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Chapter one: Edge of Light

Part A: The Arrival
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The bus didn’t stop it stalled. A long, wheezing sigh of metal and regret. Its engine coughed once, then died, as if relieved to have reached the edge of nowhere. The road was cracked and sun-bleached, flanked by buildings that leaned inward like they were whispering secrets to each other. Dust hung in the air, unmoving. Even the wind seemed reluctant to pass through.

The girl stepped off the bus without a word. No luggage. No phone. Just a coat too heavy for the season and a small envelope tucked into her pocket. She didn’t look back at the driver, who watched her with the kind of stare reserved for things that don’t make sense.

“You sure this is where you’re headed?” he asked, voice low.

She paused on the last step. “I’m not sure of anything,” she said.

Then she was gone, boots crunching against gravel as she walked into the town that had stopped expecting visitors years ago.

Merrow’s End wasn’t a place people came to. It was a place people left slowly, quietly, without ceremony. The population sign at the edge of town still read 1,204, but no one had updated it in over a decade. Most of the storefronts were boarded up. The diner opened twice a week. The post office hadn’t seen a letter in months. And the church bell hadn’t rung since the last funeral, which no one had attended.

She walked past all of it, eyes scanning the horizon like she was looking for something that wasn’t there. Her face was unreadable not cold, not warm, just... still. Like she was waiting for the world to catch up.

From behind curtains and cracked blinds, the town watched.

Not because they recognized her. Not because she was beautiful or strange. But because something in her presence made the air feel heavier. Dogs stopped barking. Radios crackled with static. A child dropped his toy and stared, wide-eyed, as she passed.

Mrs. Callow stood on the porch of her boarding house, arms crossed, lips pursed. She’d received a letter from the agency three days ago: Quiet girl. No trouble. Needs work and shelter. Will arrive Wednesday. But the girl walking toward her didn’t match the description. She wasn’t quiet she was silent. And silence had weight.

“You’re late,” Mrs. Callow said as the girl reached the gate.

The girl tilted her head. “Am I?”

Mrs. Callow frowned. “I don’t like riddles.”

“I didn’t mean it as one.”

They stared at each other for a moment. Then Mrs. Callow sighed and opened the gate.

“Come in. Room’s upstairs. You’ll start work tomorrow.”

The girl nodded and stepped inside. The porch creaked beneath her feet like it hadn’t been walked on in years.

“What’s your name?” Mrs. Callow asked as they climbed the stairs.

The girl hesitated. “Luna.”

Mrs. Callow stopped. “Like the moon?”

Luna nodded. “Exactly like the moon.”

The room was small. A single bed. A desk. A window that looked out onto the desert. The wallpaper peeled at the corners. The light flickered once, then held.

“You’ll be working at the laundromat,” Mrs. Callow said. “Mr. Harlan’s expecting you. Don’t be late.”

Luna nodded again.

Mrs. Callow lingered in the doorway. “You got family?”

“No.”

“Friends?”

“No.”

Mrs. Callow studied her. “You always this quiet?”

Luna looked at her. “Only when I’m listening.”

Mrs. Callow didn’t know what to say to that. She left the room without another word.

Luna sat on the edge of the bed. She didn’t unpack. She didn’t undress. She just stared out the window at the moon, which hung low and heavy in the sky. Her fingers brushed the envelope in her pocket. It was warm. Not from her body heat something else. Something older.

She pulled it out and placed it on the desk. It was unmarked. Sealed. She didn’t open it. She didn’t need to. It pulsed like a heartbeat.

Downstairs, Mrs. Callow poured herself a drink and stared at the ceiling. She didn’t believe in omens. But something about that girl made her feel like she was standing at the edge of something she couldn’t see.

Outside, the town buzzed with whispers.

“She came on the old bus,” said Mr. Griggs at the diner. “Didn’t even flinch when the engine backfired.”

“She’s got eyes like glass,” said the blind woman on Dustmere Lane. “But I swear I saw light when she passed me.”

“She’s not from here,” said the boy who worked at the gas station. “She’s not from anywhere.”

None of them knew her. But all of them felt it.

Something had arrived.

Not a person.

A shift.
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Part B: The First Shift
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The morning in Merrow’s End was pale and reluctant, as if the sun had second thoughts about rising. Fog clung to the rooftops like memory, and the streets whispered with the hush of a town that had learned not to expect much.

Luna walked through it like she belonged to the silence.

Her coat was too thin for the chill, but she didn’t shiver. Her boots made no sound on the pavement. The envelope in her pocket still unopened pressed against her side like a secret she wasn’t ready to read.

She passed the bakery with its boarded windows, the church with its leaning steeple, and the gas station where Eli sometimes sketched in the early hours. Today, he wasn’t there.

She didn’t look for him.

She was headed to the laundromat.

The laundromat was older than most of the buildings in town, its bricks faded to a color that didn’t have a name. The sign above the door buzzed faintly, the “R” in “LAUNDRY” flickering like it was trying to disappear.

Inside, the air was warm but stale detergent, rust, and the faint scent of something burnt. The machines lined the walls like tired soldiers, their chrome dulled by years of use.

Mr. Harlan stood behind the counter, hunched over a register that hadn’t printed a receipt in months. He looked up when Luna entered, his eyes narrowing.

“You’re early,” he said.

“I didn’t sleep,” she replied.

He grunted. “You
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