
    
      Bottomless
    

    
    
      The Golden Plate
    

    
    
      When Ronald Breen first saw the advertisement for the Bottomless Pass, it was wedged in the middle of the morning paper like divine prophecy:
    

    
      “$49.99. One-Time Fee. Endless Meals. One Location. No Time Limit. No Regrets.”
    

    
      It was like the gods of marketing had tailored it just for him. Ronald, fifty-two, freshly laid off, slightly greasy, tore the ad out and drove directly to 
      Mammy J’s Country Buffet
      , the chain’s flagship location off Interstate 65.
    

    
      Inside, the restaurant smelled like comfort food and slow death. Overhead lights buzzed faintly. A faint layer of butter sheen coated every surface, including the hostess stand where a teenager with the complexion of a mozzarella stick greeted him.
    

    
      “Bottomless Pass?” he asked, barely concealing the tremor in his voice.
    

    
      The hostess, whose name tag read Kylee, gave a robotic nod and slid a goldenrod form across the counter. 
    

    
      “Sign here. Print legibly. No refunds.”
    

    
      Ronald didn’t read the fine print. He wrote his name like it was a sacrament, handed over fifty crumpled dollars, and was presented with a golden plastic card embossed with a smiling Mammy J holding a steaming ladle.
    

    
      “Welcome to forever,” Kylee mumbled, pointing toward the buffet.
    

    
      Ronald attacked the buffet like a man fresh from war. Chicken-fried steak, green bean casserole, three types of mac and cheese, banana pudding with Nilla Wafers crumbled on top like crown jewels. He piled everything onto a plate the size of a steering wheel and returned four times in an hour. His seat creaked with exhaustion.
    

    
      “This is my kingdom,” he whispered, patting his gut fondly.
    

    
      Nobody stopped him. Nobody blinked. A man at the next table in a trucker hat gave him a nod of solemn respect, like one soldier to another.
    

    
      Ronald didn’t go home that night.
    

    
      By Day Three, he had brought his own utensils—oversized, ergonomic, titanium for efficiency. He timed his chewing. He developed a rhythm: plate, wipe, plate, sip of soda, plate, bathroom break, plate again.
    

    
      His clothes started fitting differently. First tighter, then looser in strange places. He felt... heavier, yes, but also more 
      centered
      , more 
      real
      . He moved with purpose. His skin glistened like roasted ham, warm and flushed. He began sweating gravy.
    

    
      Kylee stopped greeting him.
    

    
      On Day Five, Ronald noticed something peculiar.
    

    
      The other Bottomless Pass holders, there were a few, never left either. An older woman with long gray hair and a pink velour tracksuit sat by the dessert bar spooning chocolate mousse into her mouth like she was fueling a jet engine. 
    

    
      A man in cargo shorts hadn’t moved from the carving station in two days. Their eyes had that dull, faraway glint. Like fish, maybe. Or believers.
    

    
      Ronald spoke to none of them. Words felt... unnecessary now.
    

    
      He began dreaming in food: rivers of cheese, clouds of whipped cream, mountains of mashed potatoes. In one dream, Mammy J herself appeared, her ladle enormous and dripping gold.
    

    
      “You’re doing so well, honey,” she said, smiling like a jackal. 
    

    
      “You’re 
      nearly full
      .”
    

    
      He woke up ravenous, fingers twitching.
    

    
      By the end of the week, Ronald realized he hadn't taken a proper dump in days.
    

    
      His stomach gurgled oddly, but there was no pain, only the swelling, like something important was growing inside him. His skin had a new shine to it. His eyes stayed open longer. His reflection in the bathroom mirror was... unfamiliar.
    

    
      But still, he ate.
    

    
      The staff began avoiding him. Kylee was replaced with a pale boy who wouldn’t meet Ronald’s eyes. New signs had been posted discreetly near the sneeze guard:
    

    
      “Bottomless Pass Holders: Please Remain in Designated Zones.”
    

    
      Ronald was the only one who noticed. He smiled.
    

    
      Because by now, he could hear something, faint, rhythmic, from beneath the buffet floorboards. A kind of chewing. A low, contented 
      chomp... chomp... chomp
      .
    

    
      He thought he heard it whisper his name.
    

    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Designated Zone
    

    
    
      The designated zone turned out to be a corner of the buffet dining area cordoned off with faux-wood dividers and a velvet rope. The carpet here was darker, stickier. A few sad potted ferns leaned in the corners like sentries who’d seen too much.
    

    
      Ronald was escorted there on Day Nine.
    

    
      Not by staff, but by the others.
    

    
      The woman in the velour tracksuit, he’d come to think of her as Tracksuit Marge, tapped him lightly on the shoulder with a pudding-smeared spoon and motioned toward the corner without a word. The man from the carving station, now noticeably wider and wearing a tablecloth as a shawl, blocked Ronald’s exit with a damp burp.
    

    
      He understood. This was part of the process.
    

    
      The designated zone had perks. A private trough of mashed potatoes. A drink machine with an extra nozzle labeled only 
      “Brown #12”
      . 
    

    
      There were heat lamps overhead, not for food, but for them, to bask under.
    

    
      Ronald claimed a booth and sat. And sat. And sat. He lost track of time, as one does in casinos, or comas.
    

    
      He watched the others feed with a kind of serene detachment. Their movements had become ritualized. Dipping. Scooping. Smearing. Always chewing. Never blinking. Occasionally, one of them would lean back and murmur a prayer to the buffet gods, names Ronald could almost remember. 
      The Sauce-Father, The Big Pour, Lady Crustaceana
      .
    

    
      It all made sense now. They weren’t customers. Not anymore. They were vessels.
    

    
      On Day Twelve, Kylee returned.
    

    
      Her uniform was cleaner, her eyes glassier. She stood just outside the velvet rope with a clipboard and called Ronald’s name.
    

    
      “Congratulations,” she said, in a voice both bored and reverent. 
    

    
      “You’ve been selected for 
      The Belly Room
      .”
    

    
      Tracksuit Marge nodded solemnly. A wet cheer rose from the designated zone. Someone rang a triangle.
    

    
      Ronald rose, his joints creaking like a pantry door, and followed.
    

    
      They led him through the double doors behind the soda machine, past the walk-in freezer and a hallway lined with framed photos of smiling managers and faded food safety certificates. At the end was a red door, with a sign that read:
    

    
      
        “AUTHORIZED FEEDERS ONLY”
        

        “ALL SALES FINAL”
      
    

    
      Inside, the air was humid and thick with cinnamon, meat steam, and something like old pennies.
    

    
      The Belly Room was… vast.
    

    
      Massive rows of buffet trays extended beyond sight, stacked in columns, glowing faintly. Above, a low ceiling pulsed with something alive. It dripped gravy. Something wheezed softly in the shadows, like a furnace taking long, satisfied breaths.
    

    
      At the far end stood Mammy J, or something in her shape.
    

    
      She was taller than Ronald expected. 
    

    
      Her ladle was fused with her arm now, part flesh, part metal. Her apron fluttered even with no wind, and her mouth didn’t move when she spoke.
    

    
      But her voice boomed in Ronald’s mind like a church bell underwater.
    

    
      “You have done well, my sweet boy. You’ve kept eating. You never left. Now,    you feed others.”
    

