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Prologue

“Wait—just—“ A sharp inhale. A stutter of keyboard keys. “That doesn’t make sense. Look at the last radar imaging render.”


“Alright… lunar surface, standard topography… Hang on.” Pause. A frown. “That cavity, it’s deeper than expected. Almost a straight drop.”


“Keep looking.”


“Okay, sure, but—“ Silence stretches. Then—


“What the hell is that?”


“I thought it was a rendering artefact.”


“It has to be. There’s no—“ The voice falters. A chair scrapes. “You checked?”


“Five times. Merged from different datasets. It’s real.”


Silence again, measured now, disbelieving.


“We’re looking at something that shouldn’t exist.”













CHAPTER ONE










COOLING FANS WHISPERED through the empty lab, swallowing the last voices that faded down the hall. Most desks in the Swinburne lab sat dark now. The glow of Logan James’ monitor cast pale blue light over his desk, illuminating a scatter of notes, an empty coffee cup, and the faint smudge of a fingerprint on his screen where he’d tapped a calculation in frustration earlier. A well-worn pen dangled from his lips, absently chewed as he scanned the results.

He rolled his shoulders, easing the stiffness that had settled in after hours hunched over his workstation. One more quick scan of his simulation results confirmed what he already knew. Better impact modelling to show potential intersecting paths with smaller bodies in space would be a good thing, but it still wasn’t the breakthrough he wanted.

Leaning back, he queued the final batch job, waiting for the data stream to initialise. A flicker crossed the screen—so quick he almost missed it.

Gone before he could focus.

He frowned, leaning forward. The preview buffer refreshed, blank again. Probably auto-filtered. He hesitated, replaying the last few seconds in his mind. Maybe a transient glitch, maybe not. The cursor blinked at him, patient and indifferent.

His pulse ticked up. He tagged the anomaly for review, eyes still on the spot where it had vanished, the echo of that flicker tugging at his concentration. Then he made himself breathe, forced his focus back to the task at hand. He sighed, twirling the pen before setting it down.

His gaze landed on the empty cup. Again. He didn’t remember drinking it. With a slight shake of his head, he confirmed the last scan config. The run would be an automated sweep against the most recent deep-sky data using the updated filters that he’d just built. They weren’t standard—designed less for elegant signal clarity and more for weirdness, catching reflected solar radiation at awkward angles and borderline-noisy returns. He’d tuned the filters to catch lopsided reflections and strange motion signatures—the kinds of blips most software threw away as noise, but that sometimes weren’t.

The kind of trace that might bounce off a tumbling asteroid or some icy object skimming just shy of a collision course. Maybe even another Sedna-class object, if he was stupidly lucky.

He set the system to hibernate and closed the window.

His phone buzzed—a short, high-pitched chirp from the scheduler. The system had just re-tagged the same anomaly.

He frowned, thumb hovering over the screen. “Error in data stream,” the alert read. He cleared it, told himself it was nothing, and slipped the phone back into his pocket. Still, as he stood up to leave the workstation, he could feel the faint echo of it—the reminder that something, somewhere, was still moving, just out of reach. With luck, the job would turn up something weird enough to look at Monday morning.

A side monitor down the row still glowed with a student’s long-running job. LJ tapped it dark as he passed, making a mental note to follow up later.

Most of the team didn’t need handholding anymore, just the occasional nudge. Working here came with trust. No micromanagement. Just space to chase the edges.

He unclipped his entry badge from its lanyard and slid it into his pocket. The small tag identified him as part of Swinburne’s R&D team. His role was more fluid than that, not just researcher, but mentor, occasional lifeline for students in over their heads.

He liked the work—the mentoring, the rhythm of shared ideas—even if it meant his own projects sometimes took a back seat. The lab’s collaborative pulse was what had drawn him here in the first place, and despite the frustrations, he wasn’t ready to trade it in yet.

He grabbed his beanie and gloves, then paused by the nearest whiteboard, eyeing the half-finished equations left behind by the day’s discussions. He capped the marker someone had abandoned, idly looking over the scrawled formulas. A half-formed thought tugged at the back of his mind—something about gravitational interactions he wanted to revisit—but it could wait. He turned away, tugging on his coat, pulling the collar up against the evening chill leaking through the building’s glass façade.

By the time he reached the door, the last few voices had faded, replaced by the quiet hum of fluorescent lights. He pushed it open, stepping from the artificial glow of the lab into the crisp, fading daylight. The shift was immediate. Cool air brushed against his face, carrying the scent of damp pavement and the lingering smokiness of a distant food truck.

Catching his reflection in the darkened glass of a nearby window, he pulled on his beanie. His hair was tousled from hours of unconscious raking, a too-long fringe that refused to behave. The initials LJ were embroidered on the side—Logan James—a gift from his mother. She was the only one who ever used his first name. To everyone else, he was just LJ. It had started as a joke back in uni, something about how ‘Logan’ sounded too formal for someone who fell asleep in lecture halls and subsisted on instant noodles. It had stuck, much like the hat itself, now slightly worn but still his go-to in the autumn chill.

His reflection stared back at him—tall, but not imposing, with broad shoulders that his coat only exaggerated. The occasional lock of hair stubbornly poked out from beneath the beanie, refusing to be tamed. His eyes, deep-set and sharp, were more often observing than engaging. A light dusting of stubble shadowed his jaw, the mark of too many early mornings and too few reasons to bother shaving regularly. He looked like he hadn’t stopped thinking in weeks.

Better rumpled than frostbitten. He smirked, stepped into the cooling air, and set off towards the Bridge Hotel.

