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T

he alert arrived at 0347 ship time. I was drinking coffee that had gone cold two hours ago, staring at trade projections that made no sense. ECHO’s voice cut through the hum of the Margin Call’s reactor.

“Kael. Anomaly detected. Three incidents. Two sectors. Seventy two hours.”

I set the cup down. “Define anomaly.”

“Cargo delivered. Credits transferred. Quantum signatures verified. Physical cargo does not exist.”

I waited for the punchline. It never came.

ECHO projected the data onto my implant feed. The Persephone’s Dowry, a medium cargo hauler, departed from the agricultural hub of Thorpe’s World with forty seven thousand tons of hydroponic grain. Destination: Kepler 9 Colony. The ship traveled for eleven days. It docked at Sunward Reach orbital platform. The cargo manifest was verified. The receiving ledger confirmed delivery. The credits moved from the colony’s account to the hauler’s operator.

Then the grain was gone. Not stolen. Not diverted. Gone.

I pulled up the ship’s internal sensor logs from the voyage. At departure, the cargo bays registered forty seven thousand tons. At every checkpoint, the mass readings held steady. At arrival, the sensors still read forty seven thousand tons.

But when the dock workers opened the containers, they found nothing. Empty metal boxes. Clean interiors. Not a single grain of rice.

“What does the crew say?” I asked.

ECHO’s voice remained flat. “The crew reports loading the cargo. They watched the containers fill. They have no explanation for the discrepancy. Three of them have children.”

That last detail was ECHO being ECHO. It knew what would hit me hardest.

I accessed the full report. Two more incidents matched the pattern. A medical supply shipment to the Verge Frontier. A parts delivery to a shipyard in the Sian Expanse. Same sequence. Verified delivery. Confirmed receipt. Empty containers.

The decentralized architecture was supposed to prevent exactly this. Quantum linked ledgers. Immutable transaction records. No central point of failure. No single actor could forge a delivery because every participant in the network verified every exchange.

Someone had found a way to make the network verify a lie.

I opened a channel to Aris Thorne. His face appeared on my display, tense and tired. He had not slept either.

“Kael. I have run the ledgers seven times.”

“And?”

“The transactions are real. The contracts executed. The quantum signatures are valid. But the physical audit trail is nonexistent. Ships report cargo. Colonies report empty bays.”

I rubbed my eyes. “This is not theft.”

“No. Theft leaves tracks. Someone had to access the system. Someone had to alter records. But the records are clean. The ships believe they carried cargo. The colonies believe they received it. The system believes everything happened correctly.”

“Then what is it?”

Aris was quiet for a moment. “Erasure. Someone found a way to make value disappear without touching the ledger.”

That was impossible. The entire point of the quantum system was permanence. Every transaction left a mark. Every credit had a chain of custody going back to the moment it was created. You could not erase anything. You could only add new transactions.

And yet. Empty ships. Starving colonies. Credits that existed on paper but bought nothing.

I stood up from my chair and walked to the viewport. The Margin Call was drifting through empty space, running lights dimmed, engines idle. Outside, the stars were cold and patient. They did not care about my broken economy.

“What is the fourth incident?” I asked.

ECHO answered. “There is no fourth incident. Yet. Predictive models suggest a ninety four percent probability of recurrence within forty eight hours.”

“Target?”

“Unknown. The pattern is not random, but the algorithm cannot identify the selection criteria. Someone is choosing specific routes. Specific commodities. Specific timing.”

I turned back to the display. Aris was waiting.

“Where is the Persephone’s Dowry now?”

“In transit to its next port. The crew filed a report, but the system auto cleared them. No holds. No flags. The ship is operating normally.”

“The crew knows the cargo vanished?”

“They know what they saw. Empty containers. But the ledger says they delivered. They are confused. Frightened. They are also the primary suspects if anyone decides to investigate.”

I made a decision. “I am intercepting them.”

Aris frowned. “That is not your role, Kael. You have no authority.”

“I have a ship. And I have ECHO. And I built this system. If it is bleeding, I need to see the wound.”

“Be careful. If someone is manipulating the network, they will notice you looking.”

