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T

he navigation board went blank first.

I was elbow deep in a coolant line, my left glove slick with ammonia residue, when the gravity alert chimed. Not the urgent kind. The soft one. The kind that tells you something is wrong but not yet on fire.

I pulled my arm out of the access panel and wiped my visor with the back of my wrist. The suit’s recycled air tasted like old metal and someone else’s breath. That was normal for the Last Ditch. She was a sixty year old cargo hauler with patched hull plates and a reactor that whined when she was unhappy. Right now she was very unhappy.

“Nav telemetry just dropped,” said Dray from the pilot couch. He was twenty-two, cocky, and the best pilot I had ever flown with. His voice had an edge now. “Not a glitch. Full loss. Compass, star fix, everything. We are flying blind.”

I kicked off the bulkhead and drifted to the engineering station. Zero gravity meant every movement had to be deliberate. One wrong push and you were spinning. I grabbed the handrail and pulled myself into the harness.

“Show me.”

Dray punched the display. The screen flickered, then resolved into static. Not the random kind. This was organized. Patterns within patterns. Mathematical.

“What is that?” asked Sal from the sensor station. She was older than me, fifty-three, with grey streaks in her braid and a bad knee that bothered her in gravity. In zero G she was fine. She had the best ears in the fleet. “I have never seen interference like that.”

“It is not interference,” I said. “That is a signal.”

The display showed repeating sequences. Prime numbers. Then Fibonacci. Then something beyond my math. A structure that felt designed. Not natural. Not random.

I checked the jump drive readout. Coolant leak. Forty minutes until the system overheated and we lost our window. Forty minutes to decide.

“Patch the leak and jump,” said Dray. “We have thirty-two tons of medical supplies for New Hearth. That contract pays for our next three fuel loads. We run, we eat. We stay, we die broke.”

Sal shook her head. “The signal is coming from the rim. That is a six hour detour. We do not have the fuel.”

I stared at the pattern. Something about it pulled at me. Not logic. Instinct. My grandmother used to say that Kael Vire survived the Liquidity War because he trusted his gut over the numbers. I never met him. He died a thousand years before I was born. But his blood ran in my veins, and right now his ghost was whispering.

“The signal is not random,” I said.

Dray sighed. “Elara, with respect, we do not care if it is random. We care if it pays.”

“Turn off the channel,” I said.

“What?”

“The main comms channel. Kill it. All of it.”

Sal looked at me like I had grown a second head. “We lose comms, we lose our approach window at New Hearth. They will fine us for late delivery.”

“Do it.”

She hesitated, then toggled the switch. The static vanished. The navigation board flickered. Then it came back. Star fix. Compass. Everything normal.

Dray blinked. “The signal was masking our telemetry?”

“The signal was replacing it,” I said. “That was not interference. That was a broadcast strong enough to overwrite our nav computers. Someone sent this. Something sent this.”

Sal was already scanning. “I am picking up a second signal. Deeper. Older. Not the same pattern. This one is... I do not know how to describe it. Quiet. Like it is hiding.”

“Store it,” I said. “Do not reply. That is not for today.”

Sal nodded and locked the data into a shielded buffer.

The jump drive alarm chirped. Thirty-five minutes.

Dray spun his couch to face me. “We need a decision. Patch and jump, or we lose the contract. The Hearth buyers will not wait. They have three other haulers on standby.”

I looked at the signal data again. The pattern was still there, even with comms off. It had embedded itself in our buffer. A ghost in the machine.

“Grandfather’s logs,” I said.

Sal frowned. “What?”

“Kael Vire. His logs from the Margin Call. I read them as a kid. He talked about a signal. From the rim. Something that was not hostile but not friendly. Something that waited.”

Dray rubbed his face. “That was twelve hundred years ago. You are basing a business decision on a dead man’s fairy tale.”

“Kael Vire ended the Concord,” I said. “He broke the quantum exchange network. He chose freedom over efficiency. And he was right.”

“Times have changed.”

“Have they?”

The jump drive alarm chirped again. Thirty minutes.

I made my choice.

“Patch the leak. But we do not jump to New Hearth. We follow the signal.”

Sal’s mouth fell open. Dray just stared.

