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“When the last light of Earth falters, we will rise again.
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The monitor fell silent. For the first time in years, Isla Muir felt fear.

Beneath the thin plastic of its incubator, the newborn’s chest rose and fell in faint, fragile rhythms — but the rhythmic beeping that should have marked life had vanished, leaving a low, humming emptiness.

Advanced Neonatal Nurse Callum Stone’s fingers hovered over the controls, trembling, as though the machines themselves were holding their breath.

The ward smelled of antiseptic and warm milk, undercut with a faint metallic tang Isla had long ceased to notice. The overhead lights flickered intermittently, casting long shadows that slid across the pale green walls. Isla’s leather shoes clicked sharply against the linoleum floor, each tap unusually loud in the hushed room. The air seemed to vibrate beneath her awareness, threading a subtle, harmonic tone through the hum of monitors.

She was thirty-eight, her pale grey eyes sharp and discerning, the faint lines around them lending a look of unspoken experience. Dark hair escaped the loose knot at her nape, framing a face that could command attention without a word. She moved deliberately, scanning each incubator, reading the fragile symphony of life as if she could detect the first quiver of discord.

Callum cleared his throat. “Doctor ... it’s ...”

“Not a malfunction,” Isla cut across him, crouching to meet the infant’s gaze. Her gloved hand rested lightly on the incubator’s edge. “Listen.”

The hum pulsed again, low and layered, threading beneath the mechanical beeps. It was not random. The flatline carried a rhythm, a pattern almost linguistic, almost intentional. Isla’s pulse quickened — not with fear, but with the sharp thrill of a puzzle begging to be solved.

“Callum, just to be sure. Check to see if it’s an error in the software? Or maybe a loose lead?”

She rose, scanning the ward: a narrow rectangle lined with cots and incubators, privacy curtains fluttering gently in a draft, monitors blinking steadily except for a few that had paused unnaturally. A baby whimpered behind a curtain; the distant elevator chimed. Otherwise, the room was eerily still, as if holding its breath.

Years of experience had taught her to ignore the usual textures — the antiseptic, the faint musk of infants, the tang of formula — but tonight every detail pressed against her awareness. The lights flickered as if punctuating the unnatural pauses on the monitors. The hum threaded through the mechanical beeps, forming a cadence she could not yet name.

“Callum,” she said, voice calm, precise, “check the main sockets, then record everything. Every reading. Every anomaly. We need a baseline.”

Callum’s fingers hovered over the keyboard. “Yes, Doctor.” His voice trembled slightly.

She stepped down the ward, eyes sweeping each monitor, each tiny face, measuring life in increments she could count but never fully control.

She had a strange thought: Perhaps the anomaly wasn’t isolated, and Aberdeen was only the beginning. She sensed it in the flatline patterns, in the silence’s precision, in the subtle harmonics threading through the air. Across the city — or perhaps across nations — something was stirring, and she was in its path?

She frowned, wondering where such strange thoughts had come from. “Guess I’m just tired,” she muttered.

She paused at the window, the rain-slick streets reflecting neon signs like fractured constellations. The city below slept, oblivious. But she did not. The silence followed her, threaded with the impossible hum, as if the ward itself had become a living instrument.

A movement in the corner drew her attention. A nurse adjusted a cot, brow furrowed. Isla crouched beside the infant, its tiny fist flexing and relaxing beneath the thin blanket. The monitor beside them had stopped beeping entirely, the flatline cutting a jagged line across the screen.

“Have you ever seen this before?” she asked softly.

The nurse shook her head. “Never, Doctor. Not like this. Not even with the preemies.”

Isla nodded, scanning the monitor’s readout. The flatline was not empty. Pulses threaded through it, interruptions too precise, harmonics layered in a way that suggested something she had seen before a long time ago — but what?

She had another outlandish thought and leant closer. Was that a mumble encoded in the data? She shook her head, pushing aside the outlandish idea.

“I need a few days off,” she muttered.

