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POV Character: Commander Zara Voss

The comm goes dark at 0300 hours exactly.

One moment we have Federation Command on standard channel, a routine check-in with the boundary station, and the next there is nothing. Just static. Just the empty hiss of deep space filling the space where home used to be.

I watch the signal indicator go from green to red and I do not look away from it for three full seconds. That is long enough. Long enough for the crew on the outer bridge to see me see it. Long enough for them to understand that the protocol we all memorized is now the only thing between us and the dark.

“Navigation,” I say. My voice sounds normal. That is the first requirement of command. “Status.”

Lieutenant Kael Obi’s hands move across his station with the precision of someone who has done this a thousand times. “Drift is within acceptable parameters, Commander. We are holding position relative to the last known Federation coordinate.”

“Position relative to what?”

He does not answer immediately. That is the second requirement of command. You do not ask questions you do not already know the answer to. You ask them to confirm what you already suspect.

Obi turns. His face is calm. His eyes are not. “There is no reference point, Commander. The Fracture Zone navigation grid is empty. We are the only thing on the board.”

I nod. I calculated the return window before we crossed. Thirty-six hours at standard burn to reach the boundary. Forty-eight if we push the engines past safety protocols. After that, the math becomes theoretical. The Federation does not send rescue into the Fracture Zone. The Federation does not send anything into the Fracture Zone because nothing that enters the Fracture Zone has ever come back.

We will be the first. Or we will not come back.

I allow myself exactly two seconds to process that before I turn to the long-range sensor display. The screen is dark except for the usual debris scans, the background radiation readings from stars that died before humanity existed. Standard deep-range protocol. Sweep the dead zone, confirm nothing has changed, file the report, go home.

The anomaly appears on Dr. Soren Mace’s station first.

I see it in the set of his shoulders. Mace is the calmest man on this ship, has been the calmest man on every ship he has ever served, and I have never seen his shoulders do what they do when the mass return fills his screen. They go rigid. Just for a moment. Just long enough for me to understand that what he is looking at is not debris and is not natural and is not on any chart in the Federation database.

“Commander.” His voice is level. It always is. “I have a return at coordinates matching the survey drone that went silent eight months ago. Mass signature consistent with a vessel over two kilometers in length. Zero velocity. Zero energy output. Zero thermal signature.”

I walk to his station. The numbers are there. The readings are there. The ship on his screen is not emitting, not moving, not doing anything that a ship should do to be detectable. But it is there. Two point three kilometers of something that should not exist, sitting in the dead center of a zone where nothing survives.

“Zero energy output,” I repeat.

“Yes, Commander.”

“Then how is it on your screen?”

Mace does not have an answer. That is the first time I have ever seen that.

I look at the mass signature for a long moment. Then I turn to the bridge. “Senior team to the briefing room. Now.”

––––––––
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The briefing room is designed for twelve people. There are five of us. Dr. Mace, still calm, still running calculations on his tablet as he walks. Dr. Eli Renn, who is already at the conference table when I arrive, his tablet covered in signal analysis I did not authorize and did not know he was running. Lieutenant Obi, who sits directly across from me the way he always does, positioned to read my face. Ensign Mira Hale, who is the youngest person in this room and looks it, her hands wrapped around a data pad like it might keep her steady.

I close the door. I do not sit down.

“We have an anomaly at the drone coordinates. Mass return consistent with an object over two kilometers in length. No energy output. No thermal signature. No indication of activity.” I pause. “It is not in the database. It is not on any chart. According to Federation doctrine, it does not exist.”

Renn looks up from his tablet. He has the kind of face that is always calculating, always processing, always one step ahead of whatever you are about to say. I have served with scientists before. I know the type. They believe that understanding is always more important than survival. They believe that the question matters more than the answer. They are wrong, and they are dangerous, and they are necessary because without them we would still be living in caves wondering what the stars are.

“I have been running signal analysis since the moment we crossed,” he says. “The object is not emitting on any frequency we can detect. It is not reflecting any signal we send. It is not interacting with the local environment in any way that our instruments can measure. By every metric the Peleus carries, it does not exist.” He pauses. “That alone makes it the most significant find in human history.”

“Find,” I say. “Not threat.”

“Commander, if something that size wanted to threaten us, we would not have detected it at all. It would have detected us first. It would have acted first. The fact that we are having this conversation means it has chosen not to.”