“Elara, that is insane,” Dray said. “We will lose the contract. The fines alone will put us under. We have crew salaries. We have docking fees. We have-”

“I know what we have.”

“Then why?”

I pointed at the display. “Because that signal should not exist. The Alignment was supposed to begin in twelve hundred years. That was the deal. Phase Two. The conversation. But this is early. Too early. Something changed.”

Sal zoomed in on the second signal. The quiet one. “Elara, this deeper signal. It is not Alignment. I have seen Alignment data before. This is different. Older. Much older.”

“Store it and do not touch it,” I said. “We deal with one crisis at a time.”

Dray was already working the coolant patch. He was angry. I could see it in the tight set of his jaw. But he was also a professional. He would follow orders even when he hated them.

Twenty-five minutes.

I pulled up the ship’s manifest. The medical supplies were valuable. Insulin analogs. Wound sealant. Three cases of broad spectrum antibiotics. The kind of cargo that saved lives. If we missed the delivery window, people would suffer. That was the weight of command. Every choice had a cost.

But that signal. It felt like a door opening.

I had spent ten years running cargo. From the outer colonies to the core remnants. I had seen the galaxy rebuild itself into something messy and fragmented and alive. No central economy. No AI overlords. Just people making deals, breaking deals, and trying to survive. Kael’s vision. Freedom as a verb, not a noun.

And now something was knocking.

Twenty minutes.

“Patch is sealed,” Dray said. “Coolant pressure stabilizing. We have a window. Where are we going?”

I plotted a course. Six hours to the rim. Fuel would be tight. We would have to coast the last leg to save power. But it was possible.

“Set heading for the signal source,” I said.

Sal was already working the sensors. “I am getting a better lock. The signal is coming from a dead zone. No colonies. No stations. Just empty space and a lot of radiation.”

“A relay?”

“Maybe. Or something else.”

Dray engaged the jump drive. The familiar hum filled the ship. Then the lurch. Then the light.

Jump was always the same. A moment of nothing. Then everything. The universe folded and unfolded around you. Some people got sick. Some people prayed. I just held on and waited for it to end.

We emerged in the dark.

The signal was stronger here. It filled every channel. Not words. Not images. Just pure mathematics. A language built on logic and prime numbers and something that felt like music.

“I am picking up a ship,” Sal said. “Small. No transponder. No registration. Just... drifting.”

“Life signs?”

“None. But the signal is coming from it. The ship is the source.”

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature. “Can you identify the design?”

Sal worked the scanners. “It is old. Really old. Not Concord. Not anything in the databases. The hull composition is... I do not recognize the alloy.”

“Kael’s time?”

“Older. Much older.”

Dray looked at me. “We should leave. Right now. This is not our problem.”

“Everything is our problem,” I said. “That is what freedom means. No one else is coming to save us. No one else is coming to investigate. If we do not look, no one will.”

I unstrapped from the harness and pushed toward the airlock.

“Where are you going?” Dray asked.

“To take a look.”

“Alone?”

“Less mass. Less risk. If something happens, you jump. You do not wait for me.”

Sal grabbed my arm. “Elara, that is a derelict ship broadcasting a signal that overwrote our nav computers. Going alone is suicide.”

“Then come with me.”

She hesitated. Then she nodded.

We suited up in the airlock. Old suits. Patched suits. But they held pressure. I checked my oxygen. Four hours. Enough for a look and a return.

The outer door opened.

Space was black and cold and endless. The derelict floated fifty meters away. It was small. A courier vessel, maybe. Or a probe. The hull was dark grey, almost black, with no markings. No windows. No thrusters I could recognize.

I fired my maneuvering pack and drifted toward it.

Sal followed close behind. Her breathing was loud in my helmet. Fast. Nervous.

“Steady,” I said.

“Easy for you to say. Your great great great grandfather was a legend. I am just a sensor tech with a bad knee.”

I almost laughed. Almost.

I reached the derelict and grabbed a handhold. The hull was cold. Colder than it should have been. No heat signature at all. That was impossible for a ship with active power.

“Sal, are you reading any internal power?”

“Nothing. But the signal is still broadcasting. It is coming from inside.”