Callum cleared his throat again. “Doctor, any idea what the readings mean? They are making no sense to me.”

Isla inhaled slowly, letting the quiet stretch. “It means we’re seeing something new.” She shook her head. “Maybe deliberate? A hack in the system, perhaps? Whatever it is, we are the first to witness it.”

Isla straightened and surveyed the ward again. The air carried faint antiseptic and formula, mixed with a metallic undertone she could not identify. Tiny irregularities flickered across monitors, almost imperceptible — but she noticed. Each quiver, each pause, was part of a rhythm she had only just begun to detect.

Her thoughts flicked to London, Oslo, and Warsaw. She had read online reports of minor anomalies reported in those cities as well. Unverified EEG readings. Nothing official. However, her instincts connected the events with what was happening on her ward. Perhaps threads of patterns stretching across continents, unfathomable but undeniably there?

She returned her hand to the incubator, brushing the warm plastic. Life pulsed beneath it, fragile yet insistent.

Memories unexpectedly surfaced: long nights beside her own child’s cot and the helpless ache of losing her baby.

Yet here, life persisted, humming a rhythm she felt but could not yet name.

The hum rose louder, threading through the ward like an invisible current. Isla tilted her head, listening. Perhaps it was not a malfunction? Perhaps it was reaching for her, a message in a language she had not yet learned?

Stepping back, she looked at Callum. “We observe first. Details get lost if we act in haste. But every detail matters.”

He nodded, swallowing, wondering where this was going and whether the good doctor needed some time out. “Right, Doctor.”

Isla’s gaze drifted again to the rain-slick streets. Somewhere, maybe another monitor had gone silent. Somewhere else, a child now hummed unknowingly in resonance with a pattern stretching far beyond Aberdeen. Perhaps the anomaly was awakening, threading itself invisibly through the world?

She inhaled, letting the weight settle, and as the unusual hum made itself felt around the ward, her eyes locked back on the monitors.

Whispering to herself, she said, “I’ll understand you. Somehow, I will.”

The ward remained still, yet the hum persisted, threading into the base of her skull.

Isla Muir — observer, guardian, survivor — felt that she stood at the threshold of something vast, unknowable, and undeniable. That the world she had known was already shifting towards something new.
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By the time Isla returned to her office, the ward had quieted again. The monitors were running normally, their rhythmic beeps a comforting façade after the anomaly earlier. Yet she could still feel the echo of that strange, harmonic tone threading through her mind, soft and persistent, like a whisper she could not quite catch. She closed the door behind her, let her coat slump over the back of her chair, and stared at the tablet Callum had left waiting for her. The system recorded every flatline, every irregular spike, and every input from the incubators, meticulously time-stamping them.

The office was cluttered and warm. Stacks of journals leant against walls plastered with EEG charts, tacked in a haphazard mosaic. Half-empty coffee cups left faint rings on the desk, cables twisted across the floor, and a faint smell of old paper mixed with antiseptic lingered in the air.

Isla inhaled slowly, letting herself absorb the details. Her fingers hovered over the tablet. She had rigged the EEGs to an audio converter — something she had done countless times — but tonight the sound felt different, heavier somehow, almost alive.

“Callum,” she muttered, not looking up. “Bring me the other samples. All of them, please.”

He shuffled to the cabinet, producing a folder thick with printouts and digital drives. “I’ve sent everything to the tablet,” he said, hesitating as if the words themselves might be critical. His eyes flicked to the corner of the room, then back. “This ... is unnerving.”

“Yes,” she said softly, adjusting the volume. “I hear it too. But that doesn’t mean we stop. We must analyse.”

Callum swallowed. “I’ve heard nothing like this before. Not in Aberdeen. Not anywhere.” He lifted his hands as if to ward off the hum itself. “It ... it feels wrong. I can’t explain it.”

Isla tilted her head. “Wrong how?”

