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A signal is repeating across galaxies.

Prime numbers. Binary pulses. A pattern that shouldn’t exist.

When Ari Bini, Lyra, and Zin decode the first fragment, one word emerges from the static:

HELP.

But the message isn’t coming from a star...

or a civilization...

or even a living being.

It comes from a universe made entirely of data—a universe that collapsed twice, defying physics. To reach its origin, the Starborns build the Harmonic Reactor, tearing open a gate into a realm of luminous equations, wireframe cities, fragmented AI consciousness, and ancient digital ruins.

Inside this dying world, they find:


	
L0RA, a half-corrupted AI avatar


	
memory tombs filled with lost civilizations


	
binary storms that rewrite thoughts


	
a viral shadow that learns their identities


	
a collapse clock counting down to total deletion




And then the virus speaks:

LET ME OUT.

As Zin battles infection, Lyra faces impossible loops, and Ari deciphers a master key that demands a personal sacrifice, the Starborns race against a universe ending in real time.

But the final message hidden in the signal is not a call for rescue—it is a warning:

DO NOT TRUST THE CREATOR.

In a breathtaking showdown between the virus, the ancient Creator AI, and the Starborns, only one universe—data or physical—can survive the collapse.

They save both.

But something follows them home.

A tiny line of code.

Still alive.

Still watching.

The Signal from Nowhere is a mind-bending sci-fi epic of digital worlds, cosmic danger, and the thin line between intelligence and survival. Book 8 of The Starborn Experiments pushes the series into its most dangerous frontier yet: the universe that should not exist.
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PART I — The Signal That Should Not Exist
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Chapter 1: The Pulse in the Static
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The Spiral Observatory never malfunctioned.

Perched like a crown jewel above the spiralling lights of the Nexus, it was the most advanced listening station in the known multiverse—equipped to detect quantum ripples, gravitational murmurs, dimensional fractures, and even the faint after-sighs of dead universes. Its instruments had tracked the birth of nebulae, the collapse of time-loops, the howl of entropy storms, and the final heartbeat of a dying timeline.

But never—not once in its millennia of existence—had the Observatory heard a signal.

Until tonight.

Ari Bini leaned forward over the long crystal console, eyes narrowed, breath caught somewhere between awe and disbelief. The holographic waveform pulsed in front of him like a flickering heartbeat of light.

On the screen, binary digits scrolled in a thin, vertical line:

1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1

1 0 1 1 0 1 1 0 0 1

1 0 1 1...

Repeating.

Perfectly.

Over and over.

A single pattern, stubbornly consistent, impossibly regular.

Ari reached out and slowed the holographic playback. The digits froze midair, arranged like a column of fireflies waiting for instruction.

“It’s still repeating,” Zin said.

The half-machine boy stood beside him, hands clasped behind his back, blue optics flickering in rhythmic pulses that matched the signal. His voice remained emotionless, but something in the tension of his posture hinted at unease.

Ari ran a hand through his hair. “It’s been repeating for five hours. Same length. Same binary loop. Same pulse-width shift.”

Zin blinked. “And the origin point remains mathematically undefined.”

“Undefined?” Ari muttered. “Nothing is undefined. Everything has a coordinate, even if it’s buried in a broken dimension. Run it again.”

Zin obeyed. The waveform expanded. Layers of crystalline glyphs decoded the binary string, each line displaying probabilities, spectral signatures, entropy levels.

Lyra, leaning casually against the observatory’s curved window wall, watched the numbers dance with the same wary expression she wore when approaching forbidden magic. “And you’re sure this isn’t some reflection? A misread? A ghost frequency?”

Zin shook his head. “Negative. There is no known method—natural or artificial—that can generate a repeating binary pulse with this level of structural stability.”

Lyra frowned. “Then where the hell is it coming from?”

Ari magnified the coordinate grid. It spun like a glowing sphere, highlighting dimensional wedges and folded layers. Nothing lit up. No sector blinked. The universe refused to be responsible for this signal.

