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  Foreword



Some stories don’t begin with a hero or a clear path. Some begin with silence—after the fall, after the loss, after the world has already changed beyond recognition. Sealed Fate was born in that silence.




I wrote this book in the spaces between heartbreak and healing, in the quiet moments when questions outweighed answers. It became more than just a story about survival—it became a reflection of what it means to hold on to hope when everything feels broken, to carry pieces of yourself through darkness and still choose light.




The characters in these pages—Lena, Cole, Amira—they aren’t just fighting aliens or fate. They’re fighting the same doubts, fears, and small sparks of love and courage that live in all of us. I hope you see something of yourself in them.




Thank you for choosing to walk this path with me. Whether you’re here for the adventure, the emotion, or simply to escape for a while—I’m truly grateful you’re holding this book in your hands.




Because sometimes, the end of the world is just the beginning of something more.




— David Cameron
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  The Flash of Silence

  
  




The dawn in Raven Hollow had begun like any other — a soft pink creeping over the horizon, birds calling from the treetops, the distant hum of early morning life stirring awake.




Sheriff Nathan Cole stood outside the station, hands stuffed deep in the pockets of his worn leather jacket, boots planted in the gravel dust. He sipped lukewarm coffee from a chipped ceramic mug that read “#1 Dad,” a relic from a life he only half-remembered. The sky over the eastern ridge was unusually clear, brushed with strokes of lavender and rose gold. It was the kind of morning that made even the most hardened of men pause and let out a slow breath.




Raven Hollow was a quiet town — not sleepy, not dead, just content. Nestled between forested hills and wide valleys, it had a rhythm all its own. The bakery would be opening now, he knew. The smell of fresh bread and sugared pastries would soon roll down Main Street, mingling with the morning dew. Old Mr. Elridge would be out walking his dog, the same collie he’d had since before Nathan returned to town. And across from the post office, Mrs. Mendez would be watering her garden with a glass of wine in hand, claiming it was the best time to speak to her roses.




Normal. Peaceful. Predictable.




But Sheriff Cole didn’t trust predictability any more.




His eyes scanned the horizon again. Something tugged at him — not quite a thought, more a pressure behind the ribs, as if the wind had something to say and hadn’t yet decided how to say it. A storm, maybe. Not the kind with thunder and lightning, but a tension that rides just ahead of the weather, prickling the skin like static.




He took another sip of coffee, squinting as the first golden ray kissed the town hall’s rooftop. Then it happened.




A flash.




Not lightning. Not fireworks. Not even something he could name.




It came without warning. One moment, the sky was calm; the next, a searing white light exploded above the town like a star imploding. It didn’t crash or roar. It just… appeared. Whole and perfect and blinding.




Nathan dropped his mug. The ceramic shattered against the steps of the station. He threw up an arm, shielding his face as the light poured over everything — flooding the streets, the trees, the faces of early risers with something impossibly pure and unbearably intense. His eyes burned, even behind his lids, and for a breathless second, the world was silent.




A silence so complete, it rang.




No birds. No wind. No footsteps. The only sound was the frantic beat of his own heart, loud in his ears.




Then — it was gone.




As if someone had snapped their fingers and switched the world back on, only… it hadn’t. Not really.




The sky returned to a dusty blue, but something was missing. The chirping birds did not return. The bakery didn’t hum. Even the ever-present whir of distant power lines — gone. Raven Hollow had gone dark.




Nathan blinked the spots from his eyes and stumbled back into the station. He reached for the radio on his desk, fumbling with the knob. It hissed, fizzled — static.




“This is Sheriff Cole,” he said, voice shaking more than he liked. “Anyone hear me? Control? Dispatch?”




No answer.




He tried again, louder. “Dispatch, do you copy?”




Nothing but hiss.




He tried the landline. Dead. The lights above him flickered once, then cut out altogether. The hum of the old HVAC system died with them, leaving the station too quiet.




A cold coil of dread twisted in his gut.







