
    
      Aviator
    

    
      Radar Ghost
    

    
    
      
        August 3, 1988 – North Atlantic, 0220 Zulu
        

                
      
      USS 
      Saratoga
       – Flight Deck
    

    
      Lieutenant Commander Jack “Tex” Granger stood on the flight deck of the 
      Saratoga
      , helmet in hand, watching the wind whip ghost trails off the gray-black sea. The night was clear, cold, and quiet—too quiet for a Wednesday over the North Atlantic. He had a bad feeling about tonight’s sortie. It wasn’t the weather. It wasn’t the Soviet blips skimming Greenland’s edge. It was something else. Something he couldn’t name.
    

    
      The launch officer gave the signal, and moments later, Granger’s F-14 Tomcat roared off the deck, twin General Electrics screaming as the fighter sliced into the dark.
    

    
      He was 42, ten months from retirement, and a few years past the edge where adrenaline turns to fatigue. But the cockpit still made him feel young, like a gunslinger in the clouds. He was twice divorced, had no kids and looked forward to travelling the world during his retirement.
    

    
      “Viper Two-One, you are cleared to intercept bogey on heading 342, angels 28. Speed Mach point eight. Confirm.”
    

    
      “Roger that, Saratoga,” Granger replied, flipping switches with muscle memory. “Viper Two-One is weapons tight, moving to intercept.”
    

    
      He glanced at his radar screen. The contact wasn’t behaving like a Soviet. No altitude flutter, no course deviation, just a steady climb—too fast, too smooth. It didn’t squawk IFF. No response to hails on Guard. And now it was pacing the clouds at 40,000 feet.
    

    
      “Unusual profile,” muttered his RIO, Lieutenant Carson. “This thing’s running silent. Could be a stealth bird?”
    

    
      “In '88? Only if we’ve started testing alien tech.”
    

    
      They both chuckled, but the cockpit was thick with tension. Granger pulled the Tomcat into a climb, clouds streaking past as they approached visual range.
    

    
      And then the radar glitched.
    

    
      “Viper Two-One to Saratoga, we lost radar lock. Bogey just… disappeared.”
    

    
      “Negative, Viper Two-One. AWACS still has a fix. Target is—wait… now it’s gone. Say again, AWACS lost track.”
    

    
      Carson tapped the console. “EMP? Jamming?”
    

    
      Granger’s eyes scanned the horizon.
    

    
      Then he saw it.
    

    
      Off his eleven o’clock, about half a mile out, hovering perfectly still against the stars—was a shape. Not blinking, not moving, just 
      there
      . A matte black triangle, darker than the night, its edges shimmering slightly like heat off pavement. No running lights. No exhaust plume. And then—
    

    
      It 
      turned.
    

    
      Not banked. Not yawed. Just pivoted in the air like a chess piece on an invisible board. A single white light flared at its center, brighter than a magnesium flare—Carson shouted, shielding his eyes—and in a split second, it was gone.
    

    
      Vanished.
    

    
      Not accelerated.
    

    
      Gone.
    

    
      The radio went dead.
    

    
      Every gauge in the cockpit spiked, spun, then zeroed.
    

    
      “Jesus Christ,” Carson whispered. “What was that?”
    

    
      Granger didn’t answer. He stared into the black where it had been, hand trembling slightly on the stick.
    

    
      Thirty seconds later, all systems rebooted. Radar blinked back to life. Radios crackled.
    

    
      “Viper Two-One, say status. We lost you for a full minute. What happened up there?”
    

    
      Granger looked at Carson. Carson looked at him. For a moment, they both considered the truth.
    

    
      Then Granger keyed the mic.
    

    
      “Viper Two-One, experienced systems malfunction. Radar ghost. No visual. Returning to base.”
    

    
      He closed the channel and whispered, “We didn’t see anything.”
    

    
      “Yeah,” Carson replied, voice tight. “Just a weather balloon.”
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Patterns
    

    
    
      
        August 4, 1988 – 0700 Zulu
        

                
      
      USS 
      Saratoga
       – Ready Room Three
    

    
      Jack Granger sat under flickering fluorescent lights, sipping coffee that tasted like metal and regret. His flight suit was zipped halfway down, sweat-damp at the collar. The ready room smelled of jet fuel, stale donuts, and anxiety. Across from him sat Commander Charles Redding, ship’s air wing intelligence officer. A lifer. The kind of man who believed in rules, in order, in "don’t ask questions you don’t want answers to."
    

    
      A tape recorder clicked on.
    

    
      “For the record,” Redding said, “this is a debrief of Flight Viper Two-One regarding the aborted intercept at 0220 Zulu, August 3. Lieutenant Commander Jack Granger and Lieutenant Mark Carson present.”
    

    
      Granger gave a small nod. Carson didn’t say a word. He looked pale, like he hadn’t slept.
    

    
      “Start from the moment Saratoga gave you intercept coordinates.”
    

    
      Granger exhaled. “We were tracking a bogey with a non-standard flight profile. No transponder. No comms. Speed and climb were unusual. We were cleared to intercept.”
    

    
      “Did you identify the craft?”
    

    
      “No.” He hesitated. “We lost radar. Visual contact was… inconclusive.”
    

    
      Redding leaned forward. “Inconclusive how?”
    