    
      A soft rumbling began under his feet.
    

    
      The tiles split open behind him, and a conveyor belt emerged, slow, humming, smeared with sauce. Dozens of baby trays sat on it, waiting for something. Waiting for him.
    

    
      His stomach lurched. He clutched it with both hands. And then, he 
      understood
      . Ronald sank to his knees and opened his mouth wide.
    

    
      
        The others would feed from the buffet.
        

        But 
      
      he
       would become part of it.
    

    
      He reached into himself, deeper than should’ve been possible, and pulled out a chunk of something steaming, soft, and golden.
    

    
      He placed it gently on a baby tray. The conveyor belt carried it away into the shadows. Mammy J’s laughter sounded like butter popping on a hot skillet.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Feed the Feeders
    

    
    
      Ronald no longer returned to the main dining hall.
    

    
      That life, plates and portions, chewing and choosing, was for the uninitiated. For the still-hungry. He had surpassed hunger. He 
      was
       hunger. He’d been reborn in the Belly Room, now wearing a burlap apron and a faint glow around his neck like steam rising from a pie.
    

    
      There were no clocks here. The lighting shifted in warm, lazy cycles, like a breathing belly. Ronald no longer slept. He rested between servings, sometimes propped in a nook of fried bread or curled near the meat-loaf geyser.
    

    
      His days were now filled with extraction.
    

    
      The thing inside him—The Yield—grew stronger with each offering. It coiled deep in his guts, warm and sentient, sometimes whispering menu specials in his ear while he slept:
    

    
      “Today’s feature is Sweetmeat Cobbler with a drizzle of marrow jam. Garnish with tongue crisps.”
    

    
      And Ronald obeyed. The process was simple, and sacred.
    

    
      He’d kneel on the Gravy Tile, hum the Anthem of the Full, and reach into his belly, not ripping, not cutting, just 
      inviting
      , and The Yield would present something steaming and delectable.
    

    
      He pulled out savory roasts, tiny cups of thickened cream, a jelly of unknown origin that jiggled to the rhythm of chewing mouths far away. Each dish smelled like something you forgot you loved, but couldn’t name. The conveyor belt took them all.
    

    
      The Feeders waited at the end.
    

    
      Ronald had never seen the Feeders. They existed behind the buffet walls, behind the glimmering sneeze guards and soup cauldrons. He only heard them.
    

    
      They made sounds, slurping, cracking, joyful cooing.
    

    
      Sometimes one would knock on the wall politely, and a tray would slide through a narrow hatch. Other times, the walls would bulge and tremble like something inside was pressing close, eager for the next course.
    

    
      The more Ronald fed them, the louder they became. And the 
      hungrier
      .
    

    
      On Day… something, numbers didn’t matter anymore, Kylee returned again.
    

    
      But something was off.
    

    
      Her skin sagged slightly at the jaw. Her visor was stuck halfway down. Her hands trembled as she held a clipboard stained with lemon meringue. She stepped into the Belly Room but didn’t go near Mammy J’s altar.
    

    
      “Ronald,” she said. 
    

    
      “We have a… situation.”
    

    
      He turned from the trough where he was birthing a cluster of tiny bacon-wrapped soufflés. His face was smeared with sauce. He was humming 
      “Happy Birthday”
       for no reason.
    

    
      “Someone upstairs broke the chain,” Kylee whispered. 
    

    
      “They stopped eating.”
    

    
      Ronald blinked. 
    

    
      “Stopped?”
    

    
      She nodded grimly. 
    

    
      “His name’s Travis. New pass holder. Hit a wall. Said he was going on a cleanse.”
    

    
      Ronald clutched his gut protectively. 
    

    
      “That’s… blasphemy.”
    

    
      “We think he might try to 
      leave
      ,” she said, almost mouthing the word like it was cursed. 
    

    
      “If the Feeders find out, if they sense a breach—”
    

    
      From far below, a 
      deep growl
       rolled through the floorboards.
    

    
      The Feeders had heard.
    

    
      Ronald was appointed 
      Collector
       that very hour.
    

    
      They wrapped him in linens soaked in au jus and crowned him with a crown made of cinnamon sticks and onion rings. Kylee handed him a long ladle, and a staff topped with the mark of Mammy J: an ever-spinning biscuit wheel.
    

    
      “You must go to the upstairs world,” Kylee said, “and bring him back to the plate. Before it’s too late.”
    

    
      Ronald stepped through the delivery chute, emerging into the back pantry like a glistening prophet. A dishwasher screamed and dropped a rack of pudding cups. Ronald patted his shoulder and whispered, “Be full, my child.”
    

    
      Then he walked into the dining hall. The normal patrons didn’t recognize him. Not truly. Not with their eyes.
    

    
      But their stomachs did.
    

    
      Several paused mid-bite, unsure why they suddenly felt ashamed of their portions. One man quietly added more gravy to his plate. Another slid his dessert back into place like an offering.
    

    
      Ronald moved with purpose. He could 
      smell
       Travis. He was sitting at Table 14, near the salad bar. Alone. Pale. Picking at steamed vegetables.
    

    
      A godless plate
      . 
      Ronald sat down across from him. No words. Just silence.
    

    
      Travis glanced up, startled. 
    

    
      “Uh… can I help you?”
    

    
      “You’re still hungry,” Ronald said.
    

    
      “No, I, uh, I think I’m good. Actually trying to reset, you know? Clean the pipes. Start fresh.”
    

    
      “Start 
      empty
      ,” Ronald corrected, voice like a warm oven hum.
    

    
      Travis furrowed his brow. 
    

    
      “It’s just food, man.”
    

    
      Ronald’s eyes gleamed.
    

    
      “
      No,
      ” he whispered. 
    

    
      “It’s everything.”
    

    
      The lights flickered overhead. The buffet trays rattled. The air thickened like broth.
    

    
      The Feeders were awake. Somewhere behind the sneeze guard, a wall cracked.
    

    
      Ronald stood, extended a gravy-slick hand.
    

    
      “Come with me. It’s time to finish what you started.”
    

    
      Travis stood, slowly. Uncertain. Curious. Hungry. Just one bite, he thought. One last bite. And that’s how it begins.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Feeders
    

    
    
      Travis followed Ronald down the corridor behind the kitchen, past steaming pipes and humming vents, unsure if it was the right decision. But the further he went, the more distant his doubt became.
    

    
      The hallway narrowed. Then narrowed again. It began to feel more like a throat than a passageway. The walls pulsed with a slow, meaty heartbeat.
    

    
      Thud-dump. Thud-dump.
    

    
      “Where are we going?” Travis asked, voice swallowed by the corridor.
    

    
      Ronald didn’t answer. He simply reached back, blindly, and Travis, without knowing why, took his hand. That was the final choice.
    

    
      They emerged into the Belly Room.
    

    
      Travis staggered back. The air was thick, syrupy. The light dim and golden, as if filtered through fat. The ceiling dripped.
    

    
      Ronald was transformed here, taller now, somehow. His apron billowed like clergy robes. 
    

    
      He moved gracefully, as if gravity had loosened its grip on him.
    