Across town, in the small but efficiently-run clinic that doubled as both urgent care and family medicine, Dr. Emily Voss stood at the window of her office, mouth slightly agape. She had seen the flash too — the entire sky erupting like a bulb blown too bright. For a moment, it had lit up the clinic’s linoleum floors and white walls with the same kind of glow you’d see in a dream.




Now, she stood in semi-darkness.




Monitors had blinked off. Her computer had gone black. The gentle beeping of the EKG machine in Room 2 — gone. The silence was thick, like being underwater.




She crossed the room quickly, checking switches, flicking lights. Nothing. Her heartbeat ticked upward. The grid wasn’t scheduled for maintenance. No storm. No warning.




She grabbed her medical bag — well-worn, well-stocked — and stepped outside.




The early morning air was crisp and warm on her skin. Still no birdsong. That’s what unnerved her most. The birds of Raven Hollow were relentless — robins, wrens, even the occasional hawk calling from the hills. But now… nothing. The trees stood still, the breeze gone slack.




She spotted movement: a figure walking toward her from across the street. Tall. Leather jacket. Sheriff Cole.




Their eyes met, and the unspoken passed between them — a momentary silence thick with too many questions.




Nathan reached her, jaw tight.




“No one’s answering. Radios are out. Whole town’s dark.”




Emily nodded, already thinking through a mental checklist. “This isn’t a usual blackout,” she said. “I need to check on the clinic’s patients. And the twins — the Ngyens — they’re at the school already. If the power’s out…”




“We need to keep people calm,” Nathan said, eyes scanning the rooftops. “Get everyone indoors. We don’t know what this is.”




He didn’t say what he feared it might be. But Emily could read it on his face — the memory of something buried deep.







By 6:30 a.m., the town’s main street was beginning to stir in uneasy confusion. Doors opened. Neighbors stepped onto porches, hands shielding their eyes, squinting at the empty sky. Somewhere down the lane, a child started crying.




Outside the bakery, Amira Patel, seventeen and curious to a fault, stood with her phone raised high, recording the heavens. “It just blinked!” she was saying to no one in particular. “Like — boom — and then it was gone.”




The sky gave no answers.




Mrs. Mendez, clutching her wineglass as if it offered some explanation, murmured, “I haven’t seen anything like that since the eclipse of ’94.”




Nathan moved down the street like an anchor — solid, calm, the way he’d trained himself to be. He spoke to folks quietly, offering vague reassurances while keeping his eyes on the treetops and distant ridge lines. The longer he stood among them, the more he felt the weight of their expectations: He’s the sheriff. He’ll know what to do.




But he didn’t.







By 7:00 a.m., the school bus hadn’t arrived.




Emily stood outside the brick-front elementary school, checking in on the small group of children whose parents had dropped them off early. Ms. Harrow, the music teacher, was trying to keep them occupied with songs and hand games, but the kids were restless. Fidgety.




The youngest, Milo — a boy with big glasses and a stutter — kept asking when the lights were coming back on. When Emily gently asked if he saw the flash, he whispered, “It tickled my brain.”




Her fingers froze around the stethoscope looped around her neck.







Back at the station, Nathan tried the old shortwave ham radio in the storage room. He hadn’t used it since the blizzard three years ago. The knobs clicked. A weak buzz responded — static, interrupted only by soft bursts of feedback. Then… something else.




A soft tone. A single repeating note. Faint. Deliberate. Almost melodic.




Nathan leaned in.




And then — gone. Silence returned.




He sat back, a muscle twitching in his jaw. The power wasn’t just out. The whole town was… sealed in something. That was the feeling gnawing at him now — as if the borders of Raven Hollow had gone fuzzy. As if they’d slipped into some pocket of stillness, a snow globe without a shake.







The hours passed. The town library, the diner, and even the gas station stayed closed. Cell phones failed to connect. GPS showed only a spinning wheel. Several residents tried to leave in cars — but found the highway blocked by fallen trees in either direction, as if nature herself had decided to lock the gates.




By noon, people stopped pretending it was a coincidence.




Emily met Nathan in the centre of town, near the statue of the town’s founder — a proud but odd-looking man named Elias Blackthorn. The statue cast a long shadow over them as the sun climbed overhead, hot but somehow… subdued.




