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	The stars over Khepri Station flickered as if someone had

blinked too hard at the universe, and Mara Voss felt it in her

bones before the alarms began to scream. She was halfway

through a routine hull diagnostic when gravity stuttered,

tools lifting for a breathless second before crashing back

against the metal floor, and every light along the docking

ring shifted from white to warning red. Outside the viewport,

space twisted unnaturally, the familiar scatter of stars

folding inward toward a point that should not exist, and

Mara’s comm crackled with overlapping voices—panic,

disbelief, one terrified laugh—until a single transmission cut

through them all, automated and cold, announcing first

	he distortion Mara pushed off the bulkhead

and ran for the nearest console as the

station shuddered again, this time hard 
enough to rattle the docking clamps, and 
through the viewport the distortion 
sharpened into a black-edged fracture in 
space, pulsing like a wound that refused to 
close. The automated message looped 
once more, symbols crawling across her



	contact in a language no one aboard the station had ever

taught the system to recognize. As the unknown signal

repeated, carving its way into every channel, Mara realized

with a creeping certainty that this was not an arrival meant

	screen as the system struggled to translate 
something that felt less like language and more like intent,
and when the words finally resolved they made her stomach drop: You are late. Around her, crew members froze, staring at their displays as if the message were addressed to each of them

personally, and in the silence that followed Mara understood the most terrifying part—not that something had arrived, but that whatever was out there had been waiting long enough to expect

humanity to show up on time.



	to be greeted, but a summons, and whatever had just found

humanity was already close enough to know exactly where

	sharpened into a black-edged fracture in space, pulsing like a wound that refused to close. The automated message looped once more, symbols crawling across her screen as the system 
struggled to translate something that felt less like language and more like intent, and when the words finally resolved they made her stomach drop: You are late. Around her, crew members 
froze, staring at their displays as if the message were addressed to each of them personally, and in the silence that followed Mara understood the most terrifying part—not that something had 
arrived, but that whatever was out there had been waiting long enough to expect humanity to show up on time.



	to look.

	
mps, and through the viewport the distortion sharpened into a black-edged fracture in space, pulsing like a wound that refused to close. The automated message looped once more, symbols 
crawling across her screen as the system struggled to translate something that felt less like language and more like intent, and when the words finally resolved they made her stomach drop:




You are late. Around her, crew members froze, staring at their displays as if the message were addressed to each of them personally, and in the silence that followed Mara understood the

most terrifying part—not that something had arrived, but that whatever was out there had been waiting long enough to expect humanity to show up on time.
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The fracture widened with a soundless surge, spilling  TheThe station lurched as if caught in an invisible current,

impossible light across the hull as systems began shutting  metal groaning under stresses it was never built to endure,

down in a cascading failure, and Mara felt the station slip from  and Mara gripped the console while emergency bulkheads

	human control into something colder and deliberate, as if an 
unseen hand were testing its limits. The stars beyond bent 
into unfamiliar geometries, and for a heartbeat she thought 
she saw shapes moving inside the tear, vast and patient, 
observing rather than advancing. Command finally broke the

	sealed in sequence down the corridor behind her. Outside, 
the fracture began emitting structured bursts of 
radiation—patterns, not noise—and every active screen 
aboard Khepri Station flickered to display the same shifting 
lattice of symbols, reorganizing themselves faster with each 
passing second. Engineering reported that the anomaly



paralysis with clipped orders, but their voices shook as the  wasn’t pulling them in; it was rewriting the local constants,

station’s sensors reported mass readings that contradicted  thinning the laws that held atoms together, and Mara watched

each other and physics alike, and when Mara rerouted  in horror as a maintenance drone near the outer ring

auxiliary power to the external array the screen filled with a  dissolved into shimmering particulate light without heat or

final line of translated text that made her breath hitch: This  debris. Then the symbols stabilized, resolving into a

location is not compliant. As Khepri Station drifted helplessly  three-dimensional map of the station with a single pulsing

	toward the anomaly and the fracture pulsed in answer, Mara 
realized the universe had just issued a correction—and
humanity was the error it intended to fix.

	mark at its core—the fusion heart—and a new message 
overlaid across it: Vacate. This structure will be repurposed. 
As the fracture brightened and the pulsing mark intensified, 
Mara understood they were not witnessing an invasion, but



an upgrade—and they were standing in the way of it.

in the way of it.
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“Evacuate the core!” Mara shouted, already sprinting toward  Emergency strips flickered to life along the floor, casting the
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the central lift as the deck tilted beneath her, the station’s  corridor in a thin blue glow as the air hummed with a new

artificial gravity flickering in desperate protest while klaxons  frequency that vibrated through Mara’s teeth, and she felt the
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