outside one AU for now. I want active scans every ten minutes as we close. Any change in the contact's status, I want to know immediately."
Juno's fingers flew across her console, pulling up navigation parameters and calculating burn sequences. "Aye, Captain. Burn sequence ready. ETA to outer perimeter, fourteen hours."
"Execute."
The Aster Vale's engines hummed to life, a low vibration that Mara felt through the deck plating beneath her feet. The ship reoriented, nose pointing toward the distant contact, and began its slow acceleration. On the main display, the navigation overlay showed their projected path arcing through empty space toward a dot of light that represented something they didn't understand yet.
Mara pulled up the navigation data on her secondary screen and watched the distance counter begin its slow countdown.
"Dr. Kade." Renn's voice pulled her attention back. "I want continuous linguistic analysis as we approach. If that thing says anything else, I need to know what it's trying to communicate. Intent, tone, threat assessment—anything you can extract from the data."
"Understood."
"And Mara?" Renn's expression softened, just slightly. The captain mask slipping enough to show genuine concern. "If you see anything that suggests a threat, you tell me immediately. No academic curiosity. No waiting to be sure. First hint of danger, I need to know."
She met his eyes. "Agreed."
Renn nodded and moved back to the command chair, settling into it with the kind of controlled tension that made good captains good and bad captains dead. Mara returned to her console, pulling up the response data and starting the deep analysis. The harmonic structure was elegant, almost musical, but there was something underneath it—a mathematical precision that felt engineered rather than evolved.
The next scan went out twelve minutes later.
The reply came back in nine.
Mara's hands froze over her keyboard. "It's getting faster."
Sanaa looked over from the medical station, concern creasing her face. "Could it be moving toward us?"
"No." Mara checked the positional data. "It's stationary. Same coordinates, same distance. But it's responding faster than the light-speed delay should allow."
Juno swore softly. "That's not possible unless—"
"Unless it knows our position and velocity better than we know its," Mara finished. She ran the calculations again, double-checking. The math didn't lie. "It's anticipating the scan. Compensating for our approach vector and responding before the round-trip delay completes."
Tomas's hand tightened on his sidearm. "So it's been tracking us."
"Looks that way."
Renn stood, moving to stand between Mara's console and the main display. "How long?"
Mara pulled up the trajectory logs and ran a backtrack analysis, correlating their mission path with potential detection windows. The results made her stomach tighten. "If it's been passively scanning us... weeks. Maybe longer. Since we entered the Drift."
"It's been watching us the whole time," Sanaa said quietly.
"Or waiting," Celeste added from her station, her voice carrying a note of something Mara couldn't quite identify. Not concern. Something cooler.
The bridge went silent again, each person processing the implications. Mara stared at the waveform scrolling across her screen, each harmonic peak and valley spelling out a message she couldn't quite read yet. The contact wasn't just responding. It was engaging. Anticipating. And if Juno was right about the handshake protocol, it was trying to establish something more than simple acknowledgment.
Connection.
The Aster Vale pushed deeper into the Drift, engines burning steady, while ahead of them the derelict—if that's what it was—waited in the dark like something that had all the time in the universe.
Mara sent another pulse.
The reply came in seven minutes.
"Definitely compensating for our velocity," she confirmed. "It's refining the response time with each exchange. Learning our rhythm."
"Can you decode it?" Renn asked.
"Not yet. I'd need more data points, and ideally a visual reference to correlate the patterns with structure or function. Right now I'm working blind—trying to translate a language without knowing if it even is a language."
"You'll get your visual in twelve hours."
Mara nodded, already building the translation framework in her analysis suite. She flagged recurring intervals, noted frequency shifts, mapped the responses against human communication models. Nothing matched perfectly, but there were echoes—suggestions of syntax, rhythm, intent. The pattern-matching algorithms kept highlighting similarities to human linguistic structure, but the confidence levels were too low to call it anything more than coincidence.
Yet.