The walk was a deliberate choice. He could’ve taken the train, but the half-hour on foot helped him shift gears, from the mental whirr of the lab to the quieter frequency of the pub and his friends.

His phone buzzed again, softer this time.

He stopped mid-step, checked it out of habit—same process ID, same anomaly tag. He thumbed the screen dark, shoved it away, and told himself to keep walking.

The city air felt cooler now, as if the night itself was holding its breath.

Amber lights spilled across the footpath, fractured by glass and passing cars. The skyline shimmered ahead, silver and steel against a charcoal sky, its towers lit like steady beacons. The scent of fried food and damp concrete clung to the air. Students drifted between tram stops, jackets tugged tight against the chill. His boots kept a steady pace, each step carrying him further from the lab’s hum.

He knew this route by heart. Far enough to be off the staff radar, close enough to reach without much effort.

He glanced up at the sky, where the first stars were beginning to sharpen against the deepening blue. His work was about seeing things beyond that sky, but lately, he wasn’t sure if he was seeing much of anything at all.

LJ walked through amber-lit streets, hands in pockets, mind still snagged on the simulation. He usually found solace in walking, but tonight it wasn’t helping. He tugged his worn navy jacket tighter around himself, the fabric having seen more meetings and late nights than he cared to admit. 

His project had kept him up most nights, but it felt like it was going nowhere. He’d thrown himself into it with equal parts hope and obsession: more accurate modelling of small bodies in the solar system, asteroids and comets, their erratic trajectories and the ways they interacted with larger celestial bodies. If it worked, it could give humanity early warning for threats no one had ever caught in time before. But the results? Nothing new. Just drift. Noise. Doubt. And another line in the next grant report asking whether it was time to shift focus.

Too many late nights chasing noise and too few headline results had started to chip away at the justification for the work. He still believed it, maybe more than he should. But sometimes it felt like the universe was just too vast, and the ideas swirling in his head, brilliant as they were, kept slipping through his fingers.

He rubbed the back of his neck, trying to shake off the creeping sense of defeat. Reports waited at home, projects on hold, unsolved problems whispering from the edges of his mind. He tried to resolve himself to leave them all alone for one night. They’d still be there tomorrow; picking at them tonight was pointless.

“Excuse me, sir—tickets, please.”

The voice cut through LJ’s thoughts like a cold wind, snapping him back to the present. He’d been walking alongside the station entrance, lost in thought, when the voice came from just behind him. Instinctively, he reached for his wallet, fingers fumbling for his myki card before his brain caught up.

A low chuckle.

“Wow. You actually went for it.”

He turned sharply, already knowing who he’d find.

Tash was walking up the ramp from the station, scarf tucked neatly beneath her coat collar, a quiet smile tugging at one corner of her mouth. Her eyes, bright and sharp, locked onto his before he could fully turn, already mapping him like a familiar blueprint. The thick maroon knit of her scarf was practical rather than fashionable, her coat zipped high, her gloved hands in her pockets. A few wayward curls had escaped from under her beanie, swaying in the breeze like they’d snuck past her usual discipline.

She moved with purpose, every step deliberate, posture alert but relaxed, seemingly always two thoughts ahead. LJ’s focus turned inward, while Tash’s reached outward, observing and quietly storing what mattered for later.

She stopped just short of him, head tilted slightly.

“Dammit, Ms Sutherland, that wasn’t even a good impression.”

She lowered the scarf just enough to show the curve of a grin, eyes dancing with quiet triumph. “Ouch. Formal now? Didn’t have to be. You were a million miles away.”

Her gaze lingered for a beat longer. “What’s got you so lost in thought?”

He exhaled, shoving his hands deep into his coat pockets. “Nothing worth ruining a Friday night over.”

His gaze flicked back to the station ramp. “So, you bailed on the walk?”

Tash nodded, tucking her chin back into her scarf. “Better to be just tired instead of tired and cold.”

LJ let out a soft, amused breath and nodded, falling into step beside her. The wind tugged at the edges of her scarf, the tail flicking against his arm as they walked. He glanced at her sidelong, her usual sharp energy was still there, but her shoulders looked less rigid, her posture looser than it had been all week.

“Long day?” he asked.

“Oh, you have no idea,” she said, drawing out the words with exaggerated exhaustion. “I spent hours listening to men with too much confidence and not enough sense insist that the sensor glitch was a software problem. Hours, LJ.”

LJ winced in sympathy. “And it wasn’t?”

“Of course not.” She turned, walking backward a few steps so she could properly throw her hands up in mock outrage. “Wasn’t the code. Two circuits too close, interfering. Moved them apart and boom. Problem solved. But nooo, let’s keep debugging the software indefinitely because obviously that must be it.”

LJ smiled, exhaling a quiet laugh. “You tell them ‘I told you so’?”

“Tempting. But no, I let them figure it out themselves. They’re less defensive that way.” She flashed a grin. “Besides, I was too busy basking in my own genius.”

They were old hands at this now—enough years in the trenches to trust their own instincts, even when the data felt noisy.

LJ shook his head, amusement tugging at his mouth. “Dangerous thing, your genius.”

“Deadly,” she agreed, falling back into step beside him.

LJ smiled faintly. “At least this time the fix didn’t blow half the lab’s thermal budget.”

Tash groaned. “Don’t remind me. That uni lab never quite forgave us for that one.”

“We were thrown in the deep end. They should’ve known better.”

“You were the one who said it was a ‘learning opportunity.’”

“Hey, if you’re gonna make mistakes,” he said, “you might as well make the memorable kind.”

Their smiles met and held, comfortable in the way only long history allows.

