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CHAPTER ONE Alarm Bells
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The watch didn’t beep. It sighed. That was the first clue something was wrong.

Jackie sat straight up in bed, heart already racing, hand snapping to her wrist before her eyes were fully open. The watch’s face glowed a muted blue, not flashing, not alarming—just... waiting. Like it had cleared its throat and decided patience was the better tactic.

“Okay,” Jackie muttered. “Rude.”

Across the room, Jim groaned from the couch where he’d fallen asleep in his clothes. “If this is another drill, I swear I’m uninstalling time.”

Deb’s voice drifted from the kitchenette. “You can’t uninstall time. I googled it.”

Meran emerged from the hallway last, fully dressed, fully awake, posture sharp and composed like she’d never trusted sleep in the first place.

She looked at Jackie’s face once and said calmly, “That expression usually precedes bad news or broken physics. Which one is it?”

Jackie swallowed. “Possibly both.”

Allen stumbled out of the bathroom, towel around his neck, hair damp. “Did we miss a jump? Because I was mid-shampoo and I feel like that would be rude of the universe.”

The watches pulsed again. Once. Together.

Deb froze. “Okay, nope. That’s not a coincidence.”

Jackie was already pulling up data, fingers flying. “I’m not seeing a jump request. No coordinates. No ignition command.”

Jim frowned. “So why are the watches acting like they just smelled a ghost?”

Meran stepped closer, voice precise, educated, steady. “Because something else is using the network. Not initiating. Listening.”

Jackie’s screen filled with cascading markers—dates, locations, tiny deviations that shouldn’t exist.

Her breath caught.

“Oh,” she said quietly. “Oh no.”

Deb leaned over her shoulder. “That’s your ‘I found something horrifying but elegant’ voice.”

Jackie nodded. “Someone is making changes without jumping.”

Allen blinked. “That’s not possible.”

Jackie didn’t look up. “It wasn’t. Yesterday.”

Meran studied the data, eyes sharp. “These aren’t events. They’re systems.”

Jackie glanced at her. “You see it too.”

Meran nodded once. “Labor agreements. Procurement pipelines. Information flow. He’s not touching the headlines.”

Jim’s humor faded. “He?”

The room went still.

Deb’s watch flickered—just hers.

A soft ripple, like a fingerprint made of light.

Deb’s stomach dropped. “Why is it always mine?”

Jackie stared. “Because... this signature matches something else.”

She pulled up an overlay.

And there it was.

A pattern she knew.

A pattern they had buried.

“Kade Voss,” Jackie said.

No one spoke.

Jim broke it first. “I hate that guy.”

Allen whispered, “We erased him.”

Meran’s voice was low, controlled, thoughtful. “We erased a version.”

Deb’s eyes widened. “You’re saying—”

Jackie nodded. “An echo woke up.”

The watches pulsed again, harder this time.

Images began to resolve—snapshots across decades.

A community organizer in the late 60s who pushed a protest just far enough to collapse a supply chain.

A corporate strategist in the 70s who quietly redirected manufacturing.

A security consultant in the 80s who rewrote enforcement protocols.

A data architect in the 90s who changed how information moved before anyone noticed it mattered.

Jim stared. “He’s speed-running the apocalypse on hard mode.”

Meran folded her arms, expression grave. “He’s building a chamber without standing still.”

Jackie’s throat tightened. “He’s rebuilding the Distribution Chamber.”

Deb shook her head. “We destroyed it.”

“Yes,” Jackie said. “So he’s doing it the slow way. Piece by piece. Across time.”

Allen swallowed. “Why not just jump?”

Meran answered before Jackie could. “Because jumping announces itself. This doesn’t.”

Deb’s watch pulsed again.

Stronger.

Jackie’s voice dropped. “There’s more.”

Everyone looked at her.

“Kade’s echo isn’t just moving,” Jackie said. “He’s copying.”

Deb’s heart thudded. “Copying what?”

Jackie met her eyes. “You.”

The room felt colder.

Jim blinked. “I’m sorry—what?”