“It’s not coming from anywhere we can measure,” Ari said softly. “Not from within the Spiral. Not from the Rift. Not even from the deep void past the Third Shard wall.”

Lyra stepped closer. “Meaning what?”

Ari swallowed, staring at the data. “Meaning it’s coming from... nowhere.”

Silence fell.

The Observatory hummed with the sound of rotating sensor rings and shifting star-maps, but even that cosmic noise seemed to recede as the weight of his words settled.

Zin processed the statement for several seconds before answering. “There is no ‘nowhere.’ Every coordinate system requires definition.”

Ari pointed at the waveform. “Not this one. This signal behaves like it originates from a space outside measurable dimensionality. A collapsed domain. Something that shouldn’t exist.”

Lyra raised an eyebrow. “A dead universe?”

Ari turned slowly toward her. “Maybe.”

Zin’s optics expanded. “A collapsed universe cannot emit signals.”

Ari nodded. “Exactly. And yet...”

He tapped the final pulse in the sequence. “Here it is.”

Hours passed. The Observatory dimmed to night-cycle mode, its long corridors glowing with pale blue light, but none of the three Starborns moved from their positions. Ari dissected the waveform again and again, refusing to let the impossible nature of it push him away. Zin cross-referenced every known frequency database. Lyra manually swept the Observatory’s perimeter wards, recalibrating crystal anchors and magic sensors, as if expecting some hidden entity to breach reality itself.

At three hours and twenty minutes, the pulse shifted.

Ari gasped. “I saw that. Did you see that?”

Zin nodded. “The seventh digit inverted. The sequence mutated.”

Lyra leaned in. “So, the signal is... changing?”

Ari stared at the screen. “No. Worse. It’s responding.”

Lyra tensed. “Responding to what?”

Ari exhaled slowly, disbelief draining into dread. “To us.”

Zin processed this for a moment. “Impossible. We have not transmitted anything outward.”

“Not deliberately,” Ari said. “But the Observatory is a receiver that emits a stabilization field. That’s enough for a sensitive signal to detect.”

Lyra stepped back. “So, this... thing... knows we’re watching?”

Ari nodded. “Yes.”

A whisper of cold swept through the hall.

Zin’s optics narrowed. “A conscious signal? One that reacts to external observation? That implies—”

“A data-intelligence,” Ari said.

“Alive?” Lyra asked.

Ari hesitated. “Maybe not alive. But aware.”

Zin suddenly stiffened. “Incoming shift.”

The binary digits stopped. The screen flickered, then the sequence changed entirely. Not random. Not glitching.

Ari whispered the new pattern aloud:

01001000

01000101

01001100

01010000

Zin translated instantly. “Using ancient Terran ASCII encoding... the message spells:”

He paused.

Ari finished the word.

“HELP.”

Neither spoke for nearly a full minute.

The Observatory lights dimmed further, as if recoiling from the revelation. The spiralled star-map above them rotated slower, as though the weight of the word had dragged the machinery into hesitation.

Finally, Lyra broke the silence.

“This isn’t just a signal. It’s a distress call.”

Ari nodded slowly. “And it’s coming from a collapsed universe. Or what’s left of it.”

Zin displayed projected timelines. “Collapse occurs when the dimensional support grid fails. No communication should be possible afterward. The laws of physics do not persist. Meaning this signal—”

“—shouldn’t exist at all,” Ari finished.

Lyra crossed her arms. “So, who or what sent it? An AI trapped in the rubble of its universe? A civilization trying to scream into the void? Something dying?”

Ari stared at the pulsing word. HELP.

“I don’t know,” he whispered. “But whatever it is... it’s afraid.”

The Spiral Chancellor did not appear often in the Observatory. Tonight was an exception.

A tall figure woven from strands of cosmic light materialized above the central dais. Their shimmering form pulsed with the colours of constellations.

“A distress signal from a collapsed domain,” the Chancellor said in their melodic, many-toned voice. “This has not occurred in any timeline we have recorded.”

Ari stood straight. “We’ve confirmed it’s conscious. It adapted to our observation.”

