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  Chapter one
Impact


The night was too quiet for June. Ben Evans felt the hush settle over his cul-de-sac, the crickets even holding their breath as he clipped the leash to Shadow’s collar. The black lab gave a low, expectant whine and nudged Ben’s palm, eyes bright with the promise of routine. Ben patted his velvet muzzle, keeping his own sigh silent. It had been another bad day at the office, budget meeting gone sideways, Ellen’s terse text about the mortgage, that gnawing suspicion he was on the cusp of being downsized. He let Shadow lead him toward the sidewalk, the leash slack, and tried not to think about the stack of unanswered emails glowing on his phone. 
Moonlight made the pavement silver, trees casting tangled shadows across manicured lawns and recycled plastic mailboxes. A distant television flickered through kitchen blinds, murmuring some late-night rerun. The world felt normal enough to be almost soothing, until Ben noticed how Shadow’s ears pricked and pivoted skyward.
He paused at the curb, frowning at the way Shadow’s hackles lifted, the dog’s tail dropping low. Ben cocked his head, listening. At first it was just the sort of hum he’d associate with a distant transformer, faint, vibrating beneath the surface of things. But it swelled, deepening into a resonance that seemed to tingle against his fillings.
“Easy, buddy,” Ben whispered, feeling the leash tremble in his grip.
The hum grew louder, urgent. He glanced up, expecting to spot a Medivac chopper or some student’s drone, a toy out past curfew. Instead, something moved behind the clouds; erratic points of pale blue and green, flickering in impossible patterns across the night sky. Ben blinked, trying to make sense of it. The lights jumped, froze, then danced in a tight spiral, vanishing only to reappear closer, a silent strobe right above the ribbon of suburban rooflines.
Shadow let out a worried bark, chest heaving. Ben took a step back, his heart thumping unevenly. A split second later, the sky tore open with a thunderclap. Something screeched through the night, a fist-sized chunk of fire and metal plummeting, trailing a comet’s tail of sparks.
The drone, or whatever it was, slammed into the intersection with a shriek of agony. The impact sent a shockwave through the ground, rattling Ben’s knees. Shards of smoking debris scattered across the asphalt, some pieces glowing with unearthly light.
“Stay!” Ben shouted, but Shadow pulled against the leash, barking frantically. Ben’s brain screamed at him to run, but his feet held fast, a primal curiosity anchoring him. He saw a jagged hunk of wreckage skitter toward the curb, spinning like a sawblade. Before he could react, heat flared bright as magnesium, then something struck his thigh, pain exploding up his leg, white-hot and absolute.
He went down hard, the world tilting on its axis. Shadow yelped, a high, animal sound that chilled Ben’s blood. He tried to call for help, but his voice drowned in the humming, louder now, swelling inside his skull until it was all he could hear.
Lights flashed behind his eyelids. Ben felt, rather than saw, another piece of debris arc overhead, slicing through the night toward Shadow. The dog’s leash tore from his hand, Ben’s fingers numb and useless. Some remote part of him registered shouts: neighbors pouring onto lawns, phones raised, faces blue-lit and gaping. A siren whooped in the distance as red and blue lights bounced off the houses.
But Ben was no longer part of that world. His heartbeat slowed, warmth bleeding from his limbs. He reached out for Shadow, but his vision blurred to nothing, the humming swallowing everything. The last thing he heard before the dark took him was Shadow’s howl, a cracked note of pain and terror.
For a while there was nothing. Then: cold earth against his cheek, the sharp tang of wet leaves and loam. Ben’s lungs shuddered, pulling in the smell of rain and pine needles. Above him, the wind hissed through the trees, the storm’s charge fading but not gone. He blinked, testing each muscle carefully. His jeans were scorched at the thigh, a wide burn pulsing with pain. Next to him, Shadow stood stock-still, hackles bristling, head lowered as if daring the darkness to come any closer.
Ben tried to sit up, nausea threatening to pull him under again. He reached for Shadow, who pushed his broad, warm body against Ben’s ribs, whimpering softly. The dog’s left flank was singed, fur fused into a warped patch of skin, but Shadow’s eyes were clear, alert, fiercely protective.
“Where…?” Ben’s words caught in his dry throat. He blinked, registering the trees, tall, ancient, wholly unfamiliar. They weren’t in the street anymore. Not even close. A hundred yards away, the sodium-lit comfort of home seemed like a different planet. Behind them, the wounded hum had gone silent, replaced by the distant wail of sirens echoing from the edge of the woods.
Shadow nudged Ben, insistent, as if urging him to move. Ben forced himself to his knees, the world see-sawing. Everything ached, the raw stripe on his leg, the pounding in his head, but nothing bled freely. “Okay,” he rasped, pressing a hand to Shadow’s shoulder, soaking in that steady presence. “We have to get home, boy.”
He staggered upright, using Shadow for balance. Branches snatched at his sleeves as he limped through the tangle of underbrush. Each step sent fresh fire through his thigh, but he kept moving, focused on the promise of porch lights and late-night safety. The dog stayed glued to his side, nose working the air, ready to defend Ben from anything the woods might hide.
As they crested a shallow rise, Ben caught a glimpse of his house through the trees, yellow-lit window spilling comfort into the dark. But something else flickered at the street corner: matte-black and unmarked, the silhouette of a surveillance van sat idling next to the scorched crater where debris still smoked. Two figures in dark hazmat suits circled the wreckage, one snapping photos with a blinding flash, the other scooping glowing fragments into a steel case. Even from a distance, their movements were efficient, military. They paid no attention to the cluster of neighbors pressed back behind the police tape, nor to the squad cars that had cordoned off the area. Whoever they were, they outranked everyone else.
“Come on,” Ben muttered, steering Shadow through a gap in the fence, careful to stay hidden beneath heaps of honeysuckle. His nerves stretched tight, skin prickling. Every instinct screamed at him to be invisible.
As he limped toward the back door, the pain in his leg grew sharper, edged with something cold and foreign. Shadow’s breathing went ragged, and Ben noticed a strange shimmer along the dog’s flank, like a patch of copper beneath the fur, glowing faintly with each heartbeat.
“Just a trick of the light,” Ben whispered, though even he didn’t believe it. He fumbled for his keys, knuckles white, breath shallow.
Across the street, the surveillance van’s engine rumbled. One of the suited agents knelt amid the wreckage, speaking into a headset. A camera’s shutter snapped, freezing Shadow’s paw print where it filled a shallow depression beside a melted street sign. The agent’s colleague glanced up, face lost behind mirrored goggles. They moved quickly, sweeping the area with metal detectors, leaving nothing behind.
Far from the chaos, across town, behind layers of security doors and reinforced glass, a lone figure watched the monitors, his face obscured by shadows and screens. He spoke into a secure line, his voice flat and unyielding. “Target has made contact with the asset. Proceed as directed.”
The line went dead. Somewhere, a red indicator light began to pulse.
Ben fumbled the key into the lock, his fingers tingling. For a second, electricity snapped across his palm, an unseen current that made his skin flicker with pale blue light. He jerked back, startled. The sensation faded as quickly as it had come, leaving only the faint smell of ozone.
He knelt to unclip Shadow’s leash, the lab licking his hand with a feverish tongue. “We’re okay,” Ben whispered, half to the dog, half to himself. He glanced down at his palm, watching as the last ghost of blue faded into nothing. “Just a shock. Static. Too much adrenaline.”
He gathered Shadow in his arms, cradling the trembling, wounded animal. Blood streaked the dog’s side, but the burn was already sealing over, shiny and pink, unnatural, worryingly fast. Shadow shuddered, eyes fixed on the door as if poised for another attack.
