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Darkness.

It stretched endlessly beyond the viewport of Voyager 4, a vast ocean of black velvet pierced by the faintest pinpricks of distant stars. Those distant suns shimmered like fragile promises, scattered beyond the outer boundary of the solar system. Symone knew better than to take comfort in them. Between her ship and those lights lay distances so immense that the human mind struggled to comprehend them: drifting debris, frozen gas clouds, rogue bodies of rock and ice, and the vast invisible shell of the Oort Cloud, where gravity loosened its hold and the solar system slowly surrendered itself to interstellar space.

Her breath fogged faintly against the glass before the environmental system whisked the moisture away. The cockpit of Voyager 4 remained perfectly regulated: temperature steady, oxygen levels ideal, the faint scent of sterile metal lingering in the recycled air. Yet Symone shivered anyway. It wasn’t cold that crept along her spine. It was pressure.

The crushing weight of the void pressed against the hull, silent and patient, like an ocean waiting for a crack in the glass.

Voyager 4 had been built for this frontier. The ship gleamed with reinforced alloys engineered to withstand cosmic radiation and micrometeor impacts. The cockpit was compact but elegant, with curved displays embedded seamlessly into the console and the hum of integrated AI whispering quietly beneath every system. Behind her, narrow crew bunks lined the inner corridor like metal shelves: functional, efficient, and barely large enough for a restless sleeper. The ship bore the name of an ancient probe that had once carried humanity’s curiosity into the dark. This vessel carried something far more dangerous.

It carried humanity itself.

Symone hugged her arms around herself and leaned closer to the console, eyes scanning lines of telemetry.

Where are you?

Coordinates flickered across the display as she overlaid multiple tracking models. The object had entered the heliopause two years ago, a silent intruder slipping through the invisible boundary where the solar wind died against the pressure of interstellar space. The calculations came from two sources: the recently released paper by Dr. Zane Cleobald and Dr. Addison Lybrand, who were still tracking the anomaly from Earth on behalf of the Space Authority, and the independent research conducted at Kuiper Station One on behalf of Space Solutions, a private entity composed of representatives from all of the off-Earth settlements and stations throughout the solar system. All of them were trying to answer the same question: What was coming toward the Sun?

Her fingers danced across the controls, cross-referencing trajectories, filtering gravitational anomalies, calculating the drift of surrounding debris. Her mission in this reality was complete. Everything she had done here—the alliances, the lies, the relationships she had built, the betrayals to all those things—had all led to this moment. Now it was time to begin the next phase. They had already failed twice. She swallowed hard.

Maybe this time will be different.

You couldn’t break the laws of physics, but if you understood them deeply enough then you could bend them. The previous loops had proven that much.

A soft chime broke the silence.

The ship’s AI projected a new navigation vector across the display, the path angling diagonally along the starboard axis.

Symone groaned quietly.

Emersyn.

Even with advanced navigation systems, Emersyn still thought like a human raised on a planet with gravity and direction. Forward. Backward. Up. Down. Concepts that meant nothing out here. In the outer solar system there was no horizon, no sky, no ground, only infinite directions in an infinite void. Humanity had reached the late twenty-second century, yet they were still toddlers learning how to walk in space.

Unfortunately, this mission had no time for learning curves. That’s why Symone had quietly sent a command to the crew’s neural implants after they left Kuiper Station One. Her eyes flicked toward the corridor leading to the bunks.

Camryn.

Dain.

Sulien.

Three of the brightest minds in astrophysics and engineering. They were the best in this reality and had helped her get this far. Now they slept. Their neural chips had released a carefully calibrated dose of melatonin, guiding them gently into unconsciousness shortly after departure. They would never know what waited at the heliopause. They would never see what existed between space and time. Exposure to it would destabilize everything.

Symone hated herself for doing it, but she hated something else more. She hated running out of time – again.

Her chest tightened as another face
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