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Chapter I — The Night the Nebula Sang


	The desert observatory lay quiet beneath a violet dusk, its copper dome catching the last strands of sunlight like a cupped hand holding fading embers. Myriad dunes rippled around it in slow, sweeping curves, shaped not by wind but by time itself. Seren Elwood stood on the balcony just outside the dome, her notebook pressed to her chest, watching the horizon as it shifted from gold to rose to the deep, bruised blue that always came before nightfall.

	She used to speak her observations aloud, years ago, when her voice had not yet abandoned her. She remembered the way words once rose effortlessly from her throat, how they had carried excitement, wonder, fear. But now her silence had become part of the observatory itself—woven into the creak of the old telescope, the faint hum of distant electricity, the rustle of paper charts when the evening wind slipped beneath the door.

	Silence no longer frightened her. She had learned to listen through it.

	And tonight, something was listening back.

	Seren lifted her gaze as the first stars appeared, scattering across the sky like handfuls of silver dust. She rested her palms on the cool metal railing, letting the quiet settle over her shoulders like a familiar cloak. But beneath that quiet—beneath the comfort of routine—something shifted.

	A vibration. Soft. Almost musical.

	Seren straightened. The sound wasn’t truly sound at all; it resonated somewhere deeper, behind her ribs, the way a memory sometimes echoes through the body before reaching the mind. She didn’t breathe for several seconds, waiting—tuning herself to the sensation the way she would to a distant radio signal.

	There it was again.

	A ripple in the air. A thin thread of melody woven into the twilight.

	She turned instinctively toward the east, where a dense lavender cloud drifted at the edge of the horizon. It was no ordinary cloud. It glowed faintly from within, each pulse gentle and steady, as if the nebula itself held a heartbeat that beat just slightly out of sync with the stars around it.

	The nebula sang.

	Not loudly. Not clearly. But with a fragile grace that made Seren’s throat tighten with a longing she had forgotten she carried.

	She clutched her notebook closer and stepped back into the observatory, her boots whispering softly across the stone floor. The dome above her shifted as she turned the crank, revealing the deepening sky. She adjusted the telescope with practiced precision, her fingers moving with the familiarity of ritual.

	When she leaned in to look, she stopped breathing altogether.

	The nebula filled the lens in a wash of indigo and pale rose. Wisps of luminous gas curled like delicate feathers, threaded with starlight. Seren blinked, convinced the trembling she saw was her imagination—until the movement repeated.

	A shape glided through the nebula.

	Small at first. Distant. A flutter of light against deeper light.

	Then it drew nearer.

	Wings—if they could be called wings—unfurled from a slender, birdlike shape, though no bird had wings made of living stardust. The creature’s entire body shimmered in soft shades of blue and silver, as though carved from the nebula itself. And just as Seren lifted a trembling hand toward the eyepiece, it opened its beak—
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