    
      Travis stared at the walls, dozens of shadowy hatches, slits barely large enough to push a tray through. From behind each came 
      sounds
      . Wet, greedy 
      sounds
      . Slurping. Tearing. Burbling joy.
    

    
      The Feeders were hungry. And they 
      knew
       Travis was here.
    

    
      One hatch rattled. Then another. The walls bulged as if something massive pressed against them from behind. A soft, whispering chant began to rise.
    

    
      “Feed-feed-feed-feed…”
    

    
      Travis stumbled backward. 
    

    
      “What is this place?”
    

    
      Ronald turned, ladle raised. 
    

    
      “This is the digestive core. The sacred hollow. The gut of Mammy J’s. And you, Travis, were about to starve it.”
    

    
      “I just wanted a break, man. Some fruit. Water, like, a smoothie maybe—”
    

    
      The hatches roared open. From the shadows, 
      they
       emerged.
    

    
      The Feeders did not walk. They oozed. They poured through the hatches, squelching and glistening, like walking food comas made flesh. Each one different, yet the same.
    

    
      One had dozens of tiny mouths all across its chest, each smacking and cooing. Another moved on thick, doughy legs, its arms fused into a spoon. A third creature waddled forward, neck extending impossibly far, sniffing the air like a periscope made of ham.
    

    
      Their bodies were made of remnants: chicken skin, whipped topping, hot dog water, half-chewed memories of meals past. Their eyes, if they had eyes, were glints of hunger.
    

    
      And all of them 
      fixated
       on Travis.
    

    
      “They won’t eat you,” Ronald said gently. 
    

    
      “Not yet.”
    

    
      Travis whimpered. 
    

    
      “What do they want?”
    

    
      “Your surrender
      .
      ” Ronald’s voice dropped low. 
    

    
      “A true guest gives everything. Even their will.”
    

    
      One of the Feeders reached out, a soft, trembling roll of buttery limb.
    

    
      Travis stumbled back.
    

    
      “No. No, I didn’t sign up for this, I just wanted cheap ribs! I just wanted to eat until I didn’t hate myself!”
    

    
      “Exactly,” Ronald said, stepping forward. 
    

    
      “You came seeking 
      numbness
      . And now you stand at the heart of it.”
    

    
      The Feeders pressed in. Not rushing. Just surrounding. Salivating.
    

    
      “Feed-feed-feed…”
    

    
      Travis screamed.
    

    
      But before he could run, Mammy J’s voice boomed from above, sweet and thick, like molasses over a tombstone:
    

    
      “
      He isn’t ready
      .”
    

    
      The Feeders 
      froze
      . Ronald turned his face upward. From the ceiling, gravy dripped. A single drop splashed on Travis’s forehead, searing like branding iron syrup.
    

    
      “
      Not yet. But he will be
      .”
    

    
      The Feeders slowly slithered back, murmuring, giggling, disappointed but patient.
    

    
      Travis collapsed to the gravy-tiled floor, sobbing and steaming.
    

    
      Ronald knelt beside him, brushing a piece of corn from his collar.
    

    
      “She’s merciful, you know. Mammy J. She’ll give you time to understand.”
    

    
      “I want to go home,” Travis croaked.
    

    
      “You are home,” Ronald said.
    

    
      He reached out and touched Travis’s belly, very gently. Something inside it growled. Not Travis’s stomach. Something deeper.
    

    
      Something... beginning.
    

    
      That night, the Buffet ran three degrees hotter. Every guest ate until their noses bled.
    

    
      And the Feeders whispered under the floorboards, already dreaming of the next meal.
    

    
    
    
    
      The Slow Stuffing
    

    
    
      Travis woke to the sound of chewing. Not his own. All around him, the walls murmured with slow, satisfied mastication. It was like being inside the mouth of something half-asleep, something massive and dreaming of a feast.
    

    
      He was back in the upstairs world, tucked into a booth at Mammy J’s, a half-full plate in front of him. The lights overhead flickered softly, casting golden halos on every dish.
    

    
      He sat up quickly. The table creaked.
    

    
      A warm, wet sensation clung to his shirt. He looked down. Gravy
      .
       The same kind that had dripped on his forehead.
    

    
      Except now… it stayed with him. It glowed faintly under his collarbone like an infection in the shape of a ladle.
    

    
      “You are home,” Ronald had said.
    

    
      “She’ll give you time,” Kylee had whispered.
    

    
      Travis hadn’t left. Not really.
    

    
      He could still 
      feel
       the Feeders, lurking just beneath the linoleum, tracing his steps with slick tongues of awareness. Every time he moved, the tile beneath his feet was a little softer. Warmer.
    

    
      He could hear plates shifting on their own, forks arranging themselves in sets of three. The restaurant knew him now.
    

    
      And worse? He was still hungry.
    

    
      He tried to leave once. Got as far as the parking lot. But his legs went weak, and he collapsed face-first into the hood of a rusted Camry. The pain wasn’t in his stomach, it was behind his ribs, like something was pushing outward. A pressure he couldn’t name.
    

    
      Ronald was already there when he woke.
    

    
      “Leaving?” he asked, sipping from a ladle like it was a chalice.
    

    
      “I can’t stay here,” Travis croaked.
    

    
      “You already have,” Ronald replied. 
    

    
      “It just hasn’t 
      hit
       you yet.”
    

    
      And it did. That night, the dreams began.
    

    
      Not nightmares. Not quite. They were 
      menus
      . Massive, flickering scrolls of food combinations, each dish more obscene than the last.
    

    
      	
        Mac & Cheese Loaf in a Shell of Churros
      

      	
        Milk-Braised Brisket Eggs
      

      	
        Tuna Cream Trifle
      

      	
        Gravy Popsicles
      

    

    
      He tasted every bite in his sleep, and woke up with his pillow soaked in drool and 
      teeth marks on the corners
      . The worst part? He remembered liking them.
    

    
      By the third day, Travis noticed the physical changes.
    

    
      He was… softer. But not with fat, no, it was different. His skin was doughy, rising slightly when he rested. His veins pulsed faintly with syrup.
    

    
      One morning, he sneezed and cornbread came out.
    

    
      Another day, his sweat smelled like coleslaw dressing.
    

    
      He stared at himself in the mirror of the men’s room, terrified, shirt lifted to his chest. 
    

    
      The glow beneath his sternum pulsed in time with the chewing sounds below.
    

    
      Behind him, in the stall, someone whispered:
    

    
      “How many courses are you, do you think?”
    

    
      Travis bolted out of the restroom, past the hostess stand, back to the booth where it all began. And Kylee was waiting for him.
    

    
      She wore a paper hat this time. Her eyes looked hollowed out, but her smile was wide and bright, as if someone had drawn it on.
    

    
      “You’ve got the belly-bloom,” she said. 
    

    
      “It’s beautiful. You’re coming along fast.”
    

    
      “I don’t want this,” Travis muttered.
    

    
      Kylee reached across the table and gently lifted his chin.
    

    
      “But you 
      asked
       for it, remember? All-you-can-eat. You 
      meant
       it.”
    

    
      That evening, Travis found himself back in the Belly Room.
    

    
      He didn’t walk there. He just… was there.
    

    
      The Feeders did not emerge this time. But he felt their eyes, felt their hunger 
      folding into his own
      . Mammy J didn’t speak aloud. But her presence, her greasy aura, wrapped around him like a bib.
    

