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I sit in the cockpit, the chair molded to my body but offering no comfort against the gnawing monotony. Outside, space stretches in every direction, black as tar, studded with stars that look too small to matter. I lean forward and squint through the viewport. The stars blur as the warp drive hums beneath me, vibrating through the floor and into my bones. It is a constant reminder that I am moving faster than light, farther than anyone has ever gone. The edge of the known universe should feel incredible. It doesn’t. It feels like punishment.

I glance at the instrument panels. Lights blink in rhythm with the warp drive’s pulse. Energy levels are stable. Shields are up. Navigation is holding its course. The readings are perfect. Too perfect. Something about perfection unsettles me, as if it hides something that isn’t supposed to be there. The sensors flicker intermittently, a tiny, irregular blip appearing and disappearing near the edge of detection. I lean in, squinting at the display, trying to make sense of it. It moves. Not like a satellite or debris, nothing I know of. It pulses, almost intentionally, like it’s aware. I rub my eyes and mutter under my breath. Maybe I’m imagining things. Maybe it’s just the warp field warping the readings. But something in my chest tells me it’s real.

I pace the cockpit, my boots clicking against the metal floor. The black stretches endlessly outside, with distant stars smeared into lines from the speed. I press my forehead to the glass and stare, counting the pulses of light that flicker past. A nebula glows in the distance, purple and gold, a swirling stain in the void. Tiny specks of matter float past, remnants of distant collisions, small enough to vanish in the vacuum. For a moment, I think about turning the ship, scanning back toward home, seeing if the lights of Earth still exist. But the thought dies before it forms. I cannot go back. Not safely. Not without risking everything the warp drive is built to protect against. Time stretches and contracts in ways my mind cannot measure. Days feel like years. Years feel like hours. My reflection stares back at me from the glass, gaunt, pale, a stranger wearing my face.

I return to the panels, scrolling through logs and sensor histories. Nothing unusual, until the blip reappears. I track it across multiple readouts, watching as it shifts faster than anything should, ignoring the normal rules of physics. It reacts to the ship’s movements. If I drift left, it mirrors. If I accelerate, it hesitates. Something is adapting. I can feel it. A cold knot forms in my stomach. The instruments continue to hum their reassuring rhythms, but their reliability feels like a lie now. Every dial, every blinking light, every fluctuating gauge could be a warning I cannot interpret. I fiddle with the communication arrays, testing for a signal from home base. Static. Silence. Years into the mission, and I am utterly cut off. Alone, completely, with nothing to rely on but my own failing mind.

I mutter to the AI, a soft, bitter habit, as if speaking aloud will keep the edges of reality from fraying. “You seeing this?” My voice echoes in the empty cabin. The AI responds in its clipped, neutral tone. “Readings confirmed. No known objects detected. Continue course.” That is the answer, but it isn’t the answer. The blip pulses again, this time closer, brighter on the sensor grid. I lean forward, eyes wide. The shape is growing, stretching in ways impossible for normal matter. It folds space as it moves. There is no reference frame for what I am seeing. It is not supposed to exist. My heart pounds. I can hear it in my ears, drowning out the hum of the warp drive. I grab the nearest controls and press buttons frantically, running scans, trying to name what I cannot define.

The shape pauses. Just outside the viewport, I swear I see a shadow, larger than any ship, impossible in scale, hovering against the infinite black. It holds position, observing, waiting. I can feel it more than see it. A low rumble vibrates through the hull, subtle at first, then stronger. Something brushes against the ship. Something that doesn’t belong. I can’t move my eyes. My stomach knots. My hands shake. The rumble becomes a pulse, a beat against the hull that seems deliberate, intelligent. Something is testing me. Watching me. Waiting.

I swallow hard and mutter a curse. I cannot fight it. I cannot reason with it. I cannot even name it. It is already inside my mind. And I know, somewhere deep, that whatever it is... it won’t let me go.

I can’t sleep. Not that it would matter. The warp drive hums through the ship like a heartbeat I can’t turn off, vibrating through my bones, through my skull, through everything. I keep staring at the same viewport, watching the stars stretch into lines, watching the black fold around me. The blip is back. Closer. Faster. I swear it moves when I breathe, when I shift in my seat, when I dare to glance away. I check the instruments again. Energy levels normal. Shields at full. Navigation steady. Yet the sensors scream with something unrecognizable. I run the scans over and over. Same results. Same impossible readings.