Jackie continued, carefully. “Your signature is uniquely adaptable. Your watch cooperates with ignition in a way none of ours do. He’s figured that out.”

Deb’s voice wavered. “So he’s making... echo versions of me?”

Meran’s jaw tightened. “Using you as a template.”

Jim forced a grin. “Okay. I officially vote we stop letting villains clone Deb.”

Deb shot him a look. “I’m standing right here.”

Jackie closed her screen, resolve hardening. “He thinks we’ll be busy cleaning up echoes.”

Meran nodded. “And he’s right.”

Silence.

Then Meran spoke again, voice calm, educated, unflinching.

“But he’s miscalculated one thing.”

Jim raised an eyebrow. “Please tell me it’s us.”

Meran looked at each of them in turn. “He assumes we’ll keep reacting.”

Jackie straightened. “We won’t.”

Deb tightened her watch strap. “So what do we do?”

Jackie’s eyes burned with focus.

“We hunt.”

The watches pulsed.

Not as a warning.

As an agreement.

Somewhere in time, Kade Voss smiled—already moving, already building, already convinced the future belonged to him.

And for the first time since he woke up...

The Watchers were moving first.
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Chapter 2 Hit Snooze 
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The watches didn’t beep again. They held their breath.

Jackie felt it first, because Jackie always felt it first. The room went quiet in that way that doesn’t belong to people choosing silence. It belonged to the network deciding whether it trusted you.

Then the air shifted. Not a draft. Not a sound. A presence.

Deb’s shoulders rose like she was bracing for a splash of cold water. “Okay... I hate this part.”

Jim lifted his mug like it was a tiny shield. “If the universe is about to speak, I’d like to request it uses an inside voice.”

Meran didn’t move. She simply watched the watches. Calm. Focused. Like she’d already accepted the truth and was waiting for everyone else to catch up.

Allen whispered, “It’s not a jump request...”

“No,” Jackie said, voice tight. “It’s a connection request.”

Her watch face dimmed.

Then lit back up with a symbol none of them had programmed.

A ripple of layered light, like electricity forming a fingerprint.

Deb stared at her wrist. “Why is it always a symbol? Why can’t it ever be a normal text message. Like, ‘Hey guys, it’s me, your friendly nightmare.’”

Jackie’s lips barely moved. “It’s him.”

Meran’s voice stayed steady. “Alien Ray.”

The room didn’t hear Alien Ray arrive.

It remembered him.

The presence poured through their watches like a thought slipping through a crack in a door. It didn’t ask permission. It didn’t apologize. It simply existed in the room like it had always owned the lease.

Deb swallowed. “Okay. Yep. There it is. The brain pressure.”

Jim’s eyes narrowed. “It feels like my conscience just walked in and is disappointed in me.”

Allen blinked rapidly. “That... that might just be caffeine.”

Alien Ray’s voice didn’t come from speakers.

It came from the inside of their bones.

Layered. Controlled. Not cruel, but not gentle either. Like something intelligent trying very hard not to be human.

Watchers.

Deb exhaled through her nose. “Hi. Good to hear you’re alive and also haunting.”

Meran raised her chin slightly, words measured. “You said echoes would wake. You didn’t say how soon.”

A pause.

Alien Ray’s presence tightened, as if focusing.

Soon was always the risk.

Jackie stepped forward, eyes sharp. “We detected his signature. It’s Kade Voss. Another echo. Confirm.”

The air grew colder by half a degree.

Confirmed.

Jim let out a slow breath. “Great. So he’s like a franchise now.”

Alien Ray continued.

He is not rebuilding the chamber the way you think.

Allen frowned. “He’s... doing it across time.”

Jackie nodded once. “He’s collecting components.”

Deb pointed at her own wrist like it had personally offended her. “And apparently collecting me too.”

Alien Ray’s presence shifted.

Deb’s watch flickered.

A second ripple ran through it, and for a heartbeat Deb felt something she didn’t have words for—like her own identity had been scanned by a cold light.