    
      The walls whispered:
    

    
      “You’re not just a guest anymore.”
    

    
      “You’re the main course in waiting.”
    

    
      Travis sank to his knees. He opened his mouth wide. And without trying, something warm and golden came out, steaming and perfect, landing on the tiled floor in a gentle 
      plop
      .
    

    
      Ronald, watching from the shadows, began to applaud.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Out of the Kitchen
    

    
    
      The craving spread. Not just in Travis. But through Mammy J’s. Into the walls. The vents. The phones. The dreams of those who’d only driven past once.
    

    
      It started with a billboard. Just one. A peeling roadside sign off Route 9, the kind folks usually ignored. But now it shimmered, just a little, like grease on asphalt.
    

    
      
        “BOTTOMLESS. ALL DAY. NO LIMIT.”
        

      
      NOW HIRING. NOW FEEDING.
    

    
      People pulled over without meaning to. They parked and wandered in like sleepwalkers. Mammy J’s filled up beyond capacity.
    

    
      Travis watched from his booth. His booth. He didn’t leave it anymore.
    

    
      He was… rooted now. A little fused to the vinyl. When he shifted, the cushions 
      squeezed
      , not with air, but with something thicker. Something internal.
    

    
      Kylee brought him bowls of things he didn’t recognize. He ate anyway.
    

    
      Ronald fed him from a ladle now. No spoon. Just the big one. Every bite tasted like 
      memory
       and 
      regret
       and 
      brown sugar
      .
    

    
      The new guests didn’t question why the air always smelled like the moment before a belch. Or why the music, if it could be called that, sounded like pots groaning under pressure.
    

    
      They just ate. And ate.
    

    
      One man begged for water. Got served lukewarm gravy instead. He drank it all.
    

    
      A woman tried to stand. Her knees cracked and 
      puffed powdered sugar
      . She sat back down. She ordered seconds.
    

    
      Every plate refilled before it emptied. Every booth stretched to fit new weight.
    

    
      No one noticed when the windows disappeared. Or when the sun stopped rising outside.
    

    
      Inside Mammy J’s, it was always golden hour. The warm kind. The buttery kind. The kind that melts you.
    

    
      Travis began to hear thoughts that weren’t his own.
    

    
      “Rolls are life.” “Gravy is truth.” “Chew or be chewed.”
    

    
      They came from the walls. From the floor. From the forks. Sometimes he repeated them out loud. Sometimes… others repeated 
      him
      .
    

    
      He opened his mouth one afternoon and found he could speak menu. Not English. Not words. Calories. Cravings. Secrets.
    

    
      The man in the next booth began to cry as Travis whispered softly:
    

    
      
        “Bacon-wrapped apologies served rare.
        

        Deep-fried childhood grief with ranch.
        

        Unlimited shame nuggets, table-side torched.”
      
    

    
      He asked for a to-go box.
    

    
      Kylee shook her head gently. 
    

    
      “There’s no leaving with leftovers.”
    

    
      Elsewhere in town, people began dreaming of Mammy J. Not the restaurant. The woman.
    

    
      Huge. Faceless. Made of quilted napkins and flesh pudding. Her arms were biscuits. Her eyes were spoons. She rocked them gently in their beds and hummed a lullaby that sounded like bacon popping in a skillet.
    

    
      Those who had never stepped foot in the building began to arrive. Some came with bibs already on. Some crawled in. Some were wheeled, drooling, eyes glassy.
    

    
      A baby was born behind the hostess stand. It came out with three teeth and tried to gnaw the corner of the menu.
    

    
      The Feeders cooed from beneath the floorboards. They liked the new guests.
    

    
      Travis tried to stand once, mid-bite. His body creaked. He’d grown soft, but dense. A waiter offered him a hand and accidentally pulled off a chunk of his shoulder. It regrew. Slowly. But it regrew.
    

    
      Ronald smiled.
    

    
      “You’re almost ready.”
    

    
      “For what?” Travis croaked.
    

    
      “For plating,” Ronald said.
    

    
      That night, the walls of Mammy J’s rippled. And something peeled itself up from the baseboards. A mouth. Huge. Greasy. Wide as a doorway. It yawned.
    

    
      “FEED.”
    

    
      And from inside it, a voice emerged:
    

    
      “Time to spread the buffet.”
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Franchise
    

    
    
      The sky turned the color of fryer oil, used, overboiled, 
      angry
      .
    

    
      Above the town, above every town, clouds gathered in the shape of steam. And not water steam. No, kitchen steam, rich with broth and old secrets. You could smell it miles away.
    

    
      And in that smell: 
      addiction. 
      Mammy J had opened her mouth. And the world began to eat.
    

    
      The first franchise appeared overnight, in a field outside a shuttered mall. It looked like Mammy J’s, but wrong. Its walls were a patchwork of brick and pastry crust. The roof steamed. A giant spoon rotated slowly on top where the sign should’ve been.
    

    
      People came. Of course they did. Drawn like flies to syrup. No ads. No grand opening. Just a smell in the wind and a 
      rumble in the stomach
      .
    

    
      Inside, there was only one thing on the menu: 
      BOTTOMLESS.
    

    
      No prices. No waitstaff. No exits. Just food. 
    

    
      And her. Mammy J sat in a massive chair carved from dinner rolls. Her body had changed again, bigger, bonier, covered in gravy veins and patches of melting fondant. Her arms stretched around the dining room, constantly spooning food into open mouths.
    

    
      Travis wasn’t there. Not physically. But pieces of him were. A finger in the dipping sauce. A smile served with the breadbasket. His voice in the overhead speakers, now just looping one phrase:
    

    
      “Eat until you forget who you were.”
    

    
      In cities and towns, the smell spread. More franchises rose. Some were embedded in gas stations. Some replaced daycares. One opened in an old DMV and was full within an hour.
    

    
      No one resisted. Those who tried to warn others were laughed at. Then invited to lunch. Then never seen again.
    

    
      Even the skeptics took bites. Even the health inspectors came back for seconds. Even the 
      priests blessed the buffets
      .
    

    
      The Feeders emerged into daylight. No longer hidden.
    

    
      They roamed the sidewalks, wrapped in aprons, trailing grease. Children hugged them. They sang lullabies made of chewing noises and sizzling bacon.
    

    
      Some humans started changing. Flesh turned soft, then slick, then edible.
    

    
      One man’s tongue became a cinnamon stick. A teenager’s spine snapped and grew a pie crust. A couple was found fused together as a heart-shaped meatloaf.
    

    
      Nobody called it a horror anymore. They called it “comfort food.”
    

    
      Then came The Day of Bloating. Every franchise across the country began to vibrate at the same time.
    

    
      At 6:66 PM (yes, that’s what the clocks read), a wet sound rolled across the world like a giant 
      belch
      .
    

    
      And Mammy J, now the size of a stadium, stood up from her doughy throne. She lifted her arms. Her apron flapped like a flag.
    

    
      And she declared: 
    

    
      “YOU’RE STILL HUNGRY.”
    

    
      The Earth shuddered. The oceans tasted faintly of bisque. The moon began to drip with honey butter. And humanity… gave up.
    