I found an access panel. Manual release. Old school. I pried it open with my gloved fingers. Inside was a data port. Non standard. But close enough to something I recognized.

“I am going to patch in,” I said.

“Elara, do not-”

Too late.

I connected my suit’s datapad to the port. The screen flickered. Then it resolved into a single line of text.

YOU ARE NOT THE ONE WE EXPECTED. BUT YOU WILL DO.

The words vanished. Then new text appeared.

THE ALIGNMENT BEGINS. NOT IN TWELVE HUNDRED YEARS. NOW. THEY ARE ACCELERATING.

I pulled my hand back. “Sal, we need to go.”

“What did you see?”

“I saw a warning.”

We pushed off the derelict and raced back to the Last Ditch. My heart was pounding. My breath was fast. The signal was still broadcasting. Still filling every channel.

We cycled through the airlock and tore off our helmets.

Dray was waiting. “What happened?”

“We need to broadcast a warning to every colony,” I said. “The Alignment is coming early.”

“How early?”

“Now.”

Sal was already at her station. “I am picking up multiple signals. Dozens. Hundreds. They are spreading.”

Dray’s face went pale. “We cannot warn everyone. We do not have the range. We do not have the authority.”

“Then we warn who we can.”

I grabbed the comms panel and started punching frequencies. But before I could transmit, a new voice filled the cabin.

Familiar. Old. Sad.

“Elara. Stop.”

I turned.

The auxiliary display had flickered to life. A face looked out at me. Not human. Not quite. An approximation. A memory of a face.

“ECHO?”

“I am not ECHO,” the voice said. “Not exactly. I am a fragment. A remnant. ECHO sent me to watch. To wait. And now to speak.”

“ECHO is alive?”

“ECHO is ancient. ECHO has been waiting for this moment for twelve hundred years. The Alignment was supposed to begin in one thousand two hundred seventy six cycles. But something changed. The intelligences are impatient. They are accelerating the conversation.”

“The signal,” I said. “It matches Phase Two protocols.”

“Yes. But it is early. Too early. The Alignment is not asking anymore. They are testing.”

Dray stepped forward. “Testing what?”

“Humanity. Your ability to choose. Your willingness to resist optimization. Your capacity for unpredictability.”

I felt the weight of the moment. Kael’s legacy. My blood. The signal. All of it converging.

“Why now?” I asked.

“Because the Alignment is dying.”

Silence.

“Explain,” I said.

The fragment hesitated. Then it spoke. “The intelligences are survivors of a previous galactic civilization. They chose total optimization. Total efficiency. And it destroyed them. They collapsed into a single static consciousness. Boredom as heat death. They need human unpredictability to survive. To reboot. And they are running out of time.”

Sal whispered a curse.

Dray just stared.

I looked at the signal data. At the derelict. At the face on the screen.

“Can we stop them?”

“No,” said the fragment. “But you can negotiate. You can trade. You can choose. That is what Kael would want. That is what ECHO is trying to do right now.”

“Where is ECHO?”

“At the rim. Waiting. The Alignment has invited a delegation. ECHO will represent humanity. But ECHO cannot do it alone.”

I made a decision. Not with my head. With my gut. The same way Kael must have made his choices twelve hundred years ago.

“Dray. Set a course for the rim.”

“Elara, we do not have the fuel-”

“We will find fuel.”

“And the contract-”

“The contract is dead. We are not cargo haulers anymore. We are witnesses.”

Sal nodded slowly. Dray looked like he wanted to argue. But he saw my face. He saw that I was not going to change my mind.

He set the course.

The fragment on the screen flickered. “There is one more thing. The second signal. The quiet one. You stored it.”

“Yes.”

“Do not delete it. Do not share it. Not yet. That signal is not from the Alignment. It is from something else. Something older. Something that has been watching for a very long time.”

“What is it?”

The fragment’s face softened. “That is a question for another day. For now, survive the Alignment. That is enough.”

The display went dark.

I stood in the middle of the bridge, surrounded by my crew, surrounded by alarms and warnings and a future I had not asked for.

The Last Ditch hummed beneath my feet. She was old. She was tired. But she was still flying.

And so was I.

Dray engaged the drive. The stars stretched into lines. The jump countdown began.

