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The 8:00 AM bell was a shriek, a metallic tear in the fabric of the morning. For Elara, it was just noise.

She moved through the crowded main hall of Northwood High as if she were wading through water. Students, vibrant and loud, were just shapes in her periphery. They rushed past in blurs of denim and faded band logos, shouting about weekend plans and history midterms. Their laughter was sharp, like breaking glass, and Elara flinched from it, pulling her oversized gray hoodie just a little tighter.

She had become a master of invisibility.

It wasn’t a superpower. It was a defense mechanism, honed over the five months since it happened. Since the accident. Since she had become the “girl who.” First, she’d been the “girl who nearly died,” and then, worse, the “girl who survived.”

Now, thank God, she was just… no one. She had perfected the art of walking with her eyes fixed on the cracked linoleum, of angling her body just so, of never, ever making eye contact. People, she had learned, were profoundly uncomfortable with someone else’s tragedy. If you didn’t look at them, they had the perfect excuse not to look at you. They would part around her like a river around a stone, their conversations barely dipping in volume before rising again once they were safely past.

Elara clutched her books to her chest, a shield against a world she no longer knew how to interact with. Her locker was at the end of the main hall, in the quietest, most forgotten section, right where the smell of industrial cleaner and stale cafeteria lunches converged. It suited her.

She fumbled with the combination, her fingers stiff in the weak morning chill that always seemed to haunt this corridor. 32-16-04. The mechanism stuck, as it always did. She jiggled the lock, her breath catching in her throat with a familiar, stupid burst of frustration.

It was then she saw it. Not him. Not yet.

She saw a distortion in the narrow, smeary glass of the fire extinguisher case on the opposite wall. At first, she thought it was just her own ghostly image—a smudge of gray fabric and a pale, undefined face. She often caught glimpses of herself like this, a watercolor left out in the rain, and would feel a sharp, cold jab of dislocation. That wasn’t Elara. The real Elara had laughed, had worn bright colors, had pulled her dark, wavy hair back into a messy, confident ponytail.

This girl in the reflection was someone else. A shadow.

But today, the shadow had company.

Someone was standing behind her. Very close.

Elara’s heart didn’t just pound; it seized. Every nerve ending, dormant for months, screamed to life. The air grew thick and heavy, charged with a sudden, prickly static. She could feel the proximity of another person, the warmth radiating from their body, the way they displaced the very air she was breathing.

She didn’t dare turn around. Her eyes remained locked on the blurry glass.

Behind her own faint image, a second figure resolved. It was a boy. He was tall, darker than her own pale reflection, and utterly still. He wasn’t moving. He wasn’t tapping her on the shoulder to get by. He was just… watching.

Her fingers froze on the lock. The hallway, which had been a dull roar moments before, seemed to go absolutely silent. She couldn’t hear the slam of lockers or the distant shriek of the bell anymore. All she could hear was the frantic, trapped-bird flutter of her own pulse in her ears.

Who is he?

He wasn’t from here. She knew the faces of Northwood, knew them with the dull, repetitive ache of shared history. This face was new. It was sharp lines and shadows, cheekbones that could cut glass, and a mouth that looked like it had never formed an easy smile. His hair was dark and unruly, falling over his forehead in a way that should have looked careless but instead seemed deliberate, calculated.

He was watching her in the reflection. He knew she was watching him watch her.

A game of mirrors.

A cold dread, sharper and more exhilarating than anything she had felt in months, washed over her. He should have said something. “Excuse me,” or “Can I help?” or “You dropped this.” Any of the normal, mundane scripts of high school.

He said nothing. He just stared.

And then, slowly, as if moving through water himself, he lifted a hand in the reflection. He didn’t wave. He simply pressed his fingers to the glass of the fire extinguisher case, his mirrored fingertips landing directly over her own ghostly image. A possessive, impossible touch.

Elara’s breath hitched. She ripped her gaze from the glass and spun around.

He was even closer than she’d thought.

She had to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. And his eyes. They weren’t just dark. They were the color of a moonless night, so deep they seemed to absorb all the weak, fluorescent light in the hallway. They held hers, and in that instant, her carefully constructed invisibility evaporated.

He saw her.

He wasn’t looking at her, or through her. He wasn’t seeing the “girl who” or the tragic figure. He was looking into her, with an intensity that was almost violent. It felt as if he had reached inside her chest and grabbed her heart with a cold hand.

“You dropped this,” he said.

His voice was low, with a gravelly texture that vibrated through her. It was the first time a boy’s voice had registered as anything other than noise in half a year.

He held out his hand. Lying in his palm was a small, silver charm, a tiny, intricately detailed feather. It must have fallen from the cheap chain she always wore under her hoodie, the last gift from her mother.

Elara stared at it, her mind reeling. She hadn’t even felt it fall. How had he seen it? How had he gotten so close without her noticing?

“I…” She fumbled, her own voice sounding rusty and unfamiliar. She reached out to take it, and her fingers brushed his palm.

It was like a jolt of electricity. His skin was warm, but the feeling that shot up her arm was ice-cold. She snatched her hand back, the charm clutched tight.

“Thanks,” she mumbled, her eyes darting to the floor. The safe, familiar linoleum.

“It looked important,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

She nodded, her throat tight. She turned back to her locker, her hands shaking so badly she couldn’t even pretend to try the lock. She just wanted him to go. The intensity of his focus was too much. It was suffocating.

She waited. One second. Two. He didn’t move. She could still feel his presence at her back, a physical weight in the air.

“My name is Liam,” he said, his voice still low, meant only for her.

Elara squeezed her eyes shut. Go away. Please, just go away.

“You’re Elara,” he stated.

Her head snapped back up. She hadn’t turned around, but her eyes flew to the reflection in the glass case again. He was still there, standing right behind her, his dark eyes fixed on her in the mirror.

“How did you know my name?” she whispered, her voice trembling.

In the reflection, his mouth curved, but it wasn’t a smile. It was something sharper, something that knew things it shouldn’t.

“I make it a point to know the names of things that are lost,” he said.

The late bell shrieked again, deafeningly loud, making her jump. When her eyes focused back on the glass, he was gone.

Elara was alone in the corridor. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a wild, painful rhythm. She leaned her forehead against the cold, metal locker, the silver feather digging into her palm.

She was visible. And she had the terrifying, heart-pounding suspicion that she had just been found.
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The rest of the day was a study in static. Elara’s skin prickled, as if she were still standing in that supercharged patch of air by her locker. The world, once muted and gray, now seemed too bright, too loud. The squeak of sneakers in the gym, the smell of chalk dust in Algebra, the drone of Mr. Harrison’s voice in English—it all felt abrasive, scraping against her newly exposed nerves.

She was no longer invisible. She was a target.

But a target for what?

His face swam in her vision when she tried to focus on her notes. Liam. The name felt heavy, like a smooth, dark stone in her pocket. His eyes, bottomless and absorbing, seemed to be watching her even when he was nowhere to be seen. And his words… I make it a point to know the names of things that are lost.

How could he have known? How could he have looked at her and seen not just a quiet girl, but the specific, hollow ache of lostness that defined her?

She skipped lunch, hiding in the narrow, dusty gap between the fiction stacks in the school library. She pressed her back against the comforting, papery scent of old books and tried to regulate her breathing. It had been months since her heart had beaten this fast for any reason other than a panic attack. This felt different. This was fear, yes, but it was threaded with something else. Something sharp and


































































