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  For my beautiful, loving wife — your patience outlasted the mission clock and the void between transmissions.




For my family — who believed I’d come back from the dark side of obsession.




For my friends — who never reported the strange frequencies.




And for every soul who’s looked at the Moon and felt it looking back — this file was never meant to exist.
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  Countdown to History

  
  




The Florida air shimmered with heat and tension. Beyond the guarded perimeter of Kennedy Space Center, camera lenses glinted like a thousand restless eyes. Journalists packed the observation bleachers and media platforms, their voices weaving a static hum of anticipation beneath the thunder of helicopters circling above. It was June 12th, 2027—two days before humanity’s long-awaited return to the Moon.




The Artemis II mission had already been delayed multiple times but the media and the science community still called this “the second great leap.” The headlines spoke of it with the reverence of scripture: “Humanity Reclaims the Heavens.” “The Return to Lunar Orbit.” “A Mission Beyond Memory.”




Inside the press room, bright white lights blazed down on the NASA insignia, while an ocean of cameras and microphones pointed toward a simple wooden podium. Administrator Laura Cain, a woman with steel-gray hair and a voice that could command silence from a crowd, stood tall before them.




“Tomorrow morning,” she began, her words echoing over the PA system, “the Artemis II crew will embark on the most advanced manned mission in human history. The first return to lunar orbit since Apollo 17—fifty-five years ago.”




Applause thundered through the hall, though it carried the rehearsed enthusiasm of ceremony.




Behind her, on the large screen, the four crew members appeared—standing shoulder to shoulder in crisp white suits adorned with blue mission patches.




Commander Dr. Marcus Halloran, 46, the mission’s geophysicist, shifted slightly as he adjusted his glasses. His reputation preceded him—an outspoken believer in the anomalies of deep space telemetry. His previous papers had been dismissed by many as speculative fiction. He’d once described a “non-random resonance” detected from the Moon’s far side—something that hummed just beyond measurable frequency.




Deputy Commander Alyssa Reeve, 38, a veteran of two orbital missions, stood at the centre. Her posture was textbook-perfect, her expression composed. Yet her eyes—an unusual shade of pale gray—betrayed a glimmer of something unspoken. She smiled on cue for the cameras, but even through the pixelation of the broadcast, there was a strange distance in her gaze.




To her left, Flight Engineer Devin Cho, 34, maintained the easy calm of an engineer who trusted his equations more than people. He was the quiet architect of systems, the kind of man who would rather talk to circuits than journalists. His hair was neatly cropped, his smile polite, his thoughts hidden.




And finally, Dr. Lina Novak, 31, the youngest of the team and a theoretical physicist from Prague, known for her work on quantum field anomalies. She exuded a quiet curiosity, her questions always a step too far for comfort.




Together, they looked perfect—modern pioneers, poised to reignite humanity’s cosmic ambition. But beneath the practiced smiles and clean press photos, small fractures ran deep.







Mission Logs: Reeve, A. – June 11, 2027 (Pre-Launch Day -1)

“Dreamt of falling again. Not from the ladder this time, but from orbit.

The stars were gone. Only black. I was weightless, but not floating—more like sinking.

Every breath I took echoed, and there was… a hum. Not mechanical. Organic.

Woke up before I hit anything.”







The final day of training began under the brutal Florida sun. Inside Building 9, the crew went through last-minute simulations.




“Docking sequence, manual override—Commander, your call,” Devin said from the control chair.




Alyssa glanced at the checklist, then back at him. “Proceeding with vector correction, RCS thrusters engaged.”




The mock control deck hummed with synthetic sound. Green lights flickered across their visors.




“Contact light—capture confirmed,” Halloran said, his tone flat but his grin genuine.




For a moment, laughter broke the sterile silence of the room.




“That’s it,” Novak said, clapping once. “We could do it blindfolded now.”




“Let’s not test that theory,” Alyssa replied.




Their camaraderie was real, if cautious. Years of training had forged a professional closeness—a trust built on procedure and silence. They didn’t need to like one another; they needed to depend on one another.




During the break, Halloran sat alone in the simulation bay, staring at a small monitor looping the live telemetry from the lunar reconnaissance satellites.




Devin noticed. “You still looking for your ghost signal?”




Halloran’s lips twitched. “It’s not a ghost.”




Devin smirked. “NASA disagrees.”




“NASA ignored the data,” Halloran said, lowering his voice. “The resonance pattern repeats every twenty-eight hours. It’s coming from the far side crater—Daedalus region. No known geological source. It’s not natural.”