Tash thrived on this kind of problem-solving. As one of the lead engineers on the university’s instrumentation team, she spent her days designing and troubleshooting the delicate hardware that made their research possible—infrared sensors, spectrographs, the kind of tech that let astronomers pull secrets from the distant dark. She wasn’t an astrophysicist, not like LJ, but she built the tools that let the researchers work. And when something wasn’t working, it was usually her job to figure out why.

She took a breath, letting the quiet satisfaction settle. There was always another problem to solve, another puzzle to pick apart, but not tonight.

Ahead, the familiar neon glow of the pub sign cast a warm flicker across the pavement while the buzz of conversation and clinking glasses spilled onto the street. LJ rolled his shoulders, trying to shake the last of the week’s tension. Tash nudged him lightly with her elbow.

“Hey,” she said. “Whatever you were brooding about earlier, you can pick it back up after drinks. Deal?”

He huffed, but there was no real fight in it. “Deal.”

Tash was right. Brooding away from the lab wouldn’t solve anything.

His phone buzzed. A quiet system ping from the scheduler. Tucked away. Easy to miss.

He debated flagging the alert, maybe dropping it into the shared queue.

But he could already hear Nate’s voice in his head: “Run it twice. Baselines lie. You know that.”

LJ sighed through his nose and opened the config window. Added a second pass. Slapped on a control filter.

Trust but verify. Nate’s unofficial motto—and, annoyingly, a habit LJ had picked up.

The average signal strength from the latest sweep had started coming in just above baseline.

Not by much.

But enough.

He’d seen traces like this before, half-formed promises that dissolved under scrutiny. But this one itched at him.

A symmetry, a shape just out of reach. Different from the usual ghost.

He told himself it could wait. It should wait.

Monday would be soon enough. He silenced the alert and pocketed the phone.

The signal remained unanswered.










CHAPTER TWO










THE PUB’S GOLDEN glow spilled onto the pavement as Tash and LJ approached, the hum of conversation and the clink of glasses filtering through the doorway. Just as they reached the entrance, someone from the outdoor seating area took an unsteady step back. LJ twisted slightly, catching the edge of their coat as they bumped into him.

“Oh—sorry ‘bout that,” the stranger mumbled, regaining their balance.

“No worries, mate,” LJ replied easily. Tash shot him a look, amusement flickering in her eyes as she leaned in just enough to mutter, “Someone started a little early.”

LJ snorted, pushing open the door and gesturing for her to step inside. The moment they crossed the threshold, the cold loosened its grip. Warmth enveloped them, carrying the scent of wood polish, old beer, and something fried. Tash unwrapped her scarf, shaking out her curls as she exhaled into the cozy atmosphere.

They paused just inside, scanning the room. A quick, familiar nod to the bartender, who acknowledged them with the smallest tilt of his head. The place was busy but not packed, a comfortable Friday night crowd.

“Table outside?” Tash suggested, her voice deceptively casual.

LJ gave her a flat look. “Don’t even think about it.”

Her lips twitched with barely concealed amusement, but she didn’t argue. She knew the wind had picked up on the walk over, and neither of them had any intention of braving it longer than necessary. The outdoor heaters did their best, but they weren’t miracle workers, and the people huddled around them were still wrapped in coats, drinks held close more for habit than comfort.

Tash glanced around. “Looks like we beat the others here.”

LJ nodded toward a corner near the bar, quiet enough to talk, close enough to watch the door. “Let’s grab it before they swarm in.”

LJ nudged a chair out for her, an old habit he refused to drop, and she rolled her eyes but sat anyway. He only grinned. The small ritual had started years ago and, despite her protests, had stuck.

“What’s your poison tonight?”

“Surprise me,” she said, shaking her head.

They’d been doing this for years, Friday decompressions, half ritual, half debrief. The lab could wait. For now, the noise of the pub felt like oxygen.

Tash traced a finger along the rim of a coaster, lost in thought, until a familiar voice snapped her back to the present.

“Lookee what I found on the way here.”

Jazz dropped into the seat like a falling satellite—fast, loud, and unapologetic. She grinned and jerked a thumb toward Nate as he trailed in behind her, making it clear he was the so-called discovery.

“He was just wandering the streets all alone,” she continued, smirking. “Figured I’d be charitable and bring him along.”

Nate, moving at his usual measured pace, sighed as he pulled out a chair. “You texted me to meet you here.”

“Details,” Jazz said, waving a hand dismissively.

She had the kind of presence that filled a room without trying—legs sprawled, one elbow hooked over the chair, straight black hair brushing her shoulders, her Chinese heritage written in the warm undertone of her skin and the shape of her dark eyes. Energy that hummed like static before a storm.

Nate was the opposite, all measured stillness and quiet precision. Hands in pockets, posture easy but deliberate. Lean, sharp-featured, brown hair a little too long, as if getting a trim always came second to finishing one more task. He had the dry wit of someone who’d long stopped trusting the optimistic version of events.

On paper, they didn’t fit. Too many rhythms, instincts at odds. But friction turned into flow.

Thrown together on a research project that should’ve fallen apart, they found their pace instead. They weren’t a team by design. They worked anyway.

LJ and Tash had clicked first, equal parts dreamers and doers, bouncing between theory and prototype with almost reckless momentum. Nate joined not long after to anchor them. Steady, skeptical, sharp. He caught the flaws before they could become failures.

Then Jazz took a dry internal report and spun it into a media feature that went viral in niche science circles.

They weren’t a team by design; just four people who kept saying “yes” to the hard problems. Now in their thirties, trusted to chase the weird edges of research. No one supervised them anymore. No one dared.

