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​Chapter One: The Phantom Map
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​The air on the bridge of the Rusty Bucket smelled like three things: stale recycled oxygen, burnt coffee, and anxiety. It was a smell Captain Eva Rostova had grown used to over the years, but today, it stuck in the back of her throat like dust.

​She shifted in her command chair, the leather creaking under her weight. It was the only comfortable seat on the ship, worn smooth by years of long haul flights and frantic dogfights, but right now, she felt like she was sitting on needles. She stared out the main viewport, her eyes burning from lack of sleep.

​For three weeks, the view hadn't changed.

​Floating in the absolute black of deep space, filling the entire forward view, was Cygnus’s Aegis. It was impossible to look at without feeling small. It wasn't just a space station; it was a cathedral built of gravity and light. Massive rings of gold metal, each one the size of a city, rotated slowly around a central core of burning emerald energy. It looked like a piece of jewelry dropped by a god.

​It was the most advanced piece of technology in the galaxy. It was the home of the Cygnian Drift, the ancient energy beings who had saved Eva’s crew from the Silence. It was a sanctuary.

​And for the last twenty-one days, it had been locked tight as a drum.

​"Still nothing?" Eva asked. She didn't turn around. She kept her eyes on the golden rings, watching them spin in their perfect, silent rhythm.

​Behind her, at the engineering station, Sparks let out a long, ragged sigh. The sound of fingers hitting keys stopped for a moment.

​"I’ve tried everything, Captain," Sparks said, his voice thick with frustration. "I’ve hailed them on standard frequencies. I’ve tried the emergency bands. I tried sending a data-burst of prime numbers. I even flashed the running lights in Morse code for an hour until the starboard bulb burned out. Nothing. It’s a ghost town over there."

​"Maybe they’re sleeping," Hawk grunted from the weapons console.

​The big gunner was sitting on an overturned cargo crate, his massive frame hunched over his pulse rifle. He had been cleaning the weapon for two hours straight. Click-clack. Slide. Snap. The metallic rhythm was the only thing keeping Eva from screaming.

​"Energy beings don't sleep, Hawk," Sparks snapped, spinning his chair around. "They’re a collective consciousness made of nanites. They don't take naps."

​"Well, maybe they’re just rude," Hawk countered, wiping a smudge of oil from the barrel with a dirty rag. "Maybe they realized they invited a beat-up hauler to a royal palace and decided to pretend they aren't home."

​"The Rusty Bucket is not beat-up," Sparks defended, though his voice lacked its usual fire. "She has... history. Patina."

​"She’s a bucket," Hawk said, sighting down the scope of his rifle at the back of Eva’s chair. "Hence the name. Face it, Sparks. We’re the poor cousins visiting the rich relatives. They probably have us on mute."

​Eva stood up, her boots clanging on the metal deck plates. She stretched, feeling her spine pop. "It doesn't make sense. Think about it. The Cygnians didn't just tolerate us. They recruited us. They gave us the Drift Sail. They uploaded the star map into my head. They needed us to be the bridge between their energy world and our physical one. Why go through all that trouble just to ignore us now?"

​She walked over to the airlock door at the side of the bridge and pressed her hand against the cold, reinforced steel. She closed her eyes, blocking out the blinking lights of the console and the argument behind her.

​She reached out with her mind.

​Ever since the "Greeting"—that terrifying moment in the first book where the Cygnians had beamed their history into her brain—Eva had felt a connection. It was a hum in the back of her skull. It felt like standing near a high-voltage power line, a constant, vibrating buzz of presence. Usually, it was comforting. It let her know the Drift was there, watching, listening.

​But today, the hum was different.

​It wasn't a steady tone. It was jagged. Spiky. It felt like static on a bad radio channel.

​"The hum is off," Eva murmured, opening her eyes.

​"Your head noise again?" Hawk asked, not looking up from his gun. "You sure you don't need a med-scan, Cap? Having alien software running on human hardware can't be good for the warranty."

​"It feels... frantic," Eva said, ignoring his joke. She turned to face them. "It feels like fear. Like someone hiding in a closet, holding their breath because they hear footsteps in the hall."

​Sparks looked up, his expression sobering. "You think the Silence is back? I thought we destroyed the hunter entity."

​"We destroyed the one chasing us," Eva said grimly. "But the universe is a big place. And if the Cygnians are hiding inside their fortress with the lights off, it means something scared them. Something big."

​Suddenly, the proximity alarm screamed.

​The sound shattered the quiet of the bridge. Red strobe lights began to flash, bathing the room in the color of emergency.

​"Contact!" Sparks yelled, spinning back to his console so fast he nearly tipped over. "Object detaching from the fortress wall! Sector 4! It’s coming in hot!"