The shift rotation changed. Tomas took over security monitoring, his posture rigid at the weapons console. Sanaa ran bio-system checks, preparing the medical bay for potential contact scenarios. Juno recalibrated the sensor arrays, fine-tuning them for closer-range scanning. Celeste remained at her station, stylus moving across her tablet in smooth, deliberate strokes, logging everything.
Mara stayed at her console, scanning and listening.
By hour six, the pattern had resolved into something that looked almost like language. Recurring phrases. Contextual variations. Response patterns that suggested the contact was trying to establish mutual comprehension. By hour eight, she was certain. The derelict wasn't just responding—it was speaking. And the cadence, the timing, the rhythm of its replies...
It sounded human.
Not exactly. But close. Too close to be coincidence.
"Captain." Mara's voice was steady, but her pulse wasn't. "I need you to look at this."
Renn crossed the bridge, Juno and Sanaa following. Even Tomas glanced over from his station. Mara pulled up the compiled analysis, the waveforms stacked and color-coded by interval type, cross-referenced with human linguistic databases.
"This is every reply we've received, overlaid and normalized for comparison." She highlighted a repeating sequence that appeared in seventy percent of the responses. "This section here? It matches human linguistic structure. Specifically, it matches the rhythmic patterns of spoken Standard English. Not perfectly, but close enough that my algorithms keep flagging it."
"You're saying it's mimicking us?" Juno asked.
"Or it learned from us. Or—" Mara hesitated, the implications heavy on her tongue. "Or it was built by someone who used human communication patterns as a template."
Renn studied the data, his expression unreadable. "Can you translate it?"
"Fragments. Maybe. I'm running pattern-matching algorithms, but without context it's mostly guesswork." She isolated the clearest sequence, a phrase that had appeared in the last three replies. "This repeating element—it could be an identifier. A name, maybe. Or a designation. Something it wants us to recognize."
"Play it."
Mara triggered the audio render, converting the electromagnetic signature into sound. The harmonic rose and fell, a melody that felt deliberate and structured. Three syllables, each distinct, separated by precise intervals that matched human speech patterns almost exactly.
AS-TER-VALE.
The bridge went still.
Sanaa's breath caught audibly. "That's our ship."
"It knows our name," Juno said flatly, her face pale in the console light.
Mara's hands hovered over the keyboard, her mind racing through implications. The derelict had been tracking them, learning their patterns, analyzing their communications, and now—somehow—it had identified them. Not just detected. Not just acknowledged.
Identified.
By name.
Renn's jaw tightened, the muscles working beneath his skin. "Are we transmitting our designation? Any active broadcast?"
"Not actively," Juno said, already pulling up the communications logs on her console. "Standard registry beacon is encrypted and short-range only. Twenty kilometers max. There's no way it should have that information unless—"
"Unless it accessed our systems," Mara finished, the words cold in her mouth.
"Or intercepted our data stream," Celeste added. "Company communications aren't as secure as we'd like to think."
The bridge lights seemed dimmer suddenly, the hum of the environmental systems louder. Mara watched the waveform repeat on her screen, those three syllables spelling out their ship's name in a language that shouldn't exist, transmitted by something that shouldn't know they existed.
Until they'd scanned it first.
Renn turned to Celeste, his voice clipped. "Log this. Priority Alpha designation. Full data package. And prep a message drone for immediate dispatch to company headquarters."
"Understood." Celeste's stylus moved faster now, her professional mask not quite hiding something underneath. Concern? Or anticipation?
"Captain," Tomas said from the security console, his voice tight with controlled tension. "We're seven hours out. If we abort now, we can reverse thrust and maintain safe distance. Wait for company response before proceeding."
"Noted." Renn didn't move from his position by the main display. "But we're not aborting."
"Sir—"
"That structure knows we're here, Lieutenant. It's been waiting for us, possibly for weeks. It knows our name. It knows our trajectory." Renn's gaze moved across the bridge crew, meeting each person's eyes in turn. "Turning around won't change any of that. We need to know what it is, what it wants, and whether it's a threat. And we need that information before we're close enough for it to do something about our decision."