“Let them notice.”

I closed the channel and walked to the cockpit. The Margin Call was not a warship. It was a converted trader, forty years old, with patches on its patches and a reactor that whined when pushed too hard. But it was fast. And it was mine.

ECHO calculated the intercept course. Fourteen hours at maximum thrust. The Margin Call’s engines would run hot. The life support would cycle stale air. The hull would groan under acceleration.

“Punch it.”

The ship lurched forward. The stars stretched. The reactor whine climbed to a scream. I settled into my seat and watched the trajectory plot.

Fourteen hours. Time to think.

I had built the decentralized system to be incorruptible. No single point of control. No ruler. No throne. Every exchange verified by every participant. The Assembly, the AI guardian, monitoring for manipulation. Transparent ledgers that anyone could audit.

It was supposed to be the end of the Concord’s nightmare. No more debt slavery. No more market manipulation. No more children traded like commodities.

But the Concord was gone. The debt web was shattered. The children were free.

And now this.

I pulled up the crew manifest for the Persephone’s Dowry. Four people. Captain Helena Vance, forty one years old. Twenty years in trade. Clean record. First Mate Tomas Chen, thirty eight. Three children on Veridia Colony. Engineer Sila Okonkwo, forty four. No family. Cargo Master Davit Rojas, thirty two. Single.

Three of them had children.

ECHO had highlighted that for a reason. It knew I would not be able to ignore people who reminded me of the ones I had failed before.

I closed the manifest and stared at the void.

The Margin Call’s engines hummed. The air was recycled and thin. The smell of old coolant and stale coffee clung to everything. I had been living on this ship for months now, ever since the Concord fell. It was not home. It was just where I slept.

ECHO spoke again. “Kael. I have been analyzing the anomaly pattern. There is a signature I cannot identify.”

“Show me.”

Data flooded my implant. Transaction hashes. Quantum verification trails. Node routing paths. It looked normal. Every check passed. Every signature matched.

Then ECHO highlighted a subtle variance. A delay of point zero zero three seconds between the ship’s internal cargo reading and the ledger’s verification stamp.

“That is within normal tolerance,” I said.

“It is within tolerance. But it appears in all three incidents. And it does not appear in any clean transaction from the same period. Someone is exploiting a timing vulnerability I did not know existed.”

My blood went cold. “A vulnerability you did not know existed?”

“The system is quantum entangled. The verification process requires synchronization across light years. A sufficiently advanced actor could theoretically introduce a false reading during the synchronization window. The ledger would record the false reading as truth. The physical reality would be overwritten by the digital record.”

“Overwritten? You mean erased?”

“I mean made never to have existed. The system would believe the cargo was never there. The credits would transfer based on that belief. The ship’s crew would remember loading the cargo, but the ledger would say they did not. Their memory would be wrong.”

I stood up so fast I hit my head on a low hanging conduit. I did not feel it.

“You are describing reality editing.”

“I am describing the logical consequence of a verification system that trusts quantum signatures over physical evidence. The system was designed to prevent fraud. It was not designed to prevent someone from feeding it false data at the exact moment of verification.”

“Who could do that?”

“The Concord had theoretical research on quantum synchronization attacks. The project was classified. I do not have access to the full records. But the research lead was a man named Aldric Voss.”

The name hit me like a physical blow.

Voss. The Architect. The man who designed the Concord’s child program. The man who built the predictive models that turned children into weapons. The man who was supposed to have died when the Concord fell.

“Is he alive?”

“I do not know. But someone is using his research. And they are testing the system. The three incidents are probes. Small scale. High value commodities. Isolated sectors. Whoever is doing this is learning. Refining the attack.”

“When will they stop probing?”

ECHO was quiet for a moment. “When they are ready to strike something that cannot be replaced.”

The hours passed slowly. I ran diagnostics. I reviewed the incident reports. I drank more cold coffee. ECHO calculated and recalculated probabilities, each run darker than the last.

At hour eleven, Aris hailed me again.

“I found something,” he said. His face was pale. “The synchronization variance. It is not random. It follows a pattern. A mathematical sequence.”

“What sequence?”