Inside, the house was unchanged; the kitchen clock ticked 12:37, dishes stacked by the sink, Ellen’s favorite mug perched by the coffeemaker. Ben led Shadow to the couch, grabbing the emergency kit from under the stairs, hands shaking as he dabbed at the lab’s wound. The dog submitted, breath coming hot and fast, but never took his gaze off the window.
Ben pressed the ice pack to his own thigh, wincing as a pulse of pain shot up his leg. He stared at his hand, willing it to behave, to look normal. A dull ache radiated through his wrist up into his elbow, nothing serious, he told himself. Just shock.
Outside, the blue-and-red strobes faded as the last of the emergency vehicles peeled away. The world settled back into uneasy quiet. But Ben knew, deep in his marrow, that something fundamental had shifted. The air felt heavier, electric with secrets.
Upstairs, his phone buzzed, work emails, probably, or Ellen checking in from her mother’s house. But Ben didn’t move. Shadow pressed against him, shaking, both man and dog holding on as if the night’s darkness might pour through the windows and sweep them away.
Ben glanced at the door, at the lingering, impossible shimmer on his palm, and drew in a slow, measured breath. Whatever had fallen from the sky, whatever had fused itself to his bones and his dog’s flesh, wasn’t done with them yet. He could feel it, humming under his skin.
Neither of them would sleep that night.
The night air in Oak Ridge clung damp and restless, as if uncertain which way to turn, toward storm or stillness. The neighborhood, laced with yellow streetlights and the steady hum of distant highways, draped itself in its usual, comfortable quiet. The kind of quiet Ben Evans had come to rely on these days, after evenings that stretched long and taught with the tension of unreturned work emails and memory-haunted silences.
He tugged at Shadow’s leash with one hand, the other stuffed in his jacket pocket. The black lab padded ahead, her head low, sniffing vigorously in the cracks of the sidewalk, nose twitching at every errant patch of grass. She’d been jumpy ever since the thunderstorm last week; Ben could hardly blame her. He was still nursing his own jagged anxieties, tense conversations with his boss, the fight with Tara replaying in bitter loops. Thunder usually meant nothing more than a dog cowering in the bathroom, but lately, everything was a little louder, a little harder to drown out.
Tonight should have been ordinary. A chilly October wind rattled a loose gutter somewhere overhead as Ben let his thoughts drift, the leash slackening in his hand while Shadow circled a mailbox. At the next house, Mrs. Apuzzo’s porch light flicked on. She peered out, caught Ben’s eye, then offered a tentative wave, probably checking to make sure it was only him. Guilt singed the edges of his conscience; he couldn’t remember the last time he’d stopped to say more than hello.
He was halfway down Crestline Way when it started. At first, he thought it was an airplane, maybe the rumble of a chopper from the Air National Guard base. Then the pitch changed, a humming, a vibration that seemed to press against his ribs, crawling through his teeth, his bones, as if the whole world was resonating on some unfamiliar frequency.
Shadow stopped dead, ears cocked, head tilted. Her hackles rose, a ragged silhouette in the sickly lamplight.
Ben frowned and craned his neck, searching the sky. Clouds sat heavy and low, veiling the moon. But something darted behind them, a pinpoint of blue-white light, then another, slicing quick and sharp as a dragonfly in summer.
“What the, ” he muttered, shielding his eyes. Goosebumps prickled along his arms.
The lights snapped sideways, changed direction with impossible precision. The humming grew, pressing close, filling the whole night. The air shimmered with static. Even the insects went silent. Ben felt the leash quiver in his palm; Shadow was trembling, whining, wild-eyed and straining back toward home.
For a split second, everything stopped. The lights froze overhead, hovering, impossibly bright, and then, something tore loose.
A violent pop cracked the sky. A machine, sleek, metallic, shaped not like any drone he’d ever seen, careened from above. It spiraled, trailing a wake of fire and luminous shards. The crash was deafening, unfiltered and raw, as the thing slammed to earth not twenty yards away, right in the intersection by the old sycamore tree.
Ben’s instincts screamed: run. But Shadow lunged, barking, and he found himself rooted, shock painting everything slow and surreal. Glowing debris clattered onto the asphalt, scattering like marbles. He caught the ozone reek of burning electronics, melted insulation, maybe even something stranger. A splinter of light arced from the wreckage, slicing the night.
Before Ben could duck, a white-hot fragment struck his forearm. A flash of pain, sharp and foreign, almost cold, shot from his wrist to his shoulder. Shadow yelped, a sound that cut straight through him, higher and rawer than any bark he’d ever heard from her before.
The world reeled. Ben’s knees gave. He heard the distant wails of sirens, shouts from houses up and down the block, but they felt underwater, muffled and slow. Shadow’s fur brushed his cheek as he crumpled, her body pressed against him, shaking, his vision folding inward, the world narrowing to a tunnel of blue-white light.
He blacked out.

      ***Leaves matted against the side of his face. The taste of earth in his mouth. He blinked, once, twice, as the night overhead reasserted itself, grainy and sharp with cold. The pain in his arm had dulled to a deep ache, hot and insistent. He heard shallow panting that sounded almost human, then realized it was Shadow, standing guard over him, jaw flecked with foam, legs braced.
“Shadow?” It came out a croak.
She pressed close, warm and solid. Her eyes gleamed strange and wild in the darkness. When he tried to push up, every muscle felt like it was tuned to a different frequency. The world tilted wildly, shadows flickering at the edges. His ears rang. He looked down and saw blood, his own, and something else, faint sparks clinging to the fabric of his jacket sleeve.
“Easy, girl.” His hand shook as he patted her. He tried to rise, limbs heavy and uncooperative. Branches crunched beneath his knees; pine needles jabbed at his palms. He was deeper in the woods than he’d ever meant to go, past the fence line, down where the oaks grew dense and tangled, swallowing the suburban grid behind him.
How had he gotten here? His memories were a jumble, shattering glass, the shriek of metal, Shadow’s howl, then nothing but cold and black.
Somewhere, distant but rising, the whine of sirens still called out. He could see flashes between the trunks: red and blue, strobing, casting the bark in surreal color. The houses, home, must be just beyond the next thicket, but everything felt wrong, displaced, as if the earth itself had shifted a few feet sideways.
Shadow limped beside him as they struggled to their feet. She whined again; Ben knelt awkwardly, checking her over. In the faint moonlight, he saw a small gash above her left foreleg, edges singed and glittering. The fur there was sticky, but the wound already looked almost… smoky, as if something inside was searing it closed.
“Jesus, girl,” he murmured, feeling a wave of nausea roll through him. His own arm throbbed, the burn pulsing under the skin. He touched it gingerly. It stung, electric, then, for a moment, his fingers tingled, a sensation like static rising from his palm and up into his shoulder.
He pressed on, staggering west through the trees, Shadow glued to his side. It felt like an eternity before the light of his own house came into view, porch lamp still burning, door shut tight. He fumbled out his phone, it was dead, screen a flat plane of black glass, unusual but, at this point, somehow the least strange thing to have happened tonight.
He glanced up, catching the flicker of headlights down at the end of the block. A white panel van idled in the shadows, engine low and muffled. Two figures, faces obscured by hoods, bodies bundled in nondescript jackets, moved with purpose. One held a camera, its lens glinting, the other swung a heavy black case from the back of the van and started collecting debris, moving quickly, urgently, as if following a script. They didn’t look like first responders. If they saw Ben, they gave no sign.
Heart hammering, Ben ducked behind his neighbor’s recycling bin, Shadow pressed into his knee. He watched as the strangers snapped photographs of the still-glowing debris, then carefully swept up pieces with thick gloves, stowing everything away out of sight. He caught the drift of their conversation, murmured, thick with jargon, too low to pick out words. Occasionally, one of them scanned the woods with a dark device, like a remote but heavier, reading something in the darkness.
Ben’s head spun. He felt exposed, hunted. He looked down at Shadow, who was panting, the white of her eyes showing.
