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Chapter 1

	The first thing Dr. Elias Roe noticed when he opened his eyes was that the stars hadn’t moved.
They hung in the sky like dust frozen in glass — sharp, endless, and utterly still.

	He pushed himself up from the metal floor of the observation deck, rubbing the back of his neck. His breath fogged faintly in the cold air. The clock embedded in his wristband blinked 03:12, but it had been blinking that same time for hours — maybe days. The sun hadn’t risen. The planet, simply, refused to turn.

	“Computer,” he muttered, his voice hoarse. “Status report.”

	The speakers crackled. “Rotational anomaly continues. Estimated duration: seventy-eight hours since last solar movement. Planetary rotation velocity: zero point zero one percent of normal.”

	Elias exhaled. “Still nothing.”

	The planet, officially known as Hera-9, was supposed to be humanity’s triumph — the first fully terraformed colony in the outer system. The air was breathable, the gravity stable, the skies clean. Until three nights ago, everything had been perfect. Then the sun had set... and refused to come back.

	He shuffled to the viewport. The horizon stretched out like a wound — jagged black mountains clawing up into the eternal night. The settlement below glimmered faintly, clusters of light struggling to stay alive against the darkness.

	A low hum echoed through the outpost — the constant thrum of the generators, the heartbeat of the colony.

	“Dr. Roe,” came a voice over the comm. “You’re up early. Again.”

	It was Lieutenant Mira Han, head of security, and the only person who sounded like she still believed things would go back to normal.

	Elias pressed the comm button. “Still trying to figure out how a planet just... stops.”

	“Maybe it just needed a break,” she said dryly. “You should get some rest. You’ve been running simulations for two days straight.”

	He glanced at his coffee mug — cold, untouched. “Hard to sleep when the planet won’t.”

	“Touché,” Mira replied. There was a brief pause, then her tone softened. “Elias, come down to the commons. We’re rationing power and we could use your input on the grid rotation.”

	“On my way.”

	He threw on his coat, the thick gray one with the faded Earth patch on the sleeve. As he stepped into the corridor, the lights dimmed slightly — another sign the grid was faltering. Every colonist knew what that meant: if the generators failed, the cold would kill them long before starvation did.

	The walk to the commons took him past empty labs and dark windows. He paused at one — the greenhouse. Rows of wilted plants drooped under artificial lights. The crops had been designed for long nights, but not this. Even the resilient varieties were starting to brown at the edges.

	He reached the commons to find a dozen colonists gathered around the central holo-table. A projection of Hera-9 rotated slowly, glowing faintly blue. Around it, people murmured — scientists, engineers, miners — all with the same hollow-eyed expression of those who’ve gone too long without daybreak.

	Mira spotted him and waved him over. Her dark hair was pulled back, her jacket unzipped just enough to show the glint of a service medal pinned to her shirt. “Our hero of the hour,” she said. “Tell us you’ve got good news.”

	Elias stared at the projection. “If I had good news, I’d be asleep.”

	A weak laugh rippled around the table.

	He pointed at the holo-map. “Every model I’ve run says the same thing — Hera-9’s rotation just... stopped. No slowing, no warning, no impact. The planet froze mid-spin.”

	“How’s that even possible?” one of the engineers asked.

	“Physics says it isn’t,” Elias said. “But reality’s not listening.”

	Mira leaned on the table. “Could it be an outside force? A gravitational lock from the nearby moon?”

	“The moon’s orbit hasn’t changed,” he said. “If anything, it’s more stable than we are.”

	Another colonist — Tessa, the communications officer — frowned. “What if it’s not physical? What if it’s… something else?”
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