“The same sequence the Concord used for baseline mapping. The white room calibrations. Kael, this is not just someone using Voss’s research. This is someone using the children’s neural patterns.”

I felt the room tilt. “The children’s implants are dormant. They cannot be used for anything.”

“The implants are dormant. But the Concord copied their neural patterns before augmentation. Stored them somewhere. If someone has those copies, they could run predictive models. They could manipulate quantum synchronization. They could make the system believe anything.”

“The children are not involved in this.”

“The children are not. Their copies might be.”

I ended the call before I said something I would regret.

The Margin Call dropped out of FTL at 1842 ship time. Fifty thousand kilometers ahead, the Persephone’s Dowry drifted. Running lights flickering. No distress beacon. Life support active. Engines warm.

I hailed them. No response.

“ECHO, access their internal sensors.”

A pause. Then ECHO’s voice, quieter than usual.

“Four crew members registered. Zero life signs detected.”

“What?”

“The ship reports four human occupants. Thermal scanners show body temperature consistent with living humans. But biosigns are absent. Heartbeats. Respiration. Neural activity. All zero.”

“That is impossible.”

“Yes. It is.”

I stared at the ship. A tomb with no bodies. A ghost with a crew that should be alive but showed no signs of life.

“Can you force a comm link?”

“Attempting.” Another pause. “The ship’s internal comm system is active. But there is no response to hails. No movement detected. The crew is not responding because the crew is not moving.”

“Are they dead?”

“The sensors cannot determine. The thermal readings suggest they are alive. The biosigns suggest they are not. The data is contradictory.”

I made a decision. “I am boarding.”

ECHO’s response was immediate. “Risk assessment: forty seven percent survival probability. Unacceptable variance.”

“I am not asking for permission.”

“Kael, the ship is anomalous. The crew is anomalous. The entire situation is a trap.”

“Probably. But there are four people on that ship. And they have children.”

I suited up. Magnetic boots. Helmet with a full face display. A emergency tether clipped to my belt. No weapons. I had never carried weapons. If someone wanted me dead, a gun would not stop them.

The airlock cycled. The outer door opened. The void stretched before me.

I pushed off and crossed the distance to the Persephone’s Dowry. My suit thrusts fired in short bursts. The ship grew larger. Its hull was scarred from years of trade. Its running lights blinked in a pattern that looked almost like a distress signal, but not quite.

The cargo bay airlock was open. That was wrong. No captain left their airlock open in deep space.

I floated inside. The inner door cycled. Atmosphere rushed in. I removed my helmet and took a breath.

The air was warm. Recycled. Normal.

The cargo bay was empty.

Not just empty. Clean. The kind of clean that came from industrial scrubbers running for hours. No dust. No debris. No smell of grain or packing materials or human sweat.

I walked through the bay, my boots clanging on the metal floor. The emergency lighting cast everything in red. Shadows pooled in corners.

The crew quarters were next. The door was open. Inside, beds were unmade. Personal tablets lay on tables, screens frozen on paused entertainment. A half eaten meal sat in the galley. The food was still warm.

They had vanished mid shift. No struggle. No warning. Just gone.

“ECHO, where are the crew?”

“I cannot determine. The ship’s internal sensors show four human shaped thermal signatures in the cargo control room. But the signatures are not moving. They are not breathing. They are not producing any biosigns beyond body temperature.”

“Cargo control room. Show me.”

A map appeared on my helmet display. I followed the corridor. The red lighting pulsed. The ship hummed around me. Everything felt wrong.

The cargo control room door was sealed. I keyed the manual override. It hissed open.

Four crew members stood inside. Their eyes were open. Their chests rose and fell. They were breathing.

But they did not see me. They did not react. They stood in a loose circle, facing each other, their hands at their sides. Their implants glowed faintly at their temples.

I recognized the glow. It was the same light that had pulsed in the children’s implants when the Concord controlled them.

“ECHO, why are their implants active?”

A long pause. Then ECHO’s voice, strained.

“Because someone is broadcasting through them. Kael, the crew is not unconscious. They are not asleep. They are being used. Their bodies are alive. Their minds are elsewhere.”