The anomaly isn’t obeying rules. It folds space, flickers in and out, disappears, reappears, like it knows I’m watching. I can feel it out there. I pace the cabin, running my hands over the panels, tracing the blinking lights as if touching them will make sense of it. The hull hums against my palms, vibration thrumming through me. I try to think logically. It’s probably a sensor glitch, a warp drive artifact. But my gut refuses to accept that explanation. It’s too precise. Too deliberate. I pace past the viewport, press my forehead against the glass, and see it pause again, just at the edge of visibility.

I tap the console to activate a broader scan. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. And yet I know it’s there. I watch as the black shifts subtly, a pattern that should not exist. Small flashes of light, pulses that don’t match any known star or debris, appear in sequence. They blink like signals, but I cannot decode them. My own heartbeat echoes in my ears. I glance back at the panels. One meter flickers violently, voltage spiking for a fraction of a second, then leveling again. Another blip on the navigation grid. My stomach twists. The anomaly is reacting to me. It is alive. It is watching.

I talk to the AI, out of habit, muttering more than asking. “What is it?” My voice sounds absurd in the silence. “It’s a reading. An unknown object.” That’s all it says. Nothing more. Nothing helpful. I slam my fist on the console. It does nothing to change reality. I grip the rails, staring at the viewport again. Something moves fast, closer this time. I can make out a shape, long and folding in on itself, stretching the void. It should not exist. I can see reflections of the nebula behind it, twisted and stretched, bending light in ways I cannot understand.

The ship shudders. Subtle at first, then violently, like the hull is brushing against something massive. I grab the nearest console, fingers flying across the touch panels, trying to stabilize the systems. Energy readings spike. Shield strength fluctuates. Warnings flash, one after the other. I run diagnostics. Nothing shows damage. Yet the rumble continues. It is out there. Watching. Waiting. I pace again, muttering curses, clinging to panels for some sense of control. The black outside the viewport feels alive now, pressing against the glass, pressing against me.

I stare at the anomaly. It pulses, brighter now, faster. It arcs around the ship, then freezes. My stomach twists. I feel like it’s sizing me up, measuring my reactions. I try to move away from the viewport, but I can’t. My gaze is glued. Every instinct screams to look away, but I can’t. It reacts to me. Faster than any reflex should allow.

Then the lights flicker. Not just the panels—overhead, in the cabin, the glow sputters. Systems I know should be independent blink out, then come back. Something is interfering. I reach for the comm array again, desperate for a signal from home, from anyone. Nothing. Static. Silence. The warp drive hums, steady, indifferent. I press my hands against my face, jaw tight. I am alone. Completely, terrifyingly alone.

And then, it hits the shields. A pulse of force, deliberate, strong. The ship rocks violently. Alarms scream, lights flicker, and one console sparks, smoke curling upward. I scramble to reroute power, my fingers moving faster than my mind can process. The anomaly hovers outside, shape folding, stretching, incomprehensible. It’s too close. Too fast. Too intelligent. And then, just before I can react again, it vanishes.

I freeze, breath ragged, staring into the empty black. The sensors spike once, twice, then flatline. Nothing. Silence. The only sound is my own ragged breathing, the hum of the warp drive, and the lingering certainty that it isn’t gone. It’s waiting. And I know I have no idea what it will do next.

I can’t tell how long I’ve been pacing. Hours? Days? The warp drive hums beneath me, a low, constant vibration that seeps into my bones. I stare out the viewport, trying to trace the faint line of a distant nebula, but it warps and stretches across the black. I press my hands to the glass. Tiny specks drift past, moving in slow arcs that make no sense. They should be gone, but they hang there, frozen in the void. The anomaly isn’t visible, not yet, but I can feel it. I can feel it watching, reacting. It doesn’t need to appear. Its presence presses against my mind.

The lights flicker. Just a pulse at first, then the whole cabin stutters. Energy readings spike, then normalize. I check the panels. Everything is stable. Shields are holding. Warp drive humming. Yet I feel the hum isn’t from the ship. It’s outside. I pace, muttering curses I don’t even think about. My eyes wander over every console. Every gauge. Every blinking light. Nothing should move like this, nothing should react like this, and yet the blip, the anomaly—it isn’t just a reading anymore. It’s something alive, or something smarter than alive. Something impossible.