“People are scared,” Emily said. “I don’t blame them.”




Nathan rubbed his temples. “If this is another drill… if this is military…”




“You don’t believe that.”




“No. I don’t.”




They stood for a while, watching as the townsfolk moved in small groups — checking on Neighbors, sharing supplies, lighting candles.




Then, as the sun dipped lower behind the trees, a low thrumming began to echo from the northern hills. Distant. Rhythmic. Like a heartbeat under stone.




The people of Raven Hollow froze.




And for the first time all day, no one said a word.
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  Glass Sky

  
  




The morning light was deceptive.




It spilled over Raven Hollow in soft, golden streaks, illuminating picket fences and flower boxes as if it were any other summer morning. Dew clung to blades of grass. Birds chirped from their perches on rooftops and fences—but never once did they take flight. The sky above was clear, impossibly blue, stretched wide and cloudless like a freshly scrubbed canvas.




But something was wrong.




Something had changed.




Sheriff Nathan Cole stood at the eastern edge of town, where the asphalt of Main Street faded into the winding backroads and open fields beyond. A quiet crowd had gathered there, drawn not by spectacle but by the absence of it. At the centre of their focus lay a small, crumpled bird on the pavement. Its wings were splayed awkwardly, feathers ruffled, eyes glazed. No one had seen it fall. No one had heard a sound. It was just… there.




Nathan crouched beside the tiny body. His breath came slow, shallow. There was no blood, no sign of trauma—only stillness. His fingers hovered near the bird but didn’t touch it.




Behind him, Amira Patel knelt, recording with her phone. Her voice was quiet, tinged with unease. “It just… flew right into something,” she murmured, brows furrowed. “Like an invisible wall.”




Nathan didn’t respond immediately. He stood slowly, glancing out toward the open field beyond the road — or what should have been open. But the air shimmered faintly, subtly, like heat rising from hot pavement even though the temperature was cool and crisp. Something unseen was there. A boundary. A wall.




Mayor Judith Gray arrived moments later in a crisp navy pant suit, her heels clicking briskly on the pavement. She was flanked by Greg Dawson and Marie Chen, two of the town’s council members, both looking pale and rattled. Judith’s face, however, wore its usual taut expression—decisive, unshaken.




“A barrier,” she said bluntly. “We need to figure out what we’re dealing with.”




Nathan nodded grimly. “It’s like the town’s been trapped inside a bubble.”




The words hung in the air. No one laughed. No one scoffed. There was something about the silence, the strangeness of the sky, the now dead bird — it all lent weight to even the wildest of ideas.




Amira’s fingers danced over her phone screen as she narrated. “This could explain the power outage, the radio silence, even the birds…” She zoomed in on the shimmer where the road abruptly stopped. “I’m documenting everything. People need to see this.”




Others in the crowd began stepping closer to the perceived edge. A man — Tom Walker, the mechanic — reached out a tentative hand. It stopped, mid-air, just inches from what should have been open space. His palm flattened against something solid, something smooth and invisible. His fingers curled as if trying to grip it, but there was nothing to hold onto. He pulled back, eyes wide.




Another resident, Sandra Flores, whistled for her golden retriever, Rusty, who bounded forward happily — until he reached the barrier. The dog skidded, tail tucking between his legs, and let out a high-pitched yelp before scrambling back. He whined, pressing against Sandra’s legs, refusing to go near the edge again.




Whispers swelled. Someone muttered about government experiments. Another mentioned alien containment fields. A third spoke of biblical reckoning, the rapture. The theories piled up as quickly as the panic.




Judith pulled Nathan aside, her voice low and controlled. “We need to get ahead of this. People are going to lose it the moment they realise they can’t leave.”




“I know,” Nathan said, jaw clenched. “But I can’t pretend everything’s fine. There’s no way to spin this.”




“Don’t spin it,” Judith said firmly. “But do contain it. Keep them busy. Keep them calm. Whatever this is, it wants us scared. Don’t let it win.”