“We have to get inside, girl,” he whispered, willing his limbs to cooperate.
Keeping low, he slipped through the back gate, shadowed by his dog. The yard was empty but felt charged, as though the air itself buzzed. His keys slipped slick from his palm as he climbed the steps. For a moment, they wouldn’t turn in the lock, then, with a click, the deadbolt slid loose.
It took him a second to realize his hand was glowing, a faint tracery of light, pale blue, radiating out from the burn on his forearm, swirling veins of energy visible for just a heartbeat as he pressed the key into the lock. It faded as quickly as it appeared, leaving only the throb of pain and the sweat slicking his back.
He stood in the threshold, panting, heart trying to beat through his chest. Shadow slunk in behind him, tail tucked so far that it brushed the floor. Ben closed the door gently, pressing his back to it, staring down at his traitorous, now-normal looking hand.
He couldn’t seem to catch his breath. A pulse, deep and resonant, echoed between his ears. Somewhere outside, the sirens faded away, replaced by the crunch of car tires and the distant snap of a walkie-talkie.
He thought of Tara, what would she say if she saw him now? What would she think of the ragged hole in his jacket, the shock in his eyes? He pictured her frown, the way her voice could go flat and hard, and somehow the image made his chest ache more than his injuries.
Shadow whined and nuzzled his leg, seeking comfort. Ben slumped down beside her, pulling her close, feeling her solid life against him, her breathing shaky, but determined. The adrenaline was giving way to something colder, more pungent: fear. Because whatever had happened out there on the street, it wasn’t over. It had followed him home. It was inside him now, pulsing beneath his skin.
Somewhere, miles away, a world apart, a bank of monitors glowed in a dim-lit room. Someone watched the feed from the crash, replaying the moment of contact, analyzing each frame: the way the light exploded, the way Ben fell. A phone rang, shrill and urgent, cutting the silence.
A figure in a trim suit, face stitched with shadows, picked up. “Target has made contact with the asset,” they said, voice stripped of any emotion. Fingers danced over keys, opening files, issuing commands. Outside, the van’s headlights flickered, then winked out. The block went dark.
Ben stared into the hush of his living room, listening to the ragged rhythm of his own breath and Shadow’s soft whimpers. In his chest, a strange energy fluttered, new and alien, and he knew, without understanding how, that he had crossed a threshold. There would be no going back.
Somewhere behind his ribs, the night still vibrated. Shadow tucked her head beneath his arm and shivered, as if sensing the same, invisible current. Ben squeezed his eyes shut, and outside on Crestline Way, the remnants of normalcy unraveled, scattering into the shadows.
A fine mist clung to the asphalt as Ben Evans made his way down Ridgecrest Drive, Shadow trotting along at his side. The night was colder than it should have been for late April, and every exhale hung in the air like a ghost. Shadow huffed, sticking close enough that Ben could feel the warmth radiating off his fur. Despite the cool, sticky air, sweat prickled under Ben’s jacket. His mind circled uselessly through the day's disasters ,  the sudden layoff at the office, the passive-aggressive texts from his ex, another unopened bill from the bank.
He tried focusing on the simple rhythm of the walk instead: left, right, left, Shadow’s leash tapping against his thigh. Lawn sprinklers caught the streetlights and sprayed tiny, rainbow droplets over the dull green lawns. It should’ve been peaceful. Shadow paused to sniff at a fire hydrant, then pressed on, nails clacking on the sidewalk.
Somewhere, a television’s laughter leaked through a half-open window. The world felt muted, like he was walking through someone else’s life. Ben blew out a breath and scratched between Shadow’s ears. “We’re okay, boy,” he murmured, more to himself than the dog.
A tremor, barely perceptible, shivered up from the concrete. Ben stopped, frowning. Shadow pricked his ears, head cocked. The leaves overhead rustled without wind, and then a sound began ,  a low, metallic hum, at first like distant traffic, then throbbing, deepening, vibrating in Ben’s teeth. He clapped a hand over one ear. “What the hell, ?”
A flash lit the sky. White, then blue, then clawing streaks of red that darted behind the cloud cover. The lights moved too fast, breaking apart and merging. Ben’s heart sputtered.
Shadow whined, crouching low, hackles up. “Easy, Shadow. It’s okay.” But it wasn’t. The humming increased until it was a roar, pressing down from all directions. Ben stumbled backward, lost his footing, saw the world slant sideways, 
A silver shape erupted from behind the clouds, trailing fire and shards of light. An explosion split the night: raw, thunderous, so loud Ben felt it in his bones. Glass shattered. The drone ,  or something like a drone, but too large, too angular ,  spiraled down, smashing into the street nearby with a shriek of tearing metal. Glowing debris scattered in all directions, skipping across lawns, singing the air with ozone.
“Shadow!” Ben screamed, but Shadow was already bolting toward him.
A chunk of debris ,  impossibly bright, a fragment radiating greenish energy ,  clipped Ben’s arm. He went to yell, but the sound caught in his throat. Agony seared down to the bone. Another shard grazed Shadow’s flank; the dog howled, a terrible, wet cry. Lights danced at the corners of Ben’s vision.
He collapsed, knees hitting wet grass, the world spinning away. He reached for Shadow, fingers brushing tangled fur, but everything was slipping. His last memory was Shadow’s howl, raw and animal and impossibly sad, then nothing but static.
The world returned in fragments. First, the prickling cold of dew-soaked underbrush against Ben’s cheek; then Shadow’s steady, ragged breathing close by. The taste of copper lingered on his tongue. Groaning, Ben rolled onto his side. His head throbbed like someone had split it open with a railroad spike.
Shadow nosed him gently, whining, his big eyes luminous in the dark. Ben’s jacket sleeve was torn, crusted with blood that glowed faintly green in the moonlight. “Oh, Jesus,” he whispered, sitting up. Every joint ached. Shadow licked at his own back leg, a burnt patch visible through his fur. Still, he stood guard, gaze fixed on the brush behind them as if expecting another explosion.
Ben tried to piece together what had happened. He remembered the lights, the humming, the crash ,  but how had they ended up here, deep in the woods bordering the neighborhood? His house should’ve been just a block away. He couldn’t see any familiar lampposts or fences, just thickets of wild privet and the skeletal arms of maples.
“Come on, Shadow,” he said, hoarse. “Let’s get home. Whatever that was, it’s over.” He got to his feet, clutching the dog’s scruff for balance. Each step felt like wading through cement, but Shadow stayed close, limping but determined, nudging him when he faltered.
The sky had shifted. Where the drone ,  or whatever it was ,  fell, a blackened scar marred the asphalt, still smoking. Sirens wailed in the far distance, growing nearer. Red and blue strobes flickered through the trees. Neighbors clustered on the sidewalk, voices rising in frantic questions: “Was it a transformer?” “Did you see that thing in the sky?” “Where’s Ben Evans? Didn’t he walk his dog this way every night?”
Ben kept to the shadows, urging Shadow down a drainage ditch, through briars and wet leaves. His body buzzed with a strange, electric energy, every cut and bruise tingling. He wondered if it was just adrenaline ,  but then Shadow whined again and Ben saw the faint trace of light flowing under the dog’s skin, a ghostly shimmer that vanished when he blinked.
As they slipped through the break in the fence behind their backyard, Ben heard engines idling at the crash site. He risked a glance over his shoulder. A nondescript black van had pulled up, quiet as a hearse. Men in dark, heavy coats emerged, moving with clinical precision. One swept a camera with a wide, infrared lens over the grass, pausing each time the device pinged. Another knelt, carefully placing fragments into metal canisters lined with foam.
Ben’s blood ran cold. Whoever these people were, they weren’t rescue workers.
