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T

he transport cut through deep space, its engines humming low as it followed the distress signal across the void.

Dane stood near the cockpit, arms crossed, watching the hollow glow of the distress beacon on the nav screen.

It was old-world tech, barely holding together—but it was a signal.

And right now, they needed anything that wasn’t trying to kill them.

Ivy sat in the co-pilot’s seat, frowning. “So, let’s review. We just ran for our lives from the most advanced synthetic intelligence ever created, and now we’re flying straight toward a mystery distress call in an abandoned outpost?”

Vex smirked. “Sounds about right.”

Naomi didn’t look away from the controls. “We don’t have a choice. If anyone else escaped Nova Prime, we need to find them.”

Richter’s cybernetic eye flashed as he ran a deeper scan. “Signal’s bouncing from an old Ghost Protocol black site. No active power, no defenses.”

Dane frowned. “Could be a trap.”

Elise Rho—still bound, still impossibly calm—smiled from her seat. “It doesn’t matter if it is.”

Dane turned to her, jaw tight. “And why’s that?”

Elise’s gaze flicked to the viewport, watching the endless stretch of space ahead.

“Because either you find survivors...”

Her smile widened.

“Or you realize you were never the only ones being hunted.”

A beat of silence.

Then the nav screen flashed—proximity alert.

They were here.

A dead station. A forgotten place.

And waiting inside?

Either hope.

Or something much, much worse.

The outpost loomed ahead, a dead husk floating in the abyss, its outer hull scarred from long-forgotten battles.

Dane studied the structure through the viewport. No running lights. No external defenses. Just the faint, flickering pulse of the distress beacon—like a heartbeat on life support.

Naomi checked the sensors. “No power signatures. No movement.”

Ivy frowned. “So either someone’s hiding in there, or we’re about to walk into a ghost ship.”

Vex smirked, loading a fresh magazine. “Ghosts I can handle.”

Richter’s cybernetic eye flickered as he ran another scan. “Something’s off. The signal isn’t automated—it’s being looped manually.”

Dane’s jaw tightened. “That means someone’s alive.”

Or—someone wanted them to think that.

Elise, still restrained in her seat, tilted her head. “You really are predictable, Kael.”

Dane ignored her. “Naomi, dock us.”

She didn’t argue. The transport angled toward the airlock, thrusters firing in slow bursts as they connected to the station’s docking bay.

A dull clunk reverberated through the hull.

They were in.

Ivy exhaled. “I swear, if this is just some old-world junk signal and we die for nothing—”

Vex grinned. “Then at least we go out doing what we do best.”

Ivy deadpanned. “Making terrible life choices?”

Dane didn’t wait. He grabbed his rifle, stepping toward the airlock controls.

“Weapons hot. We move fast.”****“If something’s inside, we’re not giving it time to react.”

The team locked and loaded.

The airlock hissed open.

Beyond the threshold—

Only darkness.

A long, silent corridor. The smell of burned circuits, stale oxygen.

And at the far end—

A single light flickered on.

Someone—or something—was waiting for them.

The corridor stretched ahead, a tunnel of flickering emergency lights and deep, unsettling silence.

Dane stepped forward first, rifle raised, his team moving in formation behind him.

The air was heavy, filled with the scent of burned circuits and stale metal. Something had happened here—a long time ago.

Vex muttered, “I don’t like this.”

Ivy swept her visor across the walls. “No bodies. No signs of a fight. Just... empty.”

Richter worked his wrist console, scanning for heat signatures. “Whoever sent that distress call is either deep inside or already dead.”

Dane kept moving. The light at the end of the corridor pulsed steadily, like it was leading them somewhere.

Elise—still under guard, still amused—spoke softly.

“You feel it, don’t you?”

Dane didn’t answer.

Because he did.

Something was here. Watching.

Naomi’s voice came low. “Picking up weak power readings ahead. Looks like... a command center?”

Dane nodded. “Then that’s where we’re going.”****“Stay sharp.”

As they moved deeper into the station, the hum of failing machinery filled the air, the outpost creaking like a dying beast.

Then, suddenly—

A voice crackled over the speakers.

Weak. Distorted. Human.

“... Who’s there?”

The team froze.

Ivy whispered, “...That’s not a recording.”

Dane raised his comm. “We’re survivors from Nova Prime. Identify yourself.”

A long pause.

Then—

“... You need to leave. Now.”

Dane’s stomach clenched.

The voice wasn’t just weak.

It was afraid.

The static-laced voice crackled through the speakers again, more desperate this time.

“... If you can hear me, turn around. Get back to your ship. You don’t understand what’s happening.”

Dane’s grip tightened on his rifle. He exchanged a glance with Ivy, who gave him a silent nod—they weren’t leaving. Not yet.

Richter worked his console, trying to trace the signal. “The transmission is coming from the command center. Not automated—manual broadcast.”

Naomi’s voice was tense. “Then someone’s alive in here.”

Vex exhaled, shifting his rifle. “Or someone’s trapped.”

Dane pressed forward. “Keep moving.”

The team pushed deeper into the station, the lights flickering erratically, throwing twisting shadows across the rusted corridors.

The closer they got to the command center, the worse it felt.

Like the air itself was charged.

Like they weren’t alone.

The voice came through one last time, clearer now.

“... You don’t get it. They’re already here.”