Nathan turned back toward the crowd and tried to do just that. He moved among them, hands visible, his voice even and reassuring. “We’re working on it. Everyone, go home for now. Stay safe. Don’t try to test the barrier—we don’t know how it reacts. Keep your radios on. We’ll update you as soon as we know more.”




Most obeyed. But the unease lingered, thick and cloying like humidity. It hung in the air even as the people dispersed, whispering nervously and glancing over their shoulders.




Amira, however, remained behind. She showed Nathan her phone screen — not just the footage of the bird, but something stranger. “Look at this,” she said, flipping through a gallery of images she’d taken over the past few weeks. Street signs. Alley walls. The side of the old post office.




Each one was marked by the same strange emblem: a circle enclosed within a triangle, intersected by a sharp, uneven line. Barely visible to the naked eye, but in certain lighting — or enhanced on her phone — they glowed faintly.




“I think these are connected,” she said. “They’ve been showing up all over town, but no one really noticed. Graffiti, maybe. But I think they’re more than that.”




Nathan studied the image. His stomach turned. He’d seen something like that before, years ago — scrawled into the wall of a remote cabin just outside Raven Hollow. A case that was officially labelled “unsolved” and quietly closed.




Judith glanced over his shoulder. Her expression darkened. “We’ll keep this quiet for now,” she said sharply. “Last thing we need is people thinking there’s some kind of cult behind this.”




Amira’s eyebrows rose. “Maybe there is.”




“No.” Judith’s voice was firm. “We deal in facts. Not hysteria.”




But Amira didn’t look convinced. She tucked her phone away, lips pressed into a line.







As the morning stretched into afternoon, Raven Hollow’s Main Street took on an eerie stillness. Shops remained closed. Cars sat motionless in driveways. The usual soundtrack of life — buzzing neon, whirring fans, clinking cups in the diner — had vanished.




Dr. Emily Voss walked briskly from the clinic to the pharmacy. She’d organised volunteers to help check on the elderly and those who relied on medical devices. The clinic had backup batteries, but they wouldn’t last more than a day or two. She carried a clipboard and her signature red satchel, its pockets stuffed with emergency supplies.




At the pharmacy, she found Delores Winters, the septuagenarian owner, sitting by the front window, her knitting needles still for once.




“Emily,” Delores said, voice hushed. “It’s in the sky.”




Emily frowned. “What do you mean?”




Delores pointed upward. “The sky… it’s not right.”




Emily followed her gaze. The sky looked perfectly normal — clear, blue, serene. But as she stared longer, she saw what Delores meant. The clouds weren’t moving. The light wasn’t shifting. It was as though time had paused above them. Frozen. Too perfect.




And then she noticed something else. A small flock of birds far in the distance. They flapped toward town, wings outstretched.




And then, mid-flight, they stopped.




Not crashed. Not fell. Just… froze. Suspended in the air like tiny figurines, as if held in amber.




Delores crossed herself. “Lord help us.”




Emily swallowed hard. “I need to get back to the clinic.”




She stepped out into the street just as Nathan arrived.




“You saw them?” he asked, nodding to the sky.




Emily nodded. “They’re not moving. Just stuck there.”




“It’s getting worse.”




She adjusted the strap on her satchel. “Have you found any way to reach the outside yet?”




Nathan shook his head. “All frequencies are dead. Landlines too. I even tried shortwave. Nothing.”




Emily’s voice was quiet. “We need to prepare for the long haul.”




Nathan didn’t argue. They both knew what that meant — food, water, medicine, stability. People would hold together only so long before fear started gnawing at their minds like rust on metal.







Later that evening, as the sun began to dip — though curiously, it didn’t move so much as dim — the town gathered in the community hall. Judith had called an emergency meeting.




The room was packed, standing room only. The usual buzz of chatter was absent. People stood close, their expressions tense.




Judith stood at the podium. “We don’t have all the answers,” she began. “But here’s what we do know. Something — a barrier — surrounds Raven Hollow. We can’t get out. Nothing can get in. We don’t know who or what created it.”




A low murmur rippled through the crowd.




“We are working to keep essential services going,” Judith continued. “We ask everyone to remain calm. Stay home. Don’t approach the edge of town. Don’t panic.”