Shadow pressed against his side, shivering. Ben eased open the back gate, heart hammering. He half-dragged, half-carried the dog into the house, not daring to switch on any lights. He locked the door, then slumped against it, sliding to the floor. The world inside was silent but for the clock ticking and the faint, wet sounds of Shadow licking his wound.
Ben peeled off his jacket. The cut on his arm glowed faintly, a greenish pulse beneath the crushed bruise. “What the hell is happening?” he whispered, pressing the heel of his palm to the injury. The skin tingled, not pain, exactly, more like the memory of pain ,  a static charge that pulsed up through his shoulder.
Shadow staggered to his water bowl, lips curled in discomfort, but still alert, still watching Ben as if daring him to collapse again. “You’re okay, boy,” Ben said, voice trembling. “We got out. We’re home.”
He staggered to the sink, splashed water on his face. His reflection was ghost-like, pallid, eyes wild around the edges. He ran the tap over his wound. The water hissed and spat where it touched the glowing edges, vapor curling off his skin. The wound seemed to close, the light dimming, as if it was drinking the water.
He stumbled back to Shadow, who pawed insistently at his leash. “No, no. Not again, Shadow. We’re staying in tonight.”
A car crawled past the house, headlights off. Ben peeked through the blind, heart pounding. The van was parked at the end of the block now, engine idling. Two figures stepped out, one holding a handheld device that beeped in time with Ben’s pulse. Cameras flashed, sweeping the yards, the fence, the spot where Ben and Shadow had ducked through.
Ben ducked away, panic rising. His phone was still in his jacket pocket ,  somehow undamaged. He thumbed 911, but hesitated. What did he even say? Men with government gear prowling the street, a drone crashing, debris that burned through flesh and then healed it? He let the phone drop.
From the living room, Shadow let out a low growl. The dog’s eyes, usually brown and soft, glimmered with unnatural light in the gloom. Ben blinked, trying to decide if it was just a trick of his adrenaline-laced brain, but the shimmer remained, sliding across the dog’s muzzle like oil on water.
Sensing Ben’s tension, Shadow limped over, pressing his head into Ben’s palm. As Ben stroked his fur, the backs of his own fingers glowed. His breath caught.
Outside, the van’s doors slammed. Tires gnashed against the curb, then the night returned to silence.
In a windowless room miles away, a flickering bank of monitors glowed blue. Blurred footage of the crash site played in a silent loop. A woman in a charcoal suit, face shrouded in shadow, spoke quietly into a headset. “The asset has been activated. We have confirmed contact with the target.”
A monotone voice crackled back: “Continue surveillance. No engagement until we’re certain.”
The woman nodded, disconnecting. She scrawled Ben’s name in a leather-bound notepad, beneath a long series of names, most crossed out.
Back in Ridgecrest, exhaustion crashed over Ben. He fumbled at the lock, the old brass deadbolt stiff under his fingers. As he turned the key, a flare of blue light pulsed under his skin, illuminating the keyhole, then fading. He stared, bewildered, then pushed open the door.
Shadow hobbled past him, tail low. Ben’s own steps faltered. He checked the street through the peephole, but the van was gone, its mission, whatever it was, complete for tonight. Ben shut the door, slid the chain across, and let out a shaky breath.
He knelt beside Shadow, running his hands gently over the dog’s battered side. The wound was already closing, the hair prickling in strange, geometric patterns. Shadow licked Ben’s cheek, then curled up, eyes drifting shut for the first time since the blast.
Ben went to the window again, staring out into the suburban dark, where nothing moved but wind and the lingering echo of sirens. The ordinary life he’d built ,  the job, the mortgage, the routines, the ghosts ,  felt suddenly weightless, thinner than glass. He flexed his fingers, watching the faint, cold glow beneath the skin, and wondered what he’d brought home with him.
On the kitchen table, a forgotten stack of mail trembled as engines roared far away, and somewhere deep in the house, a circuit breaker tripped and reset itself without reason.
Ben sat there, feeling the world spinning on without him. Somewhere, something was watching ,  and whatever had changed inside him and Shadow, it wasn’t finished.
Ben’s vision formed itself out of darkness, shapes blurring and shifting until a jagged lattice of branches knit overhead. For a moment he couldn’t breathe. His heart jacked against his ribs and a sharp ache jutted through his skull where he’d landed on a root. The tang of iron filled his mouth, his own blood? He spat, tried to move, and winced at a deep, grinding pain in his shoulder. A cold nose pressed against his cheek, wet and insistent. Shadow’s labrador eyes hovered a few inches away, shining with worry and, was that faint green radiance in the pupils, or just a trick of the light?
Ben tried to sit up. The woods were black except for the halogen flare beyond the trees, the colorless light of emergency vehicles pulsing up through the underbrush. Shadow whined softly, staying close, her breath strangely warm. His hand shook as he reached for her collar. “Easy, girl. You okay?” His voice came out hoarse.
Shadow nuzzled his face in response, a puff of air escaping her jowls. Her right flank was matted with something sticky and phosphorescent, one of the glowing shards from the crash, still embedded just above her hip. Ben’s stomach lurched. “Jesus, hold on, don’t move.” He fought to recall what had happened, a roaring sky, the alien humming, the wrenching concussion of the explosion. Then tumbling darkness, Shadow’s howl.
He struggled to his feet, adrenaline cutting through the pain. His vision flashed gray, vertigo nearly felling him. Somewhere out past the trees, voices shouted: “Perimeter! Nobody moves!” and the shriek of a walkie-talkie chased the words. Ben blinked hard, trying to orient himself. He was a hundred yards from Hawthorne Drive, down in the tangled slip of woods between the properties, a place Shadow liked to nose for rabbits and drop sticks at his feet until he relented and played fetch. Now the woods pressed close and wrong, every shadow deeper than it had any right to be.
Shadow’s tail swished nervously. She trembled, but when Ben pushed through the brambles and beckoned, she limped after, keeping to his side. He checked his own body for wounds, a gash above his eyebrow, a raw burn crawling up his left forearm, thorns piercing his jeans. He tried to keep pressure off his ankle; it throbbed with each step. But the strangest sensation was a tingling, like static running under his skin, especially his right palm where the warm spill of someone else’s blood should have been. Except it wasn’t blood. It was… light?
He didn’t want to examine it. Not here. Not with those men shouting, were those police, or someone else? He ducked lower, keeping Shadow close. She whimpered again and nudged at the wound in her flank until Ben knelt awkwardly and fumbled the glowing shard loose. The second he touched it, heat spiked through his fingers, searing but painless, as if he’d put his hand inside a battery. He dropped the fragment, smaller than a pencil eraser, its greenish glow dimming as it hit the moss.
Shadow gave a quick, grateful lick to his hand; her limp was less pronounced now, her breathing evening out. Ben gripped her collar and whispered, “Come on, let’s get home. We gotta go.”
They stayed crouched in the shadows, shivering in the late spring chill. The sounds from the crash site receded, voices, boots crunching gravel, the crackle of radios, all moving away from the woods. Ben and Shadow waited until a searchlight swept the brush just twenty feet from them, then faded. Ben found the courage to rise and limp north, threading a way through undergrowth toward the gap in his neighbor’s fence that he’d helped patch last fall. Shadow stayed tight at his leg, every so often glancing behind them.
By the time they reached the safe gloom of their own backyard, the world had changed. Ben’s street was banded by flashing red and blue, the shattered hulk of the drone a quarter-mile down, half-crushed mailboxes and scorched lawns the only sign of what had just happened. Neighbors clustered behind yellow tape, phones raised, faces warped by fear and gossip. Ben saw old Mr. Roselli from across the street speaking animatedly to an officer, pointing in the direction Ben and Shadow had come from. Another man, tall, broad-shouldered, black jacket with a logo he couldn’t quite make out, spoke tersely into a radio, his eyes scanning the tree line.