Nate’s sharp, calculating gaze flicked to Jazz as he sank into the seat beside her and sighed. “Jesus, Jazz, ever heard of respecting your elders?” he muttered, though there was no real bite in it.

Jazz scoffed, pulling off her beanie and stuffing it into a pocket. “If I respected my elders, Mr Nathan Carter, I wouldn’t have half as much fun.”

LJ arrived, setting down the drinks with a knowing grin. “Luckily, I assumed you two would be on the way, so you don’t have to brave the trek to the bar and back.”

Jazz grabbed her drink with an easy, practiced motion, clinking it against Tash’s before taking a sip. Nate, as expected, was more subdued, lifting his glass in a quiet half-salute before tasting his.

Tash leaned back in her chair, stretching her legs out under the table. “Alright, Jazz, what disaster have you been chasing today?”

Jazz swirled her glass in slow, lazy circles, her eyes sharp and quietly proud. “Nothing too dramatic, just wrangling a piece on the funding cuts to mid-range telescopes. The big boys get all the attention, but the little guys do the kind of grunt work that actually keeps things running.”

Tash nodded. “And they’re always first on the chopping block.”

She took a sip of her wine and added, almost casually, “One of the labs I worked with last year just got absorbed. Whole instrumentation team folded into another department.”

Jazz winced. “Yikes. Merge or vanish?”

“Merge,” Tash said. “For now.”

The conversation stalled, thoughtful, not awkward.

LJ let the quiet settle for a moment longer, then said, “The mid-range scopes do more of the cataloging, long-term surveys, follow-ups. Less flashy, sure, but kind of the scaffolding the rest of us climb on.”

“Exactly.” Jazz pointed at him, quick and certain. “I’ve got this line about them being the ‘backbone of observational astronomy,’ but it feels a little off. Like, technically true, but not quite the right… I don’t know, punch?”

LJ considered it for a moment, then shrugged. “More like the nervous system. They keep feeding information back, making sense of what the big ones catch.”

Jazz snapped her fingers. “See, that’s why I keep you around. That’s gold.” She pulled out her phone and tapped a note to herself before slipping it away.

It was what she did, turning dense science into something people outside the lab bubble could actually understand. Officially, she volunteered with the university’s public engagement team. Unofficially? She ran Critical Mass—a semi-tolerated, semi-chaotic blog that covered research breakthroughs, campus scuttlebutt, and the kind of off-the-record commentary no one dared put in the staff bulletin. It was fast, irreverent, and often got more clicks than the university’s official news feed. If Jazz could make the science land and add a bit of flair along the way, even better.

Nate set his drink down with a decisive nod. “Alright, no more actual work talk. Tash pinged me earlier about an idea, and I want to get the brains trust’s take on it.” He shot Tash a look, grinning like he already knew the chaos he was about to unleash.

Tash sipped her wine, then placed the glass down deliberately. “Okay, go with me on this for a minute.”

LJ exhaled through his nose, already wary. “Ohhh boy. This will be good.”

Tash jabbed him lightly in the ribs without looking his way. “Anyway, you know how the LHC accelerates particles to an appreciable fraction of the speed of light, right? And there was that whole theoretical concern that a high-energy collision could, very, very hypothetically, create a micro black hole?”

Jazz’s brow lifted. “Yeah?”

Tash leaned in slightly. “So what if we didn’t just have one collider? What if we built, say, four or five of them and set them up to all collide at the same point? Basically, we create a black hole cannon.”

Silence. Then:

“You’ve outdone yourself,” Nate muttered. “In sheer recklessness.”

LJ shook his head. “No one would ever build that.”

“Getting it past an ethics board would be… ambitious,” Jazz added.

Nate lifted his glass again, deadpan. “Tash, you have entirely too much free time. Even if you did manage to trap one, it’d evaporate in microseconds.”

Tash didn’t miss a beat. “Still worth it.”

LJ’s phone buzzed against the table. He glanced down; his frown deepened, same process ID as before.

Jazz cocked an eyebrow. “What’s on fire? You forget to kill a process?”

“Probably nothing,” LJ muttered, thumb hovering a fraction too long before he flipped the phone face-down.

Jazz leaned forward, holding an imaginary microphone toward Tash. “So—you’ve just invented a device to destroy a planet—what are your plans for world domination?”

Tash grinned. “Oh, you know, the usual. Step one: absolute power. Step two: not getting caught.”

LJ gave her a sideways look, amused. “Step three: making sure no one realises what you’ve built until it’s too late?”

Tash clicked her fingers at him, then steepled her hands, dropping into a low, exaggerated purr. “Precisely, Mr. Bond.” She leaned back, smug and villainous, as if she were stroking a nonexistent cat.

A brief pause. Then Nate exhaled, shaking his head. “Alright, that’s officially the most unsettling conversation I’ve had all week.”

Jazz lifted her drink. “And that’s saying something.”

Tash rolled her eyes, waving a hand dismissively. “Oh, you’re being overly dramatic.”

Jazz gave her a slow, considering look. Then, with theatrical precision, she reached into her bag and pulled out her What’s Happening at Swinburne lanyard, dangling it meaningfully. “See here? Jasmine Liu - journalist. Someone has to document this moment for when the ethics board comes knocking.”

“She made those herself,” Nate muttered.

Jazz ignored him. “Some of us are out here doing real work. Digging for the truth. Keeping the people informed.”

“She runs a uni blog,” Nate added, like it explained everything.

Jazz gasped. “And an independent news site,” she corrected, tucking the lanyard away. “Which you’d know if you ever read anything longer than a maintenance log.”

She raised her glass with a grin. “I mean, I could leak a few of the internal logs to spice things up. No one would know.”