    
      The final memory ever recorded by anyone, anywhere, was of a little boy spooning mashed potatoes into the yawning mouth of his golden retriever, both of them giggling, their bellies round and rising.
    

    
      Then the Feeders came. And no one was left to say no.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Echo Station
    

    
    
      The Signal
    

    
    
      The cold emptiness of deep space stretched out in all directions. It had always been like this, in the vast silence between stars—lonely, isolated. But for Captain Emily Vargas and her crew, the silence wasn’t just an absence of sound; it was the deep breath before the unknown.
    

    
      “Approaching Echo Station Zeta,” the ship’s AI, 
      Caden
      , announced with its usual efficiency. “ETA, ten minutes.”
    

    
      The crew stirred from their routine activities, none of them particularly excited about the job at hand. A standard maintenance assignment—nothing more. It was supposed to be a simple check-up of the long-decommissioned array, just some standard equipment servicing before they made their way back to the busy lanes of interstellar traffic. Echo Station Zeta had gone dark nearly thirty years ago. It had been a forgotten relic, a piece of Earth’s communication infrastructure abandoned when the planet’s colonies began to turn inward, after Earth itself had suffered an environmental collapse too severe to repair.
    

    
      “Any updates on the array’s systems?” Emily asked, running a hand through her short-cropped hair as she looked over at the technician at the console.
    

    
      “Nothing new, Captain,” said Erik, her communications officer, glancing at the readout. His fingers danced over the console. “Same as the last check-in. The array’s still not responding to remote commands, but it should be fine once we get on-site.”
    

    
      “Let’s hope so,” Emily muttered under her breath. “We’re already behind schedule. I’d prefer to be back at Arcturus Station before the week’s out.”
    

    
      “I’m sure the array’s just doing what it’s supposed to do,” said Alina, the ship’s engineer, looking up from the diagnostic display. “Some systems are just... slow to wake up after years of being dormant.”
    

    
      Emily nodded absently, but the truth was, there was something eerie about a facility left untouched for so long. It wasn’t just a relic—it was a tomb.
    

    
      A sudden chill ran through her spine. She quickly shook it off.
    

    
      The massive bulk of Echo Station Zeta slowly came into view, drifting in the void like a forgotten monument. The array’s towering structure stretched far into space, its metal arms reaching outward, seemingly abandoned but still holding together after all these years. From this distance, it was hard to tell if it was still fully intact.
    

    
      “There it is,” Erik said, pointing at the console, his voice sharp. “But... wait a minute. I’m reading a signal.”
    

    
      “On the array?” Emily asked.
    

    
      “Yeah, but that’s the thing,” Erik said, his fingers racing over the screen. “It’s not the standard diagnostic ping we expected. This is an active transmission.” His eyes widened. “And it’s... from Earth?”
    

    
      “What?” Emily was already out of her chair and over to his station, peering over his shoulder. The signal was faint, distorted, but unmistakably there: a series of repeated bursts, like a distress signal.
    

    
      “It’s a distress call,” Erik continued, his voice steady despite the unease creeping into his words. “I’m decoding it now. But—this doesn’t make sense. Earth’s been gone for thirty years. We’ve all been told the planet was uninhabitable after the Collapse.”
    

    
      Alina looked over, her brow furrowing. “Earth’s gone. Everyone knows that. The last of the colonies fled long before we were born.”
    

    
      “This isn’t a mistake,” Erik insisted. “The signal’s clear. It’s Earth. And it’s... alive. Somehow.”
    

    
      Emily’s heart skipped a beat. The implications were immediate and terrifying. “Can you lock onto the source of the signal?”
    

    
      “I’m trying,” Erik said. His fingers flew across the keys. The static crackled in the background, growing louder with each passing second. Then, a clearer burst emerged through the interference. A human voice, but distant, barely audible.
    

    
      “This is... Echo Station... distress signal... Earth... need help... do you copy...?”
    

    
      Emily’s throat tightened. She stared at the screen, trying to make sense of what she was hearing.
    

    
      “I’m going to record it,” Erik said, his voice low.
    

    
      The voice echoed in the hollow of the station’s control room. The distress signal repeated in fragmented, broken bursts, but the words were the same each time: 
      "Earth... need help... do you copy?"
    

    
      Alina, who had been watching the data stream, glanced up. “The station’s still transmitting, but it shouldn’t be,” she said slowly, almost as if trying to convince herself. “There’s no reason this array should be functional after thirty years. Not without maintenance. Not without someone... someone keeping it alive.”
    

    
      Emily took a deep breath and looked around at her crew, her gaze flicking from Erik to Alina. They were all thinking the same thing. “I don’t care what it takes. We’re going to find out what’s going on. Prepare for a boarding party.”
    

    
      Alina grabbed her toolkit. “We’ll need some backup systems ready. If this station’s transmitting a signal, there’s a chance it’s been compromised.”
    

    
      “Agreed,” Emily said. She turned to Erik. “Can you keep the transmission going? I want to know if anything else comes through.”
    

    
      “Sure thing,” Erik replied, eyes glued to his screen.
    

    
      With a final glance at the flickering transmission, Emily nodded to the crew. “Let’s move out. Stay sharp. We don’t know what we’re walking into.”
    

    
      The crew gathered their gear and headed toward the airlock, the unease hanging thick in the air. As the outer doors of the ship slid open and the airlock cycled, Emily looked back at the array once more, its massive form looming in the darkness like a forgotten sentinel.
    

    
      Echo Station Zeta
       was still active. And it was transmitting a message from Earth.
    

    
      A message that didn’t belong in the present.
    

    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Secrets Beneath the Silence
    

    
    
      The journey from the ship to the Echo Station was a slow, deliberate affair. The small shuttle glided through the cold emptiness, docking with the massive communication array’s exterior bay. Emily sat in the cockpit, her fingers white-knuckling the control panel, her mind a mix of anticipation and dread. The unknown was a strange companion, and right now, it felt too close.
    

    
      The airlock hissed open with a mechanical whine, and the crew filed into the station’s darkened interior, their boots echoing hollowly on the metal floors. The station’s usual hum of life support systems was absent. The place had a ghostly quiet to it, like a forgotten city, abandoned by time and humanity.
    

    
      “Lights,” Emily ordered, and Erik punched in the command. Soft, flickering illumination bathed the room in an eerie, washed-out glow.
    

    
      “Well, this is a hell of a welcome,” Alina muttered, her voice breaking the silence. She was scanning the terminal systems nearby. “No power fluctuations, no signs of immediate danger, but it’s like someone just... 
      paused
       the station. All the systems should be offline by now.”
    

    
      “It’s as if someone’s been keeping it running,” Emily said. She glanced around the room, her breath rising in the cold. “Let’s split up. Erik, Alina, check the communication hub. I’ll try to find the main power station. See if we can isolate the transmission.”
    

    
      The crew moved out, their steps reverberating off the walls. Emily’s footsteps were measured, deliberate, as she made her way through the narrow, sterile corridors. The cold air was unsettling, as if the station had been frozen in time, waiting for something to awaken it.
    

    
      She passed through several maintenance tunnels, her fingers brushing over panels and levers as she went. The walls were lined with relics of an older era—files, manuals, and outdated tech that seemed frozen in place by the passage of time. The whole place felt like an artifact from the past. Everything about it felt 
      wrong
      , as if it didn’t belong here in the present.
    