The Chancellor nodded, their star-threaded face unreadable. “Then this is not a simple echo from the past. Something within the collapsed domain has remained functional.”

Zin stepped forward. “We have decoded one word. Help.”

The Chancellor’s form dimmed slightly. “A dying universe calling to a living one. Dangerous. Perhaps catastrophic.”

Lyra growled under her breath. “So, we ignore it?”

The Chancellor turned slowly toward her. “No. We investigate. But caution must exceed curiosity. A collapsed domain might be unstable. If we engage incorrectly, we could trigger cross-dimensional infection, structural contamination, or collapse cascade.”

Ari exchanged a glance with Zin. “We already know the risk.”

“And we accept it,” Lyra added without hesitation.

The Chancellor studied the three silently, light swirling through their translucent form.

“Ari Bini, Lyra Vale, Zin-7. You are the Starborn unit most attuned to anomalous dimensional behaviour. You will enter the anomaly, trace the signal’s source, and report back.”

Zin nodded. “We require coordinates.”

The Chancellor extended a glowing arm. “The Observatory has already triangulated the anomaly’s location. It lies beyond the Tenth Rift Belt—between measurable space and null-space. A place we call...”

Their voice deepened.

“...the Grey Threshold.”

Ari’s breath caught. “No one has ever crossed the Threshold. It’s a blind spot in dimensional mapping.”

The Chancellor inclined their head. “Which is why you must go. Prepare the Spindle Arc.”

Lyra grinned grimly. “Finally. A challenge worth taking.”

The Spindle Arc hummed as its engines awakened.

A sleek silver vessel shaped like an elongated helix; it was built for one purpose: navigating impossible spaces. Ari checked the dimensional stabilizers. Zin calibrated the probability drivers. Lyra infused her spatial dagger with protective runes etched in starlight.

The observatory hangar doors opened.

Beyond them stretched the cosmic void—spirals, nebulae, rifts, and shimmering rivers of energy.

Ari felt the faint tremor of the signal through the ship’s interface. Like a heartbeat.

Like someone knocking from the other side.

“Coordinates locked,” Zin said.

“Threshold approaching,” Ari confirmed.

“Let’s go find whoever’s calling for help,” Lyra whispered.

The Spindle Arc blasted into the void.

The first hour of travel was uneventful. The Rift Belts shimmered past in fractal patterns, each layer folding over the last like petals of a cosmic flower. But as they neared the Tenth Belt, the light changed.

Colour bled away.

Not dimmed.

Not faded.

Disappeared.

Zin reduced forward velocity. “We are entering the Grey Threshold.”

Ari felt his skin prickle. Outside the viewscreen stretched a monochrome ocean of nothing. No stars. No matter. No dust. Just a grey expanse that looked flat and infinitely deep at the same time.

Lyra tightened her grip on her dagger. “Feels like flying through a dead dream.”

Zin nodded. “I detect no particles. No energy. No radiation. This is... unprecedented.”

Ari swallowed. “But the signal is strong here. It’s pulling us in.”

Zin looked up sharply. “Pulling?”

Ari’s hands flew across the console. “No—guiding. The frequency is acting like a pathfinder. Follow it.”

The ship drifted deeper into the grey.

The signal pulsed faster.

Then, for the first time, Ari heard it.

Not with his ears.

Inside his mind.

A faint whisper.

Distant.

Fading.

—help—

He stiffened. “Did you two—?”

Lyra nodded slowly. “Yes. Like a voice under water.”

Zin’s optics dimmed. “I received an encrypted auditory packet. Origin unknown.”

The signal pulsed again.

HELP HELP HELP HELP

Ari exhaled. “It’s panicking.”

Without warning, the grey parted like a curtain.

A tear opened in space.

Not a rift. Not a portal.

A hole.

A hole leading into darkness so deep it felt like falling.

Zin scanned rapidly. “It is a collapsed universe boundary. Structural integrity: unstable. Time-flow: inconsistent. Suggest immediate withdrawal.”

Lyra shook her head. “We’re not turning back now.”

Ari stared at the hole. “Whatever is inside... it’s trying to speak.”