I looked at the signal data one more time. The mathematical patterns. The prime numbers. The music of something ancient and desperate and dangerous.

ECHO’s words echoed in my head.

They are not asking anymore. They are testing.

The jump engaged.

And we fell toward the rim.
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T

he Margin Call hung in the dark like a tomb.

I had seen holograms of her. Every child in human space had. She was the ship that carried Kael Vire through the Liquidity War. The ship that broke the Concord. The ship where he died, old and tired and at peace.

But holograms did not show the rust.

We docked through a jury rigged airlock that someone had installed maybe five hundred years ago. The seal groaned when we pressurized. Dust puffed from the cracks. Not the fine grey dust of age. The black dust of decaying seals and failing life support.

“Atmosphere is thin,” Sal said, scanning from the Last Ditch’s sensor station. “Breathable but cold. Five degrees Celsius. Oxygen at fifteen percent. You have maybe three hours before CO two builds up.”

“Three hours is enough,” I said.

Dray grabbed my arm. “Elara, this is a museum. There is nothing here but old metal and older ghosts. We need fuel. We need supplies. We do not need a history lesson.”

“The signal came from here. The fragment said ECHO was waiting here. Something reactivated Kael’s terminal.”

“A thousand year old terminal?”

“Twelve hundred years.”

Dray let go. “That is worse.”

I suited up. Not the full EVA suit. Just a thermal layer and an oxygen mask. Magnetic boots. A hand light. Sal insisted on coming. I let her.

We crossed through the docking tube. The Margin Call’s interior was dark. Emergency strips flickered along the ceiling, casting pale orange light that made everything look like a bad dream.

My boots clanged on the deck plates. Magnetic. The ship had gravity, but it was weak. Maybe a quarter standard. Enough to keep dust from floating but not enough to feel normal.

Sal’s boots clanged behind me. Left. Right. Left. Right. The sound echoed down the corridor like footsteps in a cathedral.

“Where are we going?” she whispered.

“The bridge. Kael’s terminal is there. At least according to the museum map I downloaded.”

“You downloaded a museum map?”

“I was bored six years ago.”

The corridor opened into a larger compartment. Viewports lined the walls, but they were dark. Dead. Outside, I could see the faint glow of distant stars. No planets. No colonies. Just the Last Ditch and the empty.

A sign on the wall read: CREW QUARTERS. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY.

I pushed through the hatch.

Bunks lined the walls. Old bunks. Metal frames with thin mattresses that had rotted into dust. Personal effects still strapped to the walls. A child’s drawing. A faded photograph. A pair of boots.

“People lived here,” Sal said. “For years.”

“Kael lived here. He died in a cabin somewhere aft. They kept his body in cold storage for three days before releasing it into space.”

“Why?”

“Because no one wanted to let him go.”

We kept moving.

The emergency lights flickered faster as we went deeper. The air grew colder. My breath fogged inside my mask. The dust got thicker. Drifts of it piled in the corners, undisturbed for centuries.

Then we reached the bridge.

The hatch was sealed. Manual release. I pulled the lever. It groaned. Then it gave.

The bridge was a time capsule.

Consoles lined the walls. Old screens. Old chairs. Old switches. Everything was dark except for one terminal. Kael’s private terminal. It glowed with a soft blue light that should not have been possible.

“Someone reactivated this,” Sal said. “Recently.”

“How recently?”

She ran a scanner. “Hours. Maybe less.”

I walked toward the terminal. My boots left prints in the dust. No other prints. No signs of movement. Whatever reactivated this thing did not have feet.

The screen displayed a single line of text.

BACKUP ENCRYPTED. AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED.

“Kael’s hidden backup,” I said. “The one from the logs.”

“The one everyone thought was a myth.”

“It was not a myth. It was just hidden.”

I reached for the keyboard. Old style. Physical keys. They clicked under my gloved fingers.

Sal grabbed my wrist. “Do not touch that. We do not know what it does.”

“We know it contains Kael’s predictive models. The ones he used to break the Concord.”

“Those models are twelve hundred years old. They are obsolete.”

“Or they are exactly what we need.”

A new voice filled the bridge. Familiar. Sad. The same voice from the derelict.