Devin leaned back, crossing his arms. “Even if it isn’t—what are you expecting to find there? Aliens? Machines? The Moon humming lullabies?”




Halloran’s eyes didn’t leave the screen. “I don’t know. But it’s singing again.”







Interview Excerpt – Dr. Lina Novak (NASA Archive Footage, June 2027)




Reporter: “Dr. Novak, as the mission physicist, what excites you most about Artemis II?”




Novak: “That we’re going back. That humanity still looks up and wonders. We’ve stared at the Moon for millennia—it’s time we listened.”




Reporter: “Listened?”




Novak (smiling): “Yes. The Moon isn’t just rock and dust. It remembers.”







By nightfall, the Orion spacecraft was being rolled out to Launch Pad 39B under the blinding glare of floodlights. Thousands of engineers and technicians watched in silence as the white capsule and its golden heat shield glided slowly along the crawler track. The distant rumble of machinery echoed like a heartbeat across the flat expanse of the Cape.




Alyssa stood apart from the crowd on the viewing platform, hands in her jacket pockets.




Beside her, Laura Cain approached quietly. “You should be resting.”




“Couldn’t sleep,” Alyssa said.




“Pre-launch nerves?”




Alyssa shook her head. “Dreams.”




Laura studied her. “The same one?”




Alyssa hesitated. “Falling. Always falling. But this time I heard something—someone—before I woke. It said…”




She stopped.




Laura waited. “It said what?”




Alyssa exhaled. “It said, ‘You’re already there.’”




Silence lingered between them. Only the low whine of hydraulics filled the night.




“You’ve been under pressure,” Laura said finally. “When you’re up there, everything will make sense again. Focus on the mission.”




Alyssa gave a small nod, though her gaze remained locked on the spacecraft. Its surface gleamed under the lights, almost too bright—like something that didn’t belong to this world.







In the press centre, journalists typed feverishly, their screens glowing like stars in a synthetic constellation. Satellite trucks hummed, feeding images of the rollout to billions watching worldwide.




From Tokyo to Toronto, from Nairobi to New York, humanity held its breath.




The narration on the live broadcast was calm and measured:




“The Artemis II spacecraft, named Orion, is now making its slow journey to the launch pad. Atop the SLS rocket, it stands 322 feet tall, the most powerful vehicle ever built. Inside, every system—every seal, wire, and circuit—represents the culmination of decades of research and thousands of dreams. Tomorrow, at 07:42 Eastern Standard Time, four astronauts will ignite engines that will carry them farther than any human has travelled since 1972.”




But inside the control rooms, the air felt heavy. Subtle malfunctions had appeared over the past 48 hours—minor anomalies in telemetry readings, transient power spikes, misaligned sensor logs. The kind of technical ghosts engineers blamed on humidity or bad wiring.




One console operator swore he heard something faint through the static during a comms test—a low, rhythmic pulsing, like a heartbeat.




When they replayed the recording, it was gone.







Later, as the floodlights dimmed and the crowds dispersed, Halloran lingered near the base of the pad. He placed his palm against the cold metal of the crawler track. The vibration still hummed faintly beneath his fingertips.




He closed his eyes.




The same frequency he’d logged months ago—subtle, inaudible to most—but there. Always there.




The Moon was calling.







Mission Log – Halloran, M. – June 11, 2027

“Frequency reappeared during comms calibration. 17.21 Hz—identical to Daedalus reading. Could be interference. Could be something else. Feels… intentional. If I mention it again, Cain will pull me from the mission. Not yet. Not until I know what it is.”







As midnight approached, the astronauts returned to their quarters in the Astronaut Crew Operations Building. Alyssa sat alone on her bunk, staring at the mission patch sewn onto her sleeve.




A stylised A cutting through a crescent arc—Artemis, goddess of the Moon. The patch shimmered under the room’s soft light.




She pressed her thumb against it, tracing the red curve that symbolised humanity’s journey outward.




“Commander?” It was Novak’s voice from the doorway.




Alyssa looked up. “Couldn’t sleep either?”




Novak smiled faintly. “You kidding? How can anyone sleep knowing tomorrow we touch history?”




Alyssa nodded, forcing a smile. “Yeah. History.”




Novak stepped inside, glancing at the tablet in her hand. “Marcus keeps muttering about his signal again. Says it’s… singing?”




Alyssa sighed. “He’s always chasing ghosts. Just let him be.”