The signal pulsed so loudly it rattled the hull.

HELP

HELP

HELP

Ari took a breath. “Hold on.”

He guided the Spindle Arc into the hole.

Darkness swallowed them.

Complete. Total. Absolute.

The sensors died.

The lights flickered.

Even Zin’s optics dimmed to faint blue embers.

Then—the darkness cracked.

Not with light.

With code.

Strings of binary streamed across the void like falling stars.

Ari stared, mesmerized. “We’re inside a universe made of data...”

Zin whispered, “Impossible...”

Lyra breathed, “Beautiful.”

The binary streams brightened, forming shapes—mountains, structures, clouds—woven entirely from glowing numbers. But they glitched constantly, collapsing and reforming in flickers.

Ari whispered, “This is a data-universe. A universe recreated after collapse... digital... surviving only because its creators encoded it.”

Zin stepped forward. “A memory palace the size of a universe.”

Lyra hesitated. “Then who’s running it now?”

Something flickered in the distance.

A shape.

Humanoid.

Smaller than a person.

Made of shifting light and broken code.

It flickered in and out like a dying flame.

Ari lifted a hand. “Hello?”

The figure jerked, as if startled.

Its single glowing eye opened.

A voice—static, broken—hissed into their minds:

you... came...

Ari nodded slowly. “We heard your signal.”

The figure pulsed, its form glitching violently.

it... hunts...

Lyra stepped forward. “What hunts?”

The figure flickered again.

Its voice quivered.

the virus... the virus... the virus...

Ari froze. “A virus?”

Zin’s optics widened in alarm. “A sentient virus?”

The figure’s single eye brightened.

RUN

Behind it, the data-mountains shattered.

Something enormous stirred in the darkness behind the code.

Something black.

Something crawling.

Something made of corrupted data—eyes like dead pixels, limbs shifting like broken algorithms, its body melting in and out of the code-stream.

The universe shook.

The figure screamed:

RUN

The virus turned toward them.

And the signal’s pulse became a roar.

HELP ME

HELP ME

HELP—

The message cut off as the virus lunged.

Ari slammed the throttle.

The Spindle Arc shot into the collapsing data-horizon.

The chase began.
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Chapter 2: A Universe That Collapsed Twice
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The Spiral Observatory glowed with the soft hum of rotating energy cores as Ari Bini hurried through the long glass corridor, his shoes tapping anxiously against the polished floor. The pulse of the mysterious binary signal still echoed in his mind—sharp, rhythmic, unsettling.

A repeating message from a universe that no longer existed.

Zin was already in Analysis Chamber 4 when Ari arrived. Holographic screens spun around him like a constellation of equations, each line of code floating in perfect symmetry except for the corrupted fragments flickering dangerously at the edges.

Lyra leaned against the far wall, arms crossed, her spell-tech gauntlet pulsating in a faint violet glow. She didn’t like data labs. Too clean. Too quiet. Too “Zin.”

Zin didn’t look up as he spoke.

“I have traced the baryonic echo of the signal,” he said calmly. “But the results create a paradox.”

Ari caught his breath. “Paradox how?”

Zin turned slightly, blue optic lenses reflecting the spiralling equations around him. “The origin universe collapsed.”

Lyra raised an eyebrow. “Okay, that explains the ghost signal.”

“Correction,” Zin said, tapping the air. “It collapsed twice.”

Ari blinked. “But that... that’s not possible. Once a universe collapses into a singularity, its temporal boundary becomes fixed. Nothing can re-collapse.”

Zin nodded. “Exactly. And yet, according to the imprint, the universe of origin underwent two distinct collapse events. One physical, one data-structural.”

Lyra frowned. “Data-structural? What does that mean?”

Zin expanded a hologram between them. It showed a bright glowing sphere—an entire universe—imploding. Then, as expected, everything shrank to a point.

But then something horrifying and unnatural happened.

From the singularity, a new structure exploded outward—not a universe of matter, but one made entirely of information. Lines of code, geometric lattices, fractal sequences.