    
      Carson finally spoke. “We saw something, sir. Just… not anything that should exist.”
    

    
      Redding didn’t flinch. He’d heard something like this before.
    

    
      “Describe it.”
    

    
      Granger looked at Carson, then said, “A black triangle. Silent. Hovering at forty thousand. It turned in place—without banking. Lit up and vanished. Not accelerated. 
      Vanished.
      ”
    

    
      Silence filled the room. Only the hum of the recorder and the hiss of the coffee pot.
    

    
      Redding nodded slowly. “Any signs of pursuit or aggression?”
    

    
      “No. Just observation.”
    

    
      “System failures?”
    

    
      “Total loss. Radar, HUD, radio. Rebooted after one minute.”
    

    
      Redding pressed pause on the recorder.
    

    
      Off the record.
    

    
      “You two are not the first crew to report this,” he said, voice low. “You 
      are
       the first to make visual contact that close.”
    

    
      Granger raised an eyebrow. “Others?”
    

    
      “Over the last four months: three sightings off the East Coast. One over the Norwegian Sea. Always at altitude, always during intercepts. Pilots report strange behavior. No weapon lock. No known propulsion signature.”
    

    
      Carson leaned forward. “What are we talking about here? Soviet tech? Some kind of deep black project?”
    

    
      Redding didn’t answer right away.
    

    
      Then he said: “This conversation never happened.”
    

    
      He stood, walked to the door, and handed Granger a manila envelope.
    

    
      “Your flight report. Keep it boring.”
    

    
      Granger opened it. The report already had the words 
      EQUIPMENT MALFUNCTION – NO CONTACT
       typed in clean Navy font.
    

    
      Redding looked at them both. “Understand, gentlemen: the Navy doesn’t chase ghosts. It buries them.”
    

    
      August 6, 1988 – Norfolk Naval Station, Virginia
    

    
      Granger met up with a buddy from flight school, now flying ASW patrols out of Norfolk. They got beers at a quiet bar near the base, the kind with cracked pool tables and a jukebox that only played Springsteen and Merle Haggard.
    

    
      Halfway through their second pitcher, his friend leaned in and said, “Tell me the truth, Jack. You see it too?”
    

    
      Granger froze. “What did 
      you
       see?”
    

    
      “Something over the Azores. Black. Fast. Made our P-3 look like a toy. My crew’s still rattled. Command said it was a ‘sensor calibration error.’ You believe that?”
    

    
      Granger didn’t answer.
    

    
      The bartender flipped the TV to the news. Grainy footage from a weather balloon mishap in Kansas played as filler. Granger couldn’t help but notice the shape in the background of the still frame: triangular, hovering above a line of power poles. The anchor called it "a trick of light."
    

    
      August 10, 1988 – Somewhere Over the Mediterranean
    

    
      An F/A-18 pilot out of Naples reported a “triangular craft with strobing lights” that “matched and mirrored” his altitude and heading for ten minutes before darting off at impossible speed.
    

    
      The report was buried under routine patrol logs and labeled a fatigue hallucination.
    

    
      August 12, 1988 – Granger’s Quarters, USS 
      Saratoga
    

    
      Jack lay in his bunk staring at the ceiling. The sea rocked the ship gently, but sleep wouldn’t come.
    

    
      He reached under his mattress and pulled out a notebook. In it, he wrote:
    

    
      	
        Shape
        
          : Triangular
          

        
      

      	
        Altitude
        
          : 40k ft
          

        
      

      	
        Speed
        
          : Instant acceleration?
          

        
      

      	
        Effect
        
          : EMP/sensor disruption
          

        
      

      	
        Intent
        
          : Unknown
          

        
      

    

    
      He paused. Then he wrote:
    

    
      Sightings increasing. Not Soviet. Not ours. Not natural.
    

    
      He underlined 
      not ours
       twice.
    

    
      Then he turned the page and scribbled one more thing:
    

    
      It saw us. It wanted to be seen.
    

    
      August 18, 1988 – Somewhere over the Barents Sea
    

    
      It started as a scramble.
    

    
      Two F-14s launched from the 
      USS America
       to intercept an unidentified radar contact moving at Mach 1.2, low over the water, course erratic. Nothing unusual at first. Just another blip. Another long night in the Cold War.
    

    
      Until the contact 
      split into three.
    

    
      No signatures. No heat trails. Just three dark masses on radar moving in perfect unison, zig-zagging across the sea like flies on glass.
    

    
      “Viper Three-One to AWACS—we’re getting radar anomalies. Targets splitting, merging, reforming. This some kind of jamming?”
    

    
      “Negative,” AWACS replied. “No known ECM in the area. Targets now accelerating. Confirming—Mach 3... no, 4... They’re pulling 30 Gs. That’s not possible.”
    

    
      And then—
    

    
      “Jesus Christ, one’s right on us!”
    

    
      The transmission cut out.
    

    
      The next morning, both Tomcats were recovered.
    

    
      Empty.
    

    
      No sign of the pilots. No ejection. No distress call. Both canopies sealed. Instruments fried. Cockpit glass melted from the inside.
    

    
      Navy command classified it as a “catastrophic environmental failure.”
    

    
      No one believed it.
    

