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Chapter 1: The Vacation Begins
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“They say you never truly see the moon until it looks back.”

The summer air hung heavy over the two-lane highway, the sun dipping behind distant pines like it was afraid of what came after dark. The Knight family’s SUV coasted through the Georgia backroads, tires whispering against the asphalt, surrounded by silence too wide and too still.

Inside the car, heat and tension mixed with the low hum of the A/C. Arielle Knight sat in the front passenger seat, arms crossed, eyes flicking between the treetops and the sky. Her curls were pulled back in a scarf, but a few strands stuck to her temple from the heat. She hadn’t spoken in fifteen minutes.

Marcus, behind the wheel, looked like he was on duty again—back straight, eyes fixed, jaw clenched. The way he gripped the steering wheel wasn’t about driving. It was about control.

“You sure this Airbnb actually exists?” Arielle finally asked, her voice calm but sharp.

Marcus gave a slight nod. “DeShawn said it’s past the lake. Middle of nowhere, perfect for disconnecting.”

“I don’t need to disconnect,” she murmured, turning her head to the window. “I need to know my kids are safe. That you’re not hiding something again.”

He didn’t answer. Didn’t flinch.

From the back seat, Kahlil’s fingers danced across his custom-built tablet. His screen glowed with data—moon phase trackers, satellite routes, and encrypted radio frequencies. He wore his hoodie up despite the warmth, headphones over his ears, eyes darting across the screen.

Next to him, Simone sat with her sketchpad. She was shading in a face she couldn’t explain—an unfamiliar woman with pale eyes and hair like silk burning in reverse. She’d dreamed of her three nights in a row. The woman kept whispering the same phrase:

“Remember what they made you forget.”

“Almost there,” Marcus said, checking the GPS. But the signal blinked. Then disappeared. “No service.”

Kahlil spoke without looking up. “GPS was acting weird twenty miles back. It’s the satellite lock.”

Simone glanced out the window and said quietly, “The moon looks weird tonight.”

Arielle turned her head slowly.

The moon hung enormous and low on the horizon—too low. And it wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

She reached for her phone to snap a photo but paused. The moon shifted.

Tilted.

Not as if the Earth had moved beneath it, but as if it had rotated slightly. Like it had changed its stance.

Marcus blinked hard. “What the hell...”

Kahlil looked up, finally noticing the way everyone had gone still. He took one headphone off and followed their gaze. “That’s not right.”

“It’s an illusion,” Marcus said automatically. “Light distortion.”

But he didn’t believe it.

The car’s radio—turned off—let out a soft crackle. Static, rising slowly like a whisper building in the walls.

Then a voice, deep and layered, cut through the silence.


“They see you.

The watchers wake.

The Protocol begins.”



Everyone froze.



The words were clear, undeniable.



Arielle reached for the radio dial. “Was that—?”



“It’s not connected to anything,” Kahlil said, pulling out his tablet. “That came through a dead system.”



Simone’s hand trembled slightly as she flipped to a new page in her sketchbook and started drawing shapes she didn’t recognize. Her eyes were wide. “That voice... it didn’t sound human.”



The SUV slowly pulled over to the shoulder of the road, gravel crunching under the tires.



Marcus stepped out first. He scanned the tree line, the empty highway behind them, and then looked up again. The moon was directly overhead now—centered in the sky like a spotlight.



“Marcus...” Arielle’s voice trembled now, the first sign of fear. “That thing moved.”



“I know,” he said, barely breathing.



A car engine approached from up ahead.



An old white van came into view, windows rolled down, laughter echoing from inside. It stopped a few yards ahead of them, and out stepped four Black travelers: Tamika, DeShawn, Joyce, and Rico—vacation gear on, flip-flops, drinks in hand.



Tamika raised both arms like she was at a concert. “Y’all saw that too, huh?”



DeShawn looked dead serious as he adjusted the strap on his shortwave radio bag. “Yo... that broadcast? That was real, right? I thought it was just me.”



“It was all of us,” Arielle said, voice steady now. “We all heard it.”



DeShawn’s hands trembled slightly as he reached into his bag and pulled out an old, modified shortwave receiver. “I’ve been picking up strange loops for weeks. But this was different. This was targeted.”



Joyce, arms crossed, looked up at the moon. “It’s like it’s watching.”



Kahlil stepped forward, suddenly connected to the group. “That voice. Did it say something about a protocol?”



DeShawn nodded. “The Dark Side Protocol. I’ve seen references to it. Conspiracy boards shut down when people brought it up. But the word’s out. Some people think the moon’s hollow. Others think it’s... a station.”