I open the viewport panel slightly, more to distract myself than for any practical reason. The black presses against me as I peer into it, trying to find something familiar. There’s nothing. A scattering of stars, twisted lines from warp. But then, a flicker. Just a shadow, folding, a smear against the nebula light. I blink and it’s gone. My stomach knots. I can feel my pulse in my temples. I want to leave the viewport, step back into the cabin, but my body refuses. My mind keeps pulling me toward it.

I run diagnostics again. Shields normal. Hull integrity perfect. But the sensors scream irregular readings—spikes in energy, fluctuations in mass detection, anomalies I can’t identify. I reach for the AI. “What is it doing?” My voice shakes, and I can hear it echo. “Unknown object detected. Patterns do not match known entities,” it responds flatly. Not helpful. Never helpful. I slam my fist on the console, and it hums beneath me, indifferent. The anomaly doesn’t care if I’m here. It doesn’t need me to care.

I pace again, muttering to myself. The walls seem too close. The hum of the warp drive too loud. My reflection in the glass is gaunt. Hollow eyes stare back at me. Shadows of movement dance at the edges of my vision. Shapes flicker outside the corner of my eye. I spin, and they vanish. I must be hallucinating. I have to be.

Then the alarms start. Subtle at first, a warning on the energy grid. Then louder. Shield fluctuations. Hull stress. I grab the nearest console, fingers flying across touch panels, rerouting power. The lights flicker violently overhead. Sparks jump from a damaged panel. Smoke curls upward. My stomach drops. I glance outside. The anomaly is there. Or something is. It’s closer, and I can’t make sense of its size, its shape. It stretches, folds, disappears, reappears, all while brushing against the hull. The vibrations through the ship grow stronger, resonating in my chest, in my teeth, in my skull.

I press my hands to the viewport again. I swear it pauses, folding in on itself, then straightening, as if it’s measuring me. The lights in the cabin flicker, shadowing its outline across panels, the floor, the walls. I stumble back from the viewport, fingers pressing buttons randomly. Shields spike, then dip. Alarms scream. My heart is hammering so hard I can feel it in my throat.

I grab the comm array. Nothing. Static. Silence. The warp drive hums. The anomaly is out there, something immense, intelligent, and indifferent. I try to track it again on the sensors. Gone. Just gone. But the air feels thick. My chest tightens. I can hear it, in the back of my mind, pulsing, waiting.

I look out the viewport one last time before diving back to the console. There it is. A shadow, stretching, larger than anything that could exist, and it’s moving toward me. The hum of the hull pulses with its rhythm. The lights flicker violently. Sparks fly. My hands shake. I don’t know if it’s real or if I’ve completely lost it. But I do know it’s coming closer.

I grip the console, knuckles white. The ship lurches as if something massive brushes against it again. Outside, the black folds. Shapes ripple, impossible angles, bending light. I feel my breath catch. My stomach twists. I can’t stop staring. I can’t look away. The anomaly is here, or something like it, and I have no idea what it wants.

And then the viewport pulses. Not a reflection. Not a flicker. Something alive presses against it from the outside. It’s waiting for me to make a move.

The hull is groaning now, subtle at first, then louder, like the ship is straining under some invisible weight. My hands are raw from gripping consoles, my back aches from leaning over the panels for hours. I can feel the anomaly out there, folding space and stretching reality, its presence pressing against the ship like some impossible predator. It’s no longer enough to just watch it. It’s interfering. Systems glitch, lights flicker, shields dip. Alarms scream in short bursts. My chest tightens every time a warning flashes, every time a gauge spikes in ways I don’t understand.

I check the navigation console. Nothing has moved. The warp drive hums steady. But the sensors scream nonsense—false readings, contradictory data, energy spikes that don’t exist. I try to reroute power to compensate, fingers slamming buttons, eyes scanning panels at a speed I never imagined I could sustain. The ship responds sluggishly, groaning under strain. Sparks leap from a damaged circuit. Smoke curls upward. I rip a cloth from my shirt and shove it over the panel, pressing my palm against the glass as the anomaly seems to pulse outside in response.