The logic was sound. Cold, but sound.
Mara saved the analysis file, her fingers steady despite the current of fear running through her chest. The derelict wasn't just answering their scans. It was calling to them.
By name.
The Aster Vale burned forward through the dark, and the distance counter scrolled down: six hours, fifty-three minutes.
On Mara's screen, the derelict sent another pulse.
This time, it didn't wait for them to scan first.






  
  Chapter 2: Silent Approach


The derelict grew in their viewport like a promise or a threat. 
Mara had stopped sleeping in shifts. Six hours ago, she'd tried—closed her eyes in her bunk while Juno monitored the linguistics suite and logged the increasingly complex signal exchanges. Sleep hadn't come. Every time she'd started to drift, her mind pulled her back to those three syllables rendered in alien harmonics: Aster Vale. Their name in a language that shouldn't exist.
Now she stood at her console, watching the visual feed resolve as the Aster Vale's cameras finally had something to look at besides darkness and distant stars. The structure materialized out of the black, pixel by pixel, and with each passing minute it became more impossible.
"Jesus," Juno breathed from the engineering station.
The word felt appropriate.
The derelict wasn't decrepit. Wasn't damaged or torn or showing any signs of the cosmic violence that tended to create floating wrecks in deep space. Its hull gleamed under their forward lights—smooth, seamless, without the patchwork of repairs or the scoring of micrometeorite impacts that marked every functional vessel Mara had ever seen.
It looked new.
Not maintained. Not refurbished. New. As if it had been constructed yesterday and placed here specifically for them to find.
"Distance?" Renn's voice cut through the bridge's stunned silence.
"Point-seven AU," Juno said, her fingers dancing across her console. "Decelerating to survey velocity. We'll reach point-five in ninety minutes."
Mara pulled up the visual analysis software and started running comparative scans. The ship—and it was definitely a ship, not a station or habitat module—measured roughly two kilometers bow to stern. Cylindrical primary hull with modular sections that suggested purpose-built compartments. No visible propulsion systems, no engine nacelles or thruster arrays. No heat radiators or communication dishes or any of the external equipment that festooned human vessels like mechanical barnacles.
The hull plating reflected their lights with an almost mirror-like quality, the surface so perfect it looked like polished glass rather than metal.
"Can you get spectral analysis?" Renn asked, moving to stand beside her console.
Mara adjusted the scanner parameters, boosting the resolution. "Running it now. Hull composition is... weird. Reading metallic, but the alloy signature doesn't match anything in the database. High density, extremely low thermal signature. It's cold out there."
"How cold?"
"Three degrees above cosmic background radiation. Whatever heat it's generating internally, the hull's not bleeding any of it into space."
Sanaa moved to stand beside Mara's station, her eyes fixed on the visual feed. "That's not possible. Every ship leaks thermal. Life support, power generation, even standby systems in hibernation mode—they all produce heat that radiates through the hull. It's basic thermodynamics."
"This one doesn't," Mara said, rechecking the readings to make sure her instruments weren't malfunctioning. They weren't. The hull temperature remained constant at 2.8 degrees Kelvin. "Either it's running completely cold inside, or the hull's insulated beyond anything we can manufacture."
Tomas had been quiet at the security console, but now he spoke, his voice tight with controlled tension. "Could be dead inside. No power, no heat, just the hull responding to our scans on automated systems. Emergency protocols running on battery backup."
"Then where's the power coming from?" Juno pulled up the electromagnetic scan, overlaying it on the visual feed. "It's answering our signals in real-time, adapting its responses to our communication patterns. That requires active processing, computational power. You don't get that kind of sophistication from a degraded battery backup after however many years this thing's been drifting."