She meant it as a joke. But the pen in her pocket suddenly felt heavier than it should have.

Nate didn’t smile. “They’d know.”

“Kidding,” she said quickly, grin faltering. “Mostly.”

His eyes flicked toward her. “Be careful what you joke about. You don’t always get to choose how people interpret leaks.”

The mood shifted, just slightly.

For a heartbeat, Jazz was still.

She blinked—caught not by the words, but the weight behind them. For a moment, she looked like she might press him. But she didn’t.

Tash waved a hand. “Besides, I’m not trying to destroy us.”

LJ raised a brow. “Just saying you could?”

She shrugged. “Look, if someone had to make a black hole cannon… I’d like to think we’d do it properly.”

Jazz laughed, shaking her head. “This is why they don’t let you near the funding applications.”

LJ’s phone vibrated against the table, snapping him out of the conversation. He glanced down, his latest data run had finished, but not as expected. Instead of the usual low-level, barely-there signal, the numbers were off the charts—so high they had overwhelmed his algorithm.

His expression shifted, smile fading into a quiet frown. That was signal. Real, and loud.

Inbox: From Analysis-Node-02: Processing error - Signal amplitude exceeds expected bounds. Calculations overflow. Check amplification factors.

LJ rubbed his temple and muttered, “I was expecting a whisper from space, not an air-raid siren.” He shot a questioning look at Nate. “Did I screw up the amplification factor?”

Nate smirked, raising an eyebrow. “Sounds like it. Looks like you dialled it in way too high.” He picked up his glass with exaggerated nonchalance. “Tricky things, those decimal places…”

LJ didn’t answer right away. He’d spent the afternoon double-checking the algorithm. Clean code, clean maths. If he’d missed something, it wasn’t going to be anywhere obvious.

Nate had the same approach at work—steady, methodical, sharp-eyed. He was the one who spotted when a glitch wasn’t a glitch, and when equipment failures weren’t just bad luck. Not an astronomer, but damn useful to them all the same.

LJ’s eyes drifted back to the screen.

The data was too clean. Too sharp.

Last time, it had come as a whisper—quiet, uncertain.

He’d flagged it. Shared it.

Paid for it.

For a moment, he just stared at it, screen lit, pulse steady, everything else tilting. The others kept talking, but the noise had thinned to static.

Tash arched a brow. “You’d better not be thinking of heading back there tonight.”

LJ hesitated, already forming a protest.

“No,” she held up a hand, cutting him off. “We’re all off the clock. It’s not going anywhere.”

She gave him a knowing look as he opened his mouth again. “Okay, tomorrow, then. If you’re really that desperate to debug something over the weekend, at least get some sleep first.”

LJ exhaled through his nose, a reluctant chuckle escaping. “Fine. But first thing.”

He glanced down at the unread data again, unease crawling just beneath the surface.

This was how it had started last time, just a blip. Too clean. Too interesting.

He’d shared the story, believed his own data a little too much.

And what followed had nearly cost him his academic career.

One false alarm, and suddenly you’re the guy who cried wormhole.

He shifted in his seat and forced a laugh at a joke he hadn’t caught.

Not this time. Not unless he was sure.

When he looked up, Tash was already watching him. “End of the week, LJ. We’re supposed to be relaxing.”

“It’s nothing.”

“That’s it, gimme.” She plucked the phone from his hand and slid it face-down beside her glass. “You can have it back when the drinks are gone.”

He laughed, but it came out hollower than he meant.

The conversation drifted back into easy jokes and idle chatter. Drinks were refilled, snacks disappeared, and half-serious debates over ridiculous hypotheticals filled the space between them. Jazz argued that time-travel tourism would collapse the economy; Nate countered that it would just create a booming market for historically accurate period clothing. Tash, with the air of someone who had thought about this too much, declared that it would inevitably lead to the worst paradox-laden bureaucracy in human history.

Even as the laughter carried on, LJ’s eyes drifted to the dark phone—still, but not forgotten. The faint vibration seemed to echo in his memory, though the device lay silent. The error message nagged at him, an itch he couldn’t scratch. It had no business being there. He was sure he hadn’t fat-fingered the calculation settings. He’d double-checked before running the analysis. The numbers should have been buried in noise, barely distinguishable. Instead, they were crystal clear. Unreasonably strong.

He eased the phone from under Tash’s hand, pretending not to notice her sigh, and checked the alert again. Amplitude exceeds expected bounds. The wording was clinical, but the reality wasn’t. His algorithm had crashed because it couldn’t handle how clean the signal was. That wasn’t just an anomaly. That was wrong. His code wasn’t supposed to choke on recognisable signals. He rechecked the inputs.

His fingers drifted toward his coat. Maybe if he ducked out now, swung by the lab—

Tash’s voice cut through his thoughts, her gaze sharp as she caught the shift in his expression. 

“You’re not actually,” her eyes narrowed, “thinking of heading back there, are you?”

Nate didn’t bother hiding his amusement, just shook his head like he’d seen this coming a mile off.

“LJ…” Tash leaned back with a pointed sip of her wine. “It’ll keep. And if you’re really that desperate to wrestle with it, at least wait until you’ve had a proper night’s sleep.”

LJ sighed, forcing himself to relax. “Fine. You’re right.”

The conversation resumed, but the unease lingered, lurking at the edges of his thoughts. Data didn’t behave like this. Not at these levels. If the numbers were right, the signal wasn’t just anomalous—it was impossible.

Either his algorithm had catastrophically failed, or…

He exhaled sharply, rubbing his temples. He’d been over the calculations a dozen times, checked them against the sample data, rewritten chunks of code just in case.