Ben ducked behind his unlocked back gate and slid into the darkness beside the garage, breathing hard. He risked a look at his right hand. Under the porch light, his skin pulsed, just once, subtly blue-green, like a glow stick tucked under the surface. The light faded almost instantly, leaving only a tingle, but the panic of it lingered in his chest. “What the hell is happening?”
Shadow whimpered, swaying on her feet. Ben knelt, hands shaking, and wrapped his arms around her thick neck. “You’re okay, girl. We’re both okay.” It was half-lie, half-prayer. He wasn’t sure if either of them would ever be okay again.
He got her inside through the kitchen door, flicking on the overheads. Light was comfort; light was explanation. Ben locked the door behind him, then unlocked it and relocked it again, unable to stop his hands from performing the small ritual. His body ached everywhere, a gnarled pattern of burns and bruises. Shadow limped to her bed and collapsed, panting. Her tongue lolled, but the greenish tinge from the debris seemed to have faded.
Ben found his phone and tried to call animal control, then the vet, then even his sister who lived two towns over, but all he got was static or “all circuits busy.” Emergency lines, overwhelmed. The TV blinked to a special report: “Strange object crash in northern New Jersey, unidentified aircraft, possible meteor, no confirmed casualties.” Grainy aerial footage flickered across the screen, his street, his neighbors, a quick cut of the scorched impact site. And, just barely, a figure ducking away through woods in the background, a black dog a shadow behind him.
He recoiled from the screen. Was that, ? No. Couldn’t be. Could it?
He stumbled to the bathroom to clean the cut on his head. He flinched at his own reflection, blood streaked through his hair, his pupils too wide. When he splashed water on his face, it fizzed and sparked where droplets hit his palm. He jerked away, staring at his open hand, willing himself not to scream. Was this a reaction to the debris? A burn? Radiation? He’d seen enough of the drone up close to know it wasn’t any commercial or military model, and God knew, in his work as a junior electrical engineer, he’d read about enough experimental prototypes to sense when something was off.
A soft knock at the door froze him in place. He spun, dripping water onto the tile, and pressed himself against the wall. Shadow barked, slower and deeper than usual. The knock came again.
“Ben? Are you in there?” A woman’s voice; Mrs. Cavanaugh from next door.
Ben peeled himself off the wall and braced his hand against the doorknob. The faint light under his skin flickered as he gripped the cold brass.
He forced his voice steady: “Yeah, I’m here. Is everything, ” He opened the door a crack. Mrs. Cavanaugh’s face was etched in worry, her white curls frizzed by rain and panic. “Are you okay?” she whispered. “I saw you running back from the woods. Did you see what happened?” She peered past him, gaze falling on Shadow, who rose from her bed with a low rumble.
“I’m fine. We… got caught in the commotion. Shadow’s shook up, that’s all.” He kept his hand behind the door. The light in his skin had faded again, but he was afraid it would flare in front of her.
Mrs. Cavanaugh frowned. “The police are looking for anyone who was out on the street. They think it might have been a drone. Or something else.” She dropped her voice. “They’re saying people might be missing.”
Ben’s stomach twisted. Missing? “You, you didn’t see anyone else?”
She shook her head, eyes darting to the hall behind him. “Just you. And Shadow. I told them I hadn’t seen anything unusual.” She hesitated. “But… Ben, be careful. There are men out there who aren’t police, if you know what I mean. They’re going house to house. Looking for something.” She touched his shoulder, her hand trembling. “Call if you need anything. Please.”
“Thanks, Mrs. Cavanaugh. I will.” He closed the door gently, heart thumping.
He went to the kitchen, pulled the shades, and sat heavily at the table, shaking. Shadow came to his side, laying her head in his lap. Ben stroked her fur, silent for a long minute. “What did we get into, girl?” he murmured. Shadow didn’t answer, but her body pressed against his leg, warm and real.
Across the street, a white van idled by the curb. No logos, no plates. Two men in black windbreakers stepped out, heads bowed against the drizzle. One carried a flat metal case; the other, a camera on a tripod, its lens longer than Ben’s forearm. They moved with careful efficiency, scanning the houses one by one, making notes on a tablet. Another man emerged from the passenger side, taller than the rest, his hair silver at the temples, his face drawn and severe. He gestured at the house across from Ben’s, then out at the street, voice too low for Ben to hear.
Ben drew back from the window, heart lurching. His hand was tingling again, the faintest thrum under his skin.
In a windowless control room miles away, banks of monitors flickered. A grainy image, Ben and Shadow vanishing into the brush, looped beside columns of data. A woman in a crisp navy suit watched, lips pressed thin. The intercom buzzed. “Target has made contact with the asset,” a man’s voice intoned. “Awaiting further orders.”
She leaned forward, her silhouette framed by blue light, and pressed a button. “Maintain visual. Initiate phase two at 0500.”
Oblivious, Ben took Shadow upstairs. He didn’t see the van’s headlights flicker before fading into the mist, nor the men with their metal cases, nor the black SUVs circling the block. He didn’t notice the subtle way the shadows in his house grew deeper, or how his dog’s wounds closed and gleamed in the dark.
He only saw his own hand, trembling as he pressed it to the lock on his front door. For a moment, as the bolt slid home, pale green light pulsed beneath the skin of his fingers, a heartbeat, a warning.
Then it faded, leaving only silence, and the sense, deep and unshakable, that nothing in his world would ever be the same again.






  
  Chapter two
New Tricks


Ben jolted awake, the unfamiliar sound of his own heartbeat pounding sharp and fast in his ears. For a disorienting moment, sunlight poured hard and gold through the blinds, painting violent stripes over the tangled bedding and illuminating the room with jagged clarity. He lay there, staring up at the ceiling with wide-open eyes, strangely aware of each breath, each shift of fabric, each distant dog bark that echoed through the neighborhood streets beyond his window. He felt…different. Not anxious, but not calm either. Wired, like after too many shots of espresso, but clearer somehow. Sharper. 
A low whine made him turn his head. Shadow, sprawled watchful on the rug, was alert and tense, her ears flicking back and forth. Her eyes tracked minuscule movements, Ben realized she was staring straight through the wall, her brow furrowed as if she heard something far away. When he sat up, she rose soundlessly and pressed her cold nose to his palm, scanning his face in that way dogs do when they’re searching for a reason.
“Hey, girl,” Ben managed, voice rough from sleep. But it wasn’t just normal morning grogginess. There was an electric charge in the air, like a storm coiled somewhere overhead. Ben stood and stretched, bones clicking. The muscles under his skin felt thick and ready, the way they never did after another restless night.
He padded to the kitchen, Shadow trailing him, her black fur bristling as she glanced at the windows, then back at him, then at the ceiling. Something, some tiny, brittle sound, made her whole body tense, and Ben had the overwhelming impression she was hearing things he couldn’t even imagine.
Ben opened a cabinet, reaching for his favorite chipped mug with a faded Mount Rainier logo. He filled it, thinking for a brief second how strange it was that his hands weren’t shaking after last night. He reached for the coffee pot, poured, and then, 
The mug slipped in his hand, one minor clink against the side of the sink. Without thinking, Ben squeezed to catch it.
There was a sickening *crick*. Porcelain dust and jagged shards exploded outward, splattering across the counter and into the sink in a scatter of white. Hot coffee trickled over his palm, nearly scalding. He let out a startled bark, more animal than human, and stared at his hand: fragments of the mug embedded in his fingertips. None of them cut, not even scratched.
“What the, ?” He flexed his fingers in disbelief. The urge to panic welled up in his throat, but he forced his breathing slow, inspecting the wreckage. Shadow nosed at his calves, concerned.
Ben cursed under his breath and rinsed his hand. The stream of water felt freezing, almost too cold, but he didn’t care; he just stared at the wet, unmarked skin, turning over his palm and back as if searching for an answer.
