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      Amy Witowski hugged the edge of the sidewalk; her slim frame pressed against the brick storefronts of downtown Daybridge. Her gray hoodie was pulled low over her face, not to hide from the late October drizzle, but to shield herself from being noticed. It wasn't the humans she worried about—they rarely gave an eleven-year-old girl a second glance. It was the others.

      The coffee shop across the street buzzed with morning customers. Amy slipped her worn sketchbook from her backpack and found a relatively dry spot beneath a store awning. Her pencil moved quickly across the paper, capturing the barista who served lattes with practiced efficiency.

      No one else saw the flickering, flame-like appendages that extended from the woman's shoulders, curling around customers as they ordered. The appendages tasted their emotions—Amy was certain of it—gently sampling the energy that radiated from each person.

      "Not dangerous," Amy whispered to herself, adding notes in the margin of her sketch. "Feeds on ambient emotional energy. Doesn't take enough to harm anyone."

      She'd been cataloging Daybridge's hidden residents for months now. The bus driver with eyes embedded in his skin, blinking independently as they scanned for trouble. The mail carrier, whose fingers elongated to impossible lengths to deliver packages to hard-to-reach places. The florist whispered to the plants and made them bloom with her breath, which glittered with tiny spores.

      Most were harmless. Some were beautiful. A few were predatory.

      Amy flipped through her previous sketches, the pages worn at the edges from constant handling. The book was her field guide, her map to a Daybridge no one else could see. She'd started it after her parents died and she'd come to live with her aunt. That's when she first noticed her vision changing, like a veil had been lifted from her eyes.

      The rain began to fall harder. Amy tucked her sketchbook away and decided to move on. She needed to reach the library before it closed. Her aunt wouldn't be home until late again, and the apartment was too quiet, too empty.

      As she waited for the crosswalk signal, a sleek black car pulled to the curb. The back door opened, and a woman in an impeccable charcoal suit stepped out. She wore her dark hair in a tight bun, her makeup flawless, her heels clicking precisely on the wet pavement.

      Amy froze.

      Behind the human disguise, something ancient and terrible moved. The woman's shadow stretched too far in all directions, rippling with appendages that shouldn't exist. Where her eyes should have been, Amy saw only spiraling darkness that pulled at her vision.

      The businesswoman turned, sensing Amy's stare. Their eyes met across the street.

      Amy's breath caught. The thing wearing human skin saw her seeing it.

      The woman's perfect red lips curved into a smile that went too wide, revealing teeth that weren't teeth at all.

      Amy ran.

      She darted down the nearest alley, splashing through puddles, her heart hammering against her ribs. She glanced back once to see the woman standing perfectly still amid the rush of pedestrians, her head turned at an impossible angle to track Amy's flight.

      For the next hour, Amy zigzagged through Daybridge's maze of streets, ducking through shops and doubling back on her path. Rain soaked through her hoodie, plastering her dark hair to her face. Finally, in a quieter part of downtown, she slowed to catch her breath.

      The street was lined with small specialty shops—a vintage clothing boutique, an artisan bakery, and a narrow storefront with dusty windows displaying stacks of old books. Boundary Lines, read the faded sign above the door.

      Amy hesitated at the entrance. Through the windows, she saw floor-to-ceiling bookshelves and a few reading nooks tucked between them. No customers were visible. Just an older man with salt-and-pepper hair behind the counter, focused on a large, leather-bound volume.

      She peered closer. Unlike most people, something about him seemed... ordinary. Completely ordinary. After months of seeing through disguises, the absence of anything hidden was almost unsettling.

      A flash of movement at the corner of her eye made her jump. Across the street, a dark figure stood beneath a streetlamp. The businesswoman had found herself.

      Amy yanked open the bookstore door and slipped inside. A small bell jangled overhead.

      The man looked up, startled. "We're closing in fifteen minutes," he said, his voice gruff.

      "Sorry, I just need to..." Amy trailed off, moving deeper into the store and pretending to examine the bookshelves while keeping watch through the windows.

      The man—Elijah, according to the name tag pinned to his cardigan—regarded her suspiciously but returned to his book. Amy noticed his posture was too rigid, his movements too careful, like someone long accustomed to pain.

      She wandered through the aisles, finding comfort in the smell of old paper and dust. The shop was larger than it appeared from outside, with sections organized in a system that made sense only to its owner. History blended into mythology, science into metaphysics.

      In the farthest corner, partially hidden behind a shelf, Amy discovered a section that made her skin prickle. Books on dimensional theory, boundary studies, and something called "liminal ontology." She traced her finger along the spines, recognizing concepts she'd only glimpsed in her own observations.

      "Those aren't for browsing."

      Amy jumped. Elijah stood at the end of the aisle, arms crossed. Up close, his eyes were a pale blue that seemed to look through rather than at her.

      "Sorry," she mumbled, stepping away from the shelf.

      His expression softened slightly. "You're soaked. Where are your parents?"

      "My aunt's working." Amy pulled her wet hoodie tighter. "I can go."

      She moved toward the front of the store, peering cautiously through the window. The businesswoman was gone, but that didn't mean she'd given up.

      "It's raining harder now," Elijah said, following her. "Do you need to call someone?"

      "No, I'm fine." Amy glanced at her watch. "You're closing, anyway."

      Elijah studied her for a long moment, then sighed. "Wait here," he said, and disappeared into a back room.

      Amy stood awkwardly by the counter, water dripping from her clothes onto the hardwