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Chapter One – The Ride
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The first thing Tessa Quinn noticed when the grocery store doors sighed open was the wind.

It came in low and bitter, smelling faintly of asphalt, exhaust, and the damp scent of pine drifting in from the woods outside Fayetteville. The kind of cold that slipped under her jacket and made her ribs ache.

She adjusted the paper bags in her hands and stepped onto the concrete walkway, the glow from the overhead fluorescent lights chasing her into the parking lot. The store’s sliding glass doors whispered closed behind her, sealing away the hum of the HVAC and the faint tinny music from a decades-old speaker system. Out here, it was just the wind, the hum of the sodium-vapor lights, and the sharp click of her boots on asphalt.

Her old SUV sat near the far end of the lot, under one of the few working lamps. She always parked far from everyone else — less chance of someone banging a door into her SUV, sure, but mostly... she didn’t like being boxed in. She’d had enough years of needing to see who was coming before they got close.

She shifted the bags in her arms again, the edges of the paper crinkling against her jacket. Inside, she could feel the clink of a single bottle of wine against a jar of pasta sauce. She didn’t drink much anymore — not since that day — but some nights the silence in her house was too loud, and wine dulled it enough to breathe.

Her breath fogged in front of her. November was only just beginning, but the air had that sharpness that promised 

winter wasn’t far off. The sky above Ft. Bragg was unusually clear 

— she could see the faint shimmer of stars past the parking lot’s orange haze. It was the kind of cold, brittle night that made sound travel farther than it should.

She was halfway to the SUV when she saw her.

The woman stood under a flickering lamppost near the lot’s exit. She wore layers of clothing that didn’t belong together — a knitted cap pulled low over stringy hair, a thick coat that swallowed her shoulders, and a skirt peeking out beneath worn sweatpants. Her posture was odd — not slouched, not hunched against the cold, but still. Watching.

She didn’t hold a sign. 
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She wasn’t digging in a bag or pacing or muttering to herself like the usual panhandlers Tessa saw downtown. She just stood, arms folded inside her sleeves, head tilted slightly as if she were listening to something only she could hear.

Tessa’s gaze flicked away automatically. She reached the SUV, popped the passenger door, and set the grocery bags inside. Her fingers fumbled for the driver’s side key.

“Ma’am?”

The voice was closer than it should have been.

Tessa straightened slowly. The woman was no longer under the lamppost. She was maybe ten feet away, standing in the half-shadow between two pools of light.

“Can you give me a ride?”

The words weren’t desperate. They weren’t slurred or rushed. Just... even.

Tessa glanced around. The lot was nearly empty — just her SUV, two sedans, and an old Ford pickup idling near the far entrance. She didn’t like being surprised, but the woman’s stillness was somehow more unsettling than if she’d approached quickly.

“Where to?” Tessa asked before she could talk herself out of it.

“Not far,” the woman said.

Not far. Not where, not why. Just not far.

For a moment, Tessa considered saying no, locking her vehicle, and driving off. But the woman’s eyes caught the light — not glowing exactly, but reflecting it with an odd, metallic glint.

Tessa unlocked the passenger side. “Alright. But if you try anything, you’re walking.”

The woman’s mouth curled into the barest hint of a smile, as if she’d been expecting that answer.

The SUV’s heater rattled to life as they pulled out of the lot. Warm air struggled against the cold seeping in from the windows. The woman sat with her hands folded in her lap, her gaze fixed out the passenger window as the grocery store lights faded behind them.

“You’ve got a dark shadow in you, child.”

Tessa kept her eyes on the road. “Excuse me?”

“He hasn’t forgotten you,” the woman said softly, as if sharing a secret. “He waits. And he’s patient.”

Tessa let out a short laugh — humorless, almost a bark. “You been hanging around the fortune-teller booth at the county fair?”

The woman didn’t respond right away. When she did, her voice was calm, almost motherly. “Mom and Dad Universe are always watching. But they can’t step in unless you ask.”

Tessa shot her a sideways look. “Mom and Dad... Universe?”

The woman’s eyes stayed on the dark treeline sliding past the window. “They see more than you think.”

They crossed onto the two-lane stretch that cut toward the outskirts near Fort Bragg. Here, the trees pressed close, skeletal branches lacing against the night sky. The stars were brighter here, away from the sodium glow of town.

“Look up,” the woman said suddenly.

“I’m driving,” Tessa replied.

“At the next light,” the woman murmured.

There was only one stoplight on this road— an old one that hung over an empty intersection like a forgotten relic. When they rolled to stop at a red light, Tessa leaned back in her seat and glanced upward.

The stars were sharp tonight, hard-edged against the velvet black sky. She could see constellations she didn’t recognize, pinpricks of cold light stretching farther than her eyes could follow.

Then two of them moved.

Not like shooting stars — not graceful arcs — but straight, fast plunges, as if they’d been waiting for this exact moment. They streaked downward and into her, sharp as knives.

The pain was instant and blinding. A searing stab in her gut, hot and cold all at once.

“Jesus—” She doubled forward, clutching her stomach with one hand, gripping the wheel with the other.

“They’ve marked you,” the woman said calmly, almost tenderly. “You’ll understand when it’s time. But the shadow will know too.”

The light turned green. Tessa swallowed hard, forced herself upright, and pressed the gas.
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They turned down a gravel road lined with bare trees. At the end sat an old church, its white paint peeling, and front doors chained shut. Yet a faint golden light leaked from the cracks between the boards, warm against the dark.

