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      Please. Help me.

      The words echoed and died in Gavin Hanson's mind. Begging the universe for help was both desperate and pathetic, but what else did he have? Nothing. Nothing but the emptiness of space stretching before him like a black canvas punctured by distant stars. Cold. Silent. Indifferent.

      No... Not indifferent. Malignant.

      Gavin willed his hands to stop shaking, but he failed at that too. How was it possible that someone like him was the only one to make it out of the Iron Horizon alive?

      Built for short hops, this shuttle was blocky, mostly stainless steel, and absolutely no-frills. Certainly not meant to travel the void between stars, yet now it tore through space between Uranus and Neptune at sublight-eight. Almost the speed of light. Almost.

      It was a miracle he wasn't dead. Yet.

      He had to reach them before they went too deep. Before they woke it up.

      "Just a little more," he whispered, his voice raw from disuse. How long had it been since he'd spoken to another living being? Days? Weeks? Time blurs when you’re a sole survivor on a desperate mission no sane person would believe.

      A glance at the navigation panel and Gavin could see the ship's sickly blue lighting reflecting his haunted pale eyes. Console warning indicators illuminated one by one, like a morbid constellation taking shape. Life support was stable, but the Deuterium fuel gauge… dipping toward empty. The ship’s fusion engine wouldn’t work without it. No way he would make it in time. The Russian mining operation was still too far away.

      Gavin blinked hard, fighting the exhaustion threatening to drag him under. His eyes burned from lack of sleep, his muscles ached, but he couldn't rest. Not yet. Besides... Every time he closed his eyes, he saw them.

      Captain Rivera, reaching out to him as a spear of solid darkness tore through her torso, her scream cut short as a wave of living shadow pulled her apart at the molecular level. Doctor Sharma, half his face dissolved by the writhing blackness, still trying to speak through a throat that was no longer there, his remaining eye wide with terror and agony.

      The entire crew... His friends. His family for the past two years aboard the Iron Horizon. All gone. Consumed by something that should have stayed sleeping outside of the solar system. Gavin ran. Ran from the wave of darkness flowing through the ship's corridors like liquid night, peeling flesh from bone and steel from the hull. Turning his shipmates into screaming ash before devouring even their screams. A darkness so corrupt and unstoppable that it would destroy humanity with the same ravenous hunger.

      Unless he stopped the mining operation. Convinced them to leave the comets alone. Lying dormant for billions of years—perhaps inside the Kuiper Belt—something totally alien waited patiently for humanity to discover it. And unleash it to the world.

      His memories continued pulling him under. The ship's hull… torn to shreds by something that wasn't matter or energy yet both. It moved with purpose and hunger, and a malevolence so cold that Gavin could feel it seeping into his soul. Corridors he'd walked thousands of times transformed into empty space. Everyone died screaming.

      "Focus," Gavin commanded himself, slapping his face hard enough to sting. "Stay awake."

      The ship shuddered around him. He was pushing it beyond specifications, demanding performance it simply wasn't built to deliver. The engines whined in protest, a high-pitched moan that had him clenching his teeth.

      His console chimed, a navigation alert. Gavin's heart lurched as he stared at the readout. A mining vessel… the Volkov according to the transponder signature. It was anchored near a small comet, its massive drilling equipment already deployed.

      "No, no, no." Gavin jabbed at the communications array. "Volkov, this is Lieutenant Gavin Hanson of the UA Iron Horizon. Cease drilling operations immediately. The comet is dangerous. I repeat, cease all drilling operations."

      Static answered him for several seconds, then a heavily accented voice crackled through. "Iron Horizon was lost forty years ago. Identify yourself properly or be fired upon."

      "My name is Lieutenant Gavin Hanson. I'm trying to save your lives. That comet… there's something inside it. Something that destroyed the Iron Horizon."

      Harsh laughter came through the comm. "American lies. This is a Russian territorial operation. Leave immediately or face consequences."

      Through his viewport, Gavin could see the Volkov, a wide, industrial vessel bristling with mining equipment. Massive drills had already penetrated the comet's surface, but hopefully it hadn’t dug too deep into the ancient ice and rock. The comet itself was relatively small, maybe five kilometers across, its surface pitted and scarred by eons of cosmic debris covered mostly by ice and what most people would consider dirt.

      "Check your drilling depth," Gavin transmitted urgently. "How deep have you gone?"

      "Oh… almost three point eight kilometers," came the reply, pride evident even through the static. "Nearly halfway through this tiny little mountain. Now scoot… or we’ll fire."

      Gavin's blood turned to ice. Not because they were about to toast him. No. The Volkov was almost at the comet’s center. Maybe he was overreacting. Maybe this particular comet was clean.

      "Launch missile," he heard someone bark in Russian over the open channel. At least, that’s what he assumed “paketa” meant.

      Gavin threw his shuttle into a desperate spiral as a missile streaked past his starboard side, close enough to rattle the hull with its exhaust. His small vessel bucked and shuddered, warning alarms screaming.

      "You have to stop drilling!" he shouted into the comm. "You don't understand what you're waking up!"

      But it was too late.

      Through his rear sensors, Gavin watched in horror as darkness began to seep from the drill holes. Not the natural darkness of space, but something deeper, hungrier. It spread across the comet's surface like spilled ink, flowing with purpose up toward the mining vessel.

