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I jolted awake. Cold, damp concrete pressed against my cheek. The reek of stale synth-urine assaulted my nostrils. My head throbbed, a dull ache centered above my right eye. A searing pain shot up my forearm, making me cry out.

I pushed myself up, wincing. A shard of glass dug into my palm. The alley was unfamiliar, a labyrinth of overflowing bins and flickering neon signs. Where on earth had I been?

My vision swam. I blinked, trying to focus. Each breath hitched in my chest. Panic, that old familiar friend, clawed its way up my throat.

"Easy, Jari," I muttered. "Just breathe."

I glanced down at my arm. The tattoo. It pulsed faintly beneath my skin. Not again. I had to get a grip. Stand up. Move. I needed to figure out where I was and how I got here.

I stumbled to my feet, using the brick wall for support. My legs were heavy as lead. Each step sent a jolt of pain through my skull.

"Anyone there?" My voice cracked, barely a whisper.

Only the hum of the city answered.

I had to leave that alley. I Need to find some answers before... before whatever the hell was happening, happened again.

I leaned against the wall, catching my breath. My forearm throbbed, a dull, insistent ache. I lifted it, turning it over in the dim light filtering from the street.

I caught my breath.

Staring back at me was an eye. A hyper-realistic eye, inked onto my skin with impossible detail. The iris, a swirling vortex of unnamed colors, pulsed with a depth that unsettled me. I'd never seen a tattoo quite like that one before.

My skin was a canvas of faded gang symbols, crude markings from my misspent youth. Scars crisscrossed my flesh, each a testament to a fight, a mistake, a memory I'd rather forget. I knew every line, every imperfection. But this... this is strange, a cold, unfamiliar sensation creeping into my bones.

The eye seemed to watch me, a silent, unsettling gaze. It was an infringement, violating my physical being I couldn't account for. I ran a trembling finger over the smooth surface. No scabbing, no redness. As if it had always been there.

Except it hadn't. I knew it hadn't.

Blackouts weren’t strange to me. I was aware of it. But waking up with new ink? That marked a first.

"What the hell..." I muttered, my voice hoarse.

My mind raced, trying to grasp at memories, to piece together the missing hours. Instead: Only emptiness remains where answers belong. Has someone done this to me? A sick joke? Or was it... something else?

The tattoo pulsed again, a faint throb that resonated deep in my bones. I recoiled, pulling my arm back as if burned. This was more than ink. This proved exceptional. Something unnatural. I suspected it would complicate my life.

The fluorescent lights of the parole office hummed, casting a sickly yellow glow on everything. I sat across from Officer Reyes, the metal chair digging into my spine. She was as strong as a brick wall in her pantsuit. Her eyes could read you like a book. Years on the force had etched lines of cynicism around her mouth.

"So, Knox," she said, her voice flat. "Staying clean?"

I forced a smile, the muscles in my face protesting. "Yes, ma'am. Sticking to the program. Workin' hard at the shop."

Liar.

The eye on my forearm twitched. A subtle spasm, perceptible, but I sensed it. A betrayal. I clenched my fist, trying to hide it.

Reyes’ gaze narrowed. "You seem... agitated."

"Just the coffee," I said, too quickly. "Gotta lay off the caffeine."

She didn't buy it. I saw the doubt flickering in her eyes. Reyes had seen it all. She knew the signs, the tells.

"We wouldn't want any... slip-ups, would we, Knox?"

"No, ma'am."

"Because I'm watching you, Knox. Always."

I swallowed. My throat was dry. Got it.

The meeting dragged on, each question a probe, each answer a carefully constructed lie. I walked out of that office feeling like I'd run a marathon.

Later, back in my cramped apartment above the auto-repair shop, sleep came hard. The day's events replayed in my head. Reyes's gaze, the twitching eye, the gnawing anxiety. I tossed and turned, the cheap mattress creaking beneath me.

Finally, exhaustion claimed me. But my rest was fitful, plagued by disjointed images and a sense of unease. Then it happened.

A sharp, searing pain shot up my arm. My eyes snapped open. I sat bolt upright in bed, gasping for air.

The tattoo. It was no longer pulsing. It lay revealed. The eye was open, staring up at me from my own flesh. The iris, a vortex of swirling colors, captivated me. Its hue appeared to intensify. Beckoning me with the allure of unimaginable beauty. It was as if something was trying to break free.

I squeezed my eyes shut, gritting my teeth against the pain. But the image wouldn't fade. It intensified, burning itself into my mind.

