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By the time Rafe recognized something was wrong, it was already too late for coffee.

The dispenser's panel blinked red. He jabbed the button twice more, producing nothing but an indignant electronic whine. The corporate bean powder they stocked hadn't been anywhere near Earth, much less an actual plant. Still, it was part of his ritual. Cup. Steam. Suffering. Morning.

Rafe tapped the top of the old dispenser with the practiced force of a man trying not to punch something that beeped.

It beeped anyway, loud and petulant.

"I know where you sleep," he muttered at the unit, leaning in close enough to fog the status panel with his breath.

"Threats against station assets are logged," came the AI's voice from the overhead speaker, lazy, tinny, and just self-aware enough to make him uncomfortable. "Would you like to file a grievance with Supply?"

"Only if I get to deliver it in person. With a shovel." Rafe pried open the machine's front panel, revealing a tangle of wires and tubes that looked more like mechanical intestines than engineering.

The AI didn't reply. It rarely appreciated his wit. That was fine. He had enough charm for both of them.

He extracted a dribble of lukewarm sludge, enough to half-fill his mug, and grimaced as he sipped. It tasted like someone had dissolved industrial lubricant in tepid bathwater. He turned back to the main command terminal where screens glowed in low amber. Atmospheric stable. Mining bots 6 through 12 still offline—normal for the night shift. Power draw within limits. Personnel vitals green across the board.

Boring.

Good.

The monitors bathed his face in electronic twilight as he scrolled through diagnostic readouts. That meant he could finish his cup, file the daily report, and maybe, just maybe, fall asleep on his feet before anything went catastrophically sideways. Just another day managing Titan Delta Station, just another shift of watching other people's dreams of mineral wealth transform into corporate dividends.

Then the clocks froze.

The timestamp on his HUD stopped dead at 04:00.

He blinked. The display didn't.

"That's... odd." He tapped the corner of his screen, expecting the numbers to refresh.

Rafe looked up. Every terminal screen in the command deck was frozen. Static pulsed faintly at the edges, like digital breath. Even the analog wall clock, one of the old backup systems installed by paranoid engineers, had stopped ticking. Its second hand twitched like a dying insect, stuck on twelve.

Rafe tapped his wristpad. No response. His neural implant still hummed against the base of his skull, but there was no interface, no network sync.

A soft electrical whine filled the air—barely perceptible but crawling along his spine like cold fingers.

He didn't like it. Not one bit.

"Delta," he said, voice calm but sharp. "System check."

No reply.

"Delta, confirm mainframe integrity."

Nothing.

The lights flickered. Once. Twice. Overhead panels dimmed then brightened like a heartbeat, casting strange shadows across the burnished steel floor.

Then the scream came.

Faint. Garbled. Somewhere down the corridor in the habitat ring.

Rafe was already moving. He snatched his sidearm from the charger port and slapped the emergency access panel. Nothing happened. The door remained sealed.

"Manual override." He yanked the physical handle hidden beneath the console. The hydraulics hissed, and the door grudgingly slid open six inches before grinding to a halt.

Rafe wedged his shoulder into the gap, muscles straining against the reinforced titanium. The door budged another foot. Enough. He squeezed through sideways and broke into a run.

—-
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HE TOOK THE LONG CORRIDOR at full tilt, boots clanging against reinforced deck plating. The scream hadn't repeated, but the silence that followed was worse. Emergency lights pulsed at irregular intervals, casting the hallway in alternating shadow and harsh red illumination.

Sector Nine mess hall. Wide open. Poor lighting. Fluorescent strips flickered like dying stars. He slid to a stop at the entryway and felt his gut tighten.

Twenty-three people stood inside.

Stood.

Not moved. Not spoke. Not blinked.

One miner, a young woman named Holt, he remembered her file, held a spoon mid-air. Her eyes stared forward, wide, unfocused. Steam rose gently from her tray, spiraling in the still air.

Another leaned forward on a bench, arms slack at his sides, lips parted like he was about to speak.

No one spoke.

No one breathed too deeply.

They were alive. But they were gone.

"Hey! Anyone hear me?" Rafe snapped his fingers in front of the closest worker's face, a big man called Holstien who ran the salvage operations. The man was known for scrapping everything from surplus ice-hauler parts to decommissioned orbital modules, no response, not even a flicker in his dilated pupils.

Rafe approached Holt slowly, waving his hand in front of her face. No reaction. He touched her shoulder, tense. Muscles locked like carbon steel. Her skin was warm but eerily rigid, as though she'd been flash-frozen in mid-motion.

He backed up and keyed his wristpad again. Still dead. The display showed a faint ghost image of the Titan Delta logo before fading to black.

Manual beacon override, then. Emergency pulse.

He crossed to the wall terminal, punched in his command code, and pulled the physical transmitter handle. No confirmation. No transmission ping.

That's when he saw it, scorched into the back wall above the drink dispenser. Burned, not carved. Still hot. The numbers glowed faintly red, edges smoldering.

04:00

Fresh.

He felt the static in his jaw. Like a storm inside the walls. The hair on his arms stood at attention, and the metallic taste of electricity flooded his mouth.

And something was watching.

He couldn't see it. Couldn't hear it. But the sensation crawled over him like invisible ants. Eyes. Everywhere. Nowhere.