    
      Finally, she arrived at the main power station. The room was filled with dormant consoles and power banks. The hum of electricity was faint, but still there, buzzing through the cables like a pulse.
    

    
      Emily tapped a few keys, and a readout flared up on the screen.
    

    
      “Holy hell,” she whispered.
    

    
      The data was almost unreadable, fractured with static. But one thing stood out: a massive energy surge from deep within the station. The station had been transmitting 
      consistently
       for years, and somehow, it was still operational—its signal still reaching out into the void.
    

    
      It wasn’t supposed to be possible. It shouldn’t have been possible.
    

    
      But there it was, a live transmission—
      from Earth
      .
    

    
      “What the hell is going on here?” Emily muttered under her breath.
    

    
    
      [Communications Hub]
    

    
    
      Meanwhile, Erik and Alina were in the communications center, their eyes scanning the unreadable static on their terminals.
    

    
      Erik leaned over his console, pressing a series of buttons. “I can’t make sense of this. The signal’s… it’s like it’s coming from a different timeline. These bursts—they’re all Earth’s original distress signal protocols. That’s 
      impossible
      .”
    

    
      “It’s not just impossible,” Alina replied, her voice sharp. “It’s a contradiction. Earth shouldn’t even be 
      alive
      . It shouldn’t be here. But this—this signal—” She paused, shaking her head. “We’re talking thirty years after the collapse. Thirty years since the last communication came through.”
    

    
      Erik rubbed his face. “We’re not talking about a 
      disconnected
       signal, Alina. We’re talking about Earth trying to reach us. This could be a message from the past… or from the 
      future
      .”
    

    
      Alina was quiet for a moment. “A message from the future? Do you hear yourself? We’re already light-years away from Earth. It’s impossible.”
    

    
      “I know,” Erik said softly, almost to himself. “But what if it’s not? What if someone or something 
      has been here all this time
      , waiting for someone to hear them? Waiting for 
      us
       to find it?”
    

    
      [The Power Station]
    

    
    
      Back in the power station, Emily stared at the screen in disbelief, the implications of what she was seeing settling heavily on her chest. Her finger hovered over the “send” button. The signal could be traced. It could be brought to the rest of the crew. But there was something nagging at her, a deep, unsettling feeling that perhaps some doors were best left closed.
    

    
      She inhaled deeply, making a decision. She punched in the coordinates to trace the origin of the transmission.
    

    
      As the screen loaded, she was met with a map of the station’s layout. A deep red dot flickered at the station’s core—a location she knew well, but had never ventured close to: the Mainframe Chamber.
    

    
      That place had been sealed for years, ever since the station’s decommissioning. It had been 
      forgotten
      , abandoned for good reason. Yet here it was—the origin of the signal.
    

    
      “Erik,” she said into her communicator. “I’m heading to the Mainframe Chamber. It looks like the signal’s coming from there.”
    

    
      “Be careful, Captain,” Erik replied, his voice tight. “Something’s wrong with this place. You don’t know what you might find.”
    

    
      “I know,” Emily said, a twinge of unease creeping up her spine. “But I’m going to find out anyway.”
    

    
    
      [The Mainframe Chamber]
    

    
    
      Emily’s boots clanged against the metal floor as she made her way down the long hallway toward the Mainframe Chamber. She wasn’t sure why, but a sense of foreboding crept over her the closer she got. The air felt thicker here, colder, and there was an oppressive quiet that seemed to weigh down on her shoulders.
    

    
      As she approached the sealed door, her hand instinctively reached for the access panel. She hesitated for a moment before unlocking it.
    

    
      The door slid open with a hiss.
    

    
      Inside, the chamber was dim, filled with rows of ancient, oversized equipment. Yet the hum of the machinery was still faintly audible, a distant heartbeat reverberating through the walls.
    

    
      At the center of the room, surrounded by data banks and old tech, was a single, glowing console. Its screen flickered in the darkness, casting an eerie light on the room.
    

    
      The console flashed once, then again.
    

    
      Message incoming.
    

    
      Emily’s heart pounded. She moved toward the console and tapped a few buttons, pulling up the incoming message.
    

    
      And then she froze.
    

    
      The message was clear, and chilling:
    

    
      “This is Echo Station Zeta. Earth is alive. Please... you have to help us. The collapse has been stopped. But the truth is far worse than you can imagine. They’re coming. You must stop them before it’s too late. Please. Earth is still here, but it won’t be for long.”
    

    
      The screen flickered. Then the message cut off, leaving behind only silence.
    

    
      Emily swallowed, her mouth dry. She couldn’t believe what she had just read. What 
      had
       they found here? And who—or what—was sending them these warnings?
    

    
      There was no going back now.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Echoes from the Depths
    

    
    
      The silence in the Mainframe Chamber felt suffocating. Emily stood frozen in front of the console, her eyes locked on the last message that flickered across the screen. The words were still echoing in her mind:
    

    
      “Earth is alive. Please... you have to help us. The collapse has been stopped. But the truth is far worse than you can imagine. They’re coming. You must stop them before it’s too late. Please. Earth is still here, but it won’t be for long.”
    

    
      The room felt colder somehow, as though the walls were pressing in around her, and for a long moment, she couldn’t move. The enormity of the message—and the implications—settled in like a weight pressing on her chest.
    

    
      “Captain,” Erik’s voice crackled through her earpiece. “We’ve got a problem.”
    

    
      Emily snapped out of her stupor, quickly tapping her communicator. “What’s going on?”
    

    
      “There’s something wrong with the station,” Erik continued, his voice tense. “We’re picking up… 
      movement
      . In the lower levels. It doesn’t look like any routine activity. It’s... something else.”
    

    
      “Movement?” Emily asked, her pulse quickening. “What kind of movement?”
    

    
      “I don’t know yet,” Erik replied. “But whatever it is, it’s coming from deeper within the station—somewhere near the containment area. And it’s moving fast. We’re not alone here, Captain.”
    

    
      Emily’s thoughts raced. The message was a warning, and now this. The pieces weren’t fitting together, and she didn’t like it. Not one bit.
    

    
      “We’re not leaving until we figure out what’s going on here,” she said, her voice sharp. “Get to the access points and lock them down. We don’t know what we’re dealing with.”
    

    
      Alina’s voice came through next, steady but urgent. “The station’s old, Emily. If something’s been living down there, we’re dealing with more than just abandoned tech. Something’s been 
      activated
      —whether it was intentional or not.”
    

    
      “Understood,” Emily said, glancing at the console one last time. The screen was now blank, its soft glow gone. Something was definitely wrong.
    

    
      She hurried out of the chamber, her footsteps quickening as she navigated the twisting, dimly lit corridors toward the lower levels. The path was lined with old equipment and abandoned corridors. It was strange, unsettling to be moving through what had once been an advanced communication hub, only to now feel like an unwelcome intruder. As if something ancient and forgotten had awakened.
    

    
    
      [The Lower Levels]
    

    
    
      Alina and Erik had already reached the central access point by the time Emily arrived. The air here felt heavier—oppressive, almost. Alina was pacing back and forth in front of a control panel, her face grim.
    