    
      August 20, 1988 – USS 
      Saratoga
       Combat Information Center
    

    
      Granger stood next to the radar techs as another contact danced across their scopes—erratic, impossible, too high and too fast. They’d come every night now. One, sometimes two. Hovering near the fleet. Stalking.
    

    
      They never fired.
    

    
      They never spoke.
    

    
      But something had changed. The passive curiosity was gone.
    

    
      They were 
      testing
       them.
    

    
      Probing response times, scrambling comms, slicing through radar like a scalpel through gauze. Once, one of them dropped a decoy that mimicked a Soviet TU-95 bomber so perfectly the fleet nearly went to Condition One.
    

    
      That night, the 
      Saratoga’s
       fire control system locked onto one for 2.3 seconds before rebooting itself and erasing the incident from the log.
    

    
      August 23, 1988 – Mid-Atlantic, 0300 Zulu
    

    
      The USS 
      Hawkins
      , a destroyer escort, went dark.
    

    
      Total blackout. Power failure. Emergency batteries kicked in just long enough to send a burst transmission: 
      “Unknown contact overhead. No propulsion. No sound. Lights directly above us—”
    

    
      Then nothing.
    

    
      She drifted for 41 minutes before systems came back online.
    

    
      Her entire radar suite was slagged. Melted wiring. Magnetic field around the hull had spiked 400%. Her CIWS gun had rotated 180 degrees on its own and locked onto their own helo deck.
    

    
      The crew was found confused, nauseated, and sunburned despite a moonless night.
    

    
      The 
      Saratoga
       was ordered to “observe only.”
    

    
      Granger was done observing.
    

    
      August 24, 1988 – Ready Room Three
    

    
      He slammed his fist on the table.
    

    
      “They’re not just watching anymore. They’re probing us. Testing reaction. Testing 
      limits
      .”
    

    
      Commander Redding kept his expression calm. “You don’t know that.”
    

    
      “I do. And if they’re testing limits, that means they 
      have
       some. And they’re getting ready to cross one.”
    

    
      Redding sighed and poured himself black coffee. “You’re a pilot, not an intelligence officer. Stick to flying. Let command handle the rest.”
    

    
      “Command’s not handling 
      anything
      ,” Granger snapped. “They’re filing these things under ‘ghost contacts’ and hoping we stop talking.”
    

    
      Redding said nothing.
    

    
      Then, quietly: “What do you think they want?”
    

    
      Granger didn’t answer right away.
    

    
      Then: “I think... we’re the test subjects. And I think we just flunked their patience.”
    

    
      August 25, 1988 – Flight 447 Out of Reykjavík
    

    
      At 0432 hours, a commercial Icelandair flight en route to Halifax reported a “massive black object” pacing its right wing.
    

    
      The captain radioed ATC in a panic.
    

    
      “We are being followed. It’s not a plane. No wings. No lights. It’s just... 
      there.
      ”
    

    
      Static.
    

    
      And then, the emergency beacon activated for five seconds.
    

    
      When ground control reestablished contact, the crew denied anything had happened.
    

    
      They claimed no knowledge of the call.
    

    
      The tape, however, told a different story.
    

    
      On playback, a third voice could be heard on the recording—mechanical, wet, repeating the same phrase under the pilot’s distress:
    

    
      “Not yet. Not yet. Not yet.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Fire in the Sky
    

    
    
    
      
        August 28, 1988 – 0143 Zulu
        

                
      
      North Atlantic – 180 Miles Off the Azores
    

    
      The air was calm above the sea, a black mirror reflecting the stars. Jack Granger’s F-14 Tomcat screamed through the night on a routine patrol that hadn’t been routine in weeks.
    

    
      His radar was clean.
    

    
      His gut was not.
    

    
      “Viper Two-One, you're clear out to waypoint Echo,” came the voice from AWACS. “Nothing on scope.”
    

    
      Granger tapped the side of his console. “Yeah? Check again. I’ve got hair standing up inside my helmet.”
    

    
      Lieutenant Carson, his RIO, shifted in his seat. “I don’t like this, Jack. It’s too quiet.”
    

    
      “Too 
      clean
      ,” Jack muttered. “It’s the silence right before something—”
    

    
      The sky tore open.
    

    
      A flash—no, a 
      slice
      —appeared above them. Black on black, like space bleeding through the sky. Something came 
      through
       it. Fast. Huge. Triangular. And glowing faintly around the edges like an eclipse rimmed with flame.
    

    
      Jack yanked the stick. “Fox Goddamn Two, I’ve got a visual!”
    

    
      The thing moved without moving—teleporting 1,000 feet to their 6 o’clock in the blink of an eye. Carson shouted something unintelligible. The jet’s systems went berserk: lights flickering, radar down, altimeter spinning like a slot machine.
    

    
      Then it happened.
    

    
      THOOM.
    

    
      The Tomcat lurched like it had been kicked by God. The right wing snapped off, spiraling away in flame. Fire erupted down the fuselage. Jack yanked the ejection handle.
    

    
      0146 Zulu – 12,000 Feet and Falling
    

    
      Jack's parachute bloomed above him, flames lighting the ocean below like a funeral pyre.
    

    
      The Tomcat disintegrated in pieces, trailing smoke like black ribbons across the stars.
    