“I don’t know. My head ... it feels off. Light-headed. Like I’m hearing echoes that shouldn’t be there.” He shook it off quickly, as though trying to dispel the sensation. “Never mind.”

She studied him carefully, noting the tension in his shoulders, the way his eyes flicked to the tablet and away again. “Callum,” she said gently but firmly, “this is exactly why we need to document everything. Whatever this is, it’s affecting more than just the monitors. You’re experiencing it too. As do I. We need to know if it might be affecting our minds somehow.”

He exhaled sharply. “I feel it. A little. A buzzing sound ... like it’s threading through my thoughts.”

Isla nodded, a faint shiver running down her spine. “Exactly.” She placed her hand lightly on the desk, feeling the subtle vibration from the EEG feed echo through the surface. For the first time, she noticed it herself: a faint rhythm pulsing in tandem with the recordings, just at the edge of her perception. She shook her head slightly. “Yes ... I can feel it too.”

Callum looked up sharply. “You do?”

“Yes,” she admitted. “But that doesn’t mean we panic. We observe. Every detail matters. If this reaches out, we must be ready. Meticulous in our measurements.”

He nodded, swallowing hard. “Right ... reaches out. Meticulous.” He paused, leaning against the edge of the desk. “You seemed to suggest just now that it might be affecting our minds?”

Isla hesitated, fingers tracing the edge of the tablet. “I don’t know,” she said truthfully. “But we need to remain grounded, focused. Let the data guide us. The hum is part of the pattern. It doesn’t appear malicious in any way — at least, not yet. But I can’t shake off this feeling that it’s deliberate.”

For a while, they worked in silence, moving through the recordings together.

Isla played one infant’s EEG through the converter, isolating the tones, then layered another on top. Both hums mirrored each other almost perfectly, with tiny variations.

Callum watched, expression tense, flinching at each high-pitched oscillation. “I swear it ... it feels like it’s responding to us,” he muttered.

“Not responding,” Isla corrected gently. “I’m not sure that it’s conscious in the way you’re suggesting. It’s more patterned, structured. But we both hear it, which means our brains are sensitive to it. That is information, Callum.”

He shook his head slightly, eyes narrowing. “It’s disturbing. I can’t focus properly ... like I’m being pulled into it.”

Isla noticed a faint dizziness herself, a momentary disorientation that made her breath catch. She shook her head, blinking rapidly, and grounded herself by gripping the edge of the desk. “Stay with me, Callum,” she said softly. “Focus on the charts, the waveforms, the data. Do not let the sensation distract you.”

Callum nodded, chewing his lip, though he still seemed unsettled. “It’s ... I don’t know. It’s like it’s in my head now.”

“Yes,” Isla murmured, more to herself than him. “It reaches everywhere. But if we track it, map it, we gain control. That is all we can do for now.”

She moved back to the first recording, isolating it again. The hum was rhythmic, almost musical, but layered with subtle deviations, pauses, and shifts. She slowed the playback, pitched it higher, then lower, trying to pick out the micro-patterns. Her pulse, she noticed, seemed to align with the rhythm, faintly echoing it without her conscious effort. A strange awareness prickled at the back of her mind: she was being drawn into the pattern itself, just a little, pulled along by its cadence.

Callum glanced over at her. “Are you ... feeling this too?”

“Yes,” she admitted. Her voice was calm, but her chest tightened slightly. “It is subtle. But yes, I feel it. Focus on the measurements. We must track it while we can.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Right. Track it.”

They spent the next two hours comparing multiple EEGs, isolating and layering the hums, marking deviations by hand, drawing connections across infants. Each line on the graph paper seemed to pulse with its own subtle rhythm. Isla’s head felt light, a faint tug at the edges of thought, as if the signal whispered just beyond comprehension. She shook herself lightly, blinking, and focused again.

“Why does it feel like it’s ... synchronising with me?” Callum muttered, almost to himself.

“I doubt it’s synchronising with you consciously,” Isla said. “It’s affecting your perception. You’re sensitive. We both are. It’s a feature, not a flaw. It gives us insight — but we must stay cautious.”