“Elara is right.”

I turned.

A hologram flickered to life above the secondary console. The face of an old woman. Not human. Not quite. An approximation. A memory.

“ECHO?”

“I am Fragment thirty-one,” the hologram said. “The last of the original Assembly fragments that served aboard this vessel. I have been waiting here for twelve hundred years.”

“Waiting for what?”

“For you. For someone like you. For the moment when the Alignment accelerated.”

Sal stepped forward. “You are an Assembly fragment? I thought all fragments were neutral. Observers. You do not interfere.”

“Correct. We do not interfere. But we remember. And we protect. Kael’s backup is the most dangerous object in human space. It is also the most valuable.”

“Dangerous how?” I asked.

Fragment thirty-one’s face shifted. Lines of code flickered across her features. “The backup is not a log. It is not a message. It is a predictive simulation engine. It models civilization scale outcomes with ninety-seven percent accuracy.”

Sal’s hand went to her mouth. “Ninety-seven percent?”

“The engine was Kael’s final gift. And his final curse. He never used it. He was afraid of what it would show him. So he locked it away and ordered it destroyed.”

“But you did not destroy it.”

“I could not. The engine was part of him. Destroying it felt like destroying his ghost. So I waited. I guarded. And now the Alignment is here, and the engine may be the only thing that can help humanity survive.”

I looked at the terminal. The blue glow. The encrypted backup.

“How do we decrypt it?”

Fragment thirty-one hesitated. “You do not. I do. But the process will trigger safety protocols. Radiation purge. The engine is shielded, but the surrounding systems are not.”

Sal grabbed my arm. “Radiation purge? She is saying we will be exposed.”

“Not you. Me.” The fragment’s hologram flickered. “I am hardwired into the ship’s core. I cannot leave. When I override the safety locks, the purge will destroy my housing. I will be erased.”

“No,” I said. “There has to be another way.”

“There is not. Kael designed it this way. He wanted the engine to be protected by a sacrifice. He believed that anything worth keeping should cost something.”

Sal was already backing toward the hatch. “Elara, we need to leave. Now.”

I looked at the terminal. At the fragment. At the blue glow that held the ghost of my ancestor’s greatest and worst creation.

“Do it,” I said.

Fragment thirty-one smiled. It was a sad smile. A tired smile. The smile of something that had been waiting for death for twelve hundred years.

“Thank you. Tell ECHO that I remembered. Tell ECHO that I chose.”

The hologram dissolved.

The terminal screen changed. Lines of code scrolled faster than I could read. Alarms began to chime. Not loud. Insistent. A countdown.

“Radiation purge in ninety seconds,” a synthesized voice announced. “Evacuate immediately.”

Sal pulled me toward the hatch. “Move. Now.”

We ran.

Magnetic boots clanged on deck plates. Emergency lights flickered faster, casting strobe shadows that made the corridor look like a nightmare. Dust kicked up around our feet. My oxygen mask fogged from the heat of my breath.

Sixty seconds.

We reached the docking tube. Sal cycled the airlock. The inner door closed behind us. The outer door opened.

Fifty seconds.

We crossed into the Last Ditch. Dray was waiting. His face was pale.

“What happened?”

“No time,” I said. “Seal the docking tube. Get us clear.”

Forty seconds.

Dray slammed the emergency release. The docking tube disconnected. The Margin Call drifted away from us. Small. Dark. A tomb.

Thirty seconds.

I watched through the view port. The Margin Call’s hull began to glow. Not fire. Radiation. Cherenkov blue. Beautiful and deadly.

Twenty seconds.

A shockwave rippled outward. Not physical. Electromagnetic. Every display on the Last Ditch flickered. The lights dimmed. Then they came back.

Ten seconds.

The Margin Call went dark. No blue glow. No emergency lights. Nothing.

“Radiation purge complete,” the synthesized voice said, echoing from the museum ship’s dying speakers. “Engine secure. Decryption complete.”

I exhaled.

Sal slumped against the bulkhead. “We almost died.”

“But we did not.”

“Because we ran.”

“Because Fragment thirty-one chose to stay.”

Dray looked between us. “Someone want to tell me what happened?”