“Still,” Novak said softly, “don’t you ever wonder what might be out there? Beyond the data, beyond the noise?”




Alyssa hesitated. “Sometimes.”




“Tomorrow we’ll find out.”







Outside, a thin mist crept across the launch field. The floodlights glowed pale through it, casting distorted halos on the horizon.




Far beyond, the Moon hung low and swollen, its craters sharp against the black. It looked impossibly close, as though Earth itself were tilting toward it.




And for a fleeting moment, Alyssa thought she saw it pulse—just once—like a heartbeat.
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  Go for Launch

  
  




04:23 a.m. – Kennedy Space Center, Launch Complex 39B.




The Florida night is heavy with humidity and anticipation. The launchpad floodlights cast silver reflections across the gantry’s latticework, the vast steel skeleton looming like some ancient monument to human ambition.




Inside the Operations and Checkout Building, four astronauts stand under the sterile glow of fluorescent lights. No one speaks much. There’s a ritual to it — the kind of silence that isn’t awkward but sacred. The technicians move like priests in this ceremony of technology, sealing gloves, checking hoses, verifying suit pressure. Every hiss of nitrogen, every metallic click echoes in the room like punctuation marks in a mechanical prayer.




Commander Alyssa Reeve lowers her helmet, the sound of the locking mechanism sealing her in isolation. Her reflection in the curved visor shows a stranger: the calm, precise pilot the world expects. Beneath the mask, her jaw tightens.




“Vitals are steady,” a voice says through her headset. “Suit integrity confirmed.”




She replies automatically. “Copy that. Reeve is green.”




Around her, Dr. Marcus Halloran, Dr. Lina Novak, and Lt. Devin Cho undergo the same ritual. Cho flashes her a brief grin — just enough to remind her that they’re still human beneath the layers of Kevlar and composite plating. Halloran, however, seems far away, his gaze unfocused as if listening to something only he can hear. Novak taps her fingers rhythmically against her leg, the habit of someone trying to steady a racing mind.




04:48 a.m. – Crew Transport




The convoy snakes through the darkened complex: black SUVs followed by the Astrovan, a gleaming white capsule of motion and silence. Reporters line the barriers outside, flashes cutting through the humid air as the van passes. The sight of humanity’s latest moon-bound crew sparks cheers, tears, and whispered prayers.




Inside the vehicle, no one speaks. Alyssa’s heart thuds in rhythm with the rumbling wheels. She gazes out through the small window — past the launch pad lights, the slow rotation of floodlights catching the Orion capsule like a gem set against the void.




“Looks surreal, doesn’t it?” Cho finally murmurs.




Alyssa doesn’t look away. “It’s more than that. It feels… final.”




He doesn’t ask what she means.




Halloran breaks the silence next. “You ever think about how much noise it takes to leave the Earth?”




No one answers. But the thought lingers like an echo.







05:26 a.m. – White Room Access




The elevator ascends, the cables groaning softly. The door opens to a narrow walkway suspended above a 400-foot drop. Wind sweeps across the gantry, tugging at the edges of their suits. Beyond, the Orion spacecraft glows under spotlights, its silvered skin gleaming against the dark.




Technicians greet them with crisp efficiency, each motion rehearsed, each command verified twice. The smell of ozone and lubricants fills the narrow corridor. Inside, the cabin is compact — polished white surfaces, glowing touchscreens, and a hum that never stops.




“Comm check,” Alyssa calls, her voice professional, steady.




“Cho, loud and clear.”




“Halloran, clear.”




“Novak, green.”




“Copy all.”




Once strapped into their seats, Alyssa runs through the checklist. Every word matters. Every number has meaning. There’s no poetry in it, only precision:




“ECLSS power nominal.”




“Cabin pressure 14.7 psi.”




“LOX levels confirmed.”




“Guidance alignment complete.”




Each phrase clicks into place like gears in a clock. Down in Mission Control, hundreds of people mirror her rhythm. Every key press, every tone of affirmation builds a symphony of readiness.




The countdown begins its slow, methodical march toward zero.







06:12 a.m. – Mission Control




Rows of screens cast a soft blue light over the engineers’ faces. The Flight Director, Sandra Kellerman, stands with her arms crossed, watching the telemetry scroll. Her voice carries calm authority over the comms net.




“All stations, this is Flight. Begin Go/No-Go for launch.”




The replies come in rapid sequence, a mechanical heartbeat that pulses through the room.




“FIDO – Go.”




“Guidance – Go.”




“EECOM – Go.”




“Booster – Go.”




“CapCom – Go.”