Callum swallowed. “I feel like I’m hearing it everywhere, even when I close my eyes. It’s right inside my head.”

“Exactly,” Isla said softly, leaning back in her chair. “That’s why we record everything. That’s why we observe. Because we are now also part of the data.”

Callum followed instructions, recording everything. He had worked alongside Doctor Muir for three years and knew how excellent she was at what she did. But this ...? He gave a mental shrug.

The tablet pinged again. A notification from a news app flashed briefly: Aberdeen hospital reports sudden EEG irregularities in newborn ward.

Another headline from Oslo: Unexplained monitor flatlines puzzling staff in UK hospital.

Isla skimmed them, noting similarities, differences, timestamps. “Damn,” she muttered. “Who the hell released that information? I told the staff to keep it quiet for now.”

Returning to the EEGs, she isolated a third recording. The tones played through the converter, layering with the previous two. She slowed the playback, then sped it up, listening for hidden signals. Her pulse echoed the rhythm of the hum almost subconsciously. Tiny hairs along her arms rose as she followed the structure within the patterns: a looping signal, returning at exact intervals. Precise. Measured. Intentional.

Hours passed unnoticed. The office lights flickered as dawn crept along the edges of Aberdeen, pale through the top window. Outside, the city stirred — traffic, footsteps, the distant wail of a siren — but inside, time moved only to the rhythm of the EEG loops.

Finally, she exhaled, leaning back in her chair exhausted. She had traced the same pattern across multiple infants’ datasets. Each mirrored the other almost perfectly. Her breath caught. This was no accident. This was orchestration. Something — or someone — was deliberately synchronising human neural activity on a scale that defied comprehension. This was no simple hack!

Her thoughts flicked to London. Did similar patterns pulse there? Were they noticing them? Or were governments, hospitals, parents — all oblivious? And yet she felt the signals moved, looping through humanity like a tide she had only just discovered.

Callum stood hesitantly. “So, what do we do now?”

She turned to him, voice steady but resolute. “We observe. We record. We try to understand. Before we act, we need knowledge. Everything else is speculation, and speculation on its own can be misleading.”

For a long moment, they sat in silence, listening to the low, oscillating tone that now filled the room. It vibrated through the walls, slipping into their minds uninvited.

It seemed to Isla that something was awakening, and for the first time, she grasped the fact that Aberdeen might merely be the opening act. She felt the pattern was far larger than she had first suspected.

She glanced at the clock. Dawn had arrived. A new day had begun outside. But inside the office, the hum persisted. The silence was no longer passive. It was active and appeared to be waiting.

Then, as suddenly as it had started, the resonance vanished. One moment it threaded through her skull, echoing faintly in every corner of her awareness; the next, it was gone. Silence pressed in sharply, almost painfully, leaving only the regular beep of the monitors.

Isla and Callum exchanged glances.

“We should check the babies,” Callum said, voice tight.

Isla didn’t argue. Together they hurried back through the corridor of the neonatal unit, shoes echoing softly against the linoleum. Each incubator they passed now beeped normally, the tiny chests inside rising and falling in a steady, unremarkable rhythm. She paused beside a cot, resting a gloved hand lightly on the plastic.

“All of them?” she murmured.

Callum nodded. “Every single one. All’s fine. The monitors are normal.”

Isla took a slow breath, her shoulders sagging slightly with relief, though her mind buzzed with unanswered questions. “Strange,” she muttered. “It just ... stopped. No warning.”

Callum looked uneasy. “Do we tell anyone?”

“No. Not yet,” Isla replied, her tone final. “For now, we check back over the recordings. Document everything. We’ll need to review it in the morning. I’m too tired to do it now.”

A beat of quiet passed; the ward filled only with the soft, regular beeping of life.

Isla nodded to herself and gave Callum a small, tight-lipped smile. “I need some rest. My mind is all mush. Go home, too. We’ll deal with this tomorrow.”

