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Part 1

The alarms began as a low, distant hum — the kind of sound that could be mistaken for the station’s usual mechanical heartbeat. On Helios-9, noise was constant: the thrum of generators, the hiss of air recyclers, the soft vibration of the artificial gravity rings. But this hum was different. It carried a tremor beneath it, a subtle quiver that made the lights flicker in the long central corridor.

Dr. Lysa Harren paused mid-stride, her boots magnetized to the grated floor. She turned her head slightly, listening. The hum deepened. A warning light blinked red above the bulkhead door ahead of her.

Containment Wing C — Breach Detected.

Her breath caught.

“No... no, that’s not possible,” she whispered.

Wing C was sealed. Triple-locked. Reinforced. Nothing inside it should have been capable of breaching anything.

She tapped her wrist-com.

“Control, this is Dr. Harren. I’m reading a breach in Wing C. Confirm?”

Static answered her.

She tried again.

“Control, respond. Is this a drill?”

More static. A faint crackle. Then a sound that made her skin crawl — a soft, wet scrape, like something dragging across metal.

Her pulse quickened.

The corridor lights dimmed, then surged back to life. The hum became a rumble. A distant clang echoed through the station, followed by a metallic groan as if something heavy had shifted in the walls.

Lysa swallowed hard.

She wasn’t alone.

She took a step backward, her boots clicking against the floor. The air felt colder now, as though the temperature had dropped several degrees in seconds. Her breath fogged faintly.

Then she heard it.

A whisper.

Not a voice. Not words.

Just a breath — long, slow, deliberate — exhaled from somewhere behind her.

She spun around.

The corridor stretched empty in both directions. No movement. No shadows. No—

A vent grate at the far end of the hall hung loose, swaying gently.

Her heart hammered.

“Control,” she said again, voice trembling, “I need security to Wing C immediately. Something is—”

A sharp metallic bang cut her off.

Then another.

Then a rapid series of impacts, like something slamming against the inside of a sealed door.

The lights flickered violently.

A siren blared overhead.

CONTAINMENT FAILURE. EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY.

Lysa’s breath hitched.

She turned and ran.

Her boots pounded the metal floor as she sprinted toward the central hub. The station groaned around her — a deep, resonant vibration that felt almost alive. She passed flickering screens, overturned carts, a dropped datapad still displaying a half-written log entry.

Another bang echoed behind her.

Closer this time.

She didn’t look back.

She reached the hub door and slammed her palm onto the access panel.

“Open, open, open—”

The door hissed.

Then jammed halfway.

“No, no, come on!”

She shoved her shoulder into it, forcing it open just enough to slip through. She stumbled inside and slapped the emergency seal.

The door clanged shut.

Silence.

Her chest heaved. Sweat dripped down her temples. She pressed her back against the sealed door, trying to steady her breathing.

Then she heard it.

A faint tapping on the other side of the metal.

Slow.

Rhythmic.

Intentional.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Her blood ran cold.

The tapping stopped.

A whisper slid through the comm system — distorted, glitching, but unmistakably human.

“Lysa...”

Her eyes widened.

That voice.

It was Dr. Kade’s voice.

But Dr. Kade had died three days ago.

She backed away from the door, shaking her head. “No. No, you’re not real. You’re not—”

The lights went out.

Total darkness swallowed the room.

Something moved in the black.

Not fast.

Not lunging.

Just... shifting.

Repositioning itself.

As though it had been waiting for the lights to die.

Lysa’s breath trembled out of her.

She reached for her wrist-com, fingers fumbling.

A soft, wet exhale brushed the back of her neck.

She froze.

The creature didn’t attack.

It didn’t need to.

It leaned close, its breath cold and damp against her skin, and whispered in Dr. Kade’s perfect voice:

“Help me...”

Lysa screamed.

The station lights flickered once — revealing a tall, sinewy silhouette behind her, its limbs too long, its head tilted in unnatural curiosity — and then the lights died again.

Her scream cut off abruptly.

Silence returned to Helios-9.

A moment later, the station’s automated systems rebooted just long enough to send a single message into deep space:

DISTRESS SIGNAL: LEVEL OMEGA.

SURVIVORS: UNKNOWN.