    
      “Captain,” she said, her voice low, “I’m not sure what’s down there, but we’re not getting clear readings. It’s like something’s interfering with the station’s systems, almost as if something’s 
      alive
       down there.”
    

    
      Emily nodded, trying to suppress the growing unease gnawing at her. “What do you mean by ‘alive’?”
    

    
      Alina glanced at Erik, who was monitoring the data streams. “I mean it’s like something’s drawing power from the station, but not in a normal way. The system’s been off for decades, but now, everything’s 
      responding
       to the signal. It’s like it’s been waiting for something—or someone.”
    

    
      Erik was watching a screen that had started to flash intermittently. “Captain, I’m detecting several thermal signatures down there. And not just one or two. It’s like a whole 
      group
       of something moving.”
    

    
      Emily’s stomach dropped. "Not human?"
    

    
      "No, Captain," Erik said. “I don’t think so. We’ve seen nothing of this kind before.”
    

    
      Before Emily could respond, a sudden screech echoed through the station. The noise was mechanical at first, but it was quickly joined by something far worse—a shrill, inhuman wail that made her blood run cold.
    

    
      “What the hell is that?” Alina muttered.
    

    
      Emily didn’t need to say anything. The answer was clear. They were no longer alone.
    

    
      “We need to move,” Emily barked. “Now!”
    

    
      They ran through the twisting hallways, the echoes of the wail growing louder as they descended deeper into the station. The station’s light flickered, dimming, then brightening, as if struggling against the presence of whatever was down here.
    

    
      As they neared the entrance to the lower containment level, the temperature dropped significantly, and the air became heavy with the scent of rust and decay. The faint hum of machinery grew louder, now accompanied by the sound of scraping metal, something dragging along the station’s cold floor.
    

    
      Emily could feel her heart pounding in her chest as they approached a sealed door at the end of the corridor. This was it—the source of the disturbance.
    

    
      Alina was at the console, working quickly to override the security lockdown. “We don’t have much time,” she warned. “This door is old. If we don’t get it open soon—”
    

    
      There was a sudden 
      bang
       from behind them, and then the sound of scrambling footsteps. Something was coming, fast.
    

    
      “Captain!” Erik shouted. “It’s here!”
    

    
      Emily spun around, her breath catching in her throat. From the shadows of the corridor emerged a figure—a figure unlike anything she had ever seen. It was humanoid, but its proportions were wrong. Its limbs were too long, its movements jerky and unnatural. And its eyes—those black, empty eyes—stared at them with an intelligence that made the blood freeze in her veins.
    

    
      “What the hell is that?” Alina gasped.
    

    
      “I don’t know,” Emily said, her voice hoarse. “But it’s not alone.”
    

    
      As if to confirm her worst fear, several more figures appeared, all of them moving toward the crew with chilling speed. They weren’t human. They weren’t anything like humans.
    

    
      “Move!” Emily shouted, drawing her weapon and firing a warning shot toward the nearest figure. It recoiled but kept coming.
    

    
      Erik grabbed Alina’s arm. “We need to get inside. Now!”
    

    
      With a final override from Alina, the door to the lower containment level hissed open just in time. The crew dashed inside, slamming the door behind them. The station’s inhabitants—their would-be attackers—scrambled to follow, but the door sealed shut just in time.
    

    
      They were safe. For now.
    

    
    
      [The Containment Level]
    

    
    
      Inside, the air was thick with the smell of long-abandoned machinery. The walls were covered in layers of dust, and old equipment hummed softly in the background, barely functioning.
    

    
      Erik tapped his communicator. “We’ve sealed the door, but I’m not sure for how long. Whatever they are, they’re persistent.”
    

    
      Emily turned to face her crew, her mind racing. They had to get to the bottom of this. They had to understand what was happening here before it was too late.
    

    
      The message had been clear. 
      Earth was alive
      . But something else—something 
      worse
      —was lurking in the dark corners of Echo Station Zeta.
    

    
      “We need to find out who—or 
      what
      —is behind this,” Emily said, her voice determined. “We’ll finish what we started. No matter what it takes.”
    

    
      And deep down, she knew: whatever was hidden in the heart of this station would change everything they thought they knew about Earth—and the universe itself.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Heart of the Station
    

    
    
      The heavy, sealed door of the containment level felt like a fragile barrier between them and whatever horrors lingered on the other side. Emily stared at it, the faint vibrations underfoot telling her that the station was still alive with energy—alive in ways it shouldn’t be. The hum of machinery and the soft whir of dormant servers sounded like a quiet but ominous heartbeat, pulsing from deep within the walls.
    

    
      “We need to move quickly,” Alina said, keeping her voice steady, but her hands were clenched into fists. “Whatever we’ve seen so far is just the beginning.”
    

    
      “Agreed,” Emily responded, her eyes scanning the room. It was long and narrow, littered with obsolete equipment—deactivated consoles, rusting pipes, cables snaking across the floor. Everything had the same eerie silence, as if the station had been waiting for something, something that was now beginning to stir.
    

    
      “Erik, anything on the monitors?” Emily asked, her voice tight.
    

    
      He was already at the terminal, fingers flying across the interface. “I’ve got something. The signal’s fluctuating... almost like it’s adapting to the environment. But there’s something else.”
    

    
      “What is it?” Emily asked, stepping closer.
    

    
      “There’s data. Hidden in the archives. It’s not part of any standard logs.” Erik paused, his face paling slightly as he scrolled deeper into the code. “I think this... this station wasn’t just a communication array.”
    

    
      Emily’s heart skipped a beat. “What are you saying?”
    

    
      “I think they were experimenting,” Erik said, his voice trembling. “The distress signal isn’t from Earth. It’s from something else... someone else.”
    

    
      Before Emily could respond, a low, guttural sound echoed from the far end of the chamber. It was the same sound they’d heard earlier—the shrill, unearthly wail—but now it was louder. Closer.
    

    
      A flicker of movement caught her eye. Something was crawling across the ceiling.
    

    
      “Captain, they’re inside!” Alina shouted, her voice cutting through the tension. “We’re not alone.”
    

    
      Suddenly, from the darkness, figures began to drop from the ceiling like insects—long-limbed, pale, with sharp, glowing eyes that reflected in the dim light. They were humanoid but not human. Their faces were gaunt, their skin stretched tight over skeletal frames, and their limbs bent in unnatural angles.
    

    
      “They look like...” Erik began, but his voice faltered. “Like ghosts. Or something worse.”
    

    
      One of the creatures let out a hiss, its jaw stretching too wide as it bared needle-like teeth. Another crept forward, its long fingers scratching against the concrete floor as it moved toward them with an unsettling speed.
    

    
      “We need to go. Now!” Emily commanded.
    

    
      But before they could retreat, the lights above flickered and the hum of the machinery around them shifted. The walls groaned as if the station itself was waking up, shaking off the dust of decades of dormancy.
    

    
      “Captain!” Erik yelled. “The signal—it’s coming from deeper within the station. It’s guiding them here!”
    

    
      “Where exactly?” Emily asked, already scanning the layout of the station in her mind.
    

    
      “There’s a lower section,” Erik said, his hands flying over the controls. “A sub-level beneath the containment area. It wasn’t listed in the original schematics. It’s like it was... hidden.”
    