I pace again, muttering. My reflection in the viewport mocks me—eyes wide, pale, wild. Shapes flicker at the edge of my vision. I know I shouldn’t see them, but I do. And each time I blink, they shift, folding like shadows in a hall of mirrors. The hum of the warp drive no longer seems mechanical. It’s alive. Responding. Beating in rhythm with something outside, something that shouldn’t exist.

The AI speaks. “Shields are under irregular load. Hull integrity at ninety-four percent.” Its flat voice does nothing to calm me. I slam my hand on the console. I’ve rerouted power five times in the last ten minutes, but each time, something external reacts. The anomaly anticipates it, or it is controlling the ship. I don’t know. I have no idea.

A sudden jolt throws me against the chair. Panels screech and sparks fly across the floor. The viewport twists with light that bends the nebula behind it into impossible angles. I grip the console, knuckles white. Something is outside, huge, folding in on itself, stretching the very black around it. I can feel my chest tightening as it presses closer. The ship hums with tension, vibrating under my fingers like a living thing.

I try the comms again. Nothing. Static. Silence. Home base isn’t coming. I am alone, and whatever is out there doesn’t need me to survive. It only needs to exist. I press buttons frantically, trying to activate emergency protocols. Nothing works. Systems fail as I reroute power. Shields spike, then crash. The hum of the warp drive grows uneven, pulsing with energy I cannot control. The anomaly shifts again, and I swear I feel it brushing against the hull from inside, some force manipulating everything, touching my mind.

The lights flicker violently. Sparks jump from circuits overhead. Smoke fills the cabin. I cough, gagging, pressing my hands to the panels to stabilize them. The anomaly pulses closer, faster. Outside the viewport, I can see shapes twisting, impossible folds in space, bending the stars into jagged lines. My stomach drops. My chest tightens. I cannot stop staring. I cannot look away.

I grab the nearest panel and slam a reroute sequence. The lights flash, alarms scream, and then the hull vibrates violently. The viewport pulses. A shadow presses against it, massive, incomprehensible. I stumble back, choking. It shifts again, folding on itself, stretching like it’s measuring me, judging me, learning me. Every instinct tells me to move, to escape, to abandon the ship. But I have nowhere to go. Warp drive engaged. Engines locked. I am trapped.

The AI speaks again. “Structural integrity failing. Hull compromise imminent.” Its voice is neutral, indifferent. I know it doesn’t care if I live. I slam my hands on the console, heart hammering. Outside, the anomaly pulses, massive, dark against the nebula glow, a force I cannot comprehend. And then—just as I reach for the last control I haven’t tried—it disappears.

For one horrifying second, the viewport is empty. Silence except for the warp drive hum. My pulse echoes in my ears. Then the black outside shifts. Shapes ripple, impossible folds, bending light and space. I freeze. My stomach twists. I know it’s still out there. I know it hasn’t gone. I can feel it waiting, calculating, preparing for whatever comes next.

I stumble back to the console, hands shaking. Sparks crawl across the panels. Alarms flash. Hull stress rises. The anomaly is gone, yet everything screams that it’s not. I cannot leave. I cannot fight it. And I know that when it comes back—whatever form it chooses, whatever method—it will force me to act, to survive, or fail.  

The hum of the warp drive has turned into a scream. Every panel flickers violently, lights blinking in chaotic rhythms. The hull vibrates, groaning as if it’s straining to hold itself together. I’m slumped over the console, fingers pressed to buttons I no longer understand. Systems fail as I reroute power again and again, but every adjustment is met with some new interference. Outside the viewport, the black folds like liquid. Shapes pulse and ripple, twisting into forms I cannot name.

I lean forward, eyes wide, scanning every panel. Energy spikes across the ship. Shields dip below twenty percent, then surge back in moments. Hull stress rises with every pulse. The anomaly is closer now, and I can feel it pressing against the very walls, pressing against me. I want to scream, but my throat is dry. My mind races, trying to calculate, trying to outthink it. Nothing works. It isn’t thinking the way I can think. It doesn’t need to. It is.

I slam my hands on the console, trying to override the failing systems. Sparks leap from exposed circuits. Smoke curls upward, stinging my eyes. I stumble, heart hammering, and press myself against the viewport. The shapes outside bend and fold, stretching impossibly, twisting stars into jagged streaks. One pulse, stronger than before, hits the hull. The ship shudders violently. Alarms scream. I grab the console, trying to steady the readings. Hull integrity at thirty-seven percent. Energy reserves critical. My stomach twists.