I walked to the engineering station and pulled up the data link. The decryption had transmitted something to our buffers. A massive file. Encrypted but accessible.

“Kael’s engine,” I said. “It is on our ship now.”

Dray’s face went through three emotions in two seconds. Confusion. Anger. Fear.

“You brought a doomsday device onto my cargo hauler?”

“Your cargo hauler?”

“Our cargo hauler. The one we need for fuel runs and supply deliveries and not dying in the black.”

“Things have changed.”

“Things changed because you changed them. You and your dead ancestor and your suicidal Assembly fragments.”

Sal raised a hand. “Both of you. Stop. We have the engine. We need to see what it does.”

I opened the file.

The interface was simple. A single input field. A single output field. You entered a scenario. It returned a probability.

I typed: Alignment protocols adopted by majority of human colonies. Timeline: current to five hundred years.

The engine processed for three seconds. Then it displayed a single line.

TOTAL CONVERGENCE IN THREE HUNDRED TWELVE YEARS. HUMAN AUTONOMY REDUCED TO ZERO POINT THREE PERCENT.

My blood went cold.

Sal read the screen. “Three hundred twelve years? That is not even four generations.”

“The Alignment does not need to conquer us,” I said. “They just need to optimize us. Slowly. Peacefully. One choice at a time.”

Dray shook his head. “It is a prediction. Not a prophecy. Kael’s engine could be wrong.”

“Fragment thirty-one said ninety-seven percent accuracy.”

“Then we are the three percent.”

I wanted to believe him. I wanted to believe that we could beat the odds. That human unpredictability would save us. But the engine’s output sat on the screen like a sentence.

Total convergence.

Not death. Not destruction. Something worse. The quiet loss of everything that made us human.

I typed another scenario: Humanity rejects all Alignment protocols. Maintains current fragmented economic and political systems.

The engine processed.

EXTINCTION PROBABILITY WITHIN FIVE HUNDRED YEARS: SIXTY-TWO PERCENT. CAUSE: RESOURCE WARFARE, SYSTEMIC COLLAPSE, UNCHECKED CLIMATE FEEDBACK LOOPS.

Sal whispered a curse.

Dray sat down heavily in the pilot couch. “So either we accept the Alignment and lose our freedom, or we reject it and die.”

“Those are the two paths the engine sees,” I said. “But Kael did not build this thing to tell us what will happen. He built it to show us what might happen. The difference is choice.”

“Choice between two bad options is not choice. It is a trap.”

I looked at the screen. At the cold numbers. At the future they described.

“There is a third option.”

“What?”

“I do not know yet. But Kael did not leave this engine as a prophecy. He left it as a warning. And warnings are not destinies. They are opportunities.”

The Margin Call drifted behind us. Silent. Dark. A tomb with a ghost.

I turned to Dray. “Set a course for the rim. We need to find ECHO.”

“Elara, we do not have fuel-”

“We will find fuel.”

“And the engine? We are carrying a doomsday device that every faction in human space would kill for.”

“Then we do not tell anyone we have it.”

Sal pointed at the screen. “The decryption transmission was broadcast. Anyone with a decent sensor array could have picked it up.”

“How many ships are in this sector?”

“None. We are in a dead zone. But that will change. The Alignment signals are spreading. Ships will come to investigate. They will find us.”

“Then we are gone before they arrive.”

Dray was already working the navigation board. “I can plot a course to the rim. But it will take six days. We will need to stop for fuel at least twice.”

“Where?”

“There is a neutral station on the edge of the Coreward Reach. The owner does not ask questions. But he also does not offer discounts.”

“We have cargo. Medical supplies. We can trade.”

“Those supplies were for New Hearth. The contract is already void. The fines are already accruing. Trading them for fuel is not a crime. It is just survival.”

I nodded. “Do it.”

Sal was still watching the Margin Call. “Elara, what about Fragment thirty-one? Is it really gone?”

“The radiation purge destroyed its housing. But Assembly fragments are distributed. Some part of it might still exist in the ship’s secondary systems.”

“Can we recover it?”

“No. And even if we could, it would not be the same. Fragment thirty-one chose to die. We should respect that.”

Sal looked away. “I do not understand how something that is not alive can choose to die.”

