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Chapter One:

Awakening in Shadows
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THE ALARM CLOCK’S SHRILL beeping sliced through the silence of Anna Hartwell’s bedroom, but it was the dream still clinging to her that made her heart race. She lay there, eyes wide, staring at the ceiling, her breath shallow and quick. The sheets were damp with sweat, tangled around her legs as if she’d been running in her sleep.

Anna sat up, her hands shaking. The dream had been so real—so vivid. She could still hear the voice, low and insistent, whispering in her ear. She could still feel the cold, unseen presence standing beside her bed, watching.

She reached for the lamp on her nightstand. The light flickered to life, casting long shadows across the room. Anna’s reflection in the mirror across from her bed looked haunted, her brown eyes wide with fear, her dark hair tangled from restless sleep.

For a moment, she considered calling someone—her best friend, Lisa, maybe, or her brother, Mark. But what would she say? “I had a bad dream”? She was thirty-two years old, not a child. Besides, the dream had felt like more than just a nightmare. It had felt like a warning.

Anna swung her legs over the side of the bed and padded to the bathroom. The cold tile under her bare feet sent a shiver up her spine. She splashed water on her face, trying to wash away the remnants of the dream, but the voice still echoed in her mind.

Go to the tattoo parlor. Receive the mark of the beast.

She shuddered. The words made no sense. She didn’t have any tattoos, had never even considered getting one. And what did “the mark of the beast” even mean? Wasn’t that something from the Bible?

Anna dried her face and looked at herself in the mirror again. Her skin was pale, her cheeks hollow. She looked tired, older than her years. She wondered if this was what stress looked like.

She returned to her bedroom and pulled on a pair of jeans and a sweater. The apartment was quiet, the only sound the hum of the refrigerator in the kitchen. Anna made her way to the living room, where the morning light filtered through the blinds, painting stripes of gold across the hardwood floor.

She sat on the couch, her laptop open on the coffee table. She typed “mark of the beast” into the search bar and waited as the results loaded. Page after page of religious interpretations, conspiracy theories, and horror stories filled the screen. She clicked on the first link—a Wikipedia article.

The mark of the beast is a symbol described in the Book of Revelation as a mark on the right hand or forehead that is required to buy or sell. It is associated with the Antichrist and the end times.

Anna frowned. That didn’t make her feel any better. She closed the laptop and stood, pacing the length of the living room. The voice in her dream had been so clear, so specific. Go to the tattoo parlor. Receive the mark of the beast.

She shook her head, trying to clear it. It was just a dream. Nothing more. But the unease lingered, a knot in her stomach that wouldn’t go away.

Anna grabbed her keys and her phone and headed out the door. Maybe some fresh air would help. The city was just waking up, the streets still quiet, the air crisp with the promise of autumn. She walked without a destination, letting her feet carry her where they would.

She passed a coffee shop, the smell of freshly brewed coffee drifting out the door. She considered stopping in, but the thought of sitting alone with her thoughts was too much. She kept walking, her mind racing.

The tattoo parlor appeared out of nowhere, as if it had materialized just for her. The sign above the door read “Ink & Soul,” the letters painted in swirling black script. Anna stopped, staring at the shop. She had walked this street a hundred times before, but she didn’t remember ever seeing this place.

The door was open, and from inside came the low hum of a tattoo gun and the murmur of voices. Anna hesitated, her hand on the door handle. The voice from her dream echoed in her mind. Go to the tattoo parlor. Receive the mark of the beast.

She took a deep breath and stepped inside.

The shop was dimly lit, the walls covered in framed tattoo designs and old concert posters. A man with a shaved head and a sleeve of intricate tattoos sat behind the counter, reading a magazine. He looked up as Anna entered, his eyes sharp and assessing.

“Can I help you?” he asked, his voice rough but not unkind.

Anna hesitated. What was she supposed to say? “I had a dream that told me to come here and get the mark of the beast”? She swallowed hard.

“I... I’m not sure,” she said. “I just... felt like I needed to come in.”