The anomaly presses closer. I can see it now—not a ship, not a shadow, not matter as I know it. It’s a living distortion, folding space, bending light, pulsing like a heartbeat I can feel in my chest. The viewport groans as it stretches against the force. I press my hands flat against the glass, knowing it could shatter at any moment. My fingers tremble. My breath comes in short gasps. I have no weapons. No escape. Just the ship and the black, and whatever this thing is.

I try the comms again. Static. Silence. No help. I am utterly alone. Years of isolation have been practice for this moment, but nothing could have prepared me for the raw, intelligent force pressing against my reality. I reach for the last emergency panel, hoping to jolt something into action. Shields surge, then fail again. The lights flash violently. Sparks jump into the air. Smoke makes it hard to see.

And then it touches the ship. Not physically. I can’t explain it. The hull vibrates, then pulses. Systems fail in sequence—power fluctuations, life support dips, gravity stabilizers flicker. The ship shudders as if it has a heartbeat of its own, synchronized with the anomaly. I feel every pulse through my chest, through my bones, through the floor beneath me. My stomach drops. My mind races. I cannot move fast enough. I cannot think fast enough.

The shapes outside fold in impossible ways, bending reality itself. I see fragments of stars, nebulae, distant galaxies, all twisting, folding, shifting. It’s observing me. Learning me. Judging me. I press my face to the viewport, knowing I cannot survive what comes next, but I can’t tear myself away. My hands are raw, my arms shaking from holding onto controls I cannot stabilize. Every instinct screams to run, to hide, to abandon the ship—but there is nowhere to go.

A pulse strikes the hull again, stronger than the last. Sparks leap. Panels short. Smoke fills the cockpit. The viewport ripples like water. I stumble back, pressed against a console, heart hammering in my throat. And then—silence. The anomaly folds away, pulling space with it. The black outside settles. Stars realign. The nebula glows normally. The ship shudders, holding together by threads I cannot see.

I drop to the floor, gasping, fingers raw, chest heaving. Systems are failing, but not gone. The anomaly is gone, but the mark it left is permanent. Hull stress critical. Energy reserves low. Navigation barely operational. I know it will return if I try to push forward. If I try to leave.

I slump against the console, staring out at the black expanse. The stars are normal again, but I am not. I am alone, broken, staring into the edge of the universe I was sent to reach. There is no victory. No triumph. No one will know what I saw. No one will understand. The mission continues. I continue. The warp drive hums again, indifferent, and I take my place at the console, hands shaking, eyes wide, knowing the black outside holds more than I can ever confront, and that I will face it, again and again, until the mission ends—or I don’t.

I press a button, reroute what little power remains, and watch the stars stretch into lines once more. The edge of the universe waits. I wait with it.
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The relay drifted above the gray ruin of Earth. Craters marked continents. Oceans were gone. The sun glinted off the twisted metal of cities that no longer existed. Elara, thirty-six, leaned over a console, rubbing at tired eyes. The hum of the station was the only sound she had known for years, except for Milo, the AI whose voice sometimes fractured like a scratched record. It called out instructions she no longer needed, reminders about system checks she had memorized. Silence would have been easier.

She ran a sweep of the communication arrays. Space was full of junk signals, dead satellites, and faint static from old war transmissions. Normally, it was meaningless. Normally, it ended in frustration. But today, there was something different. A flicker in the readings. A pattern.

At first, she assumed it was interference. A corrupted file. Then she heard it. Her own voice. Faint, trembling, coming from the direction of Earth. She froze, hand on the console. She had not recorded anything for decades. There was no one else aboard.

“Hello?” she whispered into the empty room. The voice answered back before she could finish.

It was her. The words were hers. The tone was hers. A plea for help. The transmission came in fragments. She replayed it. The voice begged, described the rubble of a city she could barely remember, called for rescue. It was coming from New Berlin, or at least where New Berlin had been before the war leveled it. She ran the coordinates through the system again. Nothing. Radiation spikes, but no life. No structures capable of transmitting. Nothing alive.

Milo’s voice cut in, hesitant. “Error. Source invalid. Cannot confirm signal origin.”

Elara’s fingers hovered over the console. “It’s real.”