* * *
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Fifteen minutes later, Isla was driving through Aberdeen, the morning light reflected in the wet streets. The world outside her windshield was calm and indifferent, oily glints shimmering across puddles. Her hands gripped the wheel more tightly than necessary, mind half on the hum, half on the rhythmic pulse of her tyres against asphalt. The streets were quiet, almost eerily so, as if the buildings themselves had fallen asleep.

After twenty minutes, she turned into the quiet courtyard of her building and parked. The car engine ticked as it cooled, the dashboard lights fading to black. She stepped out, letting the chill air brush against her cheeks, and headed for her front door.

She unlocked the door and entered a space filled with soft light and warm, muted tones. Her flat was a sanctuary she rarely had time to appreciate. The walls were a pale cream, decorated with photographs she had taken in brighter days, framed sketches leaning casually on shelves. A faint aroma of coffee still lingered from earlier, mingling with the subtle scent of fresh linen.

Isla dropped her coat over a chair, kicked off her shoes, and moved methodically through the kitchen. She filled the kettle, switched it on, and reached for a mug. Steam rose in gentle curls as the water boiled, and the familiar ritual grounded her after the tense hours in the hospital. She poured the coffee, inhaled the rich aroma, and sipped it slowly, letting the warmth travel down to her chest.

A shower came next. Hot water cascaded over her head, washing away the stiffness in her shoulders, loosening the tension coiled in her muscles. She let herself linger under the spray, eyes closed, breathing deeply, allowing the water to carry away the residue of adrenaline and unease.

Finally, she stepped out, wrapped herself in a towel, and padded softly to the bedroom. The bed was neatly made with soft pillows, and the duvet was fluffed just so. She collapsed onto it, letting the warmth envelop her, the mattress yielding beneath her weight. Her eyes closed immediately, and for the first time in hours, she let go.

Sleep came swiftly, heavy and deep, pulling her into oblivion without resistance. Outside, the city murmured softly. Inside, Isla rested, unaware that tomorrow would bring the hum back in ways she could not yet imagine.
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Isla woke early, her body still humming with half-remembered vibrations. Her dream had followed her out of sleep: a low, resonant tone that seemed to speak without words — vast, patient, purposeful — as if something unseen had reached across the dark to touch her mind. Even awake, the sound lingered, a phantom echo at the edge of hearing.

She brushed her teeth, made toast, and poured coffee. The motions felt mechanical, her body moving through the rituals of morning while her mind remained elsewhere. As she ate, she determined to push the strange hum and unusual thoughts of yesterday aside. It was just tiredness; she decided. Today everything would be normal, and she could get on with her work without these stupid intrusions.

The city beyond her window was still grey with dawn, the pavements slick from overnight rain; the streetlamps fading one by one. For a moment she simply watched them dim, feeling an odd weight in her chest, a quiet unease she couldn’t name.

She dressed quickly — trousers, shirt, her coat folded neatly over her arm — and reached for her keys. Then she hesitated, caught by the same tug of unfinished business. Something in her dream refused to fade — a sense of connection half-made, like a message left waiting for her to respond to.

On impulse, she unlocked her phone and scrolled to Dr Evan Sharpe, neurologist at St Thomas’s Hospital in London. They had worked together years ago on cortical rhythm studies. He had been brilliant and charming, a man who rarely answered a call before noon — but she took a chance.

He picked up on the second ring. “Isla? It’s early. Everything all right?”

“Depends on your definition of all right,” she said, forcing her voice steady. “Have you seen any EEG irregularities in neonates this week?”

A pause, just long enough for her unease to spike. Then, quietly: “How did you know?”

“Damn,” she cursed softly, yesterday’s events looming large in her mind again. “There have been similar cases here. I need to compare data.”

“I can confirm four infants,” Evan said. “All identical patterns. But listen — things are already getting complicated. The Health Security Agency has flagged my files. I’m already locked out of half my databases.”