The woman opened the passenger door without looking at her. “Be careful who you let ride with you, child.”

She stepped out, walking toward the church.

In Tessa’s rearview mirror, she saw the heavy doors swing open. The light inside spilled across the ground, rich and gold, almost alive.

Then she blinked — and it was gone.

Tessa shifted into gear and drove toward home. The pain in her gut flared again, sharp enough to make her wince.

Somewhere in the treeline, something moved. Keeping pace with her SUV.

She gripped the wheel tighter, eyes fixed on the road.

The night around Fort Bragg had never felt so wide. Or so close.
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Chapter Two – The Mark
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The first thing Tessa felt when she woke was the ache.

It wasn’t sharp like last night, when the falling stars had... whatever they’d done to her. This was deeper. Heavier. Like the soreness after lifting too much weight — except it wasn’t in her muscles. It was inside.

She lay still for a moment, staring at the pale gray light slipping through the blinds. Her little rental house outside Fort Bragg didn’t get much morning sun — the pines blocked most of it — but enough came through to paint faint stripes across her quilt.

The clock on the nightstand read 7:06. She should have felt rested — she’d gone to bed earlier than usual — but her body felt like it had been running all night.

She pushed herself up slowly. Her stomach gave a low, warning throb, and she pressed her palm to it. The skin was warm, almost feverish.

It’s nothing, she told herself. Maybe bad sushi from the grocery store. Maybe a pulled muscle from lifting the bags wrong. Not... not anything supernatural.

But the memory of last night slid into her head anyway: the cold air in the parking lot, the woman’s voice, the stars falling like knives.



The Bathroom Mirror

The floorboards creaked under her bare feet as she crossed to the bathroom. She turned on the light — too bright, too harsh — and blinked at her reflection.

She looked the same. Same brown eyes, same dark hair still mussed from sleep. The faint shadows under her eyes could have been from anything.

She lifted her T-shirt to check her stomach.

No bruising. No cuts. But there was something... different. A faint shimmer under the skin, almost like the light was bending around it. When she moved, it vanished, then caught again, like oil on water.

She reached out and touched it.

The instant her fingers brushed the spot, a shock went up her spine — not pain, not quite pleasure, but a bright, electric awareness that made her suck in a breath.

She yanked her hand back.

The Knock

A sharp rap on the front door made her flinch. She pulled the T-shirt down quickly and went to the living room. Through the small window in the door, she saw Sergeant Owen Landry from the base’s civilian liaison office.

He wasn’t in uniform — jeans, sweatshirt — but his posture still screamed military.

She unlocked the door. “Owen.”

“Morning, Tess,” he said, voice careful. “Mind if I step in?”

Tessa stepped back. Owen had been one of her husband’s oldest friends, and one of the few people who still checked on her since the funeral.

He glanced around the room, like he always did — habit. “You alright? You look pale.”

“I’m fine,” she lied.

“Something happened near the perimeter last night,” he said, leaning against the wall. “Couple of MPs reported seeing strange lights over Route 24. You didn’t notice anything driving home, did you?”

Tessa hesitated. “Like what?”

“Hard to say. They just called it ‘anomalous aerial activity.’ Could be drones. Could be nothing.”

She shrugged, keeping her face neutral. “Didn’t see a thing.”

The Change

After Owen left, she tried to shake the unease by making coffee. The smell filled the kitchen, familiar and grounding. But when she poured it, the liquid seemed... wrong. Too rich in color, too dark, like the shadow of the night had poured into her mug.

She took a sip — and for a split second, she could taste the coffee’s life. Where the beans had grown. The sun that had warmed them. The hands that had picked them. It hit her all at once, then was gone.

She set the mug down carefully.

Her heart was beating faster now.

Her fingers tightened on the ceramic.

“What the hell...” she whispered.

She tried again — nothing. Just coffee. But her hands were trembling.

The Unwelcome Test

On instinct, she began touching things. The countertop. The loaf of bread. The framed photo of her husband on their wedding day.

The bread told her nothing — just the faint scent of yeast and flour. But the photo...

The moment her fingertips brushed the glass, the air thickened.

She was standing in their old living room again, the smell of aftershave and detergent mixing in the air. Her husband was there, in his fatigues, leaning against the doorframe. He smiled — that crooked grin that had gotten him in and out of trouble so many times.

“Tess,” he said.

Her throat closed. “You’re not here.”

The smile faded. His mouth moved again, but this time the voice was wrong — deeper, colder, curling around the edges of her mind.

“You belong to me now.”

She jerked her hand away, the photo frame clattering to the floor. The sound broke the spell, but her skin still crawled where she’d touched it.

The First Shadow

By evening, she was jumpy enough that every creak of the house set her teeth on edge. The sun slid down behind the pines, and the windows turned black.

She stepped out onto the porch to get some air. The woods beyond the road were dark, silent.

Something moved between the trees.

It wasn’t the wind — the shape was too solid, too deliberate. She squinted into the shadows, and for just a moment, two pale eyes glinted back at her.

Her breath caught.

The thing stepped forward. It wasn’t a person. Not entirely.

It had the outline of a man, but its edges blurred, like smoke curling off its skin.

It didn’t walk — it drifted. The air between them felt heavier.

Tessa’s hand tightened on the porch railing.

“Go away,” she said, though her voice barely carried.
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