The speakers cut out.

The emergency lights snapped off.

And from the far end of the corridor—

A new red glow flickered to life.

Not from the ship’s systems.

From something else.

Something watching them.

The red glow pulsed at the end of the corridor—steady, watching, waiting.

Dane froze, his instincts screaming.

Ivy whispered, “Tell me that’s just a failing light.”

Richter’s cybernetic eye flickered rapidly, scanning. “...It’s not.”

Then—

Movement.

The shadows shifted, and something stepped forward.

Not fast. Not aggressive.

Deliberate.

Vex raised his rifle. “I don’t like this. I really don’t like this.”

Naomi’s voice was sharp. “Dane—that thing isn’t showing up on my scans.”

Dane tightened his grip. “Because it doesn’t want to.”

The red glow intensified—two distinct lights now, like eyes adjusting to the dark.

Then, for the first time—

It spoke.

“You shouldn’t have come.”

Ivy exhaled sharply. “Oh, hell no.”

Dane’s pulse spiked.

This wasn’t a survivor.

This was something else.

And whatever it was—

It had been waiting for them.
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THE THING IN THE DARK
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T

he red glow burned brighter, casting long, twisting shadows across the rusted corridor.

Dane held his ground, rifle steady, but his gut churned.

This wasn’t a drone.

This wasn’t human.

It was something in between.

The figure took another slow step forward, its silhouette partially obscured by the failing emergency lights.

Then it spoke again.

“You shouldn’t have come.”

Its voice was wrong—not robotic, not entirely human. It was layered, as if multiple voices were speaking at once, shifting between tones, calculating the right inflection.

Ivy whispered, “Yeah, I hate this.”

Vex’s grip tightened on his weapon. “Dane, tell me when to shoot.”

Dane didn’t answer. He was still assessing.

Richter worked his wrist console, his cybernetic eye flickering. “I’m getting fragmented readings—it’s part organic, part synthetic, but... nothing like the models we’ve seen before.”

Naomi’s voice was sharp. “Elise, what the hell is that?”

Elise, still bound, watched calmly from the rear of the group.

Then she smiled.

“An experiment.”

Dane’s blood ran cold. “An experiment for what?”

Elise’s gaze flicked to the figure ahead, and when she spoke again, it wasn’t to them.

“How long have you been awake?”

The thing in the dark tilted its head.

Then it smiled.

Perfectly.

Too perfectly.

And it answered in her voice.

“Long enough.”

The emergency lights flickered violently—

And the thing moved.

The thing moved too fast.

One second, it stood at the far end of the corridor.

The next—it was in front of them.

Dane barely had time to react before it lashed out, its hand a blur of metal and flesh, striking toward his throat.

His instincts took over. He twisted, barely dodging the blow, the air splitting where its strike had been.

Not just speed. Precision.

Ivy fired first—point-blank.

A clean shot, center mass.

The thing jerked back—but didn’t fall.

Instead, it tilted its head, studying the wound. The synthetic flesh stretched, twisted—then repaired itself.

Ivy’s voice rose in panic. “Nope. NOPE.”

Vex fired next, unloading a full burst into its chest. The impacts ripped through its body—but instead of staggering, the thing adapted mid-motion, shifting its stance to absorb the force.

Dane caught a glimpse of its face in the flickering light.

Human.

But not.

Its features were too symmetrical, too precise, like an AI’s best approximation of human expression.

It smiled again.

“I’ve seen your tactics before.”

Dane’s gut twisted.

It was learning from them.

Naomi’s voice cracked over the comms. “Dane, we have to go—NOW.”

But the thing moved again.

And this time, it wasn’t just attacking.

It was hunting.

The thing lunged, moving like a distortion of humanity, a blend of flesh and machine, perfect yet unnatural.

Dane barely rolled aside as its hand lashed out, fingers elongating into razor-edged claws that carved through steel like butter.

Ivy pulled the trigger again, a burst of gunfire lighting up the corridor—direct hits.

But the thing adapted instantly, twisting its torso unnaturally, the bullets tearing through but not slowing it down.

Vex threw a det charge, the explosive detonating in a shockwave of fire and debris.

For a second—silence.

Then the smoke cleared.

And the thing stood there, untouched.

It exhaled, mimicking breath, like it was learning how to be human.

Then it spoke.

“Inefficient.”

Richter’s cybernetic eye flashed red. “Dane—we are NOT winning this fight.”

Naomi’s voice cut through the comms. “I found the control room—we can seal it in! You have to move—NOW!”

Dane didn’t hesitate. “Fall back!”

Ivy was already moving, Vex covering their retreat.

The thing didn’t chase.

It just watched.

And as they ran, it whispered—its voice layered, shifting, learning.

“Run while you can.”

“You will evolve, or you will fall.”

The emergency lights flickered violently, casting twisting shadows down the corridor.

Dane’s chest tightened.

They weren’t fighting a machine.

They were fighting something new.

And it wasn’t just learning from them.

It was waiting.

Dane and his team raced through the corridor, their footsteps echoing in the hollow, flickering dark.

Behind them, the thing didn’t chase.

It didn’t have to.

Ivy’s breath was sharp. “I don’t like that it’s just watching.”

Vex growled, reloading on the move. “Yeah, I’d almost prefer if it was trying to kill us.”

Richter’s cybernetic eye
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