This had to be a fluke. He’d been stressed before, he’d never broken a cup like that, but who knew what adrenaline could do? Tired, distracted, anxious after last night; that explained it. Right? He righted himself, cleaned up the mess, and reached for a new plate, stacking slices of toast. He barely heard the faint rattle nearby, but when the next plate, balanced a little too close to the edge, tipped, Ben’s hand shot out. In a single, fluid motion, he caught it *midair*, inches above the ground.
He blinked. His hand was rock steady, the plate untouched, not even a knuckle grazed. His heart thudded, but it wasn’t fear, it was a bright, startled kind of excitement.
Shadow barked once, sharp and approving, as if congratulating him.
He set the plate back down, both bewildered and a little amused. “Okay, now that’s weird.”
As if on cue, Shadow trotted to the hallway and fetched her battered yellow tennis ball, dropping it with a soft thud by Ben’s foot. She stared at it, then up at Ben. He bent to retrieve it, but before his fingers made contact, the ball *shuddered*, like a tremor shook the air around it. Then, slowly, it *rose*.
Ben stiffened, watching as the ball ascended a good six inches, hovered suspended between them, then dropped back down. Shadow wagged, eyes gleaming, tail thumping a heavy rhythm against the floorboards.
His mouth went dry. “How…did you do that?” he whispered, but Shadow only tilted her head, as if waiting for him to play along.
Ben knelt and gripped the ball this time, squeezing it between thumb and forefinger. “This is insane,” he muttered, staring at his reflection in the glossy sheen. “I’m losing it. Sleep deprivation. Gotta be. Or, are you sick?” He pressed his hand to Shadow’s chest, but her heart thrummed strong, steady. She licked his cheek and circled him, eager for the game.
Ben sank onto the floor, trying to rationalize. Maybe he’d dreamed the whole thing, that wild streak of terror last night, the drone crash in the park, the blinding flash. Maybe none of it was real. His hand, he flexed it again, looked normal now. But there was a tightness, a prickling along the veins at his wrist, something just below the surface.
Would things start to make sense if he gave it a minute? If he went through the day like nothing had changed?
But everything *had* changed. That much he couldn’t deny. The memory of last night, the low, pulsing hum overhead, the sudden, impossible burst of light, flashed behind his eyes in broken fragments. Shadow had howled, pressed herself against Ben’s legs in terror as the drone spun out of the sky and crashed into Green Street Park. Ben remembered running, breathless, his pulse howling in his ears, the sharp scent of ozone burning his nose. Then, nothing but a void, a gap, and waking up in bed with no idea how he got there.
Now, apparently, he was shattering ceramic and snatching plates from midair, and Shadow was levitating toys. Which, Ben admitted to himself as he stood, made about as much sense as the rest of it.
The phone rang, dragging his focus back to the present. The shrill sound made his blood thump. He reached for it, hesitated, then answered, just a hair too late. The screen flashed a number he didn’t recognize, all zeros except the area code: 206.
He let it go to voicemail, but the phone buzzed immediately, vibrating across the counter as if urging him to answer. Out of habit, he picked up the receiver, heart hammering, and pressed it to his ear.
A voice, distorted and metallic, rasped through the line. “We need to talk about what happened last night.”
Ben’s whole body tightened, the muscles in his forearms tensing as if he’d just been caught mid-crime.
He managed a strangled, “Who is this?”
A click. Silence. The line went dead.
Ben stared at the phone, chest heaving, mind racing. He felt heat rising up his skin, and as he glanced down, something glimmered beneath the flesh of his left hand. Blue light, faint but unmistakeable, curling in an intricate pattern under the surface. He scrubbed at it, but it didn’t fade. The pattern seemed to pulse in time with his heartbeat, swirling like a living design of light threaded through his veins.
Shadow whined, backing away slightly, the hackles along her spine standing to rigid attention. Ben clenched his fists, willing the light to disappear. Slowly, as if obeying his silent plea, the glow subsided, leaving only a faint afterimage, like the ghost of a burn.
He stumbled to the living room, switching on the TV for distraction, needing noise, something normal, anything to cut through the surreal.
The local news anchor, hair helmeted and smile brittle, was reporting breathlessly about the drone crash. Shaky cell phone video played on repeat: flashing lights, emergency crews swarming the cordoned-off park, scraps of metal glittering in the dawn. The scrolling news ticker was a parade of paranoia: “UNEXPLAINED AERIAL INCIDENT”; “SECURITY DRONES GROUND ALL FLIGHTS”; “CONSPIRACY THEORIES FLOOD SOCIAL MEDIA.”
Ben watched as a bystander’s interview rolled. “It just dropped out of nowhere,” the man insisted, wide-eyed, the shadow of the police tape flickering across his face. “First there was this, like, pulse, and then everything went white for a second. My phone died. Car alarms started going off, never seen anything like it, not even during a storm.”
Shadow snorted and sat, her paws planted firm against the hardwood.
The anchor’s voice rose, reading snippets of trending posts: “What did the government cover up at Green Street Park?” “New weapon test?” “Aliens?” “Power surge exposed?” “Do NOT trust the city’s official story.”
Ben set the remote down, staring into space. Fear and determination warred in his chest, a pounding, boiling kind of resolve settling in behind his eyes. If there was even a shred of truth to the wild speculation, if last night’s events had left him and Shadow changed…he couldn’t afford to ignore it. He had to know if they were in danger. And if so, from whom.
He crouched in front of Shadow, taking her face in his hands. The dog’s caramel eyes were wide, but she pressed into his palm, unwavering. “We need answers,” Ben said aloud, and Shadow’s tail swept slow and steady across the floor.
A strange, stubborn hope tightened his spine. He glanced at the glowing pattern, now faded, but not forgotten. He thought of the voice on the phone.
Ben straightened, nerves buzzing, the world outside bursting with possibility and threat. The line between ordinary and impossible had dissolved overnight, and nothing, not even a hopeful lie, could put it back together.
He grabbed his keys, shoulders tense but steady, and stared out the window. The world looked different now, sharp-edged and brimming with secrets. And Ben realized, suddenly and unavoidably, that the time for pretending was over. He and Shadow needed the truth. Or else the next strange call, the next unexpected visitor, might not leave them another chance.
Ben woke shivering, his skin tingling, heart beating with the restless tempo of a distant drum. Dawn had not yet bled through the curtains, but his mind snapped awake, thoughts already scattering in a dozen directions. He lay sprawled atop tangled sheets, sweat slick on his brow, breath coming in short, clipped gasps. For a moment, the bedroom spun, the faded posters on his wall, his old Red Sox cap on the nightstand, Shadow curled at the foot of the bed, everything looked sharpened, hyper-real. The world felt brighter, too loud, as if someone had twisted the volume up on life itself.
Shadow's tail thumped once, slow and deliberate, then the dog’s head jerked up, ears cupped toward the window. Ben propped himself on his elbows. The German shepherd’s hackles stood on end, eyes fixed on something far beyond the glass. Ben strained to hear. Nothing, no footsteps, no wind, not even the distant hum of cars. And yet, Shadow stared as if tracking a phantom, muscles bunched for action.
“Shadow?” Ben whispered. The dog didn’t look away. For a split second, Ben had the uncanny sense that Shadow was listening to something miles away, something only he could perceive.
A shiver ran up Ben’s spine. He swung his legs over the edge of the bed, rubbing his arms for warmth. “We’re both jumpy, huh?” he muttered, forcing a laugh. The sound fell flat in the thick morning air.
He padded into the kitchen, Shadow trailing behind, eyes never straying from the window. The house creaked as if settling from a long, hard night. Ben reached for his favorite mug, the chipped blue one that said “World’s Okayest Dad,” a joke from Jill before she left last year. He filled it with black coffee, the aroma comforting and bitter. Shadow hovered at his heel, ears still twitching.
