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Chapter One
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The rusty transport ship, "The Rusty Bucket," shuddered as it limped through the asteroid field. Inside, Captain Eva Rostova gripped her control panel, her knuckles white. "Another close one, Sparks," she muttered to her co-pilot, a wiry engineer with grease smudged on his cheek. "These space rocks are getting bolder."

Suddenly, a guttural screech echoed through the comms. "Captain! Unidentified vessel, dead ahead!" Sparks yelled, his eyes wide.

On the main screen, a ship unlike anything they'd ever seen hung in the void. It pulsed with an eerie green light, and strange, tentacled creatures moved across its hull. Then, one of the creatures turned, and spat a glob of shimmering liquid towards the Rusty Bucket. It hit the hull with a sickening thud.
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Chapter Two
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"Status!" Eva barked, her voice cutting through the ringing silence that followed the impact. Her eyes were glued to the main screen, where the alien ship floated with an unnerving stillness.

Sparks’s fingers flew across his console, his face illuminated by the flickering readouts. "No hull breach, Captain. No radiation spike. No... weapon signature of any kind. Whatever they hit us with, it wasn't a missile." He trailed off, his brow furrowed in confusion. "Wait a minute. External cam four."

The main view switched to a close-up of the Rusty Bucket's pockmarked hull. There, clinging to the metal, was the glob of liquid. It wasn't dissolving the hull or burning through it. Instead, the shimmering, gelatinous substance seemed to pulse with a soft, internal light of its own, mirroring the eerie green glow of the ship it came from. As they watched, it subtly shifted, coalescing into complex, geometric patterns that swirled like oil on water before resolving and shifting again.

"What in the blazes is it doing?" Sparks whispered, half in awe, half in terror.

"It's... communicating," Eva breathed, a sudden, stunning realization dawning on her. The screech they heard over the comms wasn't a battle cry; it was a hail. The spit wasn't an attack; it was a message. This was their language.

The alien ship remained silent, waiting. It had made its move. Now, the choice was theirs. Flee, and they might never know the meaning of this bizarre first contact. Stay, and they risked... what? Annihilation? Or something far stranger?

"I'm going out there," Eva said, her voice firm with a decision that sent a jolt of fear through her co-pilot.

"Captain, no!" Sparks protested, swiveling in his chair. "We have no idea what that stuff is! It could be a neurotoxin, a biological agent, anything! You can't just—"

"I can't just sit here and guess," Eva countered, already unbuckling herself from the command chair. "That thing on our hull is the single most important discovery in human history, and I'm not going to observe it from behind a viewscreen. I'm taking a sample." She looked at Sparks, her expression softening slightly. "Keep the engines warm. And keep an eye on our new friends. If they so much as twitch, you get us out of here. Understood?"

Sparks hesitated, his mind racing through a dozen disastrous scenarios. He looked from Eva's determined face to the hypnotic, shifting patterns on the screen. He swallowed hard and gave a single, sharp nod. "Understood, Captain."

Minutes later, Eva stood in the airlock, encased in her bulky EVA suit. Through her helmet's visor, she could see the alien vessel, a silent, majestic behemoth against the star-dusted black. With a deep breath that fogged the inside of her helmet, she activated the outer door controls. The heavy metal portal hissed open, revealing the silent, terrible beauty of the void and the strange, living message waiting for her on the hull. 
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Chapter Three
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The silence was the first thing that hit Eva every time she stepped into the void. Not a gentle quiet, but a profound, pressing emptiness that made the thud of her own heart in her ears feel like a drumbeat. Floating a few feet from the hull of the *Rusty Bucket*, she felt like a child’s lost toy against the infinite black. The alien vessel hung before her, impossibly large and serene, its green glow casting long, ghostly shadows across her own ship.

Her focus, however, was on the shimmering message. It was even more mesmerizing up close. The geometric patterns flowed with the grace of a living thing, colors shifting from emerald to sapphire within the gelatinous form.

“Steady, Captain,” Sparks’s voice crackled in her ear, tinny and distant. “Vitals are good. Any change in the... uh... substance?”

“It’s active,” Eva reported, her voice calm despite the awe. She used her suit’s thrusters for a gentle push, gliding closer. “The patterns are shifting faster as I approach. It’s like it knows I’m here.”

A new, gruffer voice cut in on the comm. “Looks like you’re about to poke the galaxy’s prettiest booger, Captain. You sure you don’t want me out there with a flamethrower? Clean that gunk right off.”

“Stow it, Hawk,” Sparks snapped. “This is a delicate scientific endeavor, not a bug hunt.”

Gunnery Sergeant “Hawk” Hawkins, the *Bucket’s* one-man security detail and resident cynic, just grunted in
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