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The stars beyond the viewport looked the same as they always did. Captain Elara Mirelle had learned long ago not to expect them to change, no matter how many parsecs she crossed or how many worlds she visited. Space was vast and empty and indifferent, and that was precisely what she liked about it.

"Sector scan complete, Captain," Lieutenant Marcus Chen said from the sensor station. "Nothing unusual. Standard radiation levels, no gravitational anomalies, no vessels in range."

Mirelle nodded without taking her eyes from the tactical display hovering above her command chair. The Dauntless was three weeks into what Command had optimistically called a "routine patrol" of the Outer Rim territories. So far, routine had meant exactly what it sounded like: empty space, silent comm channels, and a crew growing restless from the monotony.

"Maintain course," she said. "Keep the scans running on a continuous loop."

"Aye, Captain."

The bridge hummed with the low thrum of the ship's engines, a sound so constant that most of the crew had stopped hearing it years ago. Mirelle shifted in her seat, glancing at the chronometer. Another six hours until the next scheduled check-in with Command.

Commander David Reeves stood at the tactical station, running diagnostics that didn't need running. Lieutenant Yuki Tanaka adjusted the helm for the third time in as many minutes. Even Ensign Park at communications seemed to be finding reasons to check and recheck perfectly functional systems.

The kind of boredom that made captains nervous. Idle crews found trouble, or trouble found them. Mirelle had seen it happen before on other ships, other commands. People got complacent and missed the small details that could mean the difference between life and death.

She was about to order a drill when Chen's console erupted in alerts.

"Captain, I'm picking up an anomaly. Bearing two-seven-zero, distance approximately fifty thousand kilometers."

Every head on the bridge turned toward the sensor station. Mirelle felt the shift in atmosphere, the sudden spike of adrenaline that came with the unknown.

"What kind of anomaly?" she asked.

"I don't know. It's not registering as matter or energy. The sensors are having trouble classifying it."

Mirelle stood and moved closer to Chen's station. The data scrolling across his screens was unusual. The sensors cycled through classification after classification without settling on any single answer.

"On screen."

The main viewport shifted, magnifying the indicated coordinates. At first, Mirelle saw nothing but the usual stellar backdrop. Then Chen adjusted the filters, and it appeared.

A cloud hung in space like fog that had somehow survived without air to carry it. It shifted between visibility and transparency, as though it couldn't decide whether it wanted to exist. Perhaps two kilometers across, it pulsed with a faint luminescence that reminded Mirelle of the bioluminescent jellies she'd seen on Thalassa Prime.

But this was no living thing. The rhythm was too regular, too mechanical.

"Commander Reeves, what do you make of that?"

Reeves had moved to stand beside her. He'd served on frontier vessels for ten years before joining the Dauntless, and his instincts had saved his life more times than he could count. Right now those instincts were clearly telling him to be careful.

"Never seen anything like it," he said. "It's not a nebula. Could be some kind of spatial distortion. Maybe a micro-singularity that hasn't fully collapsed yet."

"Or it could be nothing," offered Tanaka from the helm, though her voice lacked conviction. "Space debris caught in an electromagnetic field?"

Chen shook his head. "The energy readings are too organized. There's a pattern to them. And the way it's pulsing—it's almost like it's transmitting something."

"A beacon?" Mirelle asked.

"Maybe."

The bridge fell silent, everyone watching the strange cloud as it pulsed in the darkness. Mirelle ran through her options. By the book, she should log this, mark the coordinates, and report it to Command. Let the science vessels with their specialized equipment study it properly.

But protocol assumed you were near civilization. Out here on the Rim, the nearest science ship was weeks away. And by the time it arrived, this thing could be gone.

And there was something else. A feeling in her gut that this mattered.

"Fifty thousand kilometers puts us well within safe scanning range," she said.

"Yes, Captain," Chen confirmed. "We could run a full-spectrum analysis from here without getting any closer."

"Weapons status?" she asked Reeves.

"All systems are nominal. Shields can be up in three seconds if needed."

Mirelle made her decision. "Chen, run a full scan. All sensors. I want to know what that thing is made of, where it came from, and what it's doing in the middle of nowhere."

"Aye, Captain."

As Chen began configuring the sensor arrays, Mirelle moved back to her command chair. She caught Reeves's eye and gave him a slight nod. He understood. They were taking a risk, but it was a calculated one.
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