    
      But Jack wasn’t watching that.
    

    
      He was watching 
      it
      .
    

    
      The triangle hovered above him. Silent. Effortless. It didn’t need wings. It didn’t need engines. It didn’t 
      obey gravity.
    

    
      It just 
      watched
      .
    

    
      And then it began to descend with him.
    

    
      Matching his drift.
    

    
      Staying perfectly above his chute, like a spider over a fly dangling on a string.
    

    
      0210 Zulu – Surface of the Atlantic
    

    
      The raft inflated as Jack hit the water. Bruised, coughing, bleeding from the scalp, he scrambled aboard and looked up.
    

    
      It was still there. Lower now. Close enough that he could make out 
      shapes
       underneath the craft—like dark limbs hanging in syrup. Something organic. Something that 
      twitched.
    

    
      The triangle pulsed once with a dull, red glow.
    

    
      And then… something descended from it.
    

    
      Not a beam of light. Not a ladder.
    

    
      A 
      cord
      . Flesh-like. Veined. It slithered into the water a few feet from the raft and began to inch toward him, just under the surface, stirring the sea like a whisper.
    

    
      Jack pulled his flare gun.
    

    
      “Back off, E.T.,” he muttered. “You want me, you come out and say it.”
    

    
      The water boiled.
    

    
      A 
      head
       emerged—if you could call it that. Not quite alien. Not quite machine. Its surface shimmered, textured like wet glass. No eyes. No mouth. Just a smooth oval that 
      tilted
       when it looked at him.
    

    
      Then came a voice—not aloud, but inside his skull.
    

    
      “You are the first.”
    

    
      Jack clutched his temples. “Get the hell out of my head!”
    

    
      “You survived. You saw. You persist. Therefore, you are chosen.”
    

    
      “Chosen for what?” he croaked.
    

    
      A pause.
    

    
      “To witness.”
    

    
      Jack aimed and fired the flare gun straight into the thing’s face.
    

    
      The bright red flare hit the surface—and 
      passed through it
       like mist.
    

    
      The head vanished. The cord recoiled. The triangle rose in total silence and disappeared into the clouds above as quickly as it had come.
    

    
      The sea fell still again.
    

    
      0430 Zulu – Rescue Helicopter En Route
    

    
      Jack was pulled from the raft by a Navy rescue team. He was incoherent. Burned. Repeating the same thing over and over through cracked lips:
    

    
      “It picked me. It picked me. It’s not done.”
    

    
      The medics sedated him.
    

    
      August 29, 1988 – Naval Hospital Rota, Spain
    

    
      Jack awoke in a white room. The curtains were drawn. A fan turned lazily overhead.
    

    
      Commander Redding stood at the foot of the bed, looking like he’d aged ten years in one night.
    

    
      “You’re lucky to be alive,” he said.
    

    
      Jack blinked. “No, I’m 
      not.
      ”
    

    
      Redding didn’t argue.
    

    
      “How’s Carson?”
    

    
      “He’ll be fine. Battered and bruised. Same as you.”
    

    
      “You said they were testing us,” he added. “You were right. But this wasn’t a test. Not anymore.”
    

    
      Granger’s voice was barely a whisper.
    

    
      “They’re making contact.”
    

    
      Redding nodded, grim.
    

    
      “And I think they just chose 
      you
       as the messenger.”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Coordinates
    

    
    
    
      
        September 3, 1988 – Naval Hospital Rota, Spain
        

                
      
      0407 Hours
    

    
      Granger sat bolt upright in bed, sweat-drenched sheets clinging to him like seaweed. The room was dark, the fan above still lazily spinning. For a moment, he couldn’t breathe. Then came the 
      sound.
    

    
      No—not a sound.
    

    
      A 
      presence
      .
    

    
      The voice was back.
    

    
      Not booming, not clear. It 
      pressed
       against the back of his brain like a warm thumbprint, more 
      impression
       than speech.
    

    
        “Come.”
    

    
      He gripped his head. “Come 
      where?
      ”
    

    
      There was no reply.
    

    
      Just… numbers.
    

    
      Flashed into his mind like a snapshot burned on film.
    

    
        43.2459° N, 110.7035° W
    

    
      He blinked. “What the hell is that?”
    

    
      He scrambled for the notepad near the bed and wrote them down with shaking hands. As soon as the pen lifted from paper, a low 
      tone
       thrummed behind his ears.
    

    
      The voice again, more insistent this time:
    

    
        “Come. Before they do.”
    

    
      September 4 – Naval Briefing Room, Rota
    

    
      Granger sat across from two men in matching gray suits. They had no insignia. No names. One was chewing a toothpick like it was a nervous tic.
    

    
      “We understand you had an 
      encounter
      ,” said Toothpick, his accent neutral to the point of unnatural. “We’d like to understand what you 
      think
       happened.”
    

    
      Granger stared back. “Why don’t you tell me? Seems like you’re the ones who 
      knew
       they were coming.”
    

    
      The second man smiled too quickly. “Lieutenant Commander, let’s not play coy. You’ve been... transmitting.”
    

    
      Granger stiffened.
    

    
      “We’ve picked up a low-band carrier pulse emanating from your bunk,” Toothpick said. “Every night since you were brought aboard. Harmonics we’ve never seen before. It’s not 
      human.
       Is it?”
    

    
      Granger didn't answer.
    

    
      “You’re going to Wyoming,” said the second man, standing up.
    

    
      That made him blink. “What?”
    

    
      “We already traced the coordinates,” Toothpick added. “Public land. Nothing out there but cattle and telephone poles.”
    

    
      He leaned closer.
    

    
      “Unless, of course, 
      something
       is waiting.”
    

    
      September 5 – Military Transport Plane, 33,000 Feet
    

    
      Granger stared at the open file folder in his lap. A printed map of Wyoming, a red pushpin marked near the Snake River Range. Forest. Mountains. A few hiking trails. Nothing else.
    

    
      No base. No radar. No installations.
    

    
      Nothing that should call out to him in the middle of the night.
    

    
      And yet…
    

    
        “Come. We are waiting.”
    

    
      It whispered again. He hadn’t eaten in 18 hours. His nose bled in brief bursts. He hadn’t told anyone about the dreams.
    

    
      How in them, the triangle unfolded like an origami nightmare, revealing tunnels—not metal—but 
      flesh.
       How it showed him shapes inside liquid that moved like people in slow panic. One of them always 
      looked like him.
    

    
      He tried to sleep.
    

    
      The voice wouldn’t let him.
    

    
      September 6 – Wyoming
    

    
      The Jeep rumbled down a dirt path with no name. He was alone. They’d dropped him five miles back, claiming they were under strict orders not to go further.
    

    
      The pine trees thickened. The road turned into grass, then rock, then 
      nothing.
    

    
      And there—at the precise coordinates—stood a rusted cattle fence, bent inward as if something 
      massive
       had stepped through it.
    

    
      Beyond that, just a field.
    

    
      No craft. No lights. No welcoming party.
    

    
      Until he heard it again:
    

    
        “Closer.”
    

    
      He stepped into the field.
    

    
      The wind died.
    

    
      Time slowed.
    

    
      His ears popped—and stayed popped. Like the air had 
      changed density.
    

    
      A buzzing, like insects inside a TV.
    

    
      Then, 
      it appeared.
    

    
      Not descended. Not landed.
    

    
      Just 
      was.
    

    
      The triangle. But smaller. And pulsing like a living lung.
    

    
      Something peeled open at its base.
    

    
      Granger didn’t run.
    

    
      Didn’t even breathe.
    

    
      Because inside the slit of light… stood 
      him.
    

    
      Or something 
      wearing him.
    

    
      It raised a hand and pointed at his chest.
    

    
      Then, without lips or sound, the message poured directly into his brain like molten lead:
    

    
        “You are our mouth.”
    

    
        “Now speak.”
    

    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Mouth
    

    
    
    
      September 8, 1988 – Andrews Air Force Base, Maryland
    

    
      Granger stepped off the unmarked Learjet looking like hell and 
      utterly calm about it.
    

    
      His uniform was scorched at the seams. His boots were wet with what might have been morning dew or blood or something between. His eyes were bloodshot, his skin pale as bone—but he walked like a man who knew where every footstep should fall.
    

    
      Waiting for him was Rear Admiral Donald Clay, flanked by two suits and a psychiatrist who already looked like she wanted to recommend lifelong sedation.
    

    
      “Jack,” the Admiral said, wary. “Where the hell have you been?”
    

    
      Granger looked past him.
    

    
      “No further questions,” he said, voice like gravel run over silk.
    

    
      Clay frowned. “Excuse me?”
    

    
      Granger turned to him slowly. “That’s not for you. That was for them.”
    

    
      He pointed at the sky.
    

    
      Nobody spoke.
    

    
      September 9 – Interrogation Room B, Sublevel Two
    

    
      Granger sat in a cold chair, his hands cuffed loosely to the table. He hadn’t asked for food, water, or a lawyer. Just a tape recorder.
    

    
      “They don’t use words like we do,” he said, speaking into the mic. “They 
      pour
       them in. Like filling a glass. Each one means a hundred things.”
    

    
      He paused.
    

    
      “But there’s one they keep coming back to. A word or symbol I can’t shake.”
    

    
      He stared at the wall for five full minutes before whispering:
    

    
        “Rend.”
    

    
      The tech listening in via live feed flinched.
    

    
      “Rend what?” asked the psychiatrist from behind the glass.
    

    
      Granger smiled.
    

    
      “You’ll see.”
    

    
      September 10 – Granger’s Quarters, Secured Housing
    

    
      Granger slept little, but when he did, he 
      spoke.
       Not in English. Not in any known language. The audio picked up guttural syllables, clicks, and humming. The Pentagon linguists called it “low-frequency phonetic mimicry.” Others called it 
      chanting.
    

    
      More alarming: when played backward, one tape seemed to repeat the phrase:
    

    
        “He is not alone.”
    

    
      September 12 – Civilian Reports Begin
    

    
      A rancher 50 miles from Granger’s landing site in Wyoming filed a complaint with the Forest Service.
    

    
      “Something big came outta the woods. Sounded like a goddamn transformer but... inside out. It 
      moved like it didn’t care if it was seen.
       My cows won’t go near the fence anymore. Hell, 
      I
       won’t.”
    