A grimy alley. The stench of decay, thick and cloying, filled my nostrils. Rats scurried in the shadows, their eyes gleaming in the dim light. A figure, hunched over, gasping for air.

I knew that alley. I'd woken up there.

The man struggled, his hands clawing at his throat. But there was nothing there. No visible assailant. Just empty air. Yet, I could see the terror in his eyes, the desperate plea for help. His face contorted, turning purple. Veins bulge in his neck.

I tried to scream, to warn him, but no sound escaped my lips. My nightmare rendered me a helpless observer, unable to escape. The scene was vivid, visceral. The man’s gurgling breaths, the rasp of his clothes against the brick wall, the slick sheen of sweat on his forehead. Every detail seared into my memory.

It was a snuff film playing out behind my eyelids.

His eyes rolled back in his head, the light fading. His body went limp, slumping to the ground like a discarded puppet. The unseen hands released their grip. It became quiet, except for rats scurrying around.

Following this, darkness.

I gasped, bolting upright in bed. Sweat plastered my hair to my forehead. My heart hammered against my ribs. The vision lingered, a phantom imprint on my mind.

That alley... it was the same one. The one from my blackout. A knot of dread tightened in my stomach.

What the hell was happening to me?

Driven by a desperate need for answers, I dove headfirst into Meridian City's underbelly. I needed to know what this tattoo was, what it meant, and how to get rid of it before it cost me my sanity, or worse. I traced whispers, rumors of arcane body modification, of artists who dealt in more than just ink.

It took me three days, a handful of favors called in, and a wad of crumpled bills to get a lead. The Hollow Needle. A name spoken in hushed tones, a place that existed on the fringes of reality.

The address led me to a sterile storage unit on the edge of the docks. Rows of identical metal doors stretched out before me. Nothing about this place screamed "tattoo parlor." I checked the address again, my gut twisting. This was it.

I found the unit number, a faded stencil barely visible in the dim light. Taking a deep breath, I entered the access code. The lock clicked open.

The door groaned as I slid it upwards. Air inside shimmered, a distortion that made my head spin. Smelling ozone and metallic blood hung heavy in the air, thick and cloying. It was a sensory overload. The sterile exterior vanished, replaced by something ancient, something powerful.

This wasn't a storage unit. It turned out to be completely different.

I stepped inside, where the air hummed with unseen energy, a vibration that resonated deep within my bones. The space was dimly lit, illuminated by flickering candles and strange, pulsating lights. Shadows danced on the walls, twisting into grotesque shapes. This was The Hollow Needle.

Jars lined shelves, filled with viscous liquids that glowed with an inner light. Some bubbled softly, others held things I couldn't quite make out—preserved organs, twisted bones, stuff better left unseen. Mirrors hung at odd angles, reflecting distorted images at me. Someone framed each mirror in ornate, blackened silver.

Then I saw her.

She sat in the center of the room, behind a scarred wooden table littered with strange tools and vials. Her skin shimmered with intricate tattoos, a tapestry of living ink that shifted and writhed beneath her translucent skin. They coiled around her arms, snaked up her neck, and disappeared beneath the high collar of her dark dress. Each design seemed to breathe, a silent, mesmerizing dance.

Maedra.

Her eyes, black and bottomless, fixed on me. No surprise, no greeting, just a knowing look that made my skin crawl. Those eyes pierced me, and I saw something I didn't understand. Something I wasn't sure I wanted to understand.

"You," she said, her voice a low, resonant hum that seemed to vibrate through the very floorboards.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. "Maedra?"

No reply required; Her silence was more unsettling than any accusation.

She gestured to my arm, the eye pulsing beneath my skin. A faint smile played on her lips, a cruel, knowing expression that sent a shiver down my spine.

"The mark... it calls to you, doesn't it?"

I gritted my teeth. "What is it? What did you do to me?"

She tilted her head, her dark eyes never leaving mine. "I gave you a gift, Jari Knox. A window. A glimpse beyond."

"A glimpse of what? Blackouts and waking up in alleys with goddamn new ink?"

She didn't flinch. "The veil is thin, Jari. You have the sight now. You see what others cannot."

"I see a goddamn mess," I said, my voice rising. "I see a curse. You put this on me, you tell me how to get it off."

Her not saying anything about the tattoo was more unsettling than any explanation she could give.

"A gift? Lady, I spent half my life trying to forget. Now you're telling me I got a front-row seat to... what? Other people's nightmares?" I spat the words out, the taste of bile rising in my throat.

Maedra didn't react. She just stared, her expression unreadable. “Jari, your eye sees
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