Simone held out her sketchpad to Joyce. “Have you seen her?”



Joyce studied the drawing—then went pale.



“I’ve been dreaming of the same face,” she whispered.



Kahlil’s tablet beeped. “I just intercepted something—audio loop. Fragmented. I can isolate the signal.”



The radio in the Knight’s SUV clicked back on.



This time, a woman’s voice. Soft. Controlled.



“Welcome to Lunar Frequency 13.

Echoes begin at 01:13.

Look back. Not up.”



Tamika’s smile vanished. “That’s... messed up.”



A breeze blew through the trees. Cold. Unnatural. A wind from above.



Twelve strangers—Black travelers meant to vacation in the woods—now stood at the edge of something none of them could name. Something old. Something alive.



And above them, the moon pulsed softly—once. Then again.



A beat. A rhythm.



A signal.



And it had found them.
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END OF CHAPTER 1
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Chapter 2: Voices from the Static
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“Some truths aren’t hidden. They’re transmitted.”

The moon didn’t follow them—but it didn’t let them go, either.

The group drove the rest of the way in an uneasy convoy. Marcus’s SUV led, the van behind it, headlights slicing through the thickening dark like blades. Every so often, Arielle would glance in the rearview mirror. And each time, the moon was there. Perfectly framed. Still tilted.

Simone hadn’t stopped drawing. Pages filled with spirals, alien geometry, faces with too many eyes. She couldn’t explain why her hands kept moving or how she already knew the shapes. She just did.

Kahlil sat beside her, scrolling through the decoded signal he captured. His device was overheating, but he didn’t dare stop it. “Something’s piggybacking on our frequency,” he said aloud. “Whatever this Protocol is—it’s alive in the radio spectrum.”

Marcus didn’t say anything, but his grip on the wheel tightened.

Arielle turned to him. “You knew something was going on before this trip.”

“I didn’t know, Ari,” he muttered. “But I felt something. At work... on base... strange orders. Satellite shifts, restricted data. No explanations. I needed time away to think.”

“And now we’ve got twelve people driving straight into a damn sci-fi movie.”

He didn’t argue. Because she was right.

––––––––

[image: image]


THE AIRBNB WAS A HIDDEN lakehouse, surrounded by tall pines and shadowed hills. It should’ve felt peaceful, but the stillness was too thick—like the world was holding its breath.

They all unloaded, quiet, keeping eyes on the sky. Inside, the house was surprisingly modern—open floor plan, high ceilings, giant windows facing the lake. But there were no mirrors. No clocks. No radios.

Just one strange object: a steel panel set into the wall behind the fireplace. No buttons. No switches. Just a single circular dial, cold and humming faintly.

“Probably just décor,” Rico said, too quickly.

Tamika raised an eyebrow. “Décor don’t vibrate.”

Kahlil approached it slowly, his device pinging louder as he got closer. “This is a receiver. Old tech... Cold War era, maybe even older.”

“You telling me the wall is listening to us?” Simone asked.

Joyce stepped closer, running her fingers over the dial. “This place wasn’t meant for comfort. It was meant for containment.”
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NIGHT FELL HARD.

The group split across the house—some resting, some pacing, some watching the lake with twitchy eyes.

Kahlil set up his equipment on the kitchen table, hooked it into the house’s wiring. He tapped through static, cutting through layers of noise, until a voice finally bled through—broken, but real.


“They were never from Earth.

They came... with the moon.

The Solenari... they watch from the dark.”



The room went still.



Arielle and Marcus stepped in, drawn by the voice.



“Play that again,” Marcus said.



Kahlil did. This time, the words were clearer.



“We are the Solenari.

You are becoming aware.

The Protocol was designed to fail.

Your thoughts are no longer yours.”



The line cut off.



Silence.



Then the steel panel on the wall clicked. Slowly. Once. Like a vault unlocking a secret.



Rico stepped back. “Nope. I’m not built for this. I signed up for lake vibes and s’mores, not moon people and haunted tech.”



Joyce wasn’t laughing. “The Solenari... I’ve heard that name. My grandmother used to say it when she prayed at night. Said they were the white angels who never came from Heaven.”



DeShawn spoke up from the back of the room, holding his shortwave radio. “There’s a pirate broadcast out there. Called The Thirteenth Echo. Hidden station. Been popping up on frequencies only visible during full moons. Some folks think it’s human rebels... others think it’s something else.”
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