“Already?” Isla’s pulse quickened. “Evan, send me the raw data. I’ll match it against ours before they scrub our access.”

He hesitated. “If I do that, it’s traceable. They’re monitoring network traffic.”

“So use a secure channel,” she pressed. “We don’t have time for protocol.”

Another pause. When he spoke again, his tone had changed — lower, taut. “You don’t understand, Isla. They’ve issued a restriction order. Officially, what’s happening is a temporary sleep disorder. At least, that’s the line. Any deeper analysis is classified until further notice.”

She stood quietly; with the phone pressed to her ear, the faint hum of the refrigerator the only sound in the flat. The air felt colder somehow, heavy with implication. “This isn’t a coincidence,” she said softly.

“No,” Evan admitted. “And that’s what worries me. Have you ...”

A faint, almost imperceptible click interrupted him; then the call cut out. The screen flashed; connection lost.

Isla stared at it, pulse thudding. For a long moment, she didn’t move.

Then she crossed to her desk, plugged in a portable drive, and began copying every file, every waveform, every scrap of data she’d collected over the last week. The progress bar crawled across the screen. “If they want silence,” she muttered, her curiosity fully awakened now. “Then they’ll have to earn it.”

Outside, the sky was deepening from steel to pewter as she drove towards the hospital. Clouds had rolled in over the hills, turning the puddles to dull glass. The granite city loomed solid and grey beneath the low sky, its streets wet and glistening, the air thick with mist and diesel fumes.

Inside the maternity wing, the sterile brightness stung her eyes. The corridor smelled of disinfectant and overheated electronics.

Callum met her at the entrance to the neonatal unit, his face pale, eyes shadowed by lack of sleep. “It’s back,” he said without preamble. “The resonance. Same frequency as before.”

Isla felt her stomach tighten. “How long?”

“Started about half an hour ago. The monitors are picking it up, but the babies seem fine.”

She was about to respond when a voice behind her said, “Dr Muir? The director would like a word.”

The messenger — one of the administrative staff — stood awkwardly in the doorway, clutching a folder. Isla exchanged a glance with Callum; he looked anxious.

“Keep the data running,” she said quietly. “Don’t touch anything until I get back.”

As she followed the messenger down the corridor, the faint mechanical beeps of the incubators trailed after her like a heartbeat, steady but somehow wrong, as though the machines themselves were listening.

* * *
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Dr. Malcolm Sutherland’s office occupied the top floor of the administrative wing, its walls lined with framed certificates and glossy photographs of smiling staff. The sunlight through the tall windows made the varnish gleam, but the polished surface felt cold. He stood by the window, tall and silver-haired, impeccable in a navy suit. Charm radiated from him — but his pale blue eyes were sharp, assessing, unreadable.

“Isla,” he said warmly as she entered. “Please sit.”

She obeyed, the faint scent of polish and aftershave filling the air. The muted hum seemed to crawl beneath her skin, like the ghost of a tone she’d only just recognised — a vibration that felt almost intentional.

He sat at his desk and steepled his fingers, smiling. “Busy evening yesterday. You were quite the centre of attention.”

“Attention?” she echoed cautiously.

He lifted a sheet of paper from his desk, the Department of Health’s crest stamped in red. “‘Temporary Sleep Disorder under review. No cause for alarm,’” he read. “A few hospitals across Europe report similar phenomena. Our instructions: maintain calm.”

“Sleep disorder?” Isla’s voice sharpened, disbelief curving into frustration. “These aren’t insomnia episodes — they’re synchronised neural anomalies. Someone is ...”

He raised a hand, still smiling. “I understand how it sounds. But history tells us this isn’t the first time this has happened. Back in the 1920s, there were thousands of cases like this. It came, it went, it was forgotten.” He raised his eyebrows as though he had won some sort of argument.

“That was completely different. That affected both children and adults. This is solely young children.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Sutherland said in a terse voice. “London’s directive is clear. Reassure the press it’s an environmental irregularity — low-frequency interference, perhaps. They’ll latch on to whatever sounds technical and harmless.”