Mara zoomed in on the forward section, enhancing the detail. The hull was divided into segments, each one perfectly aligned with its neighbors. No seams. No welds. No rivets or bolts or any of the mechanical joints that connected human-built hull plates. It looked grown rather than built, organic in its seamlessness despite being clearly artificial.
"I'm not seeing any docking ports," Renn said, leaning closer to the main display. "No airlocks, no external access panels, no maintenance hatches. How did anyone get in or out of this thing?"
"Maybe they didn't," Celeste said quietly from her station, her stylus paused mid-stroke. "Not conventionally."
The Aster Vale continued its slow approach, cameras tracking across the derelict's hull. Mara cycled through different visual spectrums—infrared, ultraviolet, electromagnetic, X-ray. In every wavelength, the ship maintained its impossible perfection. No damage. No degradation. No signs of the entropy that affected everything in the universe given enough time.
No signs it had ever been used.
"Captain," Juno said, her voice taking on an edge Mara had learned to recognize as genuine concern. "I'm getting magnetic field readings. Weak, but definitely there. And they're... shifting."
"Shifting how?"
"Like it's adjusting. Compensating for our approach vector in real-time."
Mara felt the temperature on the bridge drop a few degrees. Or maybe that was just her perception, the way fear manifested as physical cold. "That's active maneuvering. Station-keeping."
"Except it's not firing thrusters," Juno said, pulling up the propulsion analysis. "No propellant discharge, no exhaust signature, no reaction mass expenditure. It's using magnetic fields to hold position. Adjusting its orientation without visible thrust."
"Elegant," Celeste murmured, her stylus moving across her tablet again.
Elegant and deeply disturbing, Mara thought. Technology that advanced didn't just appear fully formed. It evolved through iterations, through failures and refinements and incremental improvements. You didn't build something this sophisticated without leaving a trail of lesser versions behind, prototypes and test models scattered across a civilization's development timeline.
But there was no trail. Just this ship, waiting in the dark of the Procyon Drift like it had always been here.
Waiting for them.
"Take us to point-four AU," Renn ordered. "Reduce approach velocity by half. Full sensor sweep as we close. I want detail scans of every square meter, every surface feature, every anomaly."
The Aster Vale's engines fired in controlled bursts, adjusting their trajectory for a slow circumnavigation. Mara set the scanner array to continuous capture and watched the data stream in. Hull thickness: twelve meters minimum, possibly layered. Surface temperature: uniform across the entire structure, no hot spots or cold zones. Reflectivity: near perfect in the visible spectrum. Material density: off the charts, suggesting either exotic alloys or construction methods humans hadn't discovered yet.
Whatever this ship was built from, it wasn't anything in the periodic table as understood by human metallurgy.
"There," Sanaa said, pointing at the visual feed. "That section—it's different."
Mara enhanced the image, increasing magnification. A rectangular outline had become visible on the hull's surface, barely distinguishable from the surrounding plating. Two meters wide, four meters tall. The proportions matched a standard human doorway almost exactly.
"Airlock?" Tomas suggested.
"Maybe." Mara ran the scan data through comparative analysis. "But there's no external mechanism. No handles, no manual override panel, no explosive bolts for emergency release. Just the outline, like it's cut into the hull with a laser."
"Hidden access," Juno said. "Flush-mounted, probably opens from the inside. Or maybe it's not an access point at all. Could be a structural feature we're misinterpreting."
They watched as the Aster Vale drifted past the rectangular outline, cameras tracking. Then another identical outline appeared fifty meters further along the hull. Then another. And another.
"Multiple access points," Renn said. "Evenly spaced, consistent dimensions. That's intentional design, not random placement."
Mara counted them as the visual feed scrolled past, marking each one on her console display. Twenty visible on this section alone. Assuming symmetrical layout around the hull's circumference, assuming the pattern continued along the ship's entire length, there could be hundreds. "That's a lot of doors for a ship this size."
"Or a lot of compartments," Sanaa said. "Separated systems, independent modules. Extreme redundancy."