    
      Three hikers reported seeing a man in a flight suit walking barefoot down a mountain trail. He stared at them, then walked backward into the trees without breaking eye contact.
    

    
      Forest cameras showed nothing.
    

    
      But one photo, taken at dusk, captured 
      Granger’s face
       reflected in a trail marker.
    

    
      Only problem?
    

    
      He hadn’t left the base.
    

    
      September 13 – The Broadcast
    

    
      At 02:46 EST, Granger hijacked the base’s internal communications network.
    

    
      No one knew how.
    

    
      Security footage showed him sitting cross-legged on the floor of his room, hands in his lap, staring at nothing.
    

    
      But across every television, monitor, and radio within a 2-mile radius of Andrews Air Force Base, his voice played on a loop for seven minutes:
    

    
      
        “We are the mouth of the silent sky.
        

         We are the last sound before the tear.
        

         We are the voice beneath your skin.
        

         And now, so are you.”
      
    

    
      Then silence.
    

    
      Then all the base’s lights went out for exactly 
      eleven seconds
      .
    

    
      When they came back on, Granger was gone.
    

    
      September 14 – Status: UNKNOWN
    

    
      Granger’s cell showed no signs of forced entry. His restraints were intact. Security cameras showed static during the blackout.
    

    
      All they recovered was a smear of thick, green-black liquid on the pillow and the word 
      “REND”
       scratched into the underside of his bed frame—deep and jagged, like done with a claw or something 
      hungrier.
    

    
      Rear Admiral Clay ordered a nationwide manhunt under the name 
      Operation Broken Wing.
    

    
      He told the press it was a "containment breach of a mentally unstable officer."
    

    
      Off the record, he began sleeping with a loaded .45 under his pillow.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Return Protocol
    

    
    
    
      September 17, 1988 – Cheyenne Mountain Complex, Colorado
    

    
      Rear Admiral Clay was just about to pour himself a third coffee when the red phone rang.
    

    
      “He’s here.”
    

    
      Clay froze.
    

    
      The voice on the other end didn’t elaborate. It didn’t need to.
    

    
      Granger had come back.
    

    
      09:43 Hours – Level 3 Containment
    

    
      They brought Clay down through a series of new corridors that hadn’t existed on the base maps two weeks ago. Places the Pentagon didn’t acknowledge. Doors opened with biometric scans and a code phrase spoken backward: 
      “Arise, sleeper.”
    

    
      Inside the room sat Jack Granger.
    

    
      But it wasn’t Jack Granger.
    

    
      His skin was smoother. Translucent in places, like wax over bioluminescence. His pupils were gone—replaced by shifting, silver filaments like the surface of a moonlit lake. His fingernails had fused into hard, plate-like ridges.
    

    
      He was smiling.
    

    
      “Hello, Don.”
    

    
      Clay swallowed hard. “You look like hell.”
    

    
      Granger chuckled. “Hell is quaint compared to where I’m going.”
    

    
      Clay sat across from him, eyes scanning the changes. His voice dropped to a whisper.
    

    
      “What the hell 
      are
       you?”
    

    
      Granger leaned forward, voice still his—but touched by a resonance that hummed in the bones.
    

    
      “I’m an adaptation.”
    

    
      He flexed one hand. The veins glowed faintly.
    

    
      “Their world is incompatible with ours. Different air. Pressure. Radiation like breathing static. They needed someone who could survive the transformation—someone trained to follow orders but capable of improvisation.”
    

    
      Clay stared at him. “And you just… said yes?”
    

    
      Granger shrugged. “They didn’t ask. They 
      showed
      . It’s not obedience. It’s inevitability.”
    

    
      10:07 Hours – Final Debrief
    

    
      Clay held a recorder between them.
    

    
      “Tell me your objective.”
    

    
      Granger’s gaze drifted toward the ceiling. “To establish a beachhead. Not an invasion, Don. An understanding. They're old. Far older than us. And they’re 
      not patient anymore.
       Something’s coming—something they don’t fully control. They need allies.”
    

    
      He leaned closer.
    

    
      “They chose 
      me
       to be their scout.”
    

    
      Clay raised an eyebrow. “You sound proud.”
    

    
      “No. Just... 
      awake.
      ”
    

    
      10:30 Hours – Transfer Site Echo
    

    
      They brought him to a canyon in the Rockies—no roads, no lights, just wind and stars. Above them, the sky peeled open like skin from fruit. A triangular shape emerged, silently unfolding.
    

    
      The air turned electric. Everyone fell to their knees.
    

    
      Granger turned to Clay one last time.
    

    
      “I’ll be back in a year. Earth time. I’ll bring what I’ve learned.”
    

    
      Clay blinked. “And if what you learn is that they’re lying to us?”
    

    
      Granger smiled, faint and inhuman.
    

    
      “Then I’ll lie right back.”
    

    
      The craft lowered a ribbon of liquid light. Granger stepped into it and 
      dissolved upward
      , as if being erased line by line.
    

    
      Then he was gone.
    