A voice rang out from the back — old Mr. Redfield, the former history teacher. “And what if this isn’t from Earth?”




Judith hesitated only a second. “Then we find out what it wants. And we survive.”




Amira stood next. “I think the symbols around town are part of it. Maybe a warning, maybe a signal. But we can’t ignore them.”




Some scoffed. Others nodded.




Nathan stepped forward. “This town’s been through storms before. We’ll get through this. Together.”




That was what the people needed to hear. A thread of hope. A sliver of normal.




The crowd slowly dispersed. Families walked home beneath a glassy sky that no longer turned gold with sunset, but instead faded to a soft, dull gray-blue. The stars didn’t twinkle. The moon never rose.




Night, it seemed, had been paused too.







Back at the station, Nathan sat at his desk, fingers tracing the edge of his coffee mug.




Outside the window, the streets of Raven Hollow were still.




Too still.




He opened the bottom drawer and pulled out a file — one marked Unresolved: Incident 7A. The last time something like this had happened… well, it hadn’t been this bad. But it had been strange. He flipped through the photos. Symbols. Lights. A missing persons report. The cabin fire.




He looked out the window again.




The barrier shimmered faintly under the motionless sky.




And somewhere deep inside, Nathan knew the truth.




This wasn’t just an event.




It was an arrival.
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The tension in Raven Hollow was thick, like a storm cloud waiting to burst.




Sheriff Nathan Cole stood near the invisible edge of the barrier, boots crunching softly over gravel and dust. The once-familiar streets felt alien now — distorted somehow, like memories viewed through fogged glass. The air shimmered faintly before him, not unlike the ripples of heat rising off summer pavement, but colder. Unnatural.




Beyond the dome, the world continued as if Raven Hollow had simply ceased to exist. Trees swayed in wind they could no longer feel. Birds soared just outside the border and veered away, never crossing. The boundary was a cruel mirror, reflecting their isolation.




A crowd had gathered, drawn by a mix of curiosity, disbelief, and dread. Whispers swirled through the people like dry leaves in autumn. Most eyes were locked on the idling car parked too close to the dome’s edge. Smoke curled from its exhaust as the engine revved again.




Gary Mendez gripped the steering wheel, sweat slicking his brow. His knuckles were white, jaw clenched. A normally level-headed man, he’d become a frayed wire overnight — and no one blamed him. His daughter Layla had a rare blood condition. Her meds were flown in monthly from the city. With the dome sealed tight and all communication cut off, desperation had made a nest in his chest.




“This damn thing can’t hold me!” he shouted, voice cracking, more plea than proclamation. “They can’t just leave us in here to die!”




Nathan stepped forward, hand resting cautiously on the butt of his holstered pistol — not in threat, but out of protocol. “Gary,” he said, calm but firm, “don’t do this. We’re working on it. We’re looking for answers.”




“You’ve been looking all day,” Gary snapped, eyes wild. “My daughter doesn’t have all day.”




From the crowd, soft murmurs echoed — people uncomfortable, unsure. No one stepped forward to stop him. No one had answers. And the silence of the dome, that terrible, oppressive silence, had become a character of its own: watching, listening.




Pastor Elijah Cross appeared beside Nathan, his gait measured, robes fluttering softly. His expression was not fearful, but solemn, almost reverent.




“This is a test,” Cross said quietly, projecting his voice to the gathered. “A reckoning. The Lord has built His walls around us — not to punish, but to purify. We must endure.”




Gary’s face twisted. “Purify? Is my little girl part of your test?” His voice broke. “She’s just a kid. She’s never hurt anyone.”




Cross only bowed his head. “Suffering brings us closer to truth. We must listen to the silence. It speaks, if you let it.”




Gary spat out the window. “Prayer won’t break this thing.”




Then, with a roar, he slammed his foot down on the gas pedal.




The car leapt forward, tires screeching as it charged the invisible dome. For a moment, time seemed suspended. Children covered their eyes. A woman screamed. Nathan took a half-step forward, too late to do anything but watch.




The impact came with no sound, no crash — only a blinding flash of white light that erased the vehicle in an instant.




There was no fire, no explosion. Just a searing silence and the high-pitched sting of a soundless scream that seemed to echo behind their eyes. When the light faded, the car was no more — replaced by a grotesque ruin of scorched metal, fused glass, and melted rubber.




Gary was gone.




The crowd recoiled in collective horror, some turning away, others frozen in place. Nathan stared, bile rising in his throat. The air smelled like ozone and something far worse — like burnt wires and charred bone.




“Jesus…” someone muttered.




But Elijah Cross stepped forward, expression serene, eyes almost glowing. “The Lord’s judgment is upon us all,” he said, voice rising. “We must accept our fate and repent.”




“Shut up, Cross,” Nathan snapped before he could stop himself. “This isn’t judgment. This is something else.”




Cross didn’t flinch. He tilted his head slowly, like a man listening to whispers on the wind. “You hear it, too. You just don’t recognise its voice yet.”




Nathan turned away, fists clenched. The sheriff’s office had seen bar fights, meth labs, even a brief hostage situation two summers ago. But this? This wasn’t law enforcement. This was survival. And he was already starting to feel like he was losing control.




Emily Voss arrived moments later, pushing through the murmuring crowd. Her white coat flapped behind her like a banner, and a stethoscope swung around her neck — useless now without power, without diagnostics.




She took one look at the wreckage and went pale. “Is that…?”




Nathan nodded once. “Gary. Tried to break through.”




Emily’s mouth moved silently for a moment before she found her voice. “What’s happening to us?”




“We’re being studied,” came a voice from behind.




Amira Patel, phone in hand, had recorded everything. She zoomed in on the smoldering wreck with wide, unblinking eyes. “Or quarantined,” she added. “Like rats in a maze.”




“That’s enough,” Nathan said, more harshly than he meant. “We need to get people back to their homes. Keep them calm.”




“Calm?” Amira echoed. “You saw what happened, right? This thing killed him — like it was watching, like it was responding.”




The townspeople had begun to drift away, some in stunned silence, others muttering prayers or weeping. Children clung to parents. A group of teens — local troublemakers usually found loitering near the old gas station — had gone deadly quiet.




Pastor Cross lingered. He gazed at the scorched mark on the pavement like it was sacred.




“Blood has been spilled,” he said softly. “And now the dome will tighten.”




Nathan turned to him sharply. “What the hell does that mean?”




But Cross only smiled.







That night, the wind died entirely.




Raven Hollow slept uneasily under a sky too still, too perfect. No clouds passed. No moon rose. Just the faint shimmer of the dome reflecting false stars. The air was too warm for night. Still and stale. The sort of quiet that pressed down on your chest like something heavy.




Inside the clinic, Emily sat beside a bed where Layla Mendez lay sleeping fitfully, skin pale and fevered. She’d done what she could — fluids, comfort, medication scavenged from across town — but without power, her tools were primitive. And there was no telling how long the girl would last.




“Come on,” she whispered, brushing Layla’s hair from her brow. “Hold on.”




Outside, someone was walking down the centre of Main Street barefoot.




It was Cross.




Nathan watched him from the shadows of the station porch, arms folded, jaw clenched. The preacher’s feet were raw, red. He walked slowly, humming a tune Nathan recognised from Sunday school. Something about walls falling down.




“Cross!” Nathan barked. “What are you doing?”




The man stopped, turning with slow grace. “Listening.”




“Listening to what?”




Cross raised a hand and pointed to the sky. “They’ve begun to speak.”







The next morning, the birds were gone.




Not just quiet — gone.




No nests in the trees. No feathers. No droppings on the sidewalks. It was as if they had never been.




Emily noticed first. Then Amira. Then everyone.




Nathan stood outside the diner, coffee cooling in his hand, staring at a row of trees that had once been home to finches and robins. Nothing moved. No chirps. Not even a crow.




It was Amira who spoke what everyone was thinking. “Something’s changing inside the dome.”




The sheriff didn’t answer. His eyes drifted up to the sky.




It was still blue. But the wrong kind of blue. Too uniform. Too perfect. Like the colour had been painted onto a surface.




He sipped the coffee. It was cold. Bitter.




He looked around at the town — his town — and saw people avoiding eye contact, whispering too much or not at all. Doors were locked in the daytime. Children weren’t playing any more. Every mirror in town had been turned to face the wall. As if the town itself was bracing for something.




He walked to the edge of the barrier, stopping just before the shimmer. He could see his own reflection in it now — faint and twisted, like a fun house mirror. When he moved, the reflection lagged half a second behind.




From behind, Cross’s voice came once more, softer this time.




“They’re watching now.”




Nathan didn’t turn. “Who?”




“You’ll see,” Cross said, and then walked away, barefoot and bleeding.







By sunset, another symbol had appeared.




This time on the school’s front door, painted in something red that didn’t look like paint. The symbol matched the others Amira had documented — a circular pattern made of interlocking triangles, almost fractal in nature.




But this one pulsed.




Not visibly. Not to the eye.




But everyone who looked at it felt it — a low thrum deep in the chest, like a second heartbeat, just beneath the skin.




Emily covered it with cloth. That night, the cloth burned away.




No one spoke of it again.







Nathan lay awake in the station, radio static hissing quietly beside him.




He couldn’t sleep. Not with the weight of the dome pressing on the world. Not with the ghosts of choices he hadn’t yet made whispering in his ears.




The dome had made one thing clear: it could end them anytime it wanted.




But it hadn’t.




Not yet.




It was waiting.




For what?




That was the question that kept him up. That, and Cross’s final words that night, spoken from the chapel steps, almost in passing:




“They always ask for one.”
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  Echoes in the Soil

  
  




The early morning mist clung to the under brush like a veil. Shadows moved slowly through the forest edge, blurring the line between earth and sky in a quiet dance of fog and silence. The birds were still gone. No chirps, no flutter of wings — only the faint sound of breath and rustling leaves.


Dr. Emily Voss crouched beside the lifeless form of the raccoon. Its small body looked peaceful at first glance, as if it had simply laid down and decided never to get up again. But death had left it too still. Unnatural. Its fur was matted with dirt, but beneath the grime was something else — a shimmer, faint and shifting, like oil on water. Emily reached out slowly, placing a gloved hand on the creature’s chest.


No warmth. No trauma. No rigour mortis. The body was fresh. Too fresh.


She adjusted her glasses and scanned the area around the carcass. There were no tracks, no signs of struggle. The ground was soft, loamy — but unbroken. It was as if the animal had simply appeared there, already dead, placed intentionally.


Back in her clinic, she worked beneath the sickly glow of a single LED lantern — the power grid hadn’t returned, and the backup generator had mysteriously failed overnight. Her fingers moved with quiet urgency over swabs, slides, test tubes. The comforting smell of antiseptic did little to calm her nerves.


She had run the standard tests. Multiple times. No rabies. No bacterial infection. No signs of poisoning or trauma. No heart failure. No haemorrhage. The usual culprits were all absent. The raccoon had simply stopped functioning.


It was as if life had been plucked from it — not drained, not expired, but removed like a file erased from a hard drive.


With careful precision, she extracted a small tissue sample and slid it into her portable genetic analyser. The device hummed gently, scanning the DNA strand by strand, cross-referencing it against the medical database she’d curated over years.


Ten minutes in, she frowned. The screen lit up with red alerts.


“Sequence mismatch: no genetic correlation.”


“Fragmented strands – unknown base pair structures.”


Emily’s heart thumped once, loud in the silence. She tapped a command to re-run the analysis, thinking it must be a glitch — perhaps the damp had corrupted the sample, or the device was malfunctioning after the power outages.


But the results were consistent.


The DNA wasn’t just corrupted — it was foreign. Strange sequences of unknown origin had embedded themselves into the raccoon’s genome, like a second set of instructions layered beneath the first. Some of the structures didn’t even follow Earth biology — they were asymmetrical, spiralling in a direction nature never used.


Alien.


The word chilled her, though she dared not speak it aloud. Not yet.


