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      Sunlight danced across the forward viewports of the drifting vessel.

      She was fat, plum-colored ship, with expansion or radiation vanes at the stern and a series of antennae poking from the bow. Every viewport lay dark. Almost like puncture wounds dotted along her side.

      Matti-Jay held Blue Defender back just two hundred meters from the hulk. Just observing.

      She had a sipper of hot chocolate in her pilot’s seat’s armrest. Lately she’d been enjoying the great way that the Blue Defender’s food dispenser was making the drink. Not too thick, but definitely not watery. There had to be a hint of cinnamon and maybe vanilla in it too. It was delicious, and heartening.

      Despite the fact that her own vessel, Blue Defender, was warm inside, it was impossible to escape the fact that the vacuum of space around the hull was deathly cold.

      They were over three million kilometers from the nearest inhabited planet. Caskuar was a nice place. Very like Earth, but with better weather, though with a tang to the air.

      Well, weather varied around Earth, depending on where you were. Just like anywhere with an atmosphere.

      With her crew, Charlie, Kendra and their robots Dub and Kaimen, she had taken a few days rest in a mountain resort in the Gobulchar District.

      After the events of the last few weeks—surviving an attack on an asteroid, and getting thrown in jail on Enbline Six—they were glad of the break. Glorious sunshine, plunge swimming in ice-cold mountain lakes, hot pools, massages, supreme cuisine, as Charlie called it, from all corners of the galaxy.

      Not that the galaxy had corners. And it wasn’t as if the Ao—the people who seemed human but weren’t quite—had populated even a small percent of it.

      Still, as the only human representatives among the Ao, Matti-Jay and her crew often received an excited reception from locals. From parties to formal dinners to invitations to participate in local culture. Sometimes, diffidence or even snubbing.

      Caskuar had given them a welcome of the warm kind.

      And invited them to assist with the investigation of the newly-appeared wreck. The ship had drifted into the system over the last few years, though it had only been noticed several weeks back.

      Working on the cockpit consoles, Matti-Jay tried to get readings on the ship. The data showed a vessel over five hundred meters long. Rounded at the nose, with a cockpit about fifteen meters back.

      Perhaps it should have been called a bridge on a vessel that size.

      It was a similar shape to the old Donner, her long lost vessel from when this had all started. She, Charlie and Kendra had been crew aboard the ship when she’d been destroyed high above the surface of planet Weddle Eight.

      This vessel, however, was much much larger.

      “What do you make of it?” Charlie said, pulling himself into the Blue Defender’s cockpit. He drifted in zero gravity.

      Charlie was just a couple of years older than Matti-Jay. They’d been the two youngest members of the Donner’s crew. The sole teenagers.

      He was wearing new dark blue ship overalls. They smelled fresh and crisp. Their overalls all wore out quickly aboard the ship. They were always bumping and scraping against something. Ripping and tugging against things. Blue Defender’s systems took the beat-up old overalls and broke them apart. From there the ship re-wove the thread into fresh overalls.

      “I don’t know,” Matti-Jay said. “But I think we’ll find out pretty soon.”

      The drifting ship didn’t seem to have a name painted on the hull. No identification markings of any kind. There was no active transponder which would have given a wealth of data about the ship.

      She was dead and silent.

      Matti-Jay took her sipper and drank some of the hot chocolate.

      “Do you think we need to go over and take a look?” Charlie said. “What have you got there? Is that claneberry juice?”

      “Chocolate. I’ve gone off claneberry.” Sometimes they found interesting foods and drinks on their travels. Kendra was very partial to claneberry juice. Charlie liked to snack on accaszie, a floury baked tidbit from Wermene. Matti-Jay was happy with her hot chocolate.

      Though even that wasn’t genuine. Not from cocoa from Mozambique or Costa Rica. This was made from ground nuts from Algoria Three. Quite delicious, and naturally sweeter than chocolate from real cocoa.

      “Yes,” she said. “I do think we need to go over there and take a look.”

      As a deep space vessel, Blue Defender was fully equipped for EVAs—Extra-Vehicular Activity—and rescue. Plenty of good suits, tethers, maneuvering jets, survival pods and the like.

      Not that it looked like anyone needed rescuing in this case. Those aboard were long gone.

      Or long dead.

      “I’ll get set up.” Charlie peered forward to take another look at the ship. “There’s something moving over there.”

      “What?” Matti-Jay craned a bit to see.