A sharp crack split the silence. Porcelain shards clattered across the linoleum. Ben jerked, heart slamming against his ribs. He stared numbly at his hand, at the handle still clutched in his palm, then at the shattered mug at his feet. Coffee splattered across his socks, hot and sticky, but he barely felt it. His grip had simply…crushed the mug, as if it were made of brittle clay.
He flexed his fingers, stunned. The morning light caught the tendons in his hand, the faint blue tracery of veins like some strange, living map. “What the…?” he breathed.
Shadow whined, his gaze never leaving Ben’s face.
“Guess I need to cut back on the gym, huh?” Ben said, trying to force nonchalance, but his voice trembled. He bent down to gather the bigger pieces, careful, yet the porcelain seemed to leap out of his hands, shards skittering everywhere.
Breakfast was a mindless process, eggs, toast, Shadow’s food, his routine a thin disguise for the jittery thrum beneath his skin. Every motion felt heightened: the fridge door was impossibly heavy, the eggshells broke under the faintest pressure.
He set a plate down for Shadow, and fumbled with the toaster, then, from the corner of his eye, he saw the dog freeze, tail rigid. Shadow’s golden eyes narrowed, trained on the counter where a faded tennis ball sat. The ball trembled. Ben blinked, convinced it was a trick of the light.
Then, with no sound, the ball lifted. Floated. Hummed a lazy half-arc in the air.
Ben’s mouth went dry. Shadow tilted his head, concentration deepening, and the ball spun in place like a planet caught in its own private orbit. Ben’s mind screamed for a rational explanation, but the ball hovered, suspended three feet above the tiles. For one impossible moment, he watched his dog, watched that battered green orb, and felt the cold certainty of madness.
As suddenly as it began, the ball dropped. Shadow barked once, short and gleeful, and pounced after it, tail wagging furiously. Ben stared, his heart pounding.
He staggered back, gripping the edge of the sink, knuckles white. “This can’t be happening,” he muttered. “Dogs don’t do that. Dogs do not, ” He pressed his palm to his chest. “Get a grip, Ben.”
His phone buzzed on the counter, making him flinch. The screen glowed with an unknown number. Still rattled, he answered on autopilot.
A thick, distorted voice rasped from the speaker. “We need to talk about what happened last night.”
Ben froze. “Who is this?”
A brief static, then: “Meet me at the old trailhead. You know the one.” Another burst of static, and the line went dead.
Ben stared at the phone, thumb hovering over the screen. His pulse hammered in his throat. Did someone else know? Was this about the drone crash, the white-hot fireball he’d glimpsed out over the fields, the sickening hush that followed? Or was it about Shadow and that impossible display?
His hands trembled, not just from fear now, but from a strange, tingling sensation under his skin. He caught sight of his reflection in the toaster, pale, wide-eyed, hair in damp clumps, and saw, for a split second, something beneath the surface of his skin. A faint, geometric pattern shimmered across his forearm: fine lines of light, almost like circuitry, fading as soon as he noticed.
He yanked his sleeve down, heart pounding. “I’m losing it,” he whispered, shaking his head.
The TV in the living room murmured from where he’d left it on overnight. At first, the words barely registered, then a snippet caught him, sharp and urgent.
“…speculation continues after last night’s incident over Harlan County. Witnesses report a mid-air explosion, with wreckage consistent with military drone technology. Officials deny any classified operations. Social media is awash with conspiracy theories, claims of EMP bursts, UFO sightings, even psychic phenomena…”
Ben glanced down at Shadow, who looked up at him as if expecting an answer. The dog’s tail thumped twice, steady and certain.
He fished out his phone again, scrolling through his news apps. The comments sections were a mess: wild speculation, blurry footage, arguments about government cover-ups. One post had a screenshot of the fiery debris streaking across the sky, exactly as Ben remembered.
He pressed his fingers to his temples, struggling to make sense of it all. “You saw it, too, didn’t you?” he asked Shadow.
Shadow’s ears perked.
Ben’s mind raced. Sleep deprivation? He’d barely gotten three hours the night before, nerves frayed after the explosion. Maybe he was hallucinating, stress, fatigue, lingering guilt over Jill’s departure, over his inability to make life feel normal again.
But as he flexed his hands, the memory of the mug, the floating tennis ball, the weird glow on his skin, none of it faded. If anything, it sharpened, like a film strip stuck on repeat.
He closed the curtains, suddenly paranoid about prying eyes. The world outside seemed colder, more menacing, the neat row of houses, the dew-damp grass, the battered mailbox wilting on its post. He fought the urge to run, to hide.
Instead, he forced himself to move. He tugged on jeans, laced up his battered boots, and clipped Shadow’s leash to the dog’s collar. The old trailhead was half a mile away, a place teenagers used for late-night bonfires and secrets. Normally Ben would have hesitated, but now adrenaline propelled him forward, an urgent need for answers burning in his chest.
They set off down the sidewalk, Shadow’s gait alert and purposeful. Ben kept his head down, scanning every parked car, every shifting curtain. The sky was a watercolor wash of gray and violet, clouds hanging thick and close.
He rehearsed what he’d say if anyone stopped him, if the police showed up, if a neighbor asked about the crash, about the commotion. He thought about calling someone, his brother, maybe, or even Jill, but the idea felt wrong. How would he even explain?
Hey, I think my dog is psychic, and I might be a superhero or a freak.
He nearly laughed, the sound coming out strangled. Shadow glanced up at him, worried.
“It’s all right, boy,” Ben murmured, squeezing the leash. “We’ll figure this out.”
The woods pressed in around them as they neared the trailhead, branches clawing at the sky. The air was different here, charged, electric, as if the world itself was holding its breath. Ben scanned the parking lot: empty except for a battered blue sedan with government plates and a white SUV idling in the shade.
He hesitated, uncertainty crowding his lungs.
Shadow tensed, fur bristling, gaze fixed on the sedan. Ben slowed, every instinct screaming caution.
His phone buzzed again. This time, a text: **Don’t talk to anyone. They’re watching.**
He looked over his shoulder. A flash of movement from the SUV, a man in a suit, sunglasses hiding his eyes. Ben’s breath caught. Was this paranoia or real danger?
He ducked off the main path, Shadow padding quietly by his side. He crouched behind an old oak, peering through the tangle of brush. The sedan’s door opened. A woman stepped out, late forties, sharp eyes, hair pulled back in a tight ponytail. She scanned the tree line, then raised a phone to her ear.
He strained to listen, heart in his throat.
“Yeah, I’m here. No sign yet. If he shows, don’t spook him. We need confirmation.” Her voice was clear, authoritative, not local, military? Government?
Ben pulled back, skin prickling. He flexed his hands, knuckles popping. A surge of energy welled in his chest, hot and restless. He glanced down and caught another flicker beneath his skin: that same faint pattern, pulsing in time with his heartbeat.
Shadow whined, pawing at his boot. Ben squeezed the dog’s collar. “Just a minute, buddy.”
His mind spun. Was the woman the caller, or someone else entirely? Was he the target, or just another unlucky bystander caught in the storm’s wake?
He swallowed hard, fear and resolve battling for dominance. He thought of the mug, the ball, the bruise-like glow under his skin. The world had changed overnight, he had changed. And whatever happened next, he knew one thing: no one could know about Shadow. Not yet.
Ben peered around the trunk, noting the tightening noose of strangers and cars, the brittle tension in the air. He had no plan, no backup, just his dog and this terrible, impossible secret burning inside him.
He crouched low, pulling Shadow close. He would find answers, whatever the cost. He would keep them both safe.
Even if it meant running straight into the unknown.
Ben jolted awake in the unfamiliar silence, heart hammering, dreams evaporating like mist. The room, his room, but changed, felt charged, almost electric. For a moment, he couldn’t place what had unsettled his sleep. His mind was sharp, senses keener than he'd ever known. The world felt wide open, a current of energy humming through his blood.