“Or it means it is waiting.”

Renn meets my eyes. He does not look away. That is unusual. Most people look away. “Waiting for what?”

I do not answer. I turn to Obi. “Your assessment.”

Obi does not hesitate. He never hesitates. That is why he is my second. “We have thirty-six hours of viable return window at standard burn. Forty-eight if we push. After that, the Fracture Zone becomes a one-way trip. We do not know what is out there. We do not know what it can do. We do not know if approaching it triggers something we cannot stop.” He pauses. “I recommend we reverse course and report the coordinates to Command. Let them decide.”

“Command cannot reach us here. Command cannot send anyone here. If we leave, we leave alone. If we come back, we come back alone.” I look at each of them in turn. Mace, still running calculations. Renn, still watching me like I am a puzzle he is trying to solve. Hale, trying very hard to keep her hands still. Obi, steady, reliable, predictable. “Three options. Retreat now, observe from distance, or approach and board.”

The room is quiet. I let the quiet stretch.

Renn breaks it first. “Approach and board is the only option that gives us answers. The object is two kilometers of technology built by someone else. If we leave, we may never find it again. If we observe from distance, we learn nothing we cannot already learn from here. If we board—”

“If we board, we may not come back.”

“That is true of every decision we have made since we entered the service, Commander.”

I file that away. He is not wrong. He is also not the one who will have to explain to families why their loved ones did not come home. That is my job. That is always my job.

Hale speaks. Her voice is smaller than it should be. “What if it is dangerous?”

Renn turns to her. “Then we will know that too. And we will be the first humans to know it. That knowledge has value even if—”

“It has no value to the dead, Doctor.”

That is Mace. Quiet, calm, not looking up from his tablet. He says it the way he says everything, like he is reading a sensor reading, like the words have no emotional weight. But the words land. I see Renn’s jaw tighten. I see Hale’s hands stop shaking for just a moment, like someone reminded her that fear is a luxury.

I make my decision. I made it before I walked into this room. I made it the moment I saw the mass return on Mace’s screen. The briefing was not a discussion. It was a formality.

“We approach.”

Renn is already speaking before I finish. “Commander, the evidence strongly suggests that this object is non-hostile. The lack of emissions, the lack of response to our presence, the structural composition—”

“Doctor.” I do not raise my voice. I do not need to. “Approach is a command decision. It is not a vote. You have presented your evidence. I have acknowledged it. We proceed.”

For a moment, I think he will argue. I see it in his face, the calculation, the weighing of options. Then he nods. Just once. Just enough to acknowledge that he heard me.

He does not say he agrees. He does not have to.

I turn to the door. “Hale, update the navigation log. New heading, direct approach to the anomaly. Mace, I want continuous structural analysis from the moment we enter range. Obi, prepare the boarding protocols. Renn—” I pause. “Run whatever scans you need to run. Just do it within operational parameters and without triggering anything aboard that ship.”

I leave the room. Behind me, I hear them move. I hear the shuffle of tablets and the soft beep of stations coming online and the particular sound of people who have just been told they are going somewhere no human has ever gone.

Hale catches up to me in the corridor. She is twenty-three years old. She has been on this ship for eight months. Her hands are still shaking.

“Commander.” She holds out her data pad. “The navigation log. New heading entered.”

I look at it. The coordinates. The trajectory. The note at the bottom, entered in her careful hand: No human vessel has ever navigated to these coordinates. The Peleus is the first.

I hand it back. “Good work, Ensign.”

She nods. She does not move.

“Is there something else?”

She looks at me. For a moment, she is not a crew member. She is just a young woman standing in a corridor on a ship that is about to do something irreversible. “Commander, what if—”

“I know, Ensign.”

She nods again. She walks away.

I stand in the corridor for exactly five seconds. That is how long I allow myself. Then I return to the bridge.

The Peleus turns toward the signal at 0347 hours. On the main viewer, there is nothing but stars and the dark patch where the Fracture Zone absorbs everything. Somewhere in that dark, two kilometers of alien technology are waiting.

I stand behind Obi’s station and watch the approach trajectory stabilize. He does not turn around. He does not need to.

“Commander,” he says quietly. “You know I trust you.”

“I know, Kael.”