"Or containment," Tomas added, his hand never far from his sidearm. "Quarantine protocols. Ways to seal off sections if something goes wrong."
The Aster Vale completed its first pass along the hull's length, and Mara compiled the scan data into a composite three-dimensional model. The derelict rotated on her screen, rendered in false-color overlays that showed structure density, thermal distribution, electromagnetic activity. It was beautiful in a sterile, mathematical way. Perfect geometry. Flawless execution. Utterly alien in its perfection.
Nothing human-made looked like this.
"I'm seeing power conduits," Juno said, highlighting sections of the internal scan. "Running the length of the ship in parallel arrays, branching into the modular sections like neural pathways. They're active. Low-level current, but definitely live."
"Can you trace the power source?"
"Working on it." Juno's fingers flew across her console, adjusting penetration depth and filtering out interference. "There's some kind of scattering effect, like the hull's designed to deflect deep scans. But if I compensate for the density and boost the penetration..." She paused, her frown deepening. "That's not right."
"What?"
"The power source. It's not centralized. No reactor core, no fusion plant, no central generation facility. It's distributed throughout the structure. Hundreds of nodes, maybe thousands, all generating small amounts of energy that feed into the main grid."
"Decentralized generation," Mara said. "Redundant systems architecture. Damage to one section wouldn't compromise the whole ship."
"Or it's not a power system at all," Celeste said. "It could be something else entirely. Something we don't have a reference for."
Renn turned to face her, his expression unreadable. "You have a theory?"
"Not a theory. Just an observation." Celeste gestured at the main display with her stylus. "Everything about this ship suggests a design philosophy we don't use. No centralized systems, no visible propulsion, no conventional access points, no thermal bleed. It's not built the way we build things because it's not thinking the way we think."
"Alien," Tomas said flatly.
"Obviously alien." Celeste's tone remained professionally neutral, but there was something underneath it now. Interest? Anticipation? "The question is whether it's abandoned alien or active alien."
As if in response to her words, the derelict's hull began to change.
Mara saw it first on the scanner display—a subtle shift in the electromagnetic signature along the forward section. Then the visual feed confirmed it. The hull was moving. Not opening, not extending panels or deploying systems. Just... rotating.
Slowly. Deliberately.
"Captain," she said, her voice steady despite her racing pulse. "It's reorienting."
"Evasive maneuvers?" Renn's command voice had an edge now, the tone of a man preparing for action.
"Negative," Juno said quickly, checking her navigation displays and threat assessment panels. "We're not in danger. It's not moving toward us or adjusting for intercept trajectory. It's just... turning."
"Then what's it doing?"
Mara ran the trajectory calculations, overlaying the derelict's new orientation with their current position and velocity. The math resolved into something that sent cold fingers down her spine. "It's turning to face us."
The bridge went silent except for the hum of the Aster Vale's environmental systems and the soft beeping of monitoring equipment. Everyone watched the main display as the derelict continued its slow rotation. The movement was glacial but undeniable, precise beyond anything human engineering could achieve without visible thrust mechanisms. Whatever systems powered it, they operated without noise, without reaction mass, without any of the inefficiency that marked human technology.
It simply turned, like an eye opening to look directly at them.
"Time to complete rotation?" Renn asked.
"At current rate, twelve minutes," Mara said, watching the angle change with mathematical precision.
"Can we scan the forward section as it completes the turn?"
"Already on it." She adjusted the sensor focus, increasing resolution on the portion of the hull coming into view. More rectangular outlines appeared as the rotation progressed. More of that impossible, seamless perfection. But there was something else now, a section near what she assumed was the bow that showed different structural characteristics.
"There's an anomaly," she said, enhancing the image. "Forward section, centerline. Hull structure's different there."
The visual feed sharpened as the Aster Vale's cameras compensated for distance and relative motion. The anomaly resolved into clarity, and Mara's breath caught in her throat.
A corridor.