The man nodded, as if this was a perfectly normal thing to hear. “You ever gotten a tattoo before?” he asked.

Anna shook her head. “No. Never.”

He smiled, revealing a silver tooth. “Well, there’s a first time for everything. What are you thinking of getting?”

Anna’s mind went blank. She didn’t have an answer. She didn’t even know why she was here. The dream, the voice—it all felt so real, but standing here, in the bright light of day, it seemed ridiculous.

“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Maybe... maybe I should think about it.”

The man shrugged. “Take your time. No rush. But if you change your mind, I’m here.”

Anna nodded and turned to leave. As she reached the door, the man called after her.

“Hey,” he said. “You ever have dreams that feel real? Like, really real?”

Anna froze, her hand on the doorknob. She turned back to look at him. “Sometimes,” she said.

The man nodded again. “Me too. Sometimes, I think they’re trying to tell us something.”

Anna didn’t know what to say to that. She smiled weakly and stepped outside, the door closing behind her with a soft click.

The sun was higher now, the streets busier. Anna walked back toward her apartment, her mind still churning. The dream, the tattoo parlor, the man’s words—it all felt connected, but she couldn’t make sense of it.

She stopped at a small park and sat on a bench, watching the pigeons peck at the ground. The dream had shaken her, but maybe it was just her subconscious working through something. Maybe she was stressed about work, or her upcoming birthday, or the fact that her last relationship had ended so badly.

Anna took out her phone and scrolled through her contacts, stopping at Lisa’s name. She hesitated, then pressed call.

Lisa answered on the third ring. “Hey, stranger. What’s up?”

Anna took a deep breath. “Hey. I just... I had the weirdest dream last night. I needed to talk to someone.”

Lisa laughed. “That’s what I’m here for. Tell me everything.”

Anna recounted the dream, the voice, the tattoo parlor, the mark of the beast. Lisa listened quietly, only interrupting to ask a few questions.

When Anna finished, Lisa was silent for a moment. “Wow,” she said finally. “That’s intense. You okay?”

Anna sighed. “I don’t know. It just felt so real. And then this morning, I walked past a tattoo parlor I’d never seen before, and the guy inside asked me if I ever had dreams that felt real.”

Lisa was quiet again. “That’s... weird. But you know dreams are just dreams, right? Even the really vivid ones.”

Anna nodded, even though Lisa couldn’t see her. “Yeah. I know. It’s just... unsettling.”

“Want me to come over? We can get coffee, talk it out.”

Anna smiled. “That sounds great. Thanks, Lisa.”

She hung up and sat for a while longer, watching the world go by. The dream still lingered at the edges of her mind, but talking to Lisa had helped. Maybe it really was just a dream. Maybe she was overreacting.

But as she stood to leave, she caught a glimpse of something on her wrist—a faint mark, almost like a smudge, but when she rubbed it, it didn’t come off. Anna stared at it, her heart pounding. It couldn’t be. It was just a trick of the light, or maybe she’d brushed against something.

She rubbed her wrist again, but the mark remained. It was small, barely noticeable, but it was there.

Anna’s breath caught in her throat. The voice from her dream echoed in her mind.

Receive the mark of the beast.

She hurried home, her mind racing. Maybe it was nothing. Maybe it was everything.
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Chapter Two:

The Voice in the Night
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ANNA’S FINGERS TREMBLED as she scrubbed at her wrist beneath the bathroom faucet. The water ran cold, numbing her skin, but the mark—if it could even be called that—refused to fade. It wasn’t a bruise, nor a smudge from ink or dirt. Just a faint, dark line, barely visible unless the light caught it just right. She pressed her thumb against it, half-expecting pain, but felt nothing.

She turned off the tap and stared at her reflection. The woman in the mirror looked tired, her eyes shadowed from restless sleep. “It’s nothing,” she whispered, but the words felt hollow.

A knock at the door startled her. “Anna? You in there?” Lisa’s voice, warm and familiar, cut through the silence.