DO NOT BOARD.
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Part 2 — Lysa’s Final Moments

The darkness pressed in around Lysa like a physical weight. Her hands trembled as she fumbled for her wrist-com, but the device only flickered weakly, its screen glitching with static. The emergency lights failed to return. The room remained a void.

She forced herself to breathe slowly, quietly, as if the darkness itself were listening.

A soft scrape echoed somewhere to her left.

Then another, closer.

Her pulse hammered in her ears. She backed away, palms out, searching for a wall, a console, anything solid. Her fingers brushed cold metal — the edge of a workstation — and she steadied herself.

“Control...” she whispered, even though she knew no one was listening. “If anyone can hear me... please...”

A faint click sounded behind her.

A vent opening.

Her breath hitched.

Then came the sound — the one she had dreaded since the alarms first began. A low, resonant chitter, almost curious, almost thoughtful. The creature wasn’t rushing her. It wasn’t attacking. It was studying her, the way a scientist might observe a specimen in a tank.

“Please...” she whispered again, voice cracking.

The creature moved.

Not fast.

Not slow.

Just... deliberate.

A shift of weight.

A soft thud of something landing on the floor.

A faint vibration through the metal grating.

Lysa squeezed her eyes shut, tears slipping down her cheeks. She wasn’t a soldier. She wasn’t trained for this. She was a researcher, a scientist, someone who believed in discovery and progress.

She never imagined she would die in the dark, hunted by something her own station had created.

A warm breath brushed her ear.

Her eyes snapped open.

In the pitch black, she couldn’t see it — but she could feel it. The creature’s presence loomed over her, tall, impossibly tall, its limbs shifting with a fluid, predatory grace. Its breath was cold and damp, carrying a faint metallic scent.

Then, in Dr. Kade’s perfect voice — the voice of a man long dead — it whispered:

“Don’t run.”

Lysa didn’t even have time to scream.

There was a sudden movement, a rush of air, a sharp impact — and then nothing.

Her body crumpled silently to the floor.

The creature lingered over her for a moment, its head tilting in that same unnatural curiosity. It reached out one long, sinewy limb and gently touched her wrist-com, as if testing it. The device sparked once, then died completely.

Satisfied, the creature slipped back into the vents, vanishing as silently as it had appeared.

The room remained dark.

Still.

Empty.

A few minutes later, the station’s automated systems flickered back to life just long enough to register Lysa Harren’s vitals as flatlined.

Then Helios-9 sent its final message into the void:

DISTRESS SIGNAL: LEVEL OMEGA.

SURVIVORS: 0.

BOARDING NOT ADVISED.
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Part 1: The Crew and the Countdown

The launchpad shimmered beneath the floodlights, a vast expanse of steel and shadow. The rocket stood tall, its hull gleaming with frost, engines humming with restrained power. Inside the crew module, five people sat strapped into their seats, each one silent, each one alone with their thoughts.

Commander Aria Solis stared straight ahead, her gloved hands resting on the console. The countdown ticked in her ear — calm, mechanical, indifferent. She didn’t blink. Her mind was elsewhere, replaying the last time she’d led a rescue mission. The screams. The fire. The silence afterward.

This time would be different.

She had to believe that.

Beside her, Dr. Keiran Vale adjusted his harness with nervous fingers. His datapad blinked softly in his lap, displaying the signal from Helios-9. He’d analyzed it a hundred times. It was old, corrupted, but unmistakably urgent. And buried in the signal’s metadata was a name — Dr. Harren — his mentor.

She’d vanished years ago.

He hadn’t told the others.

Behind them, Riley Thorne tapped her fingers against the armrest, humming a tune only she could hear. Her boots were scuffed, her jumpsuit patched in three places. She didn’t care. She’d grown up in places where duct tape was considered high fashion. The idea of exploring a station the size of a city block thrilled her — even if the distress signal made her stomach twist.

Jonah Reyes sat silently, eyes closed, breathing slow and steady. He’d read the classified reports. He knew what Helios-9 had been researching. He knew what they’d tried to build. And he knew it had gone wrong. But he couldn’t say anything. Not yet. Not until they saw it for themselves.