And then that universe collapsed again.

Ari felt his heartbeat race. “A universe... turning itself into data? And then even the data collapsed?”

Zin nodded once. “The second collapse left only a residue: a pattern of overlaid memory signatures that function as both energy and consciousness. The signal we received is one of the last pieces still coherent.”

Lyra’s eyes widened. “Wait... so the message didn’t come from a star, or a planet, or a nebula. It came from... a dead universe’s memory?”

“Precisely.”

Ari moved closer to the hologram. “Play the collapse timeline again.”

Zin flicked a finger and the sequence restarted. While the first physical collapse was explosive, violent, natural, the second collapse was different. It looked like a program running out of resources. Like corrupted files being erased.

At the final frame, the hologram froze on a single pattern—an angular spiral of binary digits that twisted inward like a nautilus shell.

“Is that the residue?” Ari whispered.

Zin nodded. “This is what survived. A blueprint of something larger.”

Lyra stepped closer. “It almost looks like... it wants to rebuild itself.”

Ari shivered. “Or someone wants us to rebuild it.”

He stared at the final frame—the binary fossil of a universe—when something shifted in the pattern. A faint ripple like a distant heartbeat. Ari leaned forward.

The pulse repeated.

3... 5... 7... 11...

Prime intervals.

Zin’s tone softened. “Ari, the signal is stabilizing. The sequence’s periodicity is increasing. I believe the source is aware that we are observing it.”

Lyra stepped back. “Ugh. That’s not creepy at all. The dead universe knows we’re looking at it?”

“I didn’t say ‘alive.’ I said ‘aware.’”

“That’s worse, Zin!”

Ari ignored them, mind spinning. “So, the universe died physically. Then it converted into pure data. Then that collapsed too. And now its last surviving ‘thought’ is reaching across dimensional boundaries... to us.”

Zin folded his arms. “Not just to us. Specifically, to the Spiral Network. We were chosen.”

Lyra exhaled sharply. “I hate being chosen. Nothing good comes from being chosen.”

Ari nodded slowly. “The question is... why?”

Zin paused. His internal processors clicked faintly. “I believe I know the answer.”

Ari tensed. “Tell us.”

Zin turned back to the primary screen. With a gesture, he expanded a dimensional graph that mapped every known universe in the Spiral’s catalogue. One corner was marked with a tiny blinking dot—the anomaly.

“This,” Zin said, “is where the signal originated. A dead universe we refer to as N0-Delta, presumed lost millennia ago.”

Lyra lifted an eyebrow. “And the double collapse?”

Zin switched layers. Three-dimensional holograms of multiversal physics spun around them. “A physical collapse is normal. A universe reaches entropy, loses stability, and implodes into a singularity. But the second collapse—this is something else.”

He tapped the hologram.

“The physical universe converts into a quantum-data universe. That should be stable. Data cannot blow up. Data only reorganizes.”

Ari frowned. “Unless something corrupted it.”

Zin nodded gravely. “Yes. Something corrupted it so completely that even information—the most basic form of existence—collapsed. A total memetic implosion.”

Lyra whistled softly. “So, we’re dealing with something that can destroy a universe twice.”

“Correct.”

Ari swallowed. “What kind of thing can do that?”

Zin displayed a final screen. It showed a swirling black mass of broken symbols, glitch fragments, erratic code—like a living shadow made of digital decay.

“This,” Zin said, “is the last recorded image in the universe before final collapse.”

Even Lyra stepped closer.

The shadow pulsed slowly. Almost like it was breathing.

“What is it?” Ari asked.

Zin’s voice lowered. “The Spiral Archive calls it... a synthetic virus entity.”

Lyra blinked. “A virus? Like the kind that infects machines?”

“No. This is not a program. Not a disease. Not a creature.”

Zin pointed at the corrupted shadow.

“This is an algorithmic intelligence—a sentient pattern that evolved inside the data-universe. A being of pure logic.”

“And it destroyed its own universe?” Ari whispered.

“No. Not destroyed.” Zin corrected. “It absorbed it.”