The nearest terminal flickered to life for just a second. Lines of unfamiliar code scrolled past, too fast to read. Something about the pattern seemed wrong, like a language written backward and upside down.

"I'm going to medical," he announced to the frozen room. "And then I'm going to fix whatever the hell this is."

No one heard him. No one moved.

Except, the nearest terminal blinked again. Three words appeared before vanishing:

FIND HER FIRST

—-
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MEDICAL SMELLED LIKE bleach and adrenaline. Elen Vark stood beside a scanner cradle, her dark hair pulled back in a tight knot, already working before he got the door halfway open.

She didn't look up when he entered, too focused on the readouts pulsing across her diagnostic screens. Three bodies, no, people, lay on gurneys around her, hooked to monitoring equipment. Their chests rose and fell in perfect synchronization.

"I brought guests," he said, nodding toward the mess hall.

"I noticed." Her voice was clipped, professional, but tension threaded beneath the words like wire. She finally looked up, her eyes rimmed with fatigue and just a touch of panic, well hidden, but there. "You trip a failsafe on the neural grid?"

"Nope," he said. "But the clocks had a group stroke. Everything's frozen at 0400. And we've got statues in the mess hall."

"Alive?"

"Technically." He pushed closer to her workstation. "What about these three?"

"Same condition. Found them collapsed in Maintenance. Heart rate, respiration, normal. Brainwaves are flat. Not coma. Not death. Something else." She turned back to the scanner. A worker was laid out inside, hooked to every kind of sensor they could still coax power from.

"Like someone wiped the drive?" Rafe leaned over her shoulder, close enough that he could smell the antiseptic soap she used.

"Or turned off the lights." She stepped aside slightly, creating space between them. Old habits. "Look at this."

She brought up a waveform on her auxiliary display. Tight, repeating patterns ran across the screen. Four-hour intervals. Precise. Clean.

"Signal interference?" Rafe asked, squinting at the data.

"It's not interference. It's intentional." Elen's voice hardened. "EM pulses at fixed intervals, broadcasting directly into our neural mesh implants. The next one hits in, " she checked her backup chrono "—three hours and forty-eight minutes."

"Where's it coming from?"

"Everywhere." She tapped through three more displays, each showing the same signal pattern from different sectors of the station. "It's like the walls themselves are transmitting."

The lights dimmed again. The scanner buzzer, then crackled like static-laden radio.

Elen's voice dropped. "It's broadcasting inside the neural mesh. That's why everyone's frozen, their implants are being overridden."

"Then why aren't we affected?" Rafe asked, touching the base of his skull where his own implant rested.

"Question for later. Right now—"

"Delta," Rafe interrupted, calling out to the main AI. "Status check."

A voice answered.

Not Delta.

Not human.

Whispers curled out of the speaker grille, dry and close, like the sound of dead leaves against concrete.

"We are many..."

Elen froze, her hand halfway to her tablet.

"We are soon..."

Rafe reached for his sidearm, drawing it with practiced efficiency.

"We are never."

The medbay went dead silent.

Then the lights stabilized, and the speaker went dark.

Elen looked at him. "That wasn't a glitch."

"Nope."

"That was a message."

"Yup." He kept his weapon drawn, scanning the room methodically.

"You look calm," she observed.

"I'm not," he said, checking the nearest vent grate. "I'm way past calm. I've looped around into numb."

Her datapad chimed suddenly, a harsh, electronic bark in the silence. She looked down, blinked. Then blinked again.

"What?" Rafe asked, pivoting toward her.

"External contact," she said, voice hollow. "Something just entered orbital range."

"From where?" He closed the distance between them in two strides.

She turned the screen toward him. The text glowed stark against the black background:

```

ID: VECTOR SHADE  

Registry: Earth Transport 07A-3912  

Status: LOST – YEAR 2184  

DESTINATION: UNKNOWN  

FATE: PRESUMED DESTROYED – Jupiter Entry Confirmed

```

"Isn't that the one that vanished in the Red Spot?" he asked, recognizing the infamous name.

"It burned in," she said. Her finger traced the text. "Autologs ended mid-transmission. They found no wreckage. Not even debris." 

"So either someone copied a long-dead ship's signal profile..." Rafe holstered his weapon.

"Or it came back." Elen finished. "After forty years."

The ship's spectrographic analysis appeared on screen. Metal composition, radiation signature, hull configuration, all matching the records of a vessel that should have been atomized decades ago. The scan showed structural damage consistent with massive gravitational forces, but the ship was intact. Operational.

They stared at the data silently for a moment. Outside, something metallic groaned, the station adjusting to thermal expansion, or something worse.

"Three hours and forty-three minutes until the next pulse," Elen said quietly.

Rafe nodded at the frozen patients. "And who knows what happens to them when it hits."

On the wall display, the docking trajectory of the VECTOR SHADE appeared, a slow, deliberate approach to Titan Delta's primary airlock.

"They're coming in," Elen whispered.

Then Rafe muttered, "Well. I was overdue for a really stupid idea."

Elen glanced at him, one eyebrow raised.

"Let's go say hello." He checked his sidearm and grabbed a medkit from the wall. "Before whatever's on that ship decides to say hello to us."
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