If it was a glitch, then so was gravity.

And if it wasn’t…

His stomach twisted. The implications clawed at him, too big, too strange to process. The rational part of his brain was already lining up explanations—equipment failure, a miscalculation, some weird artefact in the data pipeline.

The rest of him wasn’t buying it.

The numbers weren’t just wrong.

They were consistent—too consistent.

No chaos. No noise. A message.

The more he looked at it, the more it felt like something wanted to be seen.

He shoved the thought aside. It would keep until morning.

It had to.

Eventually, the night wound down. Conversation meandered in that late-evening way, looping from half-serious theories to absurd hypotheticals. At some point, Jazz—animated, a little tipsy—declared that if you really wanted to destroy a planet, the classic sci-fi approach was a ridiculous waste of energy.

“Blowing the thing up? Pointless. Even if you had the power for it, all you’re doing is turning one problem into a million smaller ones.” She gestured broadly, nearly knocking over an empty glass. “You don’t obliterate a planet—you just nudge a few well-placed asteroids. Let gravity do the work.”

Nate considered this, then nodded. “Think less Death Star, more well-aimed pool shot.”

Tash lifted her glass with mock solemnity. “This is the way.”

LJ huffed a laugh, but the words stuck with him a bit harder than the light-hearted banter intended. It was exactly the kind of event his project was designed to catch. The thought pulled at something, started unraveling into the error again, the impossible signal, the numbers that shouldn’t be there—

No. He forced his focus back on the conversation, on the warmth of the moment. The anomaly would keep until morning.

One by one, they drained the last of their drinks, stretching and gathering their things. Farewells were exchanged with the lazy ease of routine, the unspoken certainty that they’d do this all again soon.

But even as they laughed and filed out, the weight of it stayed with him.

It wasn’t noise. It wasn’t random. And it hadn’t gone quiet.

Something was there. Something impossible.

Waiting for him to listen.










CHAPTER THREE










LJ JOLTED AWAKE as the alarm split the silence. For a second, he didn’t remember why. 

He shut his eyes again, willing himself to reclaim those last precious moments of rest.

Then it hit. The signal. The error. The impossible numbers.

LJ sat bolt upright, pulse spiking. His sheets twisted around him, almost dragging him back down. Raking a hand through his hair, he shook off the last fragments of grogginess. Any hope of more sleep vanished instantly.

He had to check the data again. Now.

Moving on autopilot, LJ stumbled through his morning routine—shower, clothes, shoes; barely registering any of it, his thoughts consumed by the impossible problem waiting for him at the lab.

He ducked into the kitchen, blinking against the too-bright overhead light. The fridge hummed as he opened it—takeaway box, half a capsicum, two lonely cans of Coke. No help there.

Rubbing his temple, he grabbed his keys from between the scattered papers on the dining table—notes and half-solved equations that stared back at him with passive indifference.

In the lounge, his old telescope stood in the corner like a relic. Too small now for serious work, kept as a quiet reminder of what had first inspired him.

His gaze lingered for a moment, then moved on. He grabbed his jacket and closed the door behind him.

It had to be a glitch. A corrupted stream. Maybe a minor software hiccup. Something fixable. Something that made sense.

Because if it didn’t…

He wasn’t ready to finish that thought.

The morning air bit gently against his skin as he stepped outside, drawing in a steadying breath. Melbourne’s autumn chill, crisp and refreshing, carried with it the distant hum of traffic and the melodic trill of magpies. Above, sunlight painted the buildings in pale gold, the day already promising clarity he wasn’t sure he felt. His usual café was a short walk away—a small, quiet place where the barista knew his order by heart.

Normally, LJ savoured the calm of the early hour. Today, his steps were quick, impatient.

He stepped inside, and the rich aroma of fresh coffee wrapped around him, warm and familiar. For the first time that morning, something felt normal.

Yet even as he waited at the counter, he couldn’t keep himself still—drumming his fingers restlessly until he caught the barista’s amused glance. Embarrassed, he offered an apologetic smile and forced his hands still.

At the first free second, LJ reopened the error message on his phone, eyes narrowing at the screen.

Those numbers.

The strange interference.

The eerie, unmistakable pattern staring back at him.

It couldn’t be real. A bug, maybe. Corrupted files. Anything else would’ve made more sense.

Science was about certainty. Trust the process, trust the evidence. If something didn’t make sense, it just meant there was more to uncover. But it was never unknowable. It was never impossible.

He forced a slow breath, gripping the phone tighter. He needed to get to the lab. Sitting here chasing thoughts in loops would only make things worse.

Impossible. Wrong. But he couldn’t look away.

“LJ? Double shot cap and a toastie?”

The barista’s voice snapped him from his thoughts. LJ nodded a quick thanks, grabbing the coffee and sandwich as he stepped back into the morning chill, barely noticing its warmth against his palm.

His pace quickened as he made his way to campus. Saturday mornings were always quiet, but today the silence felt heavier—empty pathways and shuttered windows pressing down on him, as if the whole world were holding its breath.

He swiped his badge at the lab entrance, the soft beep and mechanical click of the lock echoing oddly loud. The lab greeted him with its familiar low hum of servers, cooling fans, and distant ventilation, a background noise usually comforting, but now oddly charged with anticipation.

He weaved between empty desks toward his workstation, took a sip of coffee—

Dammit.

He hissed as the coffee scorched his tongue. Too fast. Too impatient. He forced himself to slow down, taking a deep breath and setting the cup down with deliberate care.

Rushing wouldn’t solve this. LJ rolled his shoulders, trying to shake off the tension. His coffee and sandwich cooled beside him as he opened the data once more.