Not outlined or hidden or flush-mounted like the other access points. An actual corridor, recessed into the hull like an open mouth. Twenty meters wide, thirty meters deep, perfectly rectangular and lit from within by a soft, even illumination that had no visible source.
The light wasn't harsh or mechanical. It looked almost natural, like sunlight filtered through clouds on a spring afternoon.
"Is that what I think it is?" Sanaa asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
"A docking corridor," Juno confirmed, running structural analysis. "And it's open. Wide open."
"It wasn't open before," Tomas said, his hand moving to rest on his sidearm. "We passed that section on the first sweep. The hull was solid. No openings, no corridors."
"It opened," Mara said, stating the obvious because sometimes the obvious needed to be stated. "While it was turning. While we were watching."
The derelict completed its rotation with the kind of precision that made Mara think of clockwork mechanisms, settling into position with its open docking corridor facing the Aster Vale directly. The alignment was perfect. Too perfect. The angle, the distance, the trajectory—everything positioned for easy approach and safe docking.
An invitation.
Clear. Deliberate. Unmistakable.
"That's not autonomous behavior," Renn said quietly. "That's deliberate action."
Mara checked her scanner readings, looking for any sign of threat. Weapon systems charging. Targeting locks engaging. Energy spikes that might indicate aggressive intent or defensive preparations. Nothing. Just that open corridor, lit and waiting, as welcoming as an open door in a storm.
"Atmosphere inside the corridor?" Sanaa asked, already pulling up her medical analysis protocols.
Mara switched to spectral analysis, sampling the air composition in the open space. "Reading oxygen-nitrogen mix. Twenty-one percent O2, seventy-eight percent nitrogen, trace gases. Pressure's stable at one point zero one standard atmospheres. Temperature's twenty-two degrees Celsius."
"It has breathable air," Sanaa said.
"It's offering breathable air," Celeste corrected, her voice cool and precise. "There's a difference between having and offering."
Renn moved to the center of the bridge, hands clasped behind his back in the posture of a man making a decision he'd already made but needed to justify to himself first. "Analysis. Everyone. What are we looking at?"
"Advanced technology," Juno said immediately. "Beyond anything in the colonial database. Possibly beyond anything humanity's ever encountered or theorized."
"Potential first contact scenario," Sanaa added. "If there's anyone alive in there."
"Or a trap," Tomas said. "That corridor opened for a reason. It wants us to dock. Wants us inside where it controls the environment."
"It already knows we're here," Mara said, running through the logic again. "If it wanted to hurt us, it's had time and opportunity. Our ship is small, minimally armed, and we've been broadcasting our position and scanning it for hours. If hostile intent was the goal, we'd already be dead or disabled."
"Unless it wants something other than our destruction," Celeste said. "Wants us intact. Wants us inside for purposes we can't predict."
Renn walked to the main display, staring at the open corridor. Mara could see the tension in his shoulders, the way his jaw worked as he processed options and calculated risks. This wasn't in any manual. There was no protocol for deciding whether to accept an invitation from an alien ship that knew your name and could open doors through solid hull plating.
"Risk assessment," Renn said. "Worst case scenarios. I want to hear them all."
"Biological contamination," Sanaa said immediately. "Unknown pathogens, environmental hazards, atmospheric toxins despite the O2 reading showing safe."
"Hostile entities," Tomas added. "Armed confrontation, capture, interrogation, imprisonment."
"Technology we can't counter," Juno said. "Systems that can override our controls, trap us inside, prevent withdrawal or rescue."
"Loss of mission autonomy," Celeste said quietly. "Company will want this investigated, but they'll also want command authority maintained. Boarding an unknown vessel shifts control parameters outside established protocols."
"And best case?" Renn asked.
"First contact with an advanced civilization," Mara said. "Access to technology that could change everything. Scientific discovery on a scale we've never seen."
"Potential salvage value," Juno added pragmatically. "If it's truly abandoned and we can claim it."