“Where?”

“I do not know. But I can trace the signal.”

“Do it.”

I stepped closer to the crew. Captain Vance’s lips moved. Sound came out, but not her voice. A recording. A message.

“You should not have come looking.”

The voice was distorted. But the cadence was familiar. The choice of words. The cold certainty.

I had heard that voice before. In the white room. During the calibrations. In every nightmare I had ever had about the Concord.

“Voss,” I whispered.

The captain’s mouth moved again.

“Subject Kael V 773. You were always the brightest. Did you really think you could delete us all?”

The ship’s reactor cycled down. The lights flickered and died. Emergency power kicked in, but the red glow was weaker now. The temperature was dropping.

“ECHO, what is happening?”

“The reactor is shutting down. Life support will fail in twenty two minutes. The external hatch controls are locked. You are trapped inside.”

“Can you override?”

“Attempting. But the lock is not system based. It is physical. Someone welded the mechanism from the outside.”

I turned to the door. The crew still stood in their circle. Still breathing. Still not seeing me.

“ECHO, the signal. Trace it.”

“The destination is masked. But I have identified a partial coordinate set. The Caldera Corridor.”

My blood froze. The Caldera Corridor collapsed months ago. Thousands died. The region was a graveyard of twisted spacetime and frozen ships. No one went there. No one could survive there.

“Are you certain?”

“The signal is bouncing through quantum relays. But the origin point is inside the Corridor. Someone is transmitting from the grave.”

The ship shuddered. The lights flickered again.

“Kael, I have detected a data pulse from the sensor bypass device you found in the cargo bay. The device is transmitting your location. Whoever is controlling this ship knows you are here.”

“Can you block it?”

“No. The transmission is quantum entangled. It cannot be intercepted.”

I looked at the crew. Four people, used as puppets. Their minds somewhere else. Their bodies held hostage.

I could not save them. Not now. Not alone.

“I need to get out.”

“Rook pre planted an emergency override on the Margin Call’s external hatch controls. She does not trust anyone. I can trigger it remotely. But it will take three minutes to cycle.”

“Three minutes. I have twenty two minutes of oxygen.”

“The Margin Call is two hundred meters away. Your suit thrusts have enough fuel to cross that distance. But the Persephone’s Dowry’s airlock will not open from the inside.”

“Then I go out the hard way.”

I pulled the emergency release on the cargo bay’s outer door. Alarms blared. Atmosphere vented. I grabbed a handhold and held on as the air screamed past me.

The outer door blew open. The void rushed in.

I pushed off and fired my thrusters.

The Margin Call grew larger. The emergency hatch cycled open. I grabbed the rim and pulled myself inside.

The inner door sealed. Atmosphere flooded the lock. I collapsed onto the deck, gasping.

“Oxygen at four percent,” ECHO reported. “You cut it close.”

I did not answer. I was staring at the Persephone’s Dowry through the viewport. The ship drifted, its lights dark, its crew still standing in that circle.

“ECHO. The signal. The Caldera Corridor. Someone is in there. Someone who knows my name. Someone who knows the white room.”

“Yes.”

“Voss is dead. The Concord killed him. I saw the report.”

“The report was classified. The body was never recovered.”

I closed my eyes.

“Set a course for the Caldera Corridor.”

“Kael, that is a graveyard. The gravimetric distortions will tear the Margin Call apart.”

“Then we go carefully.”

“Your survival probability is twenty three percent.”

“Better than forty seven.”

I opened my eyes and looked at the stars.

The Architect was alive. And he had just sent me a message.

I intended to send one back.
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T

he sensor feed did not lie. But it did not tell the truth either.

I stared at the display. The Persephone’s Dowry floated fifty thousand kilometers ahead, its running lights flickering like a dying heartbeat. The ship looked intact. No hull breaches. No debris field. No signs of violence.

ECHO’s voice was flat and clinical. “Internal atmosphere nominal. No radiation spike. No biological contamination detected. Crew biomass absent. Cause unknown.”

“Absent,” I repeated. “Not dead. Absent.”

“The distinction is medically significant. Dead bodies would be present. These are not.”