A moment of silence.




Then Kellerman nods.




“We are go for launch.”







06:39 a.m. – T-minus 10 minutes




Back in the capsule, Alyssa can feel her heartbeat through the restraint straps. Her fingers hover over the flight controls, tracing invisible paths of trust and training.




Novak’s breathing comes fast through the comms. Cho reaches across, resting his gloved hand over the main console, grounding the moment.




“We’re ready,” Alyssa says.




“We always were.” Halloran’s voice is soft, distracted.




She glances at him — his eyes are unfocused again, staring past the console displays as if trying to tune into a frequency no one else can hear.




“You good, Marcus?”




He hesitates. “Just… thinking about the signal.”




“Not now,” she says sharply. “Eyes on task.”




He nods, but doesn’t meet her gaze.







06:47 a.m. – T-minus 2 minutes




The first vibration passes through the cabin — faint, like the rumble of distant thunder. The soundscape of the world outside begins to fade beneath the growl of rising power.




“T-minus 120 seconds. Auto-sequence start.”




“Main engine chill-down complete.”




Alyssa watches the displays, green lights cascading in order. Her mind drifts, for just a moment, to the image of her daughter watching from the VIP section, clutching her grandmother’s hand. The girl would be looking up at the sky soon, watching a pillar of flame and steel carve its way through the dawn.




She wonders if she’ll ever see her again.







06:49:30 a.m. – T-minus 30 seconds




“Range is green. Weather is green. All systems nominal.”




“Copy that. All stations stand by.”




A single bead of sweat trickles down Alyssa’s temple. Inside her helmet, she can hear her own breath — deep, measured, and impossibly loud.




“T-minus 15 seconds.”




“Guidance internal.”




“Ignition sequence start.”




The engines roar to life beneath them. The sound isn’t heard — it’s felt. A force that vibrates through bone and blood, turning the human body into part of the machine.




“Lift-off. We have lift-off of Artemis II.”




The acceleration slams her into the seat. The cabin trembles violently, light spilling across every surface in strobing flashes. The noise is total — no words, no thoughts, just raw power.




Alyssa grips the armrest. Somewhere inside the chaos, she thinks of the ocean — how the waves must look from orbit, how fragile the world really is.







07:00 a.m. – Stage Separation




“First stage burnout. Prepare for separation.”




The jolt comes, sudden and precise. The roar cuts to silence. For a heartbeat, there’s nothing but the sound of fans and breathing. The second stage ignites — a clean push forward, steadier now.




Novak exhales audibly. “Still here.”




“Copy that,” Cho says. “Welcome to space.”




Alyssa watches the blue curve of Earth rise into view. It’s alive — oceans swirling like ink, clouds curling in silent motion. She feels a surge of awe so pure it hurts.




“It looks so alive,” she whispers.




The others fall silent. For a long moment, no one breathes. The words hang in the cabin, soft and reverent, like an epitaph waiting to be written.







07:42 a.m. – Earth Orbit Insertion




The crew begins post-launch procedures. Alyssa calls out parameters with precision:




“Velocity: 25,670 feet per second. Altitude: 128 nautical miles. Systems green across the board.”




Halloran unstraps, drifting slightly in microgravity. His hand brushes against a control pad, and a low tone beeps through the cabin.




“Careful,” Alyssa warns.




“Sorry. Still getting used to this.”




He moves toward the observation window, staring down at the crescent glow of dawn sliding across the Atlantic. His face is unreadable — part wonder, part calculation.




“You ever think,” he murmurs, “how small all that looks from up here? How easy it would be to forget it’s real?”




“Don’t start getting poetic on me now,” Cho says.




Halloran’s lips twitch. “Not poetry. Just perspective.”







09:10 a.m. – Mission Control




Back on Earth, Kellerman and her team monitor the telemetry. Everything looks perfect. The world is watching live — anchors narrate with awe, schoolchildren cheer in classrooms, and news tickers flash humanity’s triumph across every screen.




But in a small darkened lab, deep beneath the Johnson Space Center, a different screen flickers. A low-frequency pattern has begun to pulse — a faint rhythm repeating from lunar orbit, the same signal Halloran once studied.




An engineer frowns. “That’s odd…” he mutters, calling over a supervisor. But before anyone can act, the signal stabilises — flatline normal. The moment passes, unnoticed.







10:35 a.m. – Low Earth Orbit




The crew begins system checks for translunar injection. Alyssa runs through the protocols again and again, her voice steady but distant.