"Medical advances," Sanaa said. "Any civilization that can build this might have knowledge we desperately need. Cures for diseases we can't treat."
Renn nodded slowly, processing the input. "Dr. Kade, you're our linguist and signal analyst. Professional assessment: is this an invitation or a threat?"
Mara looked at the data streaming across her displays. The signal patterns they'd exchanged, the careful rotation, the perfectly positioned corridor with its welcoming light. Every action the derelict had taken suggested communication, not aggression. Engagement, not violence. Intelligence reaching out to intelligence.
But suggesting wasn't knowing. And knowing required risk.
"It's an invitation," she said. "But I don't know what we're being invited to."
"Honesty. Good." Renn turned to face the crew, his decision made. "Juno, prep a shuttle for immediate deployment. Minimum crew—myself, Dr. Kade for linguistics and signal analysis, Dr. Voss for medical assessment and biological protocols, Lieutenant Hale for security. Full environmental suits, weapon loadout standard security package, communication tether to the Aster Vale with continuous data transmission."
"Captain—" Celeste started.
"You'll remain here with Juno," Renn said, his tone leaving no room for argument. "Maintain position at point-four AU. Monitor our communications and biological telemetry. If we're not back in six hours, or if the situation deteriorates and we call for emergency extraction, you burn hard and fast back to company space. Full data dump on everything we've observed. Clear?"
Celeste's expression remained neutral, but something flickered behind her eyes. Disappointment? Or relief at being left behind? "Clear, Captain."
Mara saved her analysis files and started preparing the portable linguistics kit—tablet computer loaded with translation algorithms, audio recording equipment, scanner for analyzing written symbols if they found any. Her hands were steady, but her mind raced through contingencies. First contact protocols she'd studied in graduate school, scenarios she'd never expected to actually use. The derelict had called them by name. Had invited them inside. That suggested intelligence, intention, and some level of understanding of human communication protocols.
It also suggested the derelict knew exactly what it was doing.
And what they would do in response.
"Mara." Sanaa appeared beside her, voice low enough not to carry across the bridge. "Are you sure about this?"
"No." Mara met her friend's eyes. "But we came here to find out what this is. Sitting outside analyzing scanner readings won't answer that question."
"Scanner readings don't get you killed."
"Neither does careful exploration. Usually."
"Usually's not a great statistical comfort."
Mara managed a tight smile. "I'll take usually over never knowing."
Sanaa sighed but nodded, understanding in her expression even if she didn't like it. "Then I'm coming too. Someone needs to keep you from getting too curious for your own good."
"That's literally impossible, but I appreciate the intention."
They moved toward the shuttle bay, following Renn and Tomas through the corridors of the Aster Vale. Behind them, Juno's voice crackled over the comm system, coordinating the approach vector and docking procedures with the efficiency that made her the best engineer in the survey fleet. Ahead of them, visible through every viewport they passed, the derelict waited with its open corridor still lit, still inviting.
Still impossible in every way that mattered.
Mara paused at the shuttle bay entrance, looking back through the viewport one last time. The alien ship hung against the stars, perfect and pristine and completely wrong in ways she couldn't fully articulate yet. Things degraded. Entropy won. Nothing stayed perfect forever.
Except this.
The corridor's light remained steady, warm, almost welcoming.
Like it had been waiting for them all along.






  
  Chapter 3: Breathe the Air


The shuttle bay of the Aster Vale smelled like recycled air and machine oil. Familiar. Safe. Mara pulled on her environmental suit, checking seals and running diagnostics on the heads-up display. Green across the board. Four hours of oxygen, full atmospheric filtration, temperature regulation, radiation shielding. Everything she needed to survive in hostile space. 
Except nothing about the derelict read as hostile. That was the problem.
"Comms check," Renn said, his voice crackling through the suit's internal speakers.
"Kade, receiving," Mara said.
"Voss, clear."
"Hale, confirmed."