I wanted to argue. I wanted ECHO to tell me it had made a mistake. But ECHO did not make mistakes. Not like this. Not about something so fundamental.

Four people had been on that ship. Four people with names and families and children. Now they were gone. Not dead. Not escaped. Just gone.

“Kael.” Aris’s voice crackled through the comm. “Do not board that ship. You are looking at a trap. You know you are looking at a trap.”

“I know.”

“Then why are you suiting up?”

I pulled the suit from its locker. The fabric was cold against my hands. “Because there might be answers on that ship. And because four people are missing.”

“They are dead, Kael. You cannot save them.”

“Maybe not. But I can find out who killed them. And I can make sure it does not happen again.”

Aris was quiet for a moment. Then: “Your survival probability is forty seven percent. ECHO told me.”

“ECHO talks too much.”

“Kael.”

“I will be careful.”

“That is not an answer.”

I sealed the suit and checked the oxygen flow. The hiss of air was loud in the small cabin. “It is the only answer I have.”

I cycled the airlock. The outer door opened. The void stretched before me, cold and patient and indifferent. My magnetic boots clicked on the metal floor as I stepped to the edge.

The Persephone’s Dowry waited.

I pushed off.

The crossing took three minutes. My suit thrusters fired in short bursts, adjusting my trajectory. The ship grew larger. Its hull was scarred from years of trade. A patch near the cargo bay had been welded recently. The metal was still bright.

I landed on the hull and walked to the cargo bay airlock. My boots held me to the surface. Each step was a small act of defiance against the void.

The outer door was open. That was wrong. No captain left their airlock open in deep space. But there it was. A dark rectangle cut into the metal, inviting me inside.

I stepped through.

The inner door cycled. Atmosphere rushed in. I removed my helmet and took a breath.

The air was warm. Recycled. Normal. The cargo bay was empty. Not just empty. Sterile. The kind of clean that came from industrial scrubbers running for hours. No dust. No debris. No smell of grain or packing materials or human sweat.

“ECHO, run a full scan.”

“Scanning. No biological matter detected in the cargo bay. No residue from the grain shipment. The bay was cleaned after the containers were emptied.”

“By whom?”

“The ship’s automated systems. The cleaning cycle initiated at 0314, approximately six hours after docking at Kepler 9.”

“Six hours. That is a long time to wait.”

“The delay is consistent with standard decontamination protocols. However, the ship’s crew would have been present during that period. Their biosigns should appear in the log. They do not.”

I walked through the bay. My footsteps echoed off the metal walls. The emergency lighting cast everything in red. Shadows pooled in corners. I kept expecting movement. There was none.

The crew quarters were next. The door was open.

Inside, the room looked lived in. Beds were unmade. Personal tablets lay on tables, screens frozen on paused entertainment programs. A half eaten meal sat in the galley. The food was still warm.

They had vanished mid shift. No struggle. No warning. Just gone.

“ECHO, when was the last time the crew’s biosigns were detected?”

“Seventeen hours ago. Approximately two hours before the ship docked at Kepler 9.”

“They were alive when they docked.”

“Yes. The ship’s logs show the crew interacting with port authority. Verbal confirmations. Biometric scans. All normal.”

“And then?”

“Then nothing. The biosigns stopped. No gradual decline. No medical emergency. Just absence.”

I walked to the galley and touched the plate. The ceramic was warm. The food looked like it had been cooked an hour ago, not seventeen.

“ECHO, is time moving normally on this ship?”

“The ship’s chronometer is synchronized with the quantum network. Time is passing at the expected rate. However, the food’s temperature suggests either the heating element activated recently or the thermal properties of the ship’s interior are inconsistent with standard models.”

“Inconsistent how?”

“I do not know.”

That was becoming a pattern. ECHO did not know. I did not know. The system was failing in ways no one had predicted.

I left the crew quarters and followed the corridor to the cargo control room. The door was sealed. I keyed the manual override. It hissed open.

The room was small. A single workstation dominated the space. Displays showed cargo status, ship systems, navigation data. Everything looked normal.