      A small, white object was coming around from the other ship’s keel.
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      The Blue Defender was a well-appointed vessel. Fully capable of carrying them between stars, thanks to the upgrades they’d received courtesy of the Ao.

      The same people who were almost human, and intrigued by the leap that humans had made in the Donner. It turned out there were Ao on hundreds of planets. And the ones who’d found the Donner survivors had made Matti-Jay an ambassador, sending her, Charlie and Kendra out to explore. Representing humanity.

      With space for the three of them, plus their Ao robots Dub and Kaimen, Blue Defender, wasn’t quite luxurious, but she was plenty comfortable. And plenty capable.

      Matti-Jay tapped at the cockpit’s console displays. The images shifted from simple scans of the big derelict vessel, to a video zoomed in on the moving white speck.

      “Someone in a suit?” Charlie said.

      “Could be.” Matti-Jay took another sip from her hot chocolate.

      “We could move Blue Defender closer.” Charlie pulled back from the windows and settled into one of the other cockpit seats.

      Once Blue Defender had had a single-seat cockpit, but in the improvements there were now two pilot seats, with space behind for others to stand, with a couple of jump seats. Sometimes that fresh smell from the renewal wafted around.

      “I was thinking moving away,” Matti-Jay said. They’d had enough problems with people shooting at them.

      Six weeks ago, some brigands on a hydrogen mining outpost in low orbit around a brilliant peach-colored gas giant had thought it was a good idea to fire rocks at them. Blue Defender was agile enough to evade the projectiles, and the local law enforcement had taken the aggressors into custody.

      Most of the Ao Matti-Jay and the crew met were pleasant enough people. But just as with humans, there were always a few who saw things differently.

      “Fair point,” Charlie said. “Move back, but we can still observe with the cameras.”

      He tapped at his console and zoomed a video feed of the speck. The speck grew, and it wobbled around a bit at the magnification. In a moment it grew steady.

      Meanwhile, Matti-Jay used the controls to move Blue Defender away. The hull hummed quietly as the maneuvering thrusters pushed.

      “What do you think?” Charlie said. “It doesn’t appear to be under power.”

      With a wave, he threw the image across to Matti-Jay’s console.

      A white, blobby shape against the black backdrop. The shape was probably someone in a spacesuit, but there was some jitter in the image. Crinkles and breaks, as if it had been printed onto glass, broken and lazily reassembled.

      “What’s that interference?” Matti-Jay said. “It’s not from Blue Defender.”

      Even though they were moving, the ship’s optics were very good. Perfectly correcting for any tremor.

      “I can’t tell,” Charlie said. “Maybe some kind of—”

      “Hey!” Kendra said, pulling her way into the cockpit. “What’s going on? We’re moving under maneuvering thrusters. Oh you didn’t tell me that we’d arrived at the ship!”

      Kendra pulled her way up to the window, floating between Matti-Jay and Charlie.

      Kendra usually had her long, dark hair tied in a ponytail, but today she had it in five. One near each temple, one by each ear and the last one in the normal location.

      It was something of a fashion on Dabellel, a planet they’d visited a few weeks back. Kendra seemed to have taken to the idea.

      “You were on sleep rotation,” Charlie said. “We’ll be here for hours anyway. You would get a good look when you woke. And right now you’re crowding my—”

      “What’s that thing there?” Kendra said. “Is that someone in a suit? An astronaut? You mean there are survivors?”

      “We don’t know,” Matti-Jay said. “There’s been no communication.”

      “That thing is heading right for us.”

      “But not fast,” Charlie said. “It’s just drifting.”

      “Right,” Matti-Jay said. “Hold on a moment, I’m going to do a light burn. Move out of the object’s trajectory.”

      “Copy that,” Kendra said. She slipped back into one of the jump-seats.

      With a tug on the joystick, Matti-Jay shifted Blue Defender’s pitch, just bringing the nose up twenty degrees. The object and derelict slipped out of view.

      With a tap on the main nacelle controls, Matti-Jay accelerated lightly. The change pushed her gently back into her seat.

      A moment later she spun the ship a hundred and eighty degrees and used the nacelle for braking. They came back to stationery, relative to the ship.

      “Do you see it?” Kendra said, pulling forward again.

      “Tracking,” Charlie said, tapping at his console.

      “Uh-oh,” Matti-Jay said. “There it is. It’s still coming toward us.”
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