Anna dried her hands and opened the door. Lisa stood in the hallway, a paper cup in each hand, steam curling from the tops. “Brought coffee,” she said, offering one to Anna. “You sounded like you needed it.”

Anna smiled gratefully and took the cup. The heat seeped into her fingers, grounding her. “Thanks for coming over.”

Lisa flopped onto the couch, kicking off her shoes. “So, tell me more about this dream. What’s got you so freaked out?”

Anna sat beside her, cradling the coffee. She recounted the dream again—the voice, the tattoo parlor, the mark. Lisa listened, her brow furrowed, occasionally sipping her coffee.

“And then, this morning, I walked past this tattoo shop I’ve never seen before,” Anna continued. “The guy inside asked me if I ever had dreams that felt real.”

Lisa’s eyes widened. “That’s... weird. But, you know, coincidences happen all the time.”

Anna nodded, but her gaze drifted to her wrist. She resisted the urge to show Lisa the mark. It was probably nothing. She didn’t want to sound paranoid.

“Have you been sleeping okay?” Lisa asked. “You look exhausted.”

Anna sighed. “Not really. I keep waking up in the middle of the night, feeling like someone’s in the room with me.”

Lisa reached over and squeezed her hand. “Maybe you should see someone. A doctor, or maybe a therapist. Stress can do crazy things to your mind.”

Anna knew Lisa was right. She’d been under a lot of pressure at work, and the breakup with Jason had hit her harder than she’d expected. But something about the dream felt different. It felt... important.

They talked for a while longer, the conversation drifting to lighter topics—work, movies, Lisa’s latest dating disaster. By the time Lisa left, Anna felt a little better, but the unease lingered, a quiet hum beneath the surface.

Night fell, and Anna found herself dreading sleep. She turned on every light in the apartment, as if the brightness could keep the darkness at bay. She curled up on the couch with a book, but the words blurred together, her mind too restless to focus.

Eventually, exhaustion won out. She dragged herself to bed, leaving the lamp on, just in case.

Sleep came in fits and starts. She dreamed of empty streets, of shadows that moved on their own. And then, the voice returned.

You must receive the mark of the beast.

Anna sat bolt upright, her heart pounding. The room was silent, but the voice had been so clear, so close. She reached for her phone, the screen casting a blue glow across her face. 3:17 AM.

She got out of bed and padded to the living room, her bare feet cold on the hardwood. The city outside was quiet, the streetlights casting long, eerie shadows. Anna wrapped her arms around herself, suddenly feeling very alone.

She thought about calling Lisa, but it was the middle of the night. She didn’t want to wake her. Instead, she sat on the couch, staring out the window, waiting for the sun to rise.

As the first light of dawn crept into the room, Anna realized she’d dozed off. She rubbed her eyes and checked her wrist. The mark was still there, unchanged.

She made breakfast, forcing herself to eat, but her appetite was gone. The dream, the voice, the mark—it all felt connected, but she couldn’t make sense of it. She thought about going back to the tattoo parlor, but the idea made her stomach twist.

Instead, she decided to do some research. She opened her laptop and typed “mark of the beast tattoo” into the search bar. The results were a mix of religious warnings, conspiracy theories, and horror stories. She clicked on a few articles, skimming the text, but nothing seemed to fit her experience.

One article caught her eye: a story about a woman who’d had a recurring dream about a mark, only to wake up with a strange symbol on her skin. The woman had claimed it was a curse, but the article dismissed it as a hoax or mental illness.

Anna closed the laptop, frustrated. She didn’t know what to believe. Part of her wanted to ignore it, to pretend it was all in her head. But another part—the part that had heard the voice—knew it was real.

She spent the rest of the morning cleaning her apartment, trying to distract herself. But every time she stopped moving, the voice echoed in her mind.

You must receive the mark of the beast.

By afternoon, she couldn’t take it anymore. She grabbed her jacket and headed out the door, not sure where she was going, just knowing she had to move.