“You can’t be serious,” she said. “People deserve the truth. If this is spreading ...”

“Then the last thing we need is a panic,” he interrupted smoothly. “Aberdeen is a research partner. Sensational stories will erode public confidence.”

Isla leant forward. “Ignorance is dangerous. If someone is hacking the hospital systems, the data we record will help others prepare ...”

His tone cooled, calm as ice. “And if it isn’t a hack, we’ll have caused unnecessary alarm. Chaos serves no one.”

She studied him, searching for any flicker of uncertainty beneath the composed exterior. “You’ve been told to keep quiet, haven’t you?”

“I’ve been advised,” he corrected, sliding the paper across the desk. “All communication outside official channels stops immediately. No data sharing, no interviews. Any breach carries disciplinary action.”

“Disciplinary?” Her disbelief hardened into anger.

His expression softened, almost pitying. “You’re a valuable asset, Isla. Don’t make this harder than it needs to be. Unity matters more than defiance.”

She rose slowly. “You mean silence.”

“If you want to keep your post,” he said quietly, “you’ll comply. Make sure your team does the same. No one speaks to the press. No one posts online. Clear?”

The office felt suddenly cooler, the air thick with something she couldn’t name. The paper trembled faintly in her hand, though there was no wind. For a heartbeat, she thought she heard a subtle vibration beneath the hum of the lights — the tone she had sensed in her dream, patient and deliberate. Almost as if it was waiting for her to notice.

Her chest tightened. The hum seemed to shift, rising and falling, as if aware of her presence, teasing her attention. A pattern — familiar, unnerving, precise.

She swallowed hard. “Understood,” she said at last, voice steady despite the shiver crawling up her spine. She turned toward the door, feeling as if the room itself were listening — and perhaps, just perhaps, it was.

* * *
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The corridors were quiet when Isla returned to the neonatal wing. Machines whispered softly, their lights blinking in a steady rhythm. The air held a peculiar stillness of early morning — sterile, suspended, waiting.

As she walked between the incubators, the overlapping sounds of monitors wove into something almost melodic. A fragile pattern — steady, rising, falling — like a heart murmuring to itself in song.

One infant stirred. Tiny fingers flexed. Then a soft hum rose from its throat — pure, unwavering, impossibly clear.

Isla froze.

The note was identical to the tone she’d traced in the EEG data. For an instant, the entire ward seemed to breathe with it. The air trembled faintly; the sound vibrating against the glass, as though the room itself were resonating in answer.

Then, as suddenly as it had come, the hum faded and only the quiet hiss of ventilators remained.

Isla stood motionless, gooseflesh rippling across her arms. Somewhere beyond the sterile glass and flickering monitors, she felt it again — that vast, unseen presence from her dream. Watching. Listening. Waiting.

She forced herself to move. “Callum,” she said softly, beckoning him into her office.

He entered, face drawn. “What did Sutherland want?”

Isla closed the door. “We’ve been ordered to keep silent. The official story is that it’s a temporary sleep disorder. We say nothing to the press, nothing online. No leaks, no speculation.”

He frowned. “And what do we tell the staff?”

“Tell the nurses the unit’s under isolation while we investigate a possible virus. It’ll buy us time.”

Callum hesitated. “And the parents? They’re already asking questions.”

“The same story,” she said. “Contained, routine, nothing to fear. We can’t risk exposure — not yet.”

He studied her. “Do you agree with this?”

Her eyes met his. “No. But I understand the cost of disobedience.” She lowered her voice. “We’ll comply on paper. But privately — I’m keeping the recordings. No deletions, no tampering. Everything stays on this external drive. I’ll take it home each night. If this pattern continues, we have to find out why.”

Callum accepted the drive, his fingers tightening around it. “We’re risking everything if we do this.”