"Good." Renn sealed his own helmet, the faceplate polarizing slightly against the shuttle bay's work lights. "Dr. Voss, medical kit loaded?"
Sanaa patted the case mag-locked to her suit's hip. "Everything from broad-spectrum antibiotics to cardiac stimulants. If something goes wrong biologically, I can handle it."
"If something goes wrong biologically, we're leaving," Renn said. "This is reconnaissance, not a rescue mission. We establish safety, map the immediate area, look for signs of habitation or threat. Thirty minutes inside, then we extract and reassess."
Tomas checked his sidearm, then the backup piece strapped to his thigh. "Rules of engagement, Captain?"
"Defensive only. We're visitors, not invaders. But if something moves toward us with intent, you put it down."
"Understood."
They boarded the shuttle—a utilitarian box with thrusters and minimal life support. Mara strapped into the acceleration couch beside Sanaa, watching through the viewport as the shuttle bay's outer doors cycled open. The derelict filled the view, its docking corridor still lit like a beacon.
Or a lure.
The shuttle detached with a mechanical clunk that Mara felt through her boots. Renn piloted them forward, thrusters firing in controlled bursts. The distance closed: two hundred meters, one-fifty, one hundred.
"Juno, you tracking us?" Renn asked.
"Clear signal, Captain," Juno's voice came through their comms from the Aster Vale. "Telemetry's clean. Your suit transponders are broadcasting five-by-five."
"Maintain continuous monitoring. Any deviation from expected readings, you alert us immediately."
"Aye, Captain."
The shuttle drifted into the docking corridor. Mara watched the walls slide past—smooth, featureless, that same impossible perfection as the exterior hull. The light had no visible source. It simply existed, ambient and even, bright enough to see clearly but not harsh enough to cause glare on their faceplates.
"Atmosphere's holding stable," Sanaa said, checking her medical scanner. "Pressure, temperature, composition—all within human tolerance."
"That doesn't mean it's safe," Tomas said.
"No. But it means it's breathable."
The shuttle settled onto the corridor floor with barely a bump. Magnetic clamps engaged automatically, locking them to the deck. Outside the viewport, the corridor extended deeper into the ship, ending in what looked like an interior bulkhead thirty meters away.
Renn killed the engines. "Dr. Kade, any signals? Any response to our presence?"
Mara checked her portable scanner, watching the electromagnetic spectrum scroll past. "Nothing new. Background radiation is lower than expected—the hull's shielding more than just thermal. No active scans directed at us, no communication attempts."
"It already said everything it needed to say," Sanaa murmured. "It opened the door."
They sat in silence for a moment, four people in a shuttle docked inside an alien ship that shouldn't exist. Mara's pulse hammered in her ears. This was it. The moment that every xenolinguist dreamed about and half-believed would never come. First contact. Or first entry, at least.
If there was anyone left to contact.
"All right," Renn said, his command voice steady. "We exit in sequence. Hale first, establish security perimeter. Kade, you're second—scan everything. Voss, medical assessment. I'll maintain position at the shuttle. Tether distance: twenty meters maximum. Nobody goes beyond visual range. Clear?"
A chorus of affirmatives.
Tomas stood, checked his weapon one more time, and moved to the shuttle's external hatch. The door cycled open with a hiss of equalizing pressure. He stepped out onto the corridor floor, weapon raised, scanning left and right.
"Clear," he said after a moment. "No movement, no contacts."
Mara followed him out, her boots hitting the deck with a soft thud. The gravity felt wrong. Not absent like she'd expected if the ship were truly dead, but present. Active. About point-nine standard Earth gravity, maybe slightly less. Enough to walk comfortably but not enough to feel entirely natural.
She pulled out her handheld scanner and started running atmospheric analysis. The air beyond her suit read clean—oxygen-nitrogen mix, no toxins, no biological contaminants her equipment could detect. Carbon dioxide levels were low, suggesting active scrubbing. Temperature held at twenty-two Celsius.
"This