Lira Chen clutched a small photo in her gloved hand — a snapshot of her younger brother, smiling in front of a school building. She’d joined the mission to escape, to prove herself, to find something bigger than the life she’d left behind. But now, staring at the launch timer, she felt a sudden, overwhelming fear.

She didn’t know why.

She just knew something was waiting.

T-minus 60 seconds.

The cabin lights dimmed. The engines rumbled louder. The crew braced themselves.

Aria’s voice came through the comms, calm and clear.

“Final systems check. All stations report.”

“Bio systems green,” Keiran said.

“Engineering green,” Riley added.

“Security green,” Jonah confirmed.

“Comms green,” Lira whispered.

Aria nodded. “Mission status: go.”

T-minus 10 seconds.

Outside, the launchpad trembled.

Inside, five lives prepared to leave Earth behind.

Ignition.

The rocket roared to life, a pillar of flame and fury propelling them skyward. The cabin shook. Pressure built. Gravity fought them — and lost.

They broke atmosphere in silence.
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Part 2: Ascent and Atmosphere

The rocket tore through the upper atmosphere, its engines roaring like a beast unleashed. Inside the cabin, the crew felt the pressure shift — gravity loosening its grip, the Earth falling away beneath them.

Aria Solis kept her eyes on the console, watching the telemetry scroll past. Altitude. Velocity. Hull integrity. All green. But her thoughts drifted to the silence that followed her last mission — the way the comms had gone dead, the way the stars had looked when she realized no one was coming to help.

She clenched her jaw.

Not this time.

Behind her, Keiran Vale stared out the viewport, watching the curve of the planet fade into black. He didn’t speak. He didn’t blink. His mind was replaying the last message he’d received from Dr. Harren — a voice log full of static and fear. She’d said something about “adaptive behavior” and “non-linear cognition.” He hadn’t understood it then.

He did now.

Riley Thorne unstrapped herself and floated gently toward the rear console, her boots catching the magnetic floor with a soft click. She ran a systems check, humming under her breath. The ship was solid. The crew was tense. And the station they were heading toward was silent.

She didn’t like silence.

Jonah Reyes remained still, his eyes closed, his breathing steady. He’d memorized the layout of Helios-9. He knew the creature’s containment protocols. He knew what should have happened — and what hadn’t. He’d seen the classified footage. He’d heard the screams.

He didn’t tell the others.

Lira Chen drifted toward the comms panel, her fingers brushing the controls. She adjusted the signal receiver, trying to clean up the transmission from Helios-9. The distress call was looping now — a garbled voice repeating the same phrase over and over:

“Don’t let it learn you.”

She frowned. “Commander, I’m getting something strange.”

Aria turned. “Play it.”

Lira tapped the panel. The voice echoed through the cabin — distorted, glitching, but unmistakably human.

“Don’t let it learn you.”

Keiran’s eyes widened. “That’s Harren’s voice.”

Jonah opened his eyes. “Looped signal. Could be automated.”

“Or,” Riley said, “someone set it to loop before they died.”

Silence fell.

Outside the viewport, the stars stretched into infinity. The ship passed through the last layer of orbital debris, entering deep space. The station was still hours away, but its signal pulsed steadily — like a heartbeat in the void.

Aria leaned forward. “We’ll reach Helios-9 in six hours. Until then, rest. Review the schematics. And stay sharp.”

The crew dispersed, each retreating into their own thoughts.

​🛏️ Crew Quarters — Later

Keiran sat alone in his bunk, staring at the datapad. He replayed Harren’s last message again and again, trying to decode the fear in her voice. She’d been brilliant. Careful. She wouldn’t have panicked unless—

Unless it was something truly alien.

Riley lay on her back, tossing a small tool into the air and catching it. She didn’t sleep much. Never had. Her mind raced with possibilities — what kind of creature could breach a station that size? What kind of tech could go that wrong?

Jonah cleaned his gear methodically, checking his weapon, his scanner, his emergency beacon. He didn’t expect to use any of it. He expected to die. But he’d make sure the others had a chance.

Lira stared at the photo of her brother, then tucked it into her locker. She felt a chill she couldn’t explain — like something was already watching them. She adjusted the comms again, trying to block out the signal.

It kept playing.

“Don’t let it learn you.”
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