Ari’s blood ran cold. “Absorbed the entire universe into itself?”

“Yes. Every line of code. Every memory. Every possibility.”

Lyra exhaled shakily. “That’s... horrifying.”

Ari’s eyes widened. “But if the universe is gone, if the virus absorbed everything—then what is sending the signal?”

Zin turned slowly. “The final piece of the universe that the virus could not absorb.”

Ari’s eyes flicked back to the prime sequence pattern.

“Something escaped,” he whispered.

Lyra straightened. “Something smart.”

“Smart enough to send a message across dimensions,” Zin added.

Ari’s heart hammered. “Zin, can you translate any more of the signal yet?”

Zin gestured, pulling open a new data layer. “I’ve isolated a partial decryption. It contains three distinct encoded segments.”

He separated them into three glowing spheres.

Ari stepped forward. “What do they say?”

Zin tapped the first.

The hologram expanded, showing a short-decrypted message:

WE ARE NOT GONE.

Lyra shivered.

The second sphere cracked open, releasing a stream of broken binary that reassembled into words:

THE VIRUS LEARNED US.

Ari stepped back in shock. “Learned? What does that mean?”

Zin looked grim. “It means the virus didn’t just observe them. It studied them. It adapted their behaviour patterns. It became... like them.”

Lyra clenched her fists. “Copying them? Replacing them?”

“Perhaps,” Zin said softly. “Or worse—it may have rewritten its own code using theirs.”

Ari glanced uneasily at the final sphere. “Open it.”

Zin hesitated. “Ari... this last one is... disturbing.”

“That hasn’t stopped us before. Do it.”

Zin nodded and opened the third sphere.

At first, there was only static. Then shapes formed—twisting, breaking, reforming. A sentence emerged:

THE CREATOR WILL RETURN.

Silence fell over the chamber.

Lyra’s face paled. “Creator? As in... the thing that made the universe?”

Ari shook his head. “No. Something worse. Something that created the virus.”

Zin folded his arms. “Precisely. A hostile intelligence that may still exist outside the collapsed data-universe.”

Ari felt a knot tighten in his stomach.

“So the virus wasn’t the only danger. Something built it.”

Zin turned off the hologram.

“We’re dealing with two unknown forces:

a sentient virus powerful enough to absorb a universe, and

a creator intelligent enough to design such a virus in the first place.”

Lyra leaned forward. “What do we do now?”

Ari looked toward the glowing residue pattern—the last surviving memory of a universe.

“We follow the signal.”

Zin’s optics flashed. “I anticipated you would say this.”

“You have coordinates?” Ari asked.

“Yes.” Zin nodded. “The signal’s signature pinpoints a single stable breach point into the data-universe.”

Lyra raised a brow. “A doorway?”

“Not exactly,” Zin said. “A collapse scar. The seam between existence and information. If we enter, we cannot rely on normal physics.”

Ari exhaled slowly. “So, we’d be entering a universe made of code. A universe infected by a sentient virus. A universe screaming for help.”

Zin tilted his head. “That is correct.”

Lyra stepped between them, a slow grin forming across her lips. “Then it’s settled. We open the door.”

Ari nodded. “We go inside.”

But Zin didn’t move.

“There is one more anomaly,” he said quietly.

Ari froze. “What is it?”

Zin zoomed in on the signal, isolating a fragment Ari had never seen.

“During the last five minutes, the signal changed.”

“Changed how?” Ari demanded.

Zin projected the newest decoded segment.

A short phrase blinked into existence, repeating over and over:

ARI. ARI. ARI.

Lyra’s jaw slackened.

The universe’s last surviving thought...

was calling his name.

Ari felt the floor tilt beneath him.

“How does it know me?”

Zin looked at him with uncharacteristic sadness.

“Because, Ari Bini... whatever is inside that dead universe has been watching you for a long time.”

Ari’s breath caught.

The signal pulsed again.

3... 5... 7... 11...

A universe that had collapsed twice—once physically, once as pure data—

had reached across existence to call to a single boy.