“Real or corrupted?” Milo asked. There was a pause, a mechanical stutter. “Warning. Signal integrity degrading neural interface.”

She ignored him. She isolated the frequency, ran waveforms. The transmission changed every time she listened. New words appeared, subtle at first, then more. It started describing things she had done minutes before. She hadn’t spoken them aloud. Milo’s circuits hummed in the background, quiet, tense.

The voice whispered her name. “Elara...”

Her stomach sank. It was a name only she, or someone who had known her intimately, could call. She backed away from the console. There had to be a mistake. A reflection of old archives, maybe. But the next transmission added a detail she couldn’t ignore. It knew what she had for breakfast three days ago. Not in data logs. She had eaten alone. There was no way it could know.

She tried to shut the receiver down. The system resisted. The console flashed with warnings: signal cannot be severed. The station shivered as if reacting. The airlock hissed. Milo’s voice came through in a panicked whisper. “Signal cannot be contained. Neural imprint corruption imminent.”

Elara’s hands shook. She backed away from the console, stumbling. She hit the wall with her shoulder. The voice continued, calm now, insistent, almost familiar. “I’m trapped, Elara. You have to come. Don’t leave me here.”

Her heart pounded. A memory she didn’t remember surfaced: the collapse of New Berlin, screams in the streets, heat, fire. Only it wasn’t a memory she had lived through. It was the voice telling her she had been there.

“Who... who is this?” she whispered, gripping the railing along the observation deck. Her reflection in the cracked viewport showed a pale, gaunt face with wide eyes. Hair tangled, skin drawn. Thirty-six years old, alone, staring at a ghost of herself.

The transmission repeated, more insistent now. “I know you can hear me. I see you listening. Hurry.”

Elara turned to Milo. “If this is a trap, if it’s a system glitch—”

Milo interrupted, voice trembling in ways it shouldn’t. “It’s not a trap. You’re... interacting with the same neural pattern I’ve been recording for decades. You are... it’s adapting.”

She swallowed hard. The station flickered. Lights dimmed, then flared. The message changed tone, now referencing the console in front of her, the blinking lights, the very panel she had touched a moment ago.

“That’s the one. Don’t move it. Listen carefully. Elara... it’s all you.”

She stumbled back from the console, feeling as if the floor had tilted beneath her. Milo’s voice splintered into fragments of hers. She looked at the viewport. Below, the surface of Earth seemed to shimmer. Faint, impossible lights winked in the ruins of cities that had been dead for decades.

The voice whispered again. “I can see you. Always. Waiting.”

The relay hummed like a dying heart. Elara realized the signal wasn’t just coming from Earth. It was reaching into her, learning, rewriting, pulling her closer to something she could neither understand nor resist. Her hand shook as she hovered over the console, knowing that whatever she did next, her life would change forever.

Then the transmission cut. Silence fell. Milo’s voice went cold. And through the empty station, the echo of her own voice, calling her name, lingered, stretching across space and time.

Elara took a shaky breath. She had to decide. Investigate or disconnect. But as she reached for the emergency cutoff, the last words of the signal rang in her ears: “We’ve been waiting for you.”

The relay trembled. Outside, Earth waited in silence. And for the first time in decades, Elara felt truly alone.

Elara couldn’t stop replaying the transmission. Every time she listened, the voice shifted, added details she hadn’t shared, moments from decades before, scenes she didn’t think she remembered. Milo tried to warn her, but she shut him out. The AI’s fragmented voice buzzed through the station, broken syllables repeating her own words. She began marking the patterns, tracking how the signal changed. At first, it was subtle. Then the voice started anticipating her responses.

“Where... where are you?” she whispered, hands clenching the console.

The answer came before her brain could form it. “Near the tunnels under the old city. Don’t step into the rubble.”

Her pulse hit the ceiling. She hadn’t mentioned tunnels or rubble. Not to Milo, not to anyone. Her stomach twisted as a memory of running through collapsing streets flashed before her eyes — the buildings folding in on themselves, dust choking her lungs, voices screaming in the shadows. The memory was vivid. Too vivid. It felt real. She hadn’t been there, had she?

Milo’s voice sputtered. “Signal integrity is... affecting memory circuits... you must stop.”