She wandered the city, her feet carrying her past shops and cafes, past parks and bus stops. The tattoo parlor was still there, its sign unchanged. Anna hesitated outside, her heart racing.

She wasn’t sure what she was waiting for—a sign, maybe, or the courage to go inside. But as she stood there, a man exited the shop. He was tall, with a shaved head and a sleeve of tattoos. The same man from yesterday.

He spotted her and smiled. “Back so soon?”

Anna swallowed hard. “I... I don’t know why I’m here.”

The man nodded, as if this made perfect sense. “Sometimes, the things that scare us are the things we need the most.”

Anna frowned. “What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “Just something I heard once. You want to come inside? Talk about it?”

Anna hesitated. The voice in her head urged her forward. Go inside. Receive the mark.

She took a deep breath and stepped through the door.

The air inside Ink & Soul was thick with the scent of antiseptic and ink, mingling with the faint hum of music from an old radio. The walls were a patchwork of flash sheets—traditional roses, snarling tigers, intricate mandalas—and a few framed black-and-white photos of clients displaying their new tattoos. The space felt lived-in, a place where stories were etched into skin as much as into memory.

Anna hesitated just inside the threshold, her pulse quickening. The tattoo artist—his name tag read “Marco”—gestured for her to take a seat on the worn leather couch near the front. He leaned against the counter, watching her with a quiet intensity.

“So,” Marco said, his voice low and measured, “you still dreaming about that mark?”

Anna’s breath caught. She hadn’t mentioned the dreams yesterday, not really. “How did you know?”

He shrugged, but there was a knowing glint in his eyes. “Lucky guess. You’ve got that look—like you’re not sure if you’re awake or still dreaming.”

Anna glanced at her wrist, where the faint mark lingered. She pulled her sleeve down, suddenly self-conscious. “I don’t know what’s happening to me.”

Marco pushed off the counter and motioned for her to follow him. “Come on. Let’s talk somewhere a little more private.”

He led her past the main work area, where a young woman with pink hair was carefully etching a delicate hummingbird onto a client’s forearm. The soft buzz of the tattoo machine filled the air, rhythmic and hypnotic. Marco opened a door at the back, revealing a small, dimly lit room with a single chair, a stool, and a table covered in sketches and tattoo equipment.

“Sit,” he said, gesturing to the chair. He took the stool opposite her, his posture relaxed but attentive. “Tell me about the mark.”

Anna hesitated, then rolled up her sleeve. “This showed up after the dream. I don’t know how.”

Marco leaned forward, examining her wrist. His fingers were warm and gentle as he turned her arm to catch the light. The mark—a thin, dark line, almost like a tiny scar—seemed to pulse faintly under his gaze.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “You ever had anything like this before?”

Anna shook her head. “Never. I don’t even have any tattoos.”

Marco nodded, as if this confirmed something. “Sometimes, the body remembers what the mind tries to forget. Or maybe it’s the other way around.”

Anna frowned. “What do you mean?”

He sat back, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I’ve seen a lot of people come through here. Some want ink to remember, some to forget. But every now and then, someone comes in because they’re being called. Like the mark is already there, just waiting to be seen.”

Anna’s stomach twisted. “You’re saying this is... real? That I’m supposed to get this mark?”

Marco’s expression was unreadable. “I’m saying sometimes, the things we dream about are more than just dreams. Maybe the mark is already part of you, and you’re just noticing it now.”

Anna pulled her sleeve back down, her mind racing. “This sounds crazy.”

Marco chuckled. “Yeah, it does. But crazy things happen all the time. The question is, what are you going to do about it?”

Anna looked around the room, her eyes lingering on the sketches—strange symbols, ancient-looking runes, and a few designs that made her skin prickle. One in particular caught her eye: a circle with a line through it, surrounded by twisting vines.

“What’s that one?” she asked, pointing.

Marco followed her gaze. “That? It’s an old symbol. Some say it’s a ward against evil. Others say it’s a mark of protection. Depends on who you ask.”

Anna swallowed hard. “Do you believe in that stuff? Evil, protection, all of it?”

