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CHAPTER ONE: THE THIRTEENTH SUNRISE
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The town of Fellbrook didn't celebrate thirteenth birthdays.

Lena Voss learned this before she learned to tie her shoes. Before she learned that her mother's laugh sounded like wind chimes in a storm. Before she understood that some disappearances were permanent.

By age six, she knew the ritual: on your birthday, you went to school like normal. You ate cake if you wanted. You opened presents if your family could stomach the pretense. And then, after dark, you disappeared.

For exactly one night.

When you came back, you were never the same.

Some kids returned with frost in their veins—able to freeze a glass of water by staring at it, but shivering uncontrollably in July. Some could hear thoughts, soft as whispers, and slowly went mad from the noise. Some grew feathers along their spines, or scales on their knuckles, or eyes that saw in spectrums no human name could describe.

And some came back hollow.

The town called them the Empty. They returned with open eyes, beating hearts, warm hands—but no one inside. Just a shell that breathed and blinked and sometimes said I'm fine in a voice that wasn't quite theirs anymore.

Fellbrook had learned to accept this the way coastal towns accept hurricanes. You couldn't stop it. You could only prepare.

You didn't throw parties. You didn't make a fuss. You waited.

And if your child came back wrong, you loved them anyway. Or you didn't. Some parents left town. Some parents left their children.

Lena's best friend, Mira Tanaka, had disappeared six months ago. Mira had always been the loud one—the girl who laughed too hard, hugged too long, cried at commercials. When she returned, the laughter stopped.

She came back with silver branching across her skin like lightning scars, delicate as lace, brutal as barbed wire. She could now taste electricity in the air before a storm. She could feel a thunderhead building fifty miles away. She'd curl into a ball on bad days, pressing her palms against her ears, whispering too much, too much, too much.

Mira stopped talking to Lena three weeks after her return.

Not out of cruelty. Lena understood that much. Out of difference. Mira was no longer entirely human, and humans exhausted her. Their emotions tasted like static. Their heartbeats sounded like drums. Being near Lena was like standing inside a speaker at a rock concert—loud, overwhelming, physically painful.

So Mira pulled away. She sat at a different lunch table. She stopped returning texts. She still nodded at Lena in the hallway, but her silver scars would flicker, and she'd look away first.

Lena told herself she understood. She told herself it wasn't personal. She told herself that when her turn came, she wouldn't blame Mira for surviving the only way she knew how.

She wasn't sure she believed it.

Now it was October 12th. Her thirteenth birthday.

She sat on the edge of her bed at 6:47 a.m., staring at the orange light bleeding through her blinds. The light looked like blood mixed with honey. She'd never noticed that before. Maybe she was noticing everything now because she might not get to notice anything tomorrow.

Her father knocked twice, soft and hesitant, the way you'd knock on a door that might not open.

"Lena. I made pancakes."

"Coming."

But she didn't move.

Her room was small—a single bed with a quilt her grandmother had sewn, a desk cluttered with sketches of birds (she'd wanted to be an ornithologist once, before she understood that thirteen came for everyone), a framed photo on the nightstand.

Her mother.

The photo showed a woman in her early thirties, dark hair tangled by ocean wind, holding a toddler Lena on a gray beach. Both of them were laughing. Lena didn't remember that day. She didn't remember her mother's laugh at all, not really—just the idea of it, a sound she'd constructed from stories and old voicemails.

Her mother had disappeared six years ago. Not into the Grey Zone. Into a car accident on the interstate. Black ice. A semi-truck. A phone call at 3:00 AM that her father answered and immediately dropped.

That was a different kind of vanishing. Worse, maybe. Because at least the Grey Zone gave you back.

Lena touched the photo. Her ordinary, non-gray finger traced the outline of her mother's face.

"Tonight," she whispered. "I go in."

The woman in the photo just smiled.

—-

[image: ]


School was a theater of avoidance.

Lena walked through the front doors at 8:15, and the hallway went quiet. Not dramatically—there was no record scratch, no frozen diorama of teenagers. But conversations dipped. Eyes slid away. A sophomore slammed his locker too hard and muttered something that sounded like good luck or good riddance.

Teachers didn't wish her a happy birthday. They handed back quizzes without comment, wrote assignments on whiteboards without looking at her. Mrs. Alverez, her English teacher, paused at Lena's desk during third period and placed a hand on her shoulder—just for a second, just long enough to say "You're stronger than you know"—before walking away quickly, like she'd said something forbidden.

At lunch, Lena sat alone. Not because no one would sit with her. Because she didn't know how to sit next to normal kids and pretend she wasn't counting the hours until sunset.

She picked at a sandwich she couldn't taste. She watched the clock above the cafeteria doors. 12:47. Six hours until dusk.

Then a tray clattered onto the table across from her.
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