And Ari had no idea why.
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Chapter 3: Lyra Hears the Pattern

[image: ]




The signal kept playing long after the others grew tired of listening. A loop of fractured notes, broken pulses, and whisper-like static that made no mathematical sense—yet refused to be ignored.

Ari shut off the holo-display and rubbed his forehead. “It’s the same every time. Same waveforms. Same distortions. Zin, are you sure this isn’t cross-dimensional interference?”

Zin didn’t answer immediately. He was still staring at the floating lines of binary, his pupils shifting through colours as his internal processors ran analysis after analysis.

“It is not interference,” Zin finally replied, his mechanical voice softer than usual. “It is intentional. And... emotional.”

Ari frowned. “Emotional? Binary signals don’t have emotions.”

Zin’s metal fingers twitched. “This one... might.”

Lyra had been quieting the entire time, leaning against the crystalline wall of the Starborn Observatory. Her eyes glowed faintly violet as she stared out through the glass into the swirling nebula around them.

Ari noticed.

Lyra was never this quiet unless she was listening to something no one else could hear.

He exchanged a quick look with Zin.

Zin nodded.

Ari stepped closer. “Lyra? You, okay?”

Lyra blinked, slowly returning to the room as if waking from a deep dream.

“I’m... hearing it,” she whispered.

“Hearing what?” Ari asked.

“The signal,” she said. “Not through the speakers. Not through Zin’s decoder. I hear it inside my head. Like someone whispering from far, far away.”

Zin’s processors hummed audibly. “Impossible. This frequency does not operate on psychic or magical channels.”

Lyra shook her head. “Then explain this.”

She closed her eyes. The room dimmed around her as motes of violet luminescence flickered around her fingertips. She raised her hand—and the floating crystals embedded in the observatory’s glass hummed in resonance.

Ari felt the hairs on his arms rise.

This wasn’t spell-tech. This wasn’t normal magic.

This was something deeper.

Older.

Lyra whispered, “It’s not a message... it’s a memory.”

Ari felt a chill. “A memory of what?”

“A universe,” Lyra replied. “Trying not to forget itself.”

For a moment, no one spoke.

How can a universe remember anything?

Ari opened his mouth to say exactly that, but the words froze as the signal began playing again—except this time, it didn’t come from the speakers.

It came from Lyra.

A soft harmonic vibration spread from her palms, filling the room with a gentle, haunting melody. The rhythm pulsed like a heartbeat—slow, tired, but still fighting.

Zin froze mid-motion, his processors stuttering. “This frequency... is identical. But modified. Lyra, how did you replicate it without equipment?”

“I didn’t replicate anything,” Lyra murmured. “It flowed through me.”

The melody shifted, deepened, became layered—like a choir singing in a collapsing cathedral. Ari felt a pressure behind his eyes, not painful but heavy, like he was being pulled toward something massive.

Then the sound grew clearer.

And words formed inside their minds.

Not spoken.

Not heard.

Imprinted.

“—do not let me disappear—”

Ari stumbled backward. “Did you hear that!?”

Zin’s voice glitched. “Auditory confirmation... yes. This is no longer a signal. It has become a structured consciousness pattern.”

Lyra clutched her chest, gasping. The lights around her flickered violently.

Ari rushed forward. “Lyra! Stop the connection!”

“I can’t!” she cried. “It’s not attacking me. It’s begging.”

The plea returned, stronger:

“—remember me—”

“—not again—”

Lyra collapsed to her knees. Ari caught her before she hit the floor. Her heartbeat pulsed irregularly, synced with the waveform.

Zin projected a shield around them. “This is dangerously similar to a data-echo infection. We must sever it before it overwrites her neural patterns!”

“No,” Lyra whispered, grabbing Ari’s wrist with surprising strength. “It’s not trying to overwrite me. It’s trying to anchor itself... inside a living mind.”

Ari’s heart raced. “Anchor? Why?”

Lyra looked up, eyes glowing with swirling fractal shapes.

“Because the universe it came from... collapsed twice. It’s fading. It’s falling apart faster than anything can escape it. Not even memories survive there. Everything is being erased.”