    
      “Can we access it?” Alina asked, gripping her weapon tighter.
    

    
      Erik’s eyes darted to the terminal. “Yes, but we’ll have to break through a few barriers. It’s going to take time. And we don’t have time.”
    

    
      The creatures were closing in, their glowing eyes narrowing as they advanced. Emily could feel the heat rising in her chest—the pressure of the moment squeezing her ribs. She knew they didn’t have long.
    

    
      “Start the override,” Emily ordered. “We’re moving. Alina, Erik, keep them back. I’ll lead the way.”
    

    
      The tension was thick in the air as Erik began to work the override, his fingers tapping furiously at the console, trying to access the hidden sub-level. Every few moments, one of the creatures hissed and lunged, but Alina and Erik fired warning shots, keeping them at bay.
    

    
      “We’ve got a few seconds,” Erik said, his voice strained. “I’ve unlocked the door. But it’s not going to hold for long.”
    

    
      Emily nodded and sprinted toward the newly opened access hatch. She could feel the pulse of urgency in her veins as she ducked through the doorway into the dark, uncharted sub-level below. The air grew colder, more oppressive, as if they were descending into the heart of something far older and darker than they could comprehend.
    

    
    
      [The Sub-Level]
    

    
    
      The lights in the sub-level flickered on one by one, casting an eerie glow on the walls covered in strange symbols and old diagrams. The space was massive, a labyrinth of machinery and unmarked doors. As they descended deeper, Emily couldn’t shake the feeling that they were walking into something that had been hidden deliberately—something meant to be kept from the world above.
    

    
      “Where the hell are we?” Alina muttered, her voice barely above a whisper. “What were they doing down here?”
    

    
      “I don’t think we want to know,” Erik replied grimly.
    

    
      They reached the heart of the sub-level, and as they did, Emily’s blood ran cold. In the center of the room, attached to a series of cables and glowing conduits, was a large cylindrical chamber. It pulsed with a faint greenish light, and within it was something they could barely make out—a figure.
    

    
      A human figure. Or something that 
      had
       once been human.
    

    
      It was suspended in some kind of gel, the skin tight and stretched over its bones. Its eyes were wide open, but they didn’t blink. There was no movement, no breath. Just the faint, unsettling hum of the energy running through the chamber.
    

    
      “What the hell is that?” Alina asked, her voice trembling.
    

    
      Emily stepped forward cautiously, her hand hovering over her weapon, ready for anything.
    

    
      “It’s... it’s like they were keeping them alive,” she murmured, her voice low. “Preserving them.”
    

    
      Erik’s face was pale. “But why? And why were they transmitting the signal? Who are they trying to reach?”
    

    
      Before anyone could answer, a deep voice crackled through the room, sounding like it was coming from all around them.
    

    
      “You shouldn’t have come here.”
    

    
      The voice was low, a rasp that echoed through their bones. It was unmistakably human, but it had a quality to it—something otherworldly, distorted, and haunting.
    

    
      Emily spun around, her heart hammering. “Who’s there? Show yourself!”
    

    
      And then, as if responding to her command, the figure inside the cylindrical chamber stirred. Its eyes locked onto Emily’s, and the room seemed to grow colder still.
    

    
      “You’ve awoken the wrong thing,”
       the voice rasped, filled with malice.
    

    
      “Stay back,” Emily ordered, raising her weapon, but she knew the creature—if that’s what it was—was already too far beyond anything they could hope to fight.
    

    
      “Get ready to run,” she said, her voice low and tense. “Whatever it is, we’re not leaving here without answers.”
    

    
      And as the figure inside the chamber began to move, Emily realized that their worst fears were only just beginning to unfold.
    

    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Awakening
    

    
    
      The figure inside the chamber shifted again, its motion slow and deliberate, as if waking from a long, forgotten slumber. The greenish glow that filled the room flickered as its body twisted, its skeletal form stretching like a marionette pulled by invisible strings. Emily instinctively stepped back, her pulse quickening. The silence was deafening—broken only by the unnatural hum of the station's machinery.
    

    
      “What is that?” Alina whispered, her grip tightening on her weapon. “That’s not human.”
    

    
      “No,” Erik breathed. “It can’t be. Look at its eyes... those are 
      intelligent
       eyes.”
    

    
      The creature’s eyes locked onto Emily, and she felt a chill crawl up her spine. There was recognition there, or something close to it—a deep knowing that she could not explain. Then, without warning, the creature spoke again.
    

    
      “You are not supposed to be here.”
    

    
      Its voice was distorted, laced with static and otherworldly echoes that seemed to resonate in the very walls of the chamber. It was both human and something else—something far older, more alien.
    

    
      “Who are you?” Emily demanded, her voice steady despite the fear gnawing at her insides. “What is this place? What were you doing here?”
    

    
      The figure’s mouth moved slightly, as if testing the air before it answered. 
      “We were... preserving. We were chosen to... protect.”
    

    
      “Protect what?” Alina asked sharply, her eyes darting around, searching for any signs of danger.
    

    
      The figure’s gaze shifted, its expression unreadable, as it struggled to speak more coherently. 
      “The station... was not built for transmission. It was built to 
      contain.
       You should never have activated it. You are the last to arrive.”
    

    
      Emily’s stomach churned as the weight of the creature’s words hit her. “Contain what?”
    

    
      The figure’s eyes narrowed, the greenish glow from the chamber intensifying as the energy within it seemed to shift. It groaned as if waking from some terrible slumber, its limbs twitching, struggling against the constraints that had held it for so long.
    

    
      “Contain... the threat. The one who cannot be allowed to leave.”
    

    
      Emily’s heart skipped a beat. “What threat?”
    

    
      Before the creature could answer, the entire station seemed to groan in protest. The lights flickered violently, and the ground beneath their feet rumbled. The hum of the machinery grew louder, almost deafening, as if the station was waking up, fully aware of their presence.
    

    
      “We need to get out of here!” Alina shouted, panic creeping into her voice. “Whatever this is, it’s not safe!”
    

    
      But before they could react, the chamber’s energy spiked, and a deep, resonating sound filled the air—like a scream, but one that rattled the very fabric of space itself.
    

    
      “It is already too late,”
       the figure intoned. 
      “The signal has been sent. You have already triggered the process. You cannot stop what is coming.”
    

    
      The door behind them slammed shut with a deafening bang, trapping them in the room. The creature in the chamber began to move more violently now, its form twitching as if it was being pulled by unseen forces.
    

    
      “What the hell is happening?” Erik shouted, looking frantically around the chamber. “We need to stop this!”
    

    
      The station trembled as another shockwave of energy surged through the walls, knocking them all to the ground. Emily’s vision swam as the lights above flickered violently, casting harsh shadows across the chamber.
    

    
      “We don’t have time!” Alina yelled, her voice barely audible over the deafening noise. “We need to leave now!”
    

    
      Emily struggled to her feet, her mind racing. The creature was still in the chamber, but now, it seemed to be caught in some kind of internal conflict, writhing as if it were fighting something from within.
    

    
      “We can’t leave yet,” Emily said, gritting her teeth. “We need answers. Whatever’s happening here—this
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