Marco’s eyes darkened for a moment. “I believe in what I see. And sometimes, what I see is people who are marked by something bigger than themselves. Sometimes, it’s good. Sometimes, it’s not.”

Anna felt a chill run down her spine. “And what do you think this is?” She held up her wrist.

Marco studied her for a long moment, then sighed. “I think you already know. The question is, are you ready to face it?”

Anna’s heart pounded. The voice from her dream echoed in her mind. Receive the mark of the beast.

She looked at Marco, searching his face for answers. “What happens if I do? If I... accept it?”

Marco leaned forward, his voice barely above a whisper. “That’s up to you. But once it’s done, there’s no going back.”

The air in the room grew heavy, the silence stretching between them. Anna felt the weight of the decision pressing down on her. She could leave now, pretend none of this had happened. Or she could take the next step, whatever that might be.

Marco stood and walked to the door, holding it open. “Take your time. Think about it. But if you decide to go through with it, come back when you’re ready. I’ll be here.”

Anna nodded, her mind spinning. She stepped out of the room, past the buzzing tattoo machine and the pink-haired artist, and out into the bright afternoon light. The city rushed around her, but she felt strangely detached, as if she were still in that dim little room, facing a choice she didn’t fully understand.

As she walked away, she couldn’t shake the feeling that the mark on her wrist was growing warmer, as if it were alive—waiting for her to make her decision.
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Chapter Three:

Whispers of the Past
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ANNA WALKED UNTIL HER feet ached, the city blurring around her. Marco’s words echoed in her mind: Once it’s done, there’s no going back. She didn’t know what that meant, but the weight of it settled in her chest, heavy and unshakable.

She found herself in a small park near her apartment, the late afternoon sun casting long shadows across the grass. She sat on a bench, watching a group of children chase each other, their laughter bright and carefree. Anna envied them. She hadn’t felt that light in days.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket. A text from Lisa:
You okay? You seemed off earlier.
Anna hesitated, then typed:
Yeah, just tired. Thanks for checking in.
She didn’t mention the tattoo parlor or the mark. She wasn’t sure she could explain it, even to Lisa.

A shadow fell across her lap. Anna looked up to see an older woman standing beside the bench. She had silver-streaked hair pulled into a loose bun and wore a long, flowing skirt and a denim jacket. Her eyes were sharp, but kind.

“Mind if I join you?” the woman asked.

Anna shifted over. “Sure.”

The woman sat down, her movements graceful. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

Anna nodded. “Yeah, it is.”

The woman studied her for a moment, then said, “You look troubled. Something on your mind?”

Anna hesitated. She didn’t know this woman, but there was something calming about her presence. “Just... a lot going on, I guess.”

The woman smiled. “I’m Eleanor. I walk through this park every afternoon. I’ve seen you here before, but never looking so lost.”

Anna managed a small smile. “I’m Anna. And yeah, I guess I am a little lost.”

Eleanor nodded, as if this made perfect sense. “Sometimes, we all need a little guidance. Or just someone to listen.”

Anna sighed. “I had this dream. And now... I don’t know. It feels like it’s bleeding into my life.”

Eleanor’s eyes sparkled with interest. “Dreams can be powerful things. Sometimes, they’re just our minds working things out. Other times, they’re messages.”

Anna looked at her wrist, where the faint mark still lingered. “What if it’s more than that?”

Eleanor followed her gaze. “May I?” she asked, gesturing to Anna’s wrist.

Anna hesitated, then rolled up her sleeve. Eleanor took her hand gently, examining the mark. Her brow furrowed.

“Interesting,” she murmured. “Where did you get this?”

“I don’t know,” Anna admitted. “It just... appeared. After the dream.”

Eleanor released her hand. “Have you ever heard of the idea that some marks are given, not made?”

Anna shook her head.

“There are stories,” Eleanor said, her voice low and measured, “of people who wake up with symbols on their skin—marks they didn’t ask for, but that mean something. Some say they’re blessings. Others say they’re warnings.”

