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Echoes in the Void

	The hum of the vessel’s core thrummed like a distant heartbeat, steady and low, echoing through the narrow corridors of the Halcyon Drift. Silence, thick and unbroken, was the only other companion the courier had as he sat alone in the cockpit. Outside the reinforced glass canopy, the stars spilled endlessly across a canvas of black, not twinkling, but burning—hot, cold, and ancient. They offered no comfort, no guidance—only the illusion of motion in a universe that had long since lost its way.

	Jace Rendar leaned forward, elbows resting on the edge of the console, eyes scanning the flickering symbols scrolling across the screen. He wasn't supposed to be this far out—not yet. The delivery route had been carefully programmed to avoid the Drift Sector, a region thick with gravitational anomalies and the relics of forgotten wars. But something had pulled the Halcyon Drift off-course. Not a navigational error—he was too precise for that. It was a transmission. A beacon.

	It hadn’t broadcast in any known frequency. No identification code. No source. It had simply…called. And Jace, for reasons he couldn’t quite name, had followed. The signal had come in soft, like a whisper barely audible through layers of static, but persistent. There was something unmistakably human about it, something not entirely synthetic. It carried a rhythm, like breathing. Like a voice reaching through the darkness, asking to be heard.

	His fingers hovered over the playback controls. He had isolated the transmission and cleaned the distortion as best he could, but the message remained elusive. When he played it again, it crackled through the cabin: a low oscillation followed by a pattern of modulated tones. Then silence. And then, barely audible—a name. His name.

	He stared at the speaker in disbelief, the skin on his arms prickling. No one out here should know his name. He was off-grid, untraceable. That was the whole point of being a courier in the Outer Zones. The fewer people who knew your identity, the safer you were. And yet, this transmission not only knew him, it was directed at him.

	Jace exhaled slowly, trying to reason through the irrational dread curling in his gut. Maybe it was a glitch. A remnant of some old encoded message tangled in the wreckage of a long-lost satellite. Or maybe—worse—it was a trap. The last time he ignored his instincts, he’d nearly lost a limb to an automated defense system on a derelict freighter. But this felt different. It wasn’t fear of danger that gripped him. It was something deeper. A sense of inevitability.

	The ship drifted on inertia, sensors sweeping the empty space ahead. The beacon’s signal led to a patch of the Drift Sector known on star charts as Vex Nullis—a dead zone marked by debris and distortion. No official records of activity. No known planets or stations. But according to the Halcyon Drift’s instruments, there was something there. A mass, irregular and silent, floating like a forgotten tomb in orbit around nothing.

	Jace keyed in the deceleration sequence. The ship shuddered slightly as the thrusters fired in short bursts, adjusting its trajectory. The beacon grew stronger, pulsing in sync with the ship’s approach. Whatever it was, it was waiting for him.

	As the vessel closed the distance, outlines began to emerge from the black—a structure, ancient and pitted with damage, its surface dull and scarred. It didn’t match any known configurations. Not a cargo hauler. Not a station. It looked more like a hybrid—part vessel, part fortress—constructed with a kind of brutalist elegance that no longer existed in the galaxy’s current design language.

	Jace ran a quick scan. No active power readings. No lifeforms. Yet the beacon continued. It wasn’t being sent from the structure itself, but from something within it. Something dormant.

	He suited up. The airlock hissed open, and the boarding arm extended toward the structure like a cautious handshake. As he crossed the threshold, his boots clanged against the metal floor of the derelict, echoing through the empty corridor. The interior was darker than space itself, the kind of darkness that swallowed light. He switched on his helmet’s floodlamp and swept the beam across the walls—metal, fused and warped by some long-ago impact. Symbols lined the panels, etched deep into the alloy. Not decorative. Functional. A language. A code.

	Deeper inside, the atmosphere shifted. The air was impossibly still, undisturbed for what felt like centuries. His footsteps stirred dust that shouldn't have existed in zero-G. It clung to the ground like ash. He moved through empty chambers and twisted halls, guided by the signal, which now pulsed within his helmet like a heartbeat, growing louder.

	Finally, he found the source. A chamber with a ceiling shaped like a dome, its walls lined with cylindrical pods. Most were dark. One was illuminated, faintly glowing with blue light. Inside floated a figure, suspended in cryostasis. Female, by the build. Her face was obscured, a network of faint scars and strange metallic filaments trailing from her scalp down into the pod’s core systems.

	Jace scanned the data. The pod was sealed with an encryption protocol not used in over seventy years—an outdated military classification no longer in use. The identifier flashed once, then locked: Project Echo.