Deb’s face tightened. “Nope. Don’t love that. That’s a hard no.”

Meran’s tone stayed even, but her eyes hardened. “Explain why her watch signature matters to him.”

Alien Ray’s answer came like a statement carved into stone.

Her signature can ignite what he cannot fabricate.

Jackie’s jaw clenched. “So the chamber is useless without a Watcher core. Without our internal handshake.”

Jim muttered, “So we’re basically walking batteries for evil Ikea time furniture.”

Allen rubbed his forehead. “If he can’t build the ignition... then he’s going to try to steal it.”

Deb lifted her mug, then put it down like she didn’t trust her own hands. “Okay, I’d like to formally decline being stolen.”

Meran turned her head slightly toward Deb, voice calm and educated, the kind of calm that made panic feel embarrassed. “You will not be taken. Not while we are conscious, and not while we are prepared.”

Deb swallowed. “That was... weirdly comforting.”

Jim pointed at Meran. “She just professionally threatened the universe. I respect it.”

Jackie was already tapping through screens, pulling up the anomalies they’d seen. “You said he’s not rebuilding it the way we think. What does that mean?”

Alien Ray’s presence pressed harder.

He is building a chamber that does not open a door.

He is building a chamber that manufactures keys.

Allen’s eyes widened. “Echo signatures...”

Jackie’s throat tightened. “He wants every jump to carry preloaded echo signatures. So everywhere we go... echoes follow.”

Deb’s voice turned small. “That means even if we fix one decade...”

Meran finished it, steady and cold. “Another decade will already be compromised.”

Jim’s humor flickered back just enough to survive. “So we’re playing whack-a-mole with reality. Awesome.”

Alien Ray continued, more focused now.

He believes you will chase the consequences.

He believes he will build uninterrupted.

Jackie looked up. “And you called to tell us not to do that.”

A pause.

Then—

Yes.

Meran straightened slightly. “Then give us what we need. A location. A pattern. Anything.”

Alien Ray’s presence shifted again, and the timeline projections Jackie had pulled up sharpened like a camera snapping into focus.

Three points glowed brighter than the others.

Not famous events.

Not headlines.

Quiet places where power was shaped before it ever hit the news.

A machine shop in the late 60s with contracts that shouldn’t exist.

A corporate supply hub in the 70s with a new investor who arrived too early.

A data systems lab in the 80s where protocols were rewritten by someone who “wasn’t there.”

Jim stared at the glowing points. “He’s shopping.”

Allen murmured, “He’s assembling parts.”

Jackie’s fingers hovered. “He’s not hiding from history. He’s hiding inside the boring parts.”

Deb frowned. “The boring parts are the scariest parts.”

Meran nodded once, voice precise. “Because the boring parts are where infrastructure lives. Infrastructure is power with no applause.”

Jim pointed at Meran again. “I would like to order one Meran speech for every crisis. Please and thank you.”

Deb looked at her watch, then at Jackie. “So what’s the move?”

Jackie didn’t answer immediately.

Her eyes slid to Deb.

Then to the watches.

Then to the quiet truth sitting in the room with them: they could rebuild locks all day, but if Kade Voss could make an echo of Deb’s signature... the locks wouldn’t matter.

Jackie’s voice lowered. “Ray... can he do it already?”

Alien Ray answered without hesitation.

He has started.

Deb’s stomach dropped.

Jim’s face went blank. “Started as in... he has a Deb echo walking around?”

The presence tightened.

Not fully formed.

But seeded.

Deb stared into the middle distance like her brain was trying to outrun the thought. “So there’s a version of me out there...”

Meran’s voice softened just a fraction, still educated, still controlled—now with something protective underneath. “A version of you without your conscience is not you. Remember that.”

Deb blinked hard. “Okay. That helped. A little.”

Jackie’s watch chirped once—low and sharp, like a knife being unsheathed.

Alien Ray’s voice came again, quieter, more direct.

You rebuilt your watches to be unseen.

Now use that.

Do not chase the damage.