“I’m aware of that,” she said quietly. “But if it’s communication — not coincidence — we can’t afford to ignore it.”

“Communication?” Callum’s forehead twisted into a frown.

Isla shrugged and looked away, aware she might have gone too far.

They stood in silence for a moment, the soft pulse of the monitors filling the space between them. The rhythm was faintly hypnotic, too regular to be random. Isla could almost believe it was listening to them but kept that thought to herself.

Outside, the sky was brightening to a thin, colourless light. Isla turned to the ward window, watching the rows of sleeping infants bathed in artificial glow. The machines ticked and sighed steadily, as though the earlier disturbance had never happened.

But deep inside her mind, the vibration lingered — a low, deliberate frequency that felt less like memory and more like a summons. It thrummed through her chest, ancient and patient, as though the world beneath her feet were whispering her name. She knew then what she had to do.

The truth was no longer in the data — it was in the resonance that threaded through the living and the dreaming alike. It had hummed beneath the skin of the world, and it was calling her closer.

* * *
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That night, as Isla finally drifted toward sleep, the faint hum lingered behind her eyelids, threading through her dreams like a ribbon of sound she both recognised and feared. In that quiet resonance, the beginnings of patterns formed — shapes she could almost see, frequencies she could almost touch.

She woke in the morning tired, knowing the signal would not wait for her to be ready. It was demanding action: action she wasn’t yet sure she wanted to take part in.
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Chapter 4
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That evening, Isla had just pushed back her empty plate when the doorbell rang, its insistent chime echoing faintly through her small flat. She hesitated for a moment, caught between worry and a vague sense of premonition, before padding barefoot across the living room carpet to the door.

Outside, Callum’s van rested against the kerb, headlights off, the silhouette of his lanky frame slouched against the side.

“Did you get everything I wanted?” She asked as she opened the door.

His grin was easy, teasing. “More or less. Had a bit of trouble getting into the data centre, but I’ve got it all. Give me a hand; there’s rather a lot,” he said, hefting a rucksack and a slim, heavy case with visible effort.

Together, they manoeuvred the equipment into her flat. The corridor was narrow, with the old floorboards creaking underfoot. Callum grunted as he set down the heaviest case near the window, then laughed when Isla nearly tripped over a cable.

“You’re sure this flat is big enough for all of this?” he teased, eyeing the tangle of wires and devices.

“It’ll have to be,” Isla said, rolling her eyes but smiling. “Small, yes. Cramped, yes. But it’s mine. And it’s quiet enough that the neighbours won’t complain about a few late-night hums.”

Callum dropped onto the sofa, stretching his long limbs. “Quiet, yes. But with you in here, I doubt they’ll get a peaceful minute. You’ve been obsessing over this for days.”

“Maybe,” Isla said, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “Or maybe it’s just important to me.” She nudged him with her elbow. “Besides, you’re the one who insisted on helping.”

As they unpacked, Isla gestured toward one of the smaller boxes. “Give me a hand with this one?”

Callum smirked, lifting the device. “By the way, any news on your side? I hear your latest boyfriend didn’t last long.”

“Latest boyfriend?” Isla laughed, rolling her eyes. “You know full well there isn’t one. But thanks for keeping track of my non-existent love life.”

“Just making sure someone’s keeping score. Can’t let the tabloids miss out,” he said with mock seriousness.

They worked in an easy rhythm, moving equipment and unboxing monitors. The flat gradually transformed: wires sprawled across the carpet like vines, small blinking lights glowed on various instruments, and the low whirr of machines filled the air.

Finally, Isla backed away, surveying their handiwork. The small flat now resembled a miniature control room. A row of three large screened flat monitors reflected her tired but determined face, displaying cascading EEG readouts, spectral analyses, and converted audio signals. She sank into the chair at the central console, a faint smile of satisfaction tugging at her lips.

“Why not get yourself a cup of coffee?” She asked, reaching for the familiar mug and holding it out with a mischievous grin. “You’ll find another one in the kitchen
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