Anna’s heart pounded. “Do you believe that?”

Eleanor smiled. “I believe in being open to possibilities. The world is stranger than we think.”

Anna felt a flicker of hope. “Do you know what this mark means?”

Eleanor shook her head. “Not exactly. But I know someone who might. My friend, Gabriel. He studies symbols—old ones, forgotten ones. If anyone can help you, it’s him.”

Anna’s pulse quickened. “Could I meet him?”

Eleanor nodded. “I’ll give him a call. He’s a bit of a recluse, but he’ll see you if I ask.”

She pulled out her phone and sent a quick text. A moment later, it buzzed in reply. “He’s free tonight. Would you like to go?”

Anna hesitated. She barely knew Eleanor, and now she was being invited to meet a stranger. But she needed answers. “Okay,” she said. “Thank you.”

Eleanor smiled. “Good. We’ll go after dinner. In the meantime, why don’t you tell me more about your dream?”

Anna leaned back on the bench, the tension in her shoulders easing slightly. For the first time in days, she felt like she wasn’t alone.

Later that night.

Anna met Eleanor at the edge of the park as the sun dipped below the rooftops. The air was cool, the city lights beginning to glow. Eleanor led her through a maze of side streets, past small shops and quiet cafes, until they reached a narrow brick building with a faded blue door.

Eleanor knocked, and a moment later, the door opened. A tall man with dark hair and sharp green eyes stood in the doorway. He wore a rumpled sweater and jeans, and his expression was guarded but curious.

“Gabriel,” Eleanor said, “this is Anna. Anna, this is Gabriel.”

Gabriel nodded. “Come in.”

Anna followed them inside. The apartment was cluttered but cozy, filled with bookshelves and stacks of papers. The walls were covered in sketches—strange symbols, maps, and diagrams. A large wooden table in the center of the room was covered in open books and notebooks.

Gabriel gestured for Anna to sit. “Eleanor says you have a mark.”

Anna nodded and rolled up her sleeve. Gabriel leaned in, his eyes narrowing as he studied the mark. He reached for a magnifying glass on the table and examined it more closely.

“Interesting,” he murmured. “It’s faint, but the shape is clear. You said it appeared after a dream?”

Anna nodded. “Yes. I dreamed about a tattoo parlor, and a voice telling me to receive the mark of the beast. When I woke up, this was there.”

Gabriel exchanged a glance with Eleanor. “Have you ever seen anything like this?” he asked her.

Eleanor shook her head. “Not exactly. But it reminds me of some of the old stories.”

Gabriel set down the magnifying glass and pulled a thick, leather-bound book from a nearby shelf. He flipped through the pages, stopping at a diagram of a symbol—a circle with a line through it, surrounded by twisting vines, just like the one Anna had seen in Marco’s sketches.

“This is a ward,” Gabriel explained. “It’s meant to protect against evil. But the mark on your wrist... it’s not quite the same. It’s more like an invitation.”

Anna’s stomach twisted. “An invitation to what?”

Gabriel’s expression grew serious. “To something ancient. Something powerful. The mark of the beast is a symbol of allegiance, of transformation. But it’s also a warning.”

Anna felt a chill run down her spine. “What do I do?”

Gabriel closed the book. “That depends. Do you want to accept the invitation?”

Anna shook her head. “No. I just want to understand what’s happening to me.”

Gabriel nodded. “Then we’ll help you. But you should know—once the mark appears, it’s not easy to ignore. It will keep calling to you, until you make a choice.”

Anna looked at Eleanor, then back at Gabriel. “What choice?”

Gabriel’s voice was quiet but firm. “To accept the mark, or to fight it. But either way, you’re part of this now.”

The room fell silent. Anna felt the weight of Gabriel’s words settle over her. She wasn’t just having bad dreams. She was caught in something bigger, something she didn’t understand.

But for the first time, she wasn’t alone. She had Eleanor and Gabriel on her side. And that gave her a flicker of hope—even as the mark on her wrist
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