Intercept the builder.

Meran nodded. “Understood.”

Jackie looked at the three glowing points and felt the old fear shift into something sharper.

Purpose.

Jim lifted his mug. “So... we’re going to the 60s, 70s, and 80s to stop a time-terrorist from building a haunted printer that spits out evil Debs.”

Deb glared. “Evil Debs?”

Jim shrugged. “I’m simplifying. For my mental health.”

Allen swallowed. “How do we pick where to go first?”

Jackie’s eyes didn’t leave the nearest glow.

“We don’t pick,” she said. “We follow his hunger. The earliest acquisition point. The first component that makes the rest possible.”

Meran’s voice came clean and steady, like a verdict. “Then we begin where he began.”

Deb tightened her watch strap again, jaw set. “And if we find him?”

Jackie met her eyes. “Then we don’t negotiate. We don’t lecture. We don’t do the ‘monologue’ thing.”

Jim raised his hand. “But I like monologues.”

Meran cut in, polite and lethal. “Then you may deliver one after we secure the mission and survive.”

Jim lowered his hand. “Fair.”

Alien Ray’s presence began to withdraw.

But before it left, it pressed one last thought into them—heavy, unmistakable.

He will try to wear your face, Deb.

He will try to make you doubt your own team.

Do not hesitate.

Deb’s throat tightened. “Got it.”

The connection snapped off.

Silence returned.

But it wasn’t empty.

It was loaded, humming with the kind of tension that meant the next choice mattered.

Allen looked at Jackie. “So he’s really back.”

Jackie nodded. “And he thinks he’s all that matters.”

Meran stepped forward, voice calm, educated, unwavering. “Then we will remind him that he is not the center of any universe we intend to save.”

Jim exhaled, half-smile returning. “Okay, that was... kind of epic.”

Deb swallowed, then forced a grin that didn’t quite hide the fear. “So... coffee first?”

Jackie stared at the glowing timeline points and said, “Coffee in hand. Time in trouble.”

Meran’s watch face pulsed once, like it agreed.

And somewhere in the folds of the decades, Kade Voss kept moving—collecting objects, collecting power, collecting possibilities.

But now he wasn’t alone in the hunt.

Now the Watchers had a voice in their ear.
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And a target.
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Chapter 3 Deb’s Signature 
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Jackie didn’t say it right away.

That was the thing about Jackie. She didn’t panic. She didn’t dramatize. She didn’t throw information like confetti just because everyone else was nervous.

She waited until she was certain.

Which, unfortunately, was also why Jim didn’t trust her during emergencies.

They were back in the safe room. Same dim lighting. Same half-drunk coffee. Same timeline projection hovering above the table like it was about to file a complaint.

Deb sat on the edge of the couch, legs tucked under her, watch hand clenched like she was trying to keep it from doing anything stupid.

Allen had a notebook open, even though the notebook was useless. It was more of an emotional support notebook at this point.

Meran stood near the wall, arms folded, posture composed, eyes tracking the room like she could see threats through drywall.

Jim paced.

He always paced when he couldn’t punch something.

“I just want to point out,” Jim said, “that I hate it when Alien Ray calls us like an ominous voicemail, drops a life-altering fact, and then disappears like he has better things to do.”

Deb took a sip of coffee. “He probably does.”

Allen looked up. “He’s an alien consciousness fused with a human scientist.”

Deb nodded. “Exactly. Busy schedule.”

Meran’s voice came smooth, educated, and firm, like she was addressing a room full of people who needed to get themselves together.

“Complaining won’t change the reality. What will change it is preparation.”

Jim stopped pacing for half a second.

“Meran, you ever get tired of being the adult in every room?”

Meran didn’t blink.

“No. I get tired of surviving other people’s carelessness.”

Jim pointed at her.

“Fair.”

Jackie’s fingers moved across the interface, pulling the three glowing points closer. The 60s node. The 70s node. The 80s node.

Then she did something that made Deb’s stomach drop.

She pulled up a fourth.

It wasn’t as bright.