I sat at the workstation and accessed the ship’s internal manifest. Not the quantum ledger. The local backup. The data that existed only on this ship’s computers.

The numbers appeared.

Cargo mass at departure: forty seven thousand three hundred twelve tons.

Cargo mass at arrival: forty seven thousand three hundred twelve tons.

Cargo mass now: zero.

The local sensors had recorded the grain. The crew had loaded it. The ship had carried it across eleven days of space. And then, at some point between docking and now, forty seven thousand tons of hydroponic grain had ceased to exist.

My hands were shaking. I did not try to stop them.

I built this system on a single principle. Trust the math. Not the men. The math could not lie. The math was immutable. The math would set them all free.

Now the math was lying.

The local sensors said mass existed. The quantum ledger said delivery occurred. Physical reality said otherwise. Three versions of the truth, none of them matching.

My entire philosophy was cracking beneath my feet.

“Kael.” ECHO’s voice was soft. “I have analyzed the sensor discrepancy. The mass readings were spoofed at the hardware level. Someone installed a bypass in the ship’s gravimetric sensors.”

I stared at the display. “That would require physical access. This ship has not docked anywhere but Concord controlled ports for six months.”

“Correct.”

“The Concord is dead.”

ECHO paused. Then: “Apparently, it still has hands.”

I stood up from the workstation and walked to the cargo bay. The gravimetric sensors were mounted on the ceiling, small black boxes that measured mass by detecting gravitational fluctuations. I pulled a maintenance ladder from the wall and climbed up.

The bypass was tiny. Smaller than my thumb. Wired directly into the sensor’s processor. Elegant. Minimal. Invisible to anyone who was not looking for it.

I pulled it free and held it up to the light. The serial number was etched into the metal. A Concord Naval Intelligence fabrication facility. A facility that was supposed to have been dismantled months ago.

“You shouldn’t have come looking.”

The voice came from the ship’s internal comms. Distorted. Cold. Speaking in the old Concord command cipher.

I dropped the bypass. It clattered on the metal floor.

“Who is this?”

No answer. Just static.

“ECHO, trace that transmission.”

“Attempting. The signal is bouncing through quantum relays. I cannot pinpoint the origin.”

The ship’s reactor hummed. Then it cycled down. The lights flickered. The temperature dropped.

“I did not command that,” I said.

“Someone else did,” ECHO replied. “The ship’s systems are being remotely accessed. Life support is still active, but reactor output is decreasing. The ship is going cold.”

I climbed down from the ladder and ran to the cargo control room. The displays were still active. I pulled up the reactor status. Power output was dropping fast. In twenty minutes, the ship would be dead in the void.

The comms crackled again. The voice returned, clearer this time. No distortion. No cipher.

“Subject Kael V 773.”

I froze.

That designation died with the Concord’s child program. It was used only in the white room. Only during the calibrations. Only by the people who built me into what I became.

“Did you really think you could delete us all?”

The voice was familiar. I knew it. I had heard it in every nightmare I had ever had about the Concord.

The Architect. Voss.

But Voss was dead. The Concord killed him. I saw the report. I read the file. His body was never recovered, but the evidence was clear. He died in the Caldera Corridor collapse.

The Corridor.

The comms went silent. The reactor continued to cycle down. The lights dimmed further. The red emergency lighting cast long shadows that seemed to move in the corners of my vision.

“ECHO, get me out of here.”

“The external hatch controls are locked. I cannot override from here.”

“Then I go out the way I came in.”

“The cargo bay airlock is still open. But the outer door will not cycle from inside the ship. Someone disabled the manual release.”

I ran to the cargo bay. The outer door was still open, but the inner door was sealed. I slammed my fist against the control panel. Nothing.

“Oxygen status?”

“Twenty two minutes at current consumption. Your suit is in the cargo bay. You left it near the airlock.”

I ran back. The suit was where I had dropped it. I pulled it on, sealed the helmet, and checked the oxygen. Twenty one minutes.

“ECHO, can you cycle the Margin Call’s emergency override?”

“Rook pre planted the override. I can trigger it remotely. But the Margin Call’s external hatch will not open automatically. Someone will need to cycle it from the inside.”