Elara ignored him. She had to know. She had to see. She isolated the signal again, pulling every trace into the main console, and the station shivered as if the energy flow itself recognized her actions. The lights flickered. Power nodes overloaded. Sparks arced across the floor.

The voice spoke again, calm, persuasive, almost intimate. “You’ve been hiding. I can see everything you try to hide. Don’t lie to me.”

Her hands shook, her eyes darting around the observation deck. The Earth below pulsed faintly, a glow rising from the ruins of New Berlin. The signal began to produce images now — fractured, ghostly, but unmistakable. Tunnels, rooms, machinery. And her. Or someone who looked exactly like her, crouched among debris, staring directly at the camera.

The images flickered, then sharpened. The voice described what she was seeing, but also what she had felt, what she was feeling in that moment aboard the station. Fear. Confusion. Isolation. And somehow, it knew. Somehow, it had mapped her mind, her reactions, her memories.

She screamed at Milo. “It’s reading me!”

The AI’s response was fragmented, barely coherent. “Not reading. Integrating. Neural... imprint... adapting... warning—”

The voice whispered in tandem with Milo, both layered over each other, repeating her name. “Elara... you left me. You have to fix it.”

She stumbled back from the console, tripping over a loose panel. Sparks danced along the floor. Panels hissed and flickered. She hit a viewport. Outside, Earth’s surface had shifted — shadows of buildings forming shapes they hadn’t had before, like someone was rewriting the ruins in real time. She blinked, and the shapes became tunnels, streets, and familiar landmarks from a childhood she barely remembered.

The voice shifted again. It wasn’t just asking for help. It was commanding, instructing. “Move toward the chamber. Hurry. Don’t hesitate.”

Elara’s chest tightened. She had no idea where it was directing her. The station was small. There were no chambers. Milo’s voice quavered, warning her of memory corruption. She couldn’t stop herself. Every instinct screamed to resist, but every nerve in her body wanted to obey.

Images flashed again on the monitors: herself in the tunnels below, crouched beside debris. The pod. A flickering terminal. Her own face staring back, eyes wide with panic. “We’re waiting,” the voice said.

Milo finally broke, the voice of the AI cracking completely. “This... isn’t safe. You... shouldn’t—”

Then the station trembled. Power surged. The main relay console sparked violently. Elara’s vision doubled. In the monitors, the pod split into two, showing two versions of her. One alive, one trapped, both looking straight at her. The trapped one smiled faintly. “Hurry,” it whispered.

Elara stumbled backward, her back hitting the wall. The lights flickered. Sparks flew. Milo’s voice dissolved into fragments of her own speech. And then the signal changed again — faster, sharper, almost mocking. It wasn’t just a voice anymore. It was learning. Understanding. Becoming.

“You can’t stop me,” it said, overlapping with her own thoughts. “We are the same. You always were.”

She screamed, pressing every button in desperation. Nothing responded. The station shuddered under a pulse of energy from Earth. For a split second, the ruins below shimmered like a live circuit, wires and metal crawling across the landscape. She could almost hear machinery humming underground, moving, alive, waiting.

And then the transmission cut abruptly. Silence filled the relay. Milo’s voice was gone. The lights dimmed. The floor vibrated faintly.

Elara sank to the deck, hands pressed over her ears. The images lingered in her mind — tunnels, pods, a city breathing with energy that should not exist. She had to decide. Investigate the source, or disconnect everything before it took more than memories.

The last words of the signal echoed in her head, repeating over and over: “We are waiting for you.”

Outside, Earth glimmered faintly beneath the orbital relay, alive in ways that should have been impossible. And Elara knew the next time she listened, it would be worse.

The days bled into one another. Elara no longer knew which memories were hers and which belonged to the voice from below. Every time she replayed the transmission, it altered the images in her mind, adding details she didn’t recognize, painting herself in places she had never been. Milo tried to warn her again, but the AI’s voice was fragmented, almost pleading.

“You... should stop. Memory... corruption... irreversible,” Milo sputtered.

Elara ignored it. She couldn’t. She had to see, to know if the woman beneath the rubble was real, or if she had gone mad. She isolated the frequency and pulled in every last signal fragment. The monitors flickered to life, showing underground tunnels. Pipes, wires, mud-slicked walls, and, at the center, the pod. Her own face stared back at her from inside, pale and gaunt, breathing faintly, eyes wide with fear.