It wasn’t as obvious.

But it was there.

A faint ripple in the 90s.

Deb stared.

“Wait, why is there another one?”

Jackie didn’t answer immediately.

Jim leaned in.

“Because that’s what Jackie does. She finds one more terrifying thing than we asked for.”

Allen squinted.

“That 90s anomaly wasn’t in the data set yesterday.”

Jackie’s mouth tightened.

“It was.”

Silence.

Deb’s eyebrows rose.

“Come again?”

Meran’s eyes narrowed.

“Jackie.”

Jackie exhaled like she’d been holding it for a while.

“I didn’t want to say it until I verified it.”

Jim’s hands went out.

“Okay, stop. That sentence never ends well. What didn’t you want to say.”

Jackie tapped the display and expanded the faint 90s ripple.

A thin line appeared.

Not a headline event.

Not a famous incident.

Just a quiet reordering.

A change in how information moved through a system.

A shift in protocols.

An early adoption.

A new standard.

A seed.

Meran studied it, expression unreadable for a moment. Then she spoke with calm certainty.

“That is not random. That is method.”

Allen whispered,

“That’s Kade’s style.”

Deb’s throat tightened.

“So you knew he was back before the watches reacted.”

Jackie met Deb’s eyes.

“I knew something was back.”

Jim scoffed.

“Jackie. We’re a team. A slightly dysfunctional team, but still. Why would you not say that.”

Jackie’s voice stayed level.

“Because panic makes people sloppy.”

Deb stared at her.

“So you decided to protect us from ourselves.”

Jackie nodded once.

“Yes.”

Jim’s face twisted.

“That is so annoyingly responsible.”

Meran pushed off the wall and walked closer, voice steady, educated, deliberate.

“You found an echo signature.”

Jackie glanced at Meran.

“Yes.”

Meran’s tone sharpened.

“And you confirmed it.”

Jackie didn’t deny it.

Deb leaned forward.

“Jackie, what exactly did you find.”

Jackie pulled up a new overlay.

A pattern.

A signature.

Not a full one.

A partial.

Like a footprint with only the heel pressed into the ground.

Deb recognized it immediately.

It was the same ripple she’d seen on her watch.

That fingerprint of electricity.

Deb’s voice went thin.

“That’s mine.”

Jackie nodded.

“That’s why I didn’t say it out loud.”

Allen blinked hard.

“You found evidence of a Deb echo.”

Jackie’s eyes stayed locked on the data.

“I found evidence of an ignition-compatible signature that matched Deb’s pattern.”

Jim’s mouth fell open.

“That is the longest way I’ve ever heard someone say ‘evil Deb.’”

Deb shot him a look.

“Stop calling it that.”

Jim held up both hands.

“Fine. Echo Deb. Copy Deb. Deb 2.0. Whatever we’re calling the nightmare.”

Meran’s voice cut clean through the humor.

“Jackie, why is it in the 90s.”

Jackie zoomed in again.

A small lab.

A quiet subcontractor.

A place that didn’t matter to history until it did.

“Because Kade isn’t rebuilding the chamber in one decade,” Jackie said.

“He’s building supply lines across decades. He’s making sure components exist before he ever needs them.”

Allen’s eyes widened.

“So by the time we catch him in the 60s, he could already have support in the 90s.”

Jackie nodded.

“Exactly.”

Deb’s hands tightened around her mug.

“So we’re behind.”

Meran’s gaze held steady.

“Not behind. Informed.”

Jim muttered,

“Meran, you talk like a mission briefing, and I hate how much it helps.”

Meran didn’t look at him.

“Good.”

Jackie tapped a second window.

A simulation.

Three branches popped up.

Branch one: Deb echo used to steal ignition cores.

Branch two: Deb echo used to infiltrate the Watchers.

Branch three: Deb echo used to anchor Kade’s rebuilt chamber.

Deb stared.

“So he’s not just copying me for ignition.”

Jackie’s voice dropped.

“He’s copying you because you’re the easiest way to break us.”
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