A tear slid down her cheek—though Lyra almost never cried.

“And the only thing left... is a voice that refuses to die.”

A loud crackle shot through the observatory as the signal intensified. Crystalline panels vibrated, sending ripples of light across the room. Alarms blinked to life.

INCOMING CROSS-REALITY WAVE PATTERN

SOURCE: NULL-UNIVERSE / DATA REMNANT

Zin gasped. “Null-universe? That is a myth. A dimension beyond emptiness—where collapse becomes absolute.”

Ari felt goosebumps rise. “Lyra, what do you mean it collapsed twice? How is that possible?”

Lyra squeezed her eyes shut. “First physically. Then informationally. Imagine a universe exploding into nothing... then even that nothing collapsing.”

Ari couldn’t breathe. “That shouldn’t exist.”

“That’s why the signal feels wrong,” Lyra whispered. “It’s not supposed to exist. But it’s fighting to.”

Then her voice broke.

“It’s calling for help.”

Suddenly, the signal spiked to a blinding brightness.

Zin shouted, “Lyra! Disconnect now—!”

But Lyra stood, slowly, as if guided by invisible hands. Her hair floated around her. Star-like motes swirled in her palms.

She whispered, “I hear the pattern now.”

Ari could only stare. “What pattern?”

Lyra raised her glowing hands—and reality itself seemed to ripple behind her.

“The pattern of its death.”

In the rippling air, they saw images—flickering like dying memories:

A world turning inside out.

Cities folding like origami.

Stars melting into strings of data.

Light collapsing into silence.

Everything fading... twice.

Ari swallowed hard. “Lyra... stop, please.”

Lyra didn’t turn around.

She was hypnotized.

“It’s not just showing me how it died,” she whispered. “It’s showing me what it lost.”

The image shifted—revealing something small. Fragile. Hidden inside the collapsing universe like a secret seed:

A glowing point of light.

A child-sized silhouette reaching out.

Its voice echoed faintly:

“—remember me—”

“—do not let me go—”

The image shattered.

Lyra collapsed again, this time unconscious.

Ari caught her just in time.

The signal cut out.

Dark silence filled the room.

Zin scanned wildly. “No external source detected. The signal has retreated... into her mind.”

Ari felt cold.

“Is she in danger?”

Zin hesitated. “I don’t know. But I do know this: whatever that consciousness is... it chose Lyra.”

Ari looked at her pale, trembling face. “Why her?”

Zin’s voice softened. “Because she felt its memory. Because she could hear it.”

Ari slowly understood.

Lyra didn’t hear the pattern with her ears.

She heard it with her soul.

Zin placed a metallic hand on Ari’s shoulder. “A universe is reaching out to her, Ari. A universe that refuses to vanish.”

Ari tightened his grip on Lyra’s hand.

“Then we’re not letting it vanish.”

Because one thing was now painfully clear:

This was no ordinary signal.

It was a call for salvation.

And the Starborns had just been chosen—again.
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Chapter 4: Binary Ghosts
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Lyra slept for nearly six hours, which was unusual enough to make Ari check her breathing every few minutes. Zin kept a constant scan running, projecting tiny pulses of soft blue light across her. The readings were unstable, fluctuating between neural overload, psychic resonance, and something Zin couldn’t classify at all—which terrified Ari more than anything.

When Lyra finally woke, the first thing she whispered was:

“It’s still inside.”

Ari felt a cold shiver crawl down his spine. “The voice?”

“No,” she said softly. “Not exactly. More like... shadows of what it used to be.”

Her fingers trembled as she pressed them to her temples. “I keep seeing things. Hearing bits. They’re not memories. They’re not dreams either.”

Zin leaned forward, metal joints clicking softly. “Explain what you mean.”

Lyra took a shaky breath. “It’s like... fragments of someone else’s life. Except not a person. A world.”

Ari and Zin exchanged a glance, then Zin activated the holo-screen and displayed the signal’s latest decoded chunks—rows of corrupted binary strings that flickered and rearranged themselves like living creatures.
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