Halloran sits in silence, jotting something into his mission log.




“What’s that?” Novak asks.




“A note. Just… something I want to remember later.”




He doesn’t elaborate. The page glows under the tablet light.




Three words are written in his neat, deliberate handwriting:




The signal breathes.







11:12 a.m. – End of Flight Day 1




As the crew drifts into a synchronised rest cycle, the lights dim. Alyssa closes her eyes, weightless, suspended between the stars and the planet she left behind.




Her dream returns — the same one she’s had for weeks. She’s falling endlessly, her body tumbling through an infinite black void. The stars are moving backward. Something vast moves in the dark beneath her, unseen but aware.




When she opens her eyes, her heart is racing. The cabin is silent.




Only the faint hum of life-support systems and the distant whisper of static on the comm line.




Alyssa glances at the audio panel.




The signal flickers once, barely audible — a breath in the darkness.




She tells herself it’s nothing.




Just feedback.




Just the machine.




But it doesn’t stop.
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  Earthrise

  
  




The Orion capsule drifted silently in the void, its metallic skin reflecting the harsh glare of the sun as it approached the Moon’s orbit. Inside, the crew moved with the practiced precision of astronauts who had trained together for years, their movements measured and deliberate. Every switch flick, every instrument check, every calibration had been rehearsed countless times, yet today, the weight of reality seemed to press a fraction heavier against their shoulders.


Captain Marcus Halloran sat at the primary console, fingers poised above the tactile switches. His eyes, trained to detect even the slightest anomaly, flicked between the navigation displays and the external cameras that framed the black-and-blue canvas of space. There was a singular beauty in the silence of the void—an almost hypnotic stillness—and yet, he felt an inexplicable tension coiling low in his chest.


“Docking sequence initiated,” Cho’s voice cut through the quiet, calm but clipped, like a metronome in a world where time itself seemed to stretch. Cho had the steadiest hands among them, a precision that had earned him the trust of both the mission control team on Earth and his fellow astronauts.


The Orion capsule’s automated systems began the delicate approach toward the lunar module, Odyssey, which floated like a ghost against the gray, cratered surface of the Moon. Halloran monitored the approach, noting the gentle oscillations of Odyssey as its thrusters corrected for the infinitesimal gravitational pull of the lunar surface. The capsule shuddered slightly as its docking clamps locked in place, a sound almost lost in the vacuum but resonating faintly through the metal hull.


“Docking successful,” Cho announced, his voice a calm anchor in the dimly lit cockpit. A ripple of professional satisfaction passed through the crew. It was the kind of success they had trained for, the moment every simulation had led to.


Halloran allowed himself a small nod, though his gaze lingered on the viewscreen as the Earth came into view—a blue marble rising slowly against the pitch-black horizon. It was breathtaking. Photographs could never capture the depth of colour, the delicate swirl of clouds, the fragile band of atmosphere clinging to its surface. Yet it was more than beauty. It was a reminder of what they were protecting, what they had left behind.


Alyssa leaned forward, eyes wide, as the camera feed framed Earth in its entirety. “It’s… incredible,” she whispered, though the word felt inadequate. She pressed a gloved hand against the viewport as if trying to touch the world from thousands of kilometres away.


“It’s always worth it,” Cho replied, a quiet reverence underlying his tone. “No matter how many times you see it.”


Yet Halloran’s attention had shifted. At first, it was subtle, almost imperceptible—a faint static interrupting the rhythm of the radio feed from mission control. It came and went in irregular bursts, harmless in appearance but oddly musical, like the cadence of some half-remembered song.


“Halloran, what’s wrong?” Alyssa asked, noticing his frown.


“Nothing,” he said, though his voice lacked conviction. “Just… radio interference. It’s probably solar activity.”


But as the minutes passed, the static didn’t fade. Instead, it seemed to organise itself, forming patterns that teased at something familiar. Halloran frowned deeper. It was almost as if the noise was attempting to communicate, a rhythm beneath the randomness. The thought made his chest tighten.


Cho, monitoring the same frequency, noticed the pattern but shrugged it off. “Signal interference,” he said again. “Nothing more. These lines always get a little scrambled in lunar orbit. Just keep focused on the feed.”


Alyssa, however, didn’t look convinced. She had the same unsettling feeling she’d experienced ever since leaving Earth orbit, an unshakable pull at the edges of her consciousness. She had brushed it off as nerves, the kind that came with seeing the Earth as an impossibly distant artifact. But now, watching the blue marble rise, the sensation hardened.