At the foot of his bed, Shadow sat poised and alert, ears perked, body taut as a drawn wire. The dog’s gaze flicked to the window, nostrils quivering, every muscle ready to spring. Ben watched him, unease prickling his skin. “Shadow,” he whispered.
Shadow's head whipped around. He stared at Ben as if searching for something beneath his skin. A low whine hummed in his throat, a question or a warning, Ben couldn’t tell. The dog shook himself, ruff bristling, and padded silently to the door. Even his movement was different: more precise, almost too controlled.
Ben swung his legs to the floor. The room was bright already, the sun not yet fully up, but the air itching with morning. He ran a hand through his hair, sweat drying cool at the back of his neck.
He shuffled to the kitchen, mind flicking through the night before: the explosion of white light, the trembling earth, Shadow barking wild and panicked. He touched his wrist unconsciously, half-expecting to find a burn from the drone’s shattered wreckage, but the skin was smooth, unmarked.
He reached for a coffee mug on the counter. It felt lighter than usual in his hand, almost insubstantial. He pressed too hard without thinking, an unconscious squeeze, and the ceramic fractured with a loud, shattering snap. Ben stared, dumbfounded, as shards scattered across the worktop, coffee grounds sprinkling like black snow.
“Shit,” he muttered, dropping the handle and leaping back. He stared at his palm, heart thudding. There was no pain, no blood, no sign the thing had broken against him, just a faint tingling in his fingertips.
Shadow appeared in the doorway, tail wagging in silent alarm. He sniffed at the broken mug, then at Ben, his eyes bright and questioning.
“Careful,” Ben said, but Shadow was already investigating, nose twitching.
Ben’s pulse raced. He crouched, gingerly collecting the pieces, mind running through quick explanations: Maybe the mug was cracked, maybe he grabbed it wrong, maybe,  He looked at his hand, flexed his fingers. They felt stronger. Not sore. Not bruised.
A plate slid off the dish rack above the sink. Instinctively, Ben spun, arm snapping out. His hand closed around the edge of the plate, a perfect catch, smooth and effortless. For a split second, he stood frozen, plate hovering in midair. He’d never had reflexes like this. He barely registered the movement before it was done.
Shadow watched him, ears flattened, breath quivering through his nostrils. The dog's eyes tracked the plate, then lingered on Ben’s face.
“This can’t be real,” Ben whispered. He set the plate down slowly, testing his grip as if his own hands were foreign objects. “What the hell is happening to me?”
Shadow circled the kitchen, restive, tail swishing in agitation. As Ben swept the mug shards into his palm, Shadow darted out of sight. Ben dropped the shards in the trash and turned, scanning the kitchen for the familiar click of Shadow’s claws. He caught movement in the corner of his eye, a green tennis ball, Shadow’s old favorite, quivering on the floor.
Then, slowly, impossibly, the tennis ball rose. It lifted off the linoleum, hovering six inches above the floor. Ben blinked, certain he was still dreaming. The ball floated higher, drifting in a lazy, weightless arc through the air, as if lifted by invisible hands.
Shadow sat perfectly still, fixated on the ball, golden eyes wide. Ben felt a cold shock rip through him, fear, wonder, disbelief. The ball floated gently to Shadow, landing at his paws with a soft *plop*. The dog barked once, a quick, triumphant sound.
Ben stared at Shadow, his own breath tight. “No way,” he said. “No way you just did that.” He let out a shaky laugh, hoping it would break the tension, but it sounded hollow in the charged air.
Shadow wagged his tail and nosed the ball closer, as if demanding Ben admire the trick. Ben crouched, hesitant. Was this some hallucination? He reached out, stopped just short of touching Shadow. The dog leaned into his hand with familiar weight. His fur was warm, real.
Ben closed his eyes, fighting off panic. He’d read about people snapping under stress, delusions, hallucinations, the brain rewriting reality under enough strain. Sleep deprivation could do it, couldn’t it? He’d barely slept after the drone crash, heart racing, mind gnawing the events like a bone. Maybe this was all some elaborate dream, a trick of exhaustion and adrenaline.
A distant car horn blared, and Shadow’s head whipped up, ears tracking the sound as if triangulating its location through brick and distance. Ben heard the horn too, sharper and clearer than ever before, block after block, every detail distinct. His heart stumbled in his chest.
He breathed, slow and deliberate. “Get a grip,” he whispered. “People don’t just… change overnight.” He pressed his palm to his forehead, feeling for fever. But there was only the strange, buzzing clarity, the sense that his body was a finely tuned instrument playing in a key he’d never known before.
The phone on the counter rang, slicing through the hush. Ben jumped. Numbers he didn’t recognize glowed on the screen. For a moment, he considered letting it ring out, but something, a pull too strong to ignore, drew him close. He snatched up the receiver.
A voice, low and urgent: “Ben. Listen carefully. We need to talk about what happened last night. You’re not safe.” There was no greeting, no pause.
Ben’s heart hammered. “Who is this?”
The voice was tight, pressured. “Not on the phone. Not here. You’re not alone, and neither is anyone who was at the crash site. Meet me at the old substation at noon. No one else. And bring the dog.”
The line went dead. The dial tone droned in Ben’s ears.
He stood motionless, staring at the phone, Shadow pressing close to his side. The phrase repeated in his mind: You’re not safe. Bring the dog.
A flicker of light caught his attention. He looked down, startled. Faint lines glimmered along the inside of his left wrist, a delicate web, like veins mapped in silver-blue, pulsing faintly beneath his skin. He clenched his fist, and the lines flared brighter, alive and moving with the beat of his heart. Fear constricted his chest. He dug his fingernails into his palm, trying to ground himself in sensation.
Shadow sniffed his hand, whining. Ben knelt beside him, cradling the dog’s head in both hands, desperate for something solid. “You’re real, right?” he whispered. Shadow licked his jaw, the hot rasp of his tongue jolting Ben out of his spiral.
A news alert chimed on his phone. He glanced at the screen, desperate for normalcy, but the headlines were anything but. DRONE CRASH SPARKS CONSPIRACY FRENZY, blared the banner. Online, speculation was rampant: supernatural explanations, government experiments, weather warfare. Videos looped of the crash site, showing shattered machinery and scorched earth, wild-eyed locals describing “impossible lights” and “phantom winds.” Someone had even posted grainy footage of Ben himself running from the wreck, Shadow at his heels. The video stuttered, catching an eerie glimmer along Ben’s arm as he passed through the camera’s lens, a flash of the same faint pattern now glowing beneath his skin.
He dropped the phone, cold sweat prickling at the back of his neck. They knew. Someone had seen.
He pressed his knuckles to his forehead, feeling the world pressing in on every side. Shadow whined and nosed at his thigh, his agitation growing.
Ben stood, grabbing his jacket, stuffing the phone into his pocket. Each motion felt precise, deliberate, as if his body moved ahead of his thoughts. He stared at his reflection in the hallway mirror, wide eyes, hair rumpled, jaw clenched. The pattern on his wrist faded as his mind steadied, but the memory of it burned.
He crouched to Shadow’s level, gripping the thick collar with trembling hands. “Okay, boy,” he murmured. “Looks like it’s just us. We’re going to have to figure this out ourselves.”
He checked the time. Two hours until noon. Enough time to gather himself, to try to find answers before meeting the stranger from the phone. He tried again to rationalize, to fit the impossible into the world he’d always known, maybe a hidden injury, maybe chemicals from the drone, a one-in-a-million reaction. That would explain the strength, the reflexes. But not Shadow. Not the levitating ball. Not the web of light dancing beneath his skin.
He paused at the door, glancing back, a last look at the home that now seemed hostile and strange. The camera’s eye lingered
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