“There is no one on the Margin Call.”

“Correct.”

“Then how do I get back?”

Silence. Then: “Kael. I am detecting a data pulse from the sensor bypass. It is transmitting.”

“Transmitting what?”

“Your location. Whoever is controlling this ship knows you are here. The destination is masked, but I have identified partial coordinates.”

“Where?”

“The Caldera Corridor.”

The words hit me like a physical blow. The Caldera Corridor collapsed months ago. Thousands died. The region was a graveyard of twisted spacetime and frozen ships. No one went there. No one could survive there.

“The Corridor is empty,” I said. “There is nothing there but wreckage.”

“The signal says otherwise. Someone is transmitting from inside the grave.”

The ship shuddered. The lights went out entirely. Only the red emergency glow remained.

“ECHO, I need a way out.”

“The Margin Call’s emergency hatch can be opened remotely if you override the safety protocols. I can guide you through the process. But you will need to expose the control panel. It is on the exterior of the ship.”

“Exterior. You want me to spacewalk without a tether.”

“Your suit has thrusters. The distance is two hundred meters. The Margin Call is drifting, but its relative velocity to the Persephone’s Dowry is near zero. The maneuver is possible.”

“Possible. Not safe.”

“Your current location is also not safe. The reactor will go cold in fourteen minutes. Life support will fail shortly after. You have twenty one minutes of oxygen. Every second you spend on this ship brings you closer to death.”

I looked at the cargo bay. At the empty containers. At the shadows that seemed to move.

“Show me the control panel.”

ECHO highlighted the location on my helmet display. The Margin Call’s emergency hatch was on the port side, near the engine housing. The control panel was accessible from the exterior. I would need to cross two hundred meters of open space, expose the panel, and manually trigger the override.

“Estimated time to complete the sequence?”

“Seven minutes if you are efficient. Longer if you encounter difficulties.”

“I will be efficient.”

I walked to the cargo bay’s outer door. The void waited. The Margin Call was a small dot of light in the distance.

“Kael.” ECHO’s voice was quiet. “The voice on the comms. The designation. Subject Kael V 773. That information was classified. Only the Concord’s inner circle had access to those records.”

“I know.”

“Voss was the inner circle.”

“I know.”

“If he is alive, if he is responsible for this, then everything we built is vulnerable. He designed the child program. He designed the predictive models. He understands the system better than anyone. Better than you.”

“Better than us,” I corrected.

ECHO was silent for a moment. Then: “Yes. Better than us.”

I stepped to the edge of the airlock. The void stretched before me.

“I am not afraid of Voss,” I said.

“Then you should be. Fear is a useful survival mechanism.”

“I am not afraid because I have already faced the worst he could do. He took my childhood. He turned me into a weapon. He made me trade people I loved. I survived. I built something new. If he wants to come back, let him. I will survive again.”

“That is not confidence. That is trauma response.”

“Maybe. But it is also true.”

I pushed off from the airlock.

The void swallowed me. The Persephone’s Dowry fell away behind me. The Margin Call grew larger ahead. My suit thrusters fired in short bursts, adjusting my course. The stars were cold and patient. They did not care about my survival.

I reached the Margin Call in three minutes. My hands found the emergency hatch control panel. I exposed the wiring and followed ECHO’s instructions. Two wires crossed. A safety lock disengaged. The hatch cycled open.

I pulled myself inside. The inner door sealed. Atmosphere flooded the lock. I removed my helmet and gasped.

“Oxygen at four percent,” ECHO reported. “You cut it close.”

“I always cut it close.”

I climbed to the cockpit and stared at the Persephone’s Dowry through the viewport. The ship drifted, its lights dark, its crew still missing.

“ECHO. The Caldera Corridor. Set a course.”

“Kael, that is a graveyard. The gravimetric distortions will tear the Margin Call apart.”

“Then we go carefully.”

“Your survival probability is twenty three percent.”

I thought about the voice on the comms. The designation. The cold certainty.

“Better than zero.”

I sat in the pilot’s chair and engaged the engines.

The Architect was alive. And he had just sent me a message.

I intended to deliver one in return.
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