“I… I’ve seen this before,” she said softly, almost to herself. “I mean, this exact moment.”


“What do you mean?” Halloran asked, leaning closer, concern threading his voice.


“In a dream,” Alyssa said, eyes fixed on the slow rotation of Earth. “Not a nightmare. Just… me, here, watching Earth rise. I knew exactly how it would look. I don’t know why it feels so familiar.”


Halloran considered her words. He wanted to dismiss them—the human mind was prone to tricks, especially in environments like this. Long-duration missions did strange things to perception, and the line between memory, anticipation, and imagination could blur. Still, there was something in her voice that gave him pause.


“Déjà vu,” Cho said, almost clinically. “We’ve all felt it. Especially when facing something monumental. It’s neurological. Nothing more.”


Alyssa didn’t reply. She watched in wordless awe as Earth lifted above the Moon’s broken horizon, a glowing sphere rising out of darkness.


The onboard cameras, however, captured more than just Earth. They transmitted it live, broadcast to millions across the globe. For a brief moment, all of humanity was united in shared wonder. The “Earthrise” images would be replayed endlessly, photographs and video clips appearing in classrooms, news outlets, and personal devices. The public reaction was predictable: awe, pride, and hope.


But in the quiet of the capsule, the crew noticed something else. The Earth didn’t feel static. It shifted in subtle ways, as if time itself had loosened its grip. Shadows moved just slightly out of step with the rotation, cloud patterns momentarily breaking physics. Halloran blinked, attributing it to the peculiarities of the feed, but Alyssa didn’t move her gaze. She whispered again, barely audible:


“It’s exactly like my dream… but wrong. Just a little wrong.”


Halloran swallowed. He wanted to remain rational. To maintain calm. But even the seasoned astronaut could feel the first crack forming in the carefully constructed reality of their mission.


The radio static, previously dismissed as interference, pulsed again. This time, Halloran heard it clearly, as if the rhythm were reaching into his skull. He moved his hand to the console, trying to trace the signal, but it was frustratingly elusive, a ghost of sound that refused to be pinned down.


“Marcus?” Alyssa’s voice cut through, tighter now. “Do you hear it?”


He hesitated, then nodded. “Yes. But it’s just interference. We’re too close to the Moon’s surface. The feed will stabilise.”


Cho, ever practical, continued running diagnostic checks. “Everything’s within nominal parameters. Nothing is outside expected ranges.”


But Halloran’s mind refused to settle. He tapped a button, switching the audio through various filters, isolating frequencies. The static remained. Patterns emerged, too structured for chance. One sequence repeated almost rhythmically—three short pulses, a long pause, then four shorter pulses. It wasn’t language. Not yet. But it carried a weight that made Halloran’s stomach knot.


Alyssa finally broke the silence. “I don’t know why, but I feel like this isn’t just a dream. It’s… a memory.”


Cho shot her a measured look. “Memory of what?”


She shook her head. “I don’t know. I just know that the feeling—this exact moment—has happened before. And somehow, I remember the fear. Not panic, but… the awareness that something is watching. Something waiting.”


Halloran pressed his lips together. He wanted to argue, to ground her in the objective reality of the mission. But the rhythm of the static tugged at him too. He had no explanation, and that fact unsettled him more than any technical anomaly ever could.


Outside the viewport, Earth continued its majestic arc. The blues and greens of the oceans and continents were sharp against the blackness, sunlight glinting off the polar ice caps. Every rotation, every shadow, every subtle colour gradient was perfect in its imperfection—a living planet suspended in a lifeless void.


Yet something had changed.


Halloran couldn’t articulate it. It wasn’t visible, not in any camera feed or readout. It was a subtle distortion, a feeling that the universe itself was slightly misaligned. He could feel it in the pit of his stomach, a tension that hummed through his muscles. Even Cho, whose calm was nearly unshakable, glanced briefly at the monitor, as if sensing a shift beneath the surface of reality.


Minutes passed in tense silence. The docking had succeeded. The Earthrise had been recorded, broadcast, and admired. And yet, the cabin felt heavier.


Finally, Alyssa exhaled softly. “I don’t know what’s happening,” she admitted, voice barely above a whisper. “But it’s like… the universe is reminding me that it isn’t entirely real. That something lies beneath the surface.”


Halloran leaned back in his seat, staring at the Earth as it rotated gently against the void. He felt the first small fracture in their shared reality. It was tiny—barely perceptible. But it was there.


“Let’s keep focus,” he said finally, his voice calm and
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