“This is not about trust. This is about whether we come back.”

I do not answer. I cannot answer. Because the truth is I do not know. I have never known less than I know right now. But I am the commander. And the commander does not get to say that.

The sensor panel at Renn’s station beeps. Once. Twice. Three times in quick succession.

Renn is on it before the third beep finishes. I watch his face as he reads whatever just appeared. His expression does not change. That is how I know it is bad.

“Commander.” His voice is level. It is the same voice he used in the briefing room when he told me approach was mandatory. “The mass signature is no longer stationary.”

I cross to his station. The numbers are there. The readings are there. The ship on his screen is doing what no two-kilometer vessel with zero energy output should be able to do.

It is moving.

“Acceleration?”

“Consistent with maintaining distance, Commander. Whatever speed we approach, it matches. We are not catching up to it. It is not letting us.”

I stare at the screen. At the impossible reading. At the ship that should not exist, doing what no dead ship should be able to do.

“It detected us,” I say.

“Yes, Commander.”

“How long?”

Renn checks his readings. His hands are steady. His voice is steady. Everything about him is steady except for the one thing he cannot control, the thing I notice because I have been watching people die for twelve years and I know what it looks like when someone realizes they might be next.

“It has been maintaining this distance since before we crossed into the Fracture Zone, Commander.” He pauses. “Whatever is out there, it detected us the moment we entered its space. It has been waiting for us to notice.”

I look at the main viewer. At the dark. At the place where something is watching us from two kilometers of impossible technology, matching our every move, letting us come closer while staying exactly as far away as it wants to be.

I do not feel fear. I do not feel uncertainty. I feel the clean, cold clarity of a threat that must be assessed before it can be neutralized.

I do not know yet that this is the flaw. That treating an unknown as an enemy before you have evidence is not strategy. It is instinct. And instinct, in a place like this, is just another word for blindness.

“Maintain approach,” I say.

Behind me, Mira Hale updates the navigation log. Her hands are steady now.

That is how I know she is already writing her own name in the list of people who will not come home.
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Chapter 2
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POV Character: Dr. Eli Renn

The numbers do not make sense. I run them again. Then again. Then a fourth time because the computer keeps flagging them as an error and I need to be certain that the error is not mine.

It is not mine.

I am standing at my station in the science lab when the Peleus closes to within fifty kilometers of the object. The forward observation deck is twenty meters away. I should be there. I should be looking at it with my own eyes instead of through sensors and screens and the cold mathematics of remote analysis. But I cannot move yet because the numbers will not let me move.

The alloy composition does not match anything in the Federation database. Not human manufacturing. Not any of the six non-intelligent extraterrestrial species we have catalogued in the last century. Not even the theoretical alloys our materials scientists have proposed for ships we have not yet built. It is something else. Something that should not exist.

I run the carbon-dating algorithm. The computer takes eleven seconds to process. That is too long. Eleven seconds for a calculation that normally takes one. When the result appears, the computer flags it with a red warning symbol I have never seen before. Not an error code. Not a system failure. Just a symbol that means: this cannot be right.

Eight million years. The algorithm says between eight and twelve million years. The hull shows zero degradation. Zero. Not minimal. Not within acceptable parameters. Zero.

I stop breathing.

I do not realize it at first. I am staring at the screen, at the numbers, at the impossible thing they are telling me, and my body has simply forgotten to perform its most basic function. Four seconds pass. Maybe five. Then the alarm on my suit console beeps once, softly, reminding me that biological systems have requirements.

I breathe.

The air tastes like recycled metal and the faint chemical tang of the lab’s cleaning solvents. It tastes like home. It tastes like everything I am about to lose by being here, looking at this, knowing what I now know.

I initiate a full sensor sweep without authorization. I do not think about it. I do not weigh the decision. My hands move and the protocol executes and by the time my brain catches up to what I have done, it is already done. The deep-scan array is active. The data is flowing. The ship is reading every frequency, every wavelength, every possible emission from the object floating fifty kilometers away.

Twenty minutes later, Commander Voss appears at my station.

I do not hear her approach. That is unusual. I hear everything. It is a survival mechanism I developed on my last expedition, the one where six people died and I came back alone. I learned to hear footsteps, to read breathing patterns, to know who is coming before they arrive. But I do not hear Voss. She is simply there
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