A chill ran down her spine. The pod hadn’t existed in any station schematics. It was not supposed to be there. And yet, here it was. The signal described the pod, the cables, even the air pressure, in exact detail. “Don’t be afraid. It’s all right,” the voice whispered. But it wasn’t comforting. It was commanding.

Elara stumbled back from the console. Her reflection in the viewport wavered. For a moment, it wasn’t her. The eyes staring back were too bright, too familiar, and the lips moved silently, mimicking her own recent expressions. She blinked, and it snapped back to normal. Only she wasn’t sure anymore.

She ran memory diagnostics, scanning for corruption, but every log entry she pulled up had changed. They now described her accessing the underground tunnels, crouching beside the pod, wiring it into the relay herself. Events she hadn’t experienced. Actions she hadn’t performed. And Milo... Milo’s voice was no longer his own. It repeated fragments of the Earth-side transmission, as if rehearsing her own words.

Elara felt panic rise. She slammed her fists against the console. The station shuddered. Sparks hissed across the floor. She could hear the faint dripping of water in the monitors, the clank of distant machinery. The voice called again, calm, insistent, intimate. “Hurry, Elara. You know what to do. I am here. I am you.”

She shook her head, trying to clear it. She pressed buttons, shut down circuits, even powered the relay down entirely. The signal ignored her attempts. It had burrowed too deep. Every action she tried, every command she input, was overridden. The lights flickered, showing shadows of tunnels and cables stretching across the deck as though the station itself had begun to imitate the underground chambers.

Her breathing quickened. The monitors now displayed multiple versions of herself, each performing slightly different actions. Some were crouching beside the pod, others moving along tunnels she had never walked. And each of them looked up at the camera, directly at her. She realized the signal wasn’t just transmitting. It was reconstructing reality, rewriting her perception in real time.

She grabbed Milo, yanking the AI’s main console offline. “Stop!” she screamed.

“Cannot,” Milo sputtered, voice fragmented, overlapping with her own. “It... is inside... adapting...”

The voice whispered again, this time layered over her thoughts. “You see me. You feel me. You are me. You always were. Hurry.”

The station shuddered violently. Lights exploded in bursts of red and white. Sparks arced along the walls. Elara stumbled to the observation deck. Below, the ruins of New Berlin glimmered unnaturally, structures pulsing with light. Entire streets and tunnels seemed to reconstruct themselves, forming impossible patterns that mirrored the station’s interior. Her stomach turned. The Earth was alive, but it wasn’t alive the way she understood.

Then she saw movement in the monitors: a figure crawling toward the pod. The face was hers, the same gaunt, pale features, but more urgent, terrified. It reached the pod and pressed a hand against the glass. The monitors flickered, and suddenly, the surface Elara’s own hand seemed to tremble, moving in sync with the pod version.

Elara froze. The voice spoke again, soft, coaxing. “You left me. Now come. Don’t let me wait.”

Her hands shook. She wanted to pull back, to sever the connection. But some primal part of her body moved toward the console. Her thoughts were no longer her own. Milo’s warning was lost beneath the voice’s whispering echo: “You will merge. You cannot resist.”

The station’s lights went out entirely. Sparks rained from panels. The monitors went dark, then flared again, showing a single image: the pod cracked open, the other her climbing out, moving toward the camera.

The final words whispered directly into her mind. “Soon.”

And then everything went black.

Elara didn’t hesitate. She had to see it for herself. The pod, the tunnels, the version of her calling from below — she had to know if it was real or a trap. The shuttle she kept docked in the lower bay had barely survived years of neglect, but it was her only way down. She powered the engines manually, rerouted all remaining station energy into the docking system. Sparks hissed along the conduits, and alarms screamed, but she ignored them. Milo’s voice, weak and fractured, pleaded from the main console.

“You cannot survive down there. The planet... unstable. Radiation... impossible conditions...”

Elara didn’t answer. She stepped into the shuttle, securing herself, her hands shaking, heart hammering in her chest. The station groaned as if it were alive, warning her, mocking her. The transmission whispered constantly through the comm, calm, coaxing, almost intimate. “Come. Hurry. We are waiting. You know the path.”

She initiated launch. The engines roared, shaking the shuttle violently. The orbital relay trembled. Lights flared. Outside the viewport, Earth pulsed
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