    
      And all that remained was a 
      single tooth
      , still wet, in the dirt.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      CoalFace
    

    
      The Collapse
    

    
    
      Briar Fork, Pennsylvania – 1910
    

    
      The dawn broke dirty and gray over the coal-blasted hills of Briar Fork. Smoke from chimneys rolled low over clapboard houses, the black dust of the mines already clinging to everything—the shutters, the fence posts, even the picket signs from the last strike, now weather-worn and ignored. Beneath the Earth, the men worked where no morning ever came.
    

    
      Ezra Hobb stood at the mouth of Shaft 12, the lowest and oldest of the mines still operating. At thirty-five, he was built like a casket—thick, unadorned, and heavy. His skin bore the soot stains that soap couldn’t touch. His eyes, gray and deep-set, squinted out from beneath his helmet like twin bits of flint. He didn’t talk much, but when he did, the others listened.
    

    
      “Storm’s comin’,” he muttered to nobody in particular.
    

    
      “Sky’s been pissin’ threats for three days,” said Merrick, a wiry kid barely out of his teens. “Still dry down there.”
    

    
      Hobb didn't reply. He just adjusted his belt, hoisted his pick, and started the long walk into the shaft, boots clomping past rotted beams and damp walls. Twenty-two men followed behind him, a mix of immigrants and townfolk, all of them tired and hungry, all of them desperate.
    

    
      The mine breathed around them, inhaling coal dust and exhaling the sighs of forgotten things. Some said the tunnels whispered. Others said that was just the sound of rock settling. But Ezra—Ezra had heard something different. Something deeper. Older.
    

    
      They reached the workface half a mile down. The air was thick and damp, smelling of rot and something sulfurous. Nobody spoke of it. The foreman had gone missing two days earlier—walked into the dark with a lantern and never came back. The company sent no replacement. They needed coal, not excuses.
    

    
      As the men began to chip away at the black seam, the walls groaned like dying oxen. The ceiling dripped pitch. Still, they worked.
    

    
      Then the tremor came.
    

    
      It wasn’t an earthquake, not exactly. It was more like a 
      heave
      —as though the Earth shifted to roll over in its sleep. Beams creaked. A rush of air blew out their lamps. And then the ceiling fell.
    

    
      A single scream, high and sharp. Then darkness.
    

    
      When Ezra Hobb woke, he could hear groaning and the ragged wheeze of crushed lungs. The light from the blast was gone. The air was warm, but still. Too still.
    

    
      He tried to move, but something was wrong. His legs were pinned. He could feel them—numb, maybe broken. He called out, but no voice came. His throat was coated in soot.
    

    
      Around him, voices cried out in the dark. Merrick. Old Peabody. Two Slovaks he never knew by name. The number of voices was shrinking.
    

    
      The pocket they were in must have held. Barely. A collapse like that should’ve crushed them all. But Ezra realized quickly this wasn’t luck—it was a tomb. No rescue would come. Shaft 12 had been unofficial. Unrecorded in the books. Too deep. Too dangerous.
    

    
      They were expendable.
    

    
      Hours passed. Then days. The moaning stopped. The thirst came. A few died quietly. One didn’t.
    

    
      On the third night, something moved in the rock. Not above, but below.
    

    
      Ezra heard it—a dragging scrape, like metal on stone. Then the walls pulsed, the very earth seemed to breathe, and a crack opened in the far side of the chamber. Hot air spilled out. It smelled like burning teeth.
    

    
      He crawled toward it.
    

    
      Inside, he found no cave. No tunnel. Just blackness that moved. He felt it reach for him—not with hands, but with want. And in that choking dark, it 
      spoke.
    

    
      It didn't use words. It used memory. Regret. Rage. The feeling of being buried alive and 
      forgotten.
    

    
      It offered him one thing: a way out.
    

    
      But not as Ezra Hobb.
    

    
      No, Ezra Hobb would die down there, in the bowels of Briar Fork. But something else—something made of soot and hatred and ember-light—would rise in his place.
    

    
      Above ground, the mine was sealed. The company paid families thirty dollars per head and declared the site “inactive.” Men went home. Children grew up without fathers. The world moved on.
    

    
      Until the storms returned.
    

    
      And with them, the soot.
    

    
      And a whisper in the dark:
    

    
      “
      He’s still diggin
      ’
      .”
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Return
    

    
    
      Briar Fork, Pennsylvania – Present Day
    

    
      The town had shrunk like an old lung. Rows of boarded windows and busted pavement bore the weight of a century’s worth of forgotten promises. The mine shafts, capped and rusting, were marked by crooked metal signs that read: 
      DANGER: SUBSURFACE INSTABILITY,
       in faded red letters. Kids dared each other to break the locks, but nobody ever stayed long.
    

    
      Not since last fall, when that dog went missing and came back hairless and blind.
    

    
      Now even the daredevils stayed away.
    

    
      But none of that mattered to Shannon Bell. A 25-year-old geology grad student and novice writer from Penn State, Shannon had come to Briar Fork with a grant, a drone kit, and a theory. Her thesis advisor thought she was wasting her time—“coal country’s tapped dry”—but Shannon wasn’t interested in fossil fuels. She was chasing seismic anomalies: deep pulses of heat and movement that didn’t match tectonic activity. They’d started just six months ago, and they were getting stronger. She also had a deep affinity for the supernatural.
    

    
      Whatever was causing the shifting, came from beneath Shaft 12.
    

    
      The town archivist, a half-blind man named Earl, had laughed when she asked about it.
    