“Okay,” he murmured into the silence. “Start at one end of the problem. Work through each possibility until you find the explanation.”

That was how science worked.

That was how he made sense of the world.

With a final, steadying breath, he flexed his fingers and began again.

—

LJ stared at the screen, fingers frozen above the keyboard. His breakfast sat forgotten, cold and irrelevant.

He had checked everything. Then re-checked it.

Data, instruments, filters—especially the filters.

He’d built them to catch edge cases: faint reflections, background anomalies, the kind of ghost signals most people filtered out.

Not this.

He traced the entire processing pipeline again, every step logged and verified.

And still, it came back the same.

Impossible.

His stomach twisted, heartbeat loud and steady in his ears. He stared at the numbers glowing softly on the monitor, willing them to shift into something familiar, something understandable, something safe.

But they didn’t budge.

He’d ruled out bugs. Hardware failure. Natural sources. Nothing fit. The signal was structured—too deliberate to dismiss. Not random or natural.

Which meant—LJ took a shaky breath. 

This wasn’t a signal from a spacecraft. Human transmissions were faint, careful whispers optimised for minimal power, relying on huge dishes back on Earth to hear them. Efficiency dictated that.

But this signal was structured and intentional. And far too powerful.

It was transmitting from a place no human equipment existed.

There was no logical explanation left. No neat, simple way to dismiss it.

Which meant he was staring at something impossible. Something intentional. Something powerful.

Something not from Earth.

The realisation hit him like a wave, his chest tightening—not from panic, but wonder. Awe mingled with disbelief, sending an electric shiver down his spine. It was the kind of discovery astronomers dreamed about, a moment that changed history, redefined humanity’s understanding of its place in the cosmos. LJ’s fingers curled into tight fists against the desk. He forced a slow breath. Focus. Control first. Questions later.

But no preparation had taught him how to process this.

LJ closed his eyes briefly, forcing himself to think clearly. Certainty was what he knew. Science was about testing, about verification, about methodical, rational steps.

This discovery—if that’s what it was—needed to be tested. Verified. Independently reviewed.

He needed someone grounded, methodical. Someone who wouldn’t leap to conclusions, who understood the equipment and the science well enough to dismantle his findings if necessary.

His gaze drifted to his phone.

Nate.

Never again—that’s what he’d promised himself. No more chasing ghosts that cost him funding and friends.

But he already knew he would.

He checked his watch. 11 AM. Nate should be awake by now. LJ knew he’d grumble about being called in on a Saturday, but he also knew exactly how to soften the blow. And truth be told, he would come regardless—because Nate trusted him, even when he didn’t fully agree.

He picked up his phone, hesitated, then made the call.

—

Nate hunched over his workbench, soldering iron in hand, the smell of hot metal and flux filling the small workshop. Music played softly in the background—some classic rock playlist he wasn’t really paying attention to—while he meticulously guided the connection into place, careful not to burn his fingertips. A single bead of sweat slipped down his temple.

His phone buzzed on the edge of the bench, jolting him. Nate frowned, keeping his hand steady until the connection cooled and set, then glanced irritably at the screen.

“Leave a message,” he muttered under his breath, eyes already drifting back to his work.

Then the phone vibrated again. Twice in quick succession. Someone either had an emergency or no concept of patience. Muttering a few choice words, Nate set down the soldering iron and grabbed his phone, irritation already shaping into a sharp retort—

Until he saw the name on the screen.

LJ.

Nate sighed, annoyance dissolving into reluctant amusement. Of course it was LJ—who else would ring him twice back-to-back on a Saturday morning?

He swiped to answer, his voice a mix of dry resignation and mild humour. “LJ, mate, you’d better be calling because you’ve suddenly got a burning desire to go climbing.” He paused. “And not because you’re already at the lab.”

There was a brief silence at the other end, heavy enough to convey exactly what LJ was about to say.

“Uhhh… How good are you at handling disappointment?”

Nate closed his eyes, shaking his head slowly. “I can see where this is going.”

LJ’s voice was steady but insistent. “If it could wait until Monday, you know I’d let it lie. But I really need your take on this.”

Nate made a vague, unimpressed noise into the phone, fingers drumming idly against the bench.

“I’ll make it up to you,” LJ continued quickly, voice edged with just the right amount of hopeful sincerity. “There’s a six-pack of Belgian beer in your future. The good stuff.”

Nate’s mouth twitched, amused despite himself. LJ knew him too well, exactly what buttons to push, exactly what incentives to offer.

“You’re not gonna let this go, are you?” Nate asked, already resigned.

“I can’t. Not this time.”

Nate sighed deeply, glancing down at the half-assembled circuit board in front of him. “Fine,” he said, pushing his chair back and stretching stiff muscles. “Thirty minutes. And coffee’s on you.”

—

Half an hour later, Nate strode into the lab, moving with casual efficiency. His pace was purposeful, neither hurried nor relaxed, just the easy rhythm of someone who had his doubts but knew better than to ignore a call from LJ. He didn’t drag people out for nothing, even if his track record was a perfect score of near-misses.

“Alright, mate,” Nate approached, eyes flicking to LJ’s workstation, “let’s see what’s got you buzzing.”

LJ moved before Nate had taken two steps, already gesturing toward the workstation. “Okay, so here’s the signal—“

“Hold up,” Nate said, raising a hand. “If you want this to be independent, let me go in cold.”

LJ hesitated, visibly struggling with impatience, before nodding reluctantly. “Right. Yeah. Just—let me know what you think.”

Nate sat down, settling into the rhythm of work. LJ lingered, trying not to hover but failing spectacularly, shifting his weight, hands twitching with the urge to interfere. After a few seconds, Nate glanced up, offering a dry smile.