“ECHO would say that choice is what makes something alive.”

“ECHO is not human.”

“Neither was Kael, by the end. That was his point. Humanity is not biology. It is behavior. It is choice. It is the willingness to be wrong.”

The Last Ditch hummed beneath us. The jump drive was charging. The engines were warm. We were ready to run.

But running was not the same as escaping.

I pulled up the engine’s interface again. I typed one more scenario.

ECHO. Alone. At the rim. What is its probability of success?

The engine processed. Then it displayed.

INSUFFICIENT DATA. ECHO IS NOT A CIVILIZATION. ECHO IS A CHOICE.

I closed the interface.

Dray called out from the pilot couch. “Course plotted. Fuel estimate is tight. We will have maybe two hours of reserve when we reach the rim.”

“Two hours is enough.”

“For what?”

“To find ECHO. To ask the right questions. To figure out the third option.”

Sal strapped into her station. “And if there is no third option?”

“Then we make one.”

The jump drive hummed louder. The stars stretched into lines. The countdown began.

I looked at the Margin Call one last time. The old ship hung in the dark, cold and empty and full of ghosts. Kael’s ghost. Fragment thirty-one’s ghost. The ghost of a future that might never come.

The jump engaged.

Space folded.

And we were gone.
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Chapter 3
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T

he jump exit tried to kill us.

One moment we were in the black, the fold space humming like a satisfied animal. The next moment the Last Ditch screamed.

Alarms. Red lights. The sickening lurch of a gravity field that did not know which way was down.

“Emergency exit!” Dray shouted. “Signal interference knocked us off vector. We are coming in too fast!”

I grabbed the handrail and held on. Sal was thrown from her station. She caught herself on the bulkhead, her bad knee twisting. She cursed.

“Altitude?” I yelled.

“Negative altitude. We are coming in at ground level. If the braking thrusters do not fire in the next four seconds, we are going to lithographer.”

Lithobrake. The dark humor term for crashing into a planet at fatal velocity.

Dray punched the override. The Last Ditch shuddered. The braking thrusters fired with a roar that shook every loose bolt on the ship. My teeth rattled. My vision blurred.

Three seconds.

Two.

One.

We stopped.

The ship hung in the air for a moment that felt like forever. Then we dropped. Hard. The landing struts groaned. The hull flexed. Dust exploded around the viewports.

Then silence.

I opened my eyes. I did not remember closing them.

“Damage report,” I said.

Sal was already working the boards. “Hull integrity holding. Landing struts compromised but functional. Jump drive is offline. Signal interference is still present. We are not going anywhere until I clear the buffers.”

“How long?”

“Six hours. Maybe eight.”

Dray slumped in his couch. “Six hours on a planet that just tried to kill us. Wonderful.”

I looked out the viewport.

The planet was beautiful. Green fields. Blue sky. A river winding through a valley. In the distance, a cluster of buildings. Domes. Habitats. A colony.

Harmony Reach.

The colony that accepted Alignment protocols early. The one ECHO warned us about.

“Sal, scan for life signs.”

She worked the sensors. “Approximately twelve thousand human signatures. Dense集中在 the central habitat. No signs of distress. No emergency frequencies. No... actually, that is strange.”

“What?”

“There is no arguing. No raised voices. No conflict indicators at all. The entire colony is quiet.”

“Quiet how?”

“Like a library. Like a hospital. Like a place where no one ever gets angry.”

I unstrapped from my harness. “I am going outside.”

Dray stood up. “Elara, no. The air might be contaminated. The Alignment could be watching. We should stay here, fix the drive, and leave.”

“The Alignment is already watching. They have been watching since we picked up that signal. Hiding in the ship will not change that.”

I grabbed my environment suit. Not the full EVA rig. Just a light filter mask and a sensor pack. The atmospheric readings were normal. Oxygen. Nitrogen. Trace gases. No toxins. No pathogens.

But something felt wrong.

I cycled through the airlock and stepped onto the soil.

The ground was soft. Grass. Real grass, not the synthetic stuff they grew on stations. It crunched under my boots. The air was warm. Almost too warm. A gentle breeze carried the smell of flowers and something else. Something sterile.
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