​"Shields up!" Eva barked, jumping back into her command seat. She strapped in, her hands gripping the armrests. "Hawk, get on the turret!"

​"Way ahead of you," Hawk was already moving, his hands flying over the tactical display. The turret controls whirred to life. "I’ve got a lock. Is it a missile?"

​"No thermal signature," Sparks shouted over the alarm. "No radiation trail. It’s not an energy weapon. It’s... biological?"

​"Biological?" Eva frowned. "Like a ship?"

​"Like snot," Hawk said, staring at the main screen. "Look at the size of that thing."

​Eva looked. Hurtling toward them from the golden fortress was a massive glob of shimmering, translucent liquid. It was the size of a house, tumbling through the void. It caught the light of the distant stars, rippling and undulating like a giant jellyfish made of water.

​"It’s spit," Hawk said, his finger hovering over the trigger. "They’re spitting at us again. Just like the first time."

​"Hold fire!" Eva ordered. "It’s a data packet. A physical message."

​"That is a very fast message, Captain!" Sparks watched the velocity readout. "Impact in five seconds! Brace for collision!"

​The crew of the Rusty Bucket grabbed their restraints. Eva grit her teeth, watching the wall of goo fill the viewscreen.

​THWUMP.

​The sound was dull and heavy, vibrating through the ship’s hull plates. The Rusty Bucket shuddered violently, thrown off course by the mass of the impact. The artificial gravity flickered for a second, making Eva’s stomach lurch, before stabilizing.

​"Damage report!" Eva shouted.

​"Hull integrity is holding at 100%," Sparks said, his voice shaky. "Shields absorbed the kinetic energy. But Captain... look at the window."

​Eva looked.

​The massive glob had hit them dead center on the bridge viewport. It had splattered across the glassteel, covering their view of the stars. But as they watched, something strange happened.

​The shimmering liquid began to settle. It stopped rippling. And then, it began to fade.

​It didn't evaporate. It just... stopped being visible.

​Within seconds, the view of the Aegis fortress and the stars returned. The glass looked perfectly clear.

​"It’s gone," Hawk said, squinting. "Did it boil off in the vacuum?"

​"No," Sparks tapped his screen, frowning deeply. "Sensors say the mass is still there. We’re carrying an extra four hundred kilos on the nose. It’s just... cloaked. It matched the refractive index of the glass perfectly. It’s active camouflage."

​"Why?" Eva unbuckled her harness, standing up slowly. "Why send a message and then hide it?"

​"Maybe they don't want anyone else to see it," Sparks suggested quietly. "If they are scared... maybe this is a secret note."

​Eva felt the hum in her head spike. It turned into a high-pitched whine that made her wince, a physical pressure behind her eyes.

​"I have to go out there," she said.

​"Oh, absolutely not," Hawk stood up, blocking her path to the airlock. He crossed his massive arms, looking like a stubborn boulder. "Eva, last time you touched their magic alien goo, you passed out for an hour. You woke up speaking binary and your nose bled for a day. We are not doing that again."

​"We don't have a choice, Hawk," Eva said, stepping up to him. She had to look up to meet his eyes, but she didn't back down. "They’re scared. They’re hiding. If the Cygnians—beings made of pure energy who can fold space—are hiding, that means something worse than them is out there. I need to know what it is."

​Hawk stared at her. He looked at the empty glass where the invisible message waited. He looked at Sparks, who just shrugged helplessly.

​Hawk sighed, a heavy sound of defeat. "Fine. But I’m tethering you. Triple line. And I’m keeping a lock on you with the turret. If you start twitching, or if that goo tries to eat you, I’m dragging you back in so fast you’ll get whiplash."

​"Deal," Eva said.

​Twenty minutes later, the airlock cycled.

​The hiss of escaping atmosphere faded into the absolute silence of the void. Eva floated out into the dark, encased in her bulky, orange EVA suit. Her magnetic boots were deactivated; she didn't want to clank against the hull and cause vibrations. She used the small thrusters on her pack to drift forward.

​Her breathing was loud in her own ears—hiss-click, hiss-click. The sound of her own life support.

​"Radio check," she whispered.

​"Read you five by five, Captain," Sparks’s voice crackled in her earpiece. "You’re drifting a little to port. Correct two degrees."

​"Copy."

​Eva pulsed her right thruster. She floated over the top of the Rusty Bucket’s bridge. Below her, through the cockpit glass, she could see the tops of Hawk and Sparks’s heads. It felt surreal to be this close to them, yet separated by inches of glass and an infinite vacuum.

​She drifted toward the center of the viewport. To her eyes, there was nothing there. Just the glass
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