	The name hit him like a physical blow. It was a whisper from his past—a rumor he'd overheard as a junior courier during his first long-haul run. A myth among off-world traders and scavengers. Project Echo was said to be an experimental program, a last-ditch effort by the old Earth Coalition to preserve intelligence ahead of the Collapse. Living data. Human memory storage. Consciousness repurposed as navigation intelligence.

	But that project had been scrapped, or so everyone believed. Deemed too unstable. Too dangerous.

	He stepped closer to the pod. The figure inside was still, eyes closed, suspended in the embrace of cryogenic sleep. Her presence felt strange—like something not entirely present, but not entirely gone. The signal was coming from her. It wasn’t just a distress call—it was a message. A call to deliver her somewhere. To someone.

	A soft chime echoed through the room. The console beneath the pod lit up. A string of coordinates. No location name. Just a route. A courier’s directive.

	He stared at it for a long moment, hands trembling. This wasn’t part of his contract. This wasn’t even part of his reality. He should leave. Log it. Report it. But something inside him knew he wouldn’t. The moment he’d heard that signal—his name spoken in the dark—he’d already accepted the delivery.

	He keyed in the unlock sequence. The pod hissed, venting cold mist as it began to thaw. The figure inside stirred faintly, and the lights in the chamber flickered. A low vibration began to hum through the floor, deep and resonant.

	Jace looked up, pulse racing.

	Echoes. Not just from the beacon. But from time itself. From war. From memory. From something older than he could comprehend.

	He wasn’t just delivering cargo anymore.

	He was carrying the last whisper of a forgotten era—an intelligence that had waited for decades in the silent dark.

	And now, it was awake.

	 


Transmission Alpha

	Jace Rendar hadn’t slept in twenty-three standard hours, and it was starting to show. His eyes, bloodshot and dry, tracked the arc of data crawling across the holo-display in front of him. He blinked, rubbed at the corner of his temple, and then leaned back in the pilot’s chair of the Halcyon Drift, listening to the faint chime of the long-range array calibrating. The moment had weight. He could feel it in his chest like a pressure drop before a storm. Something had changed. The signal they had intercepted at the edge of Vex Nullis wasn’t a fluke. It wasn’t background noise or decaying satellite junk. It was real. Intentional. And it had evolved.

	The sound of static returned, but it wasn’t like before—this time it pulsed, an underlying rhythm forming beneath the noise, like the ghost of a transmission trying to break through the haze. Jace narrowed his eyes and tapped a few commands into the console. He was tracing its origin, mapping its signature. Whatever it was, it wasn’t following any broadcast laws or military channel encryptions. Its frequency was irregular, jumping through spectrum bands like it was alive, shifting to avoid detection—or perhaps looking for someone who could hear it.

	It had started as a whisper—back when he was drifting alone, far outside regulated space. The moment he crossed into the sector, the signal had hit his receiver with all the subtlety of a memory: faint, nostalgic, unsettling. Then, nothing. Silence for days, until now. Transmission Alpha, as he’d labeled it, had returned.

	This time, there were layers.

	He isolated the carrier band and began peeling it back. The sound cracked again—like a digital breath—and then, buried beneath the distortion, a tone emerged. Not just noise. A pattern. Three rising notes, followed by a pause, then a descending echo. It played once, then again, looping every seventeen seconds. Each loop carried minute alterations. Jace stared at the waveform. It was no longer just a transmission—it was a handshake protocol. Someone—or something—was trying to establish communication.

	He patched the signal through the ship’s decryption interface, an old scavenged piece of military-grade tech that hummed like it had a soul of its own. The decryption suite chugged through possibilities, reassembling fragments of language, numerical identifiers, temporal codes. A few seconds later, the results blinked onto the screen.

	PROJECT ECHO - ALPHA CORE. STATUS: ACTIVE. AUTHORIZATION: OVERRIDE LOCKED.

	Jace exhaled through his teeth. His fingers hovered over the console, then settled into motion, launching a deeper diagnostic into the core system. The signal was embedded in layers—time-coded pulses meant to react to proximity. His presence had triggered it. And that meant the message was for him. Not a general broadcast. Not a call for help cast blindly into the stars. It had been waiting.

	Suddenly, the ship’s lights dimmed and flickered. The air recirculators hiccupped, and a low thrum rolled through the deck plating beneath his boots. Jace shot to his feet. The core was stable—he’d just checked it. But the ship’s systems were reacting like something had gotten inside. Not physically. Digitally. He moved to the maintenance hatch and yanked the access panel. No burns, no melted cables. Nothing looked tampered with. But his systems were behaving like they were under influence. Like the ship had accepted a new command—one he hadn’t given.
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