“LJ, mate, I know you promised me beer and all, but d’ya think you could give a guy a bit of breathing room here?”

LJ let out a breath, half sigh, half laugh. “Fine. You’re right. I’ll go take a walk—clear my head.”

“Appreciated.” Nate cracked his knuckles, rolled his shoulders, and focused back on the screen, the data already drawing him in. “If there’s something here, I’ll find it.”

LJ grabbed his coffee and sandwich which was now a congealed, unappetising mess and tossed them both into a nearby bin as he headed for the door. The lab door clicked shut behind him, leaving Nate alone with the impossible data and the quiet hum of electronics.

He leaned forward, elbows on the desk, eyes scanning the data. Structured and repeating. Deliberately modulated.

This wasn’t cosmic noise. Something had shaped it—compressed meaning riding on a carrier wave.

With a methodical efficiency honed over years, Nate began ruling out the usual suspects.

Terrestrial comms? No match in any registry. Reflections? Nothing positioned to bounce it back. Instrument drift? Diagnostics clean. Cosmic noise, pulsar interference, quasar bleed—all ruled out. Every natural and human signal that could be modelled was dead.

He pulled up a second data set from a different pass—same time, different angle.

Same structure. Same modulation.

Twice wasn’t coincidence. Twice was a pattern.

Nate sat back slowly, releasing a breath he hadn’t realised he’d been holding.

This wasn’t just weird.

It was wrong.

Before he could dig deeper, the lab door opened behind him, breaking his concentration.

“Alright,” LJ announced, stepping back in. “I killed as much time as I could. You’re just gonna have to deal with me hovering now.”

Nate sat back, rubbing thoughtfully at his jaw. “Actually, I think I’m at the point where I need to bounce ideas off you.”

LJ’s eyebrows lifted, his usual restless energy sharpening into focus.

“Alright. Hit me.”

Nate exhaled, running a hand through his hair as he gathered his thoughts.

“Let’s start simple. Earth-originated?”

LJ shook his head. “No match in the databases.”

“Reflections?”

“Nothing in position.”

“Instrument fault?”

“Multiple arrays, same pattern.”

Nate rubbed his jaw, thinking. “Then cosmic noise is off the table too.”

LJ nodded slowly. “Which leaves only one impossible option.”

“Right,” Nate said, voice careful now. “Which means, logically—“

“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence,” LJ finished for him.

“Exactly.” Nate let out a slow breath, tension easing into wry humour. “Look, I’m all for chasing unicorns when the data demands it. But we don’t wanna do an OPERA here.”

LJ looked up at him. “OPERA?”

“The faster-than-light neutrino mess,” Nate said, dry. “Made headlines everywhere. Months later—turns out it was a loose cable.”

LJ winced at the memory. “Right. Let’s avoid that.”

They’d all seen good researchers flame out over false alarms. A bad call could tarnish a career. But if this was real—if this signal was what it seemed—then it would rewrite everything they knew about the solar system.

Silence hung between them, the hum of cooling fans filling the space as both considered the weight of their next move.

Eventually, Nate broke the silence. “We’ve checked everything obvious. So, either we’ve both missed something huge, or…”

His voice trailed off, leaving the implication hanging.

LJ rubbed his face. “Or it’s real.”

Nate echoed the words, voice barely a whisper.

The quiet pressed in. LJ’s throat felt dry, words refusing to come. His hand tightened reflexively around the edge of the desk.

The hum of equipment seemed too loud, too present.

Finally, Nate stirred, voice practical again. “Alright. Two choices. We sleep on it, let it stew, or we escalate. Maybe get a few fresh eyes—“

LJ’s gaze sharpened. “Fresh eyes would be good. We need at least a third independent opinion if we’re gonna even think about publishing.”

“Who are you thinking?” Nate asked, already suspecting the answer.

LJ considered for barely a second. “Tash, obviously. We need somebody who understands what we’re dealing with.”

Nate nodded, then cleared his throat pointedly. “And?”

LJ’s brow creased, genuinely puzzled. “And what?”

Nate sighed dramatically. “LJ, mate, do you seriously think Jazz would ever forgive us if she wasn’t part of this from the start? Think about your survival here.”

LJ blinked, then groaned softly, the realisation dawning across his features. “Oh. Right.”

“Yeah. You’d never hear the end of it.” Nate smirked, leaning back in his chair. “Just doing my bit to keep you alive, mate.”

“Much appreciated,” LJ muttered, reaching for his phone.

Nate turned back to the screen, starting to compile their findings into something coherent as LJ stepped away, the first call already ringing.

“Tash? Yeah, I know it’s Saturday—“ LJ hesitated, listening to her response. “No, the lab’s not actually on fire this time, but Nate and I are here, and we’ve found something… interesting.”

A pause. LJ’s eyes flicked briefly toward Nate, and he cracked a grin. “Actually, Nate insisted I call you.”

Nate shot him an amused, half-hearted glare but stayed silent.

“Yeah, we’ll explain when you get here.”

LJ hung up and let out a slow breath, rubbing at the back of his neck. “That’s one down.”

Nate glanced over, raising an eyebrow. “Jazz next?”

“Jazz next,” LJ confirmed, already dialling. “Wish me luck—and if she finds out and kills me for almost forgetting her, promise you’ll avenge me.”

Nate snorted softly, turning back to his screen. “Mate, if she kills you, I’m helping hide the body.”

LJ rolled his eyes, smiling despite himself as the phone rang in his ear. Jazz picked up on the second ring—her tone halfway between curiosity and suspicion.
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