She leaned back in her chair, staring at the screen, the image of the animal flashing in her mind. It had shimmered — not visibly at first, but subtly, like something trying to hide in plain sight. The kind of visual distortion that made you question your own senses.


What if the dome wasn’t just keeping them in?


What if it was rewriting them?


The phone rang.


She jumped.


A quick glance showed the ID: Sheriff Cole.


She picked up. “Nathan?”


His voice was tight, the kind of tension that meant more than just another angry resident or power outage. “Emily, we need you. South perimeter. You’ll want to see this.”


“I found something too,” she said, already reaching for her coat. “I think the dome is — altering things. Living tissue. I’m not sure how yet, but it’s infecting the local wildlife.”


There was a pause. Then: “Bring what you’ve got. This isn’t just about animals any more.”



Outside, the town was shifting.


It wasn’t just fear any more — it was awareness. People were watching each other with new eyes, whispering in tight clusters, closing doors behind them. Some wore makeshift charms or crosses carved from wood. Others burned sage, incense, or whatever they thought might hold the darkness at bay.


The normal fabric of Raven Hollow — baseball games, lunch specials, gossip about high school sweethearts — had disintegrated, replaced by ritual and survival instinct.


Emily climbed into her rusting SUV, engine coughing twice before catching. She placed the sealed DNA container into a foam-padded case beside her and sped off toward the edge of town.


The air was heavy again. Not humid — just thick, like wading through molasses. The birds were still gone. No insects buzzed. Even the trees seemed to be listening.


She arrived to find Sheriff Cole standing with his arms folded, eyes fixed on a patch of soil at the edge of the woods. Beside him, a few townspeople had gathered in a tight semicircle. Pastor Cross was already there, kneeling quietly, lips moving in what looked like prayer.


Emily joined them, stepping past the murmuring crowd.


The ground had been disturbed — dug up recently, but not by a shovel. The earth curled upward at odd angles, like it had erupted from within. Roots spilled from the torn hole like veins, twisting unnaturally. Some glowed faintly with that same iridescent shimmer she’d seen on the raccoon.


Cole gestured to the side.


Another raccoon. Dead. Identical to the one she’d found earlier. Same positioning, same shimmer in the fur. But this one was half-buried — as if it had crawled into the ground before expiring.


Emily knelt beside it, examining the scene. She didn’t touch it this time. Her fingers hovered just above the fur. The shimmer pulsed once, like something had acknowledged her.


She stood slowly. “This isn’t just death. It’s metamorphosis. Or implantation. I don’t know which.”


“Say that again?” Cole asked, voice low.


“The DNA from the first raccoon was altered — changed by something I’ve never seen before. The structures were alien — not just in origin, but in design. Like someone, or something, is testing hybridisation. This one… may be further along.”


“So you’re saying we’re inside a lab?”


Emily hesitated. “Maybe. Or a test chamber. Or worse — a breeding ground.”


Cross stood then, brushing dirt from his knees. “The earth is awakening,” he said. “You can feel it, can’t you? It’s not just what’s in the soil. It’s the soil itself. This ground isn’t ours any more.”


Cole didn’t argue. He stared at the roots instead, jaw tight.


Emily pulled the sealed container from her bag. “I need to do more tests. Isolate the strands. Maybe I can find a pattern — figure out what it’s building toward.”


As she turned to leave, a soft sound made her pause. Like a breath — but beneath the ground. A faint inhale.


Everyone froze.


The soil moved again.


Only slightly. But unmistakably.


Cole reached for his gun. “Back away. Slowly.”


They did.


As they retreated, the hole stilled. The movement ceased. Whatever had stirred beneath the surface went quiet again, waiting.



Back in her clinic, Emily worked late into the night. She barely noticed the hours pass. The portable analyser hummed quietly, dissecting strand after strand. Her notes grew dense—cluttered with rough sketches, erratic calculations, and diagrams of impossible sequences.


She recorded a new pattern emerging. The foreign DNA seemed to be forming a lattice — a kind of overlay that guided native genes into new shapes. It wasn’t just infection. It was design. Intent.


Then, deep into the night, a
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