    
      “Shaft 12?” he’d wheezed. “That one ain’t even on most of the maps. Collapsed in 1910. Buried a whole crew. Company sealed it and paid hush money to the widows.”
    

    
      “And nobody’s opened it since?” Shannon asked.
    

    
      “Oh, people tried. Back in the '70s, a developer tried turning it into a mine tour. His equipment melted. Not 
      broke
      . Melted.”
    

    
      She thought he was joking. She didn’t laugh.
    

    
      Now Shannon stood at the edge of a sinkhole, twenty feet across and freshly opened after a recent thunderstorm. The air that rose from it was unnaturally warm. A deep metallic scent hung in her nose—rust and something like scorched meat.
    

    
      Beside her, Darren, her assistant (and ex-boyfriend, depending on the week), set up a thermal drone. “We should report this. The ground’s still shifting.”
    

    
      “I want readings first.”
    

    
      “You’ve got a death wish, Bell. Seriously.”
    

    
      She dropped a light stick into the hole. It fell… and kept falling. At least 200 feet down. When it finally hit, it gave off a dull orange glow. The cave it landed in was massive. And warm.
    

    
      Shannon glanced at her handheld seismic scanner. The numbers spiked. A pulse. 
      Thump.
    

    
      The Earth, again, had moved. But not from any plate boundary or natural fault line.
    

    
      It was a heartbeat.
    

    
      That night, Shannon reviewed the drone footage in her rented motel room. Something about the footage of the sinkhole felt… 
      wrong.
       Not just the heat signatures, which flared red and orange far beyond normal limits, but the way the darkness seemed to 
      pull
       at the drone.
    

    
      Frame by frame, she watched the drone’s descent. At the bottom, there was the rubble of old timbers. A twisted mining cart. Bones.
    

    
      Then, for one frame—only one—a face.
    

    
      Charred. Eyeless. Grinning.
    

    
      The screen pixelated and died.
    

    
      Elsewhere, three miles underground, he stirred
      .
    

    
      The dirt shifted. The soot danced. A massive figure, black as midnight and glowing faintly at the joints like an old furnace, opened a pair of ember eyes.
    

    
      Elias Fitch was no more
      .
    

    
      But Coalface—
      the buried wrath of forgotten men
      —had awakened.
    

    
      He lifted his rusted iron pickaxe from the rocks and began to climb
    

    
    
      The Hicks of Hell Hollow
    

    
    
      They called themselves Hicks of Hell Hollow—and they lived up to the name.
    

    
      Terry and Leanne Mallard, brother and sister, local legends in Briar Fork, had been ghost-hunting since before YouTube was a thing. Their home was a converted funeral parlor stocked with EMF meters, homemade ghost traps, and a taxidermy raccoon named Admiral Squeaks. Their viral videos had titles like 
      “Possessed Porta-Potty in Altoona”
       and 
      “I Farted in the Spirit Box and Got a Demon”
      .
    

    
      They were 
      technically
       broke, 
      definitely
       weird, and 
      completely
       fearless.
    

    
      “This is our 
      moment
      , Terry,” Leanne whispered dramatically, crouched behind a bush near the sinkhole with a night vision camera in one hand and a pork rind in the other. “The spectral pressure here is through the roof. I smell sulfur.”
    

    
      Terry wore army camo pants, a sleeveless Led Zeppelin tee, and a backwards fishing hat with "GHOSTS FEAR ME" stitched across the brim. He held a beat-up metal detector he'd retrofitted with an old Game Boy for "spirit tracking." It beeped randomly and made 
      Tetris
       noises when it found iron.
    

    
      “Why’d we sneak past the cops again?” he whispered.
    

    
      “Because the spirits don’t like badges. Also, I owe the sheriff thirty bucks.”
    

    
      They edged toward the collapsed shaft, the air warmer than it should’ve been. Leanne’s camera screen flickered.
    

    
      “I can 
      feel
       the activity,” Leanne whispered, clutching her night vision rig like it was a newborn. “We’re standing on a ley line or some kinda ghost artery. Maybe even a soul ulcer.”
    

    
      “You say that every time,” Terry muttered, flicking a cigarette butt into the dark. “Last time it was just a raccoon with mange.”
    

    
      “This

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      	
        
          The Coalface legend resurfaced in every bar and feed store.
          

        
      

      	
        
          Pastor Hill claimed it was judgment for the town’s sins.
          

        
      

      	
        
          Teenagers posted blurry night photos online with hashtags like #RealCoalface and #MineDemon.
          

        
      

      	
        
          Mrs. Adler swore she saw someone watching her from the cornfield… with fire behind his eyes.
          

        
      

    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      But beneath them
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Inside the Vein 
      They descended with headlamps and prayers.
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      (Three Days Later)
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      The Falling Sky
       
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      The Girl Who Fell
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Memory Locked
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Dream Engines
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Veiss-The Red Warden
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Ash Monastery
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Interlude: Sereya’s Mind
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Warden’s Choice
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      Interlude II: Veiss-Theshold
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
      	
        
          Veiss, as a child, staring into a memory-pool.
          

        
      

      	
        
          A girl next to her. Silver-eyed. Laughing.
          

        
      

      	
        
          They were twins.
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