      The Volkov's crew must have seen it too. Their drilling equipment stopped spinning and began retracting with desperate haste. But the darkness moved faster, flowing up the drill shafts, across the mechanical arms, and finally onto the ship itself.

      Gavin heard screaming over the comm channel before it cut to static.

      The mining vessel shuddered, its hull plates beginning to buckle and warp. The darkness covered it like a living shroud, and where it touched, metal simply ceased to exist. No explosion. No debris field. Just... nothing.

      Within minutes, both the Volkov and half the comet had vanished, consumed by whatever had been sleeping inside that ancient ball of ice and rock.

      Gavin slumped back into his seat, totally spent.

      He was too late.

      Maybe it was a good thing that he wasn’t going to make it.
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      Eighty-four more minutes.

      And then this stupid shift would be over. Lieutenant Sharon Wallace's attention drifted over the data readouts in front of her. She was doing her best to keep her eyes from glazing over. But four cups of coffee could only do so much.

      The UA Resolute's bridge was always empty on third shift. Just her and Sergeant First Class Mario Rosales tonight. Minimal lighting. Maximum boredom. Sharon blinked hard, trying to focus on the pointless streams of transmission data scrolling across her screens.

      "Lieutenant, you look like you could use another cup."

      Sharon didn't bother looking up from her station. "What I need is sleep, not more caffeine."

      "There are other ways we could stay awake."

      Sharon turned away from her console and fixed Rosales with a stare meant to freeze nitrogen. Which didn’t stop the sergeant from grinning back at her from the other side of the bridge, all perfect teeth and lickable lips. Two years her junior with shoulders that filled out his uniform so... nicely. Nope. Getting booted from the military for fraternization wasn't worth it.

      "Save it for someone who cares, Rosales."

      Her comm-band buzzed. Personal message. Sharon swiped at her comm and a holo of her mother's pinched face stared back at her, all smiles. Another vid-letter. Great.

      "Sharon, honey, just checking in. Aunt Lena's little girl just had her second baby. Such a beautiful little darling. Makes me wonder when I'll get to⁠—"

      Sharon muted the message. Later. She'd deal with the guilt trip later, along with her mother's not so thinly veiled comments about "biological clocks" and "career women who wait too long." At thirty-one, Sharon knew the statistics. Knew that each year decreased her chances. But military service on deep space vessels wasn't exactly compatible with raising children. Particularly for women.

      The data analysis terminal beeped softly, drawing her attention back to the present. Numbers and transmission logs. Safe, predictable numbers. Unlike relationships with people.

      "You ever think about settling down?" Rosales asked, apparently unable to take a hint.

      "Yeah, with a Boston Terrier."

      Rosales laughed and even Sharon managed a smile despite being so damn tired. "Well," she added as she looked Rosales up and down, "beats winding up with a mangy, undependable mutt."

      The sergeant's smile faltered. But only for a moment. "Just making conversation, LT."

      "Then make conversation about something relevant. Like plotting a decent course past Neptune like you’re supposed to."

      Sharon rubbed her eyes, then tried focusing on her screen again. The data patterns blurred together, almost hypnotic in their repetition. Standard communications chatter. System diagnostics. Automated beacons from mining operations throughout the outer system.

      She almost missed it.

      A gravitational anomaly first, then debris signatures where the Russian mining vessel Volkov should be. Sharon's fingers pecked at her console, enhancing the sensor resolution.

      "Sergeant, come look at this."

      Rosales was beside her instantly, he and his minty cologne invading her space. He leaned in closer than necessary, his shoulder brushing hers.

      "What am I looking at, LT?"

      Sharon tapped on the readout, zooming in on the scattered fragments. "The Volkov mining vessel. Or what's left of it."

      A 3D projection appeared, then rotated slowly above her console, revealing twisted metal fragments, shredded hull plates, and bodies floating among the debris. But that wasn't the strangest part.

      "My God," Rosales whispered. "What happened to the comet?"

      Sharon adjusted the display, focusing on the object the Volkov had been mining. What should have been a roughly spherical comet approximately eight-point-two kilometers in diameter was now... missing a piece. Half of it was simply gone, the remaining portion showing a relatively smooth, curved surface where the missing section had been. No explosion crater, no evidence of conventional destruction—just a lot of ice, dirt, and rock.

      "This makes no sense." Sharon's fingers tapped rapidly across the console as she ran additional scans. "No radiation spike that would indicate reactor failure. No evidence of weapons fire. It's like something just... consumed the mining ship and half the comet."

      The partial comet tumbled slowly in space, its remaining surface pitted with ancient impact craters and drilling scars.

      Rosales grimaced. "Think we should investigate further?"

      "Not our call." Sharon hesitated, then pressed the ship’s comm. "Captain Levin needs to see this."

      Ten minutes later, the captain breezed onto the bridge, uniform half-fastened, gray eyes sharp with annoyance. "This better be worth interrupting a damn good dream, lieutenant."

      Sharon straightened. "Sir, we've discovered the destruction of the Russian mining vessel Volkov. All hands appear lost, and approximately half the comet they were mining has... disappeared."

      Sharon expected him to say she was crazy. Instead, Levin said, "Are you sure it's the Volkov?"

      "Yes, sir. Transponder confirms identity."

      Levin stepped closer to the main monitor fixed inches above Rosales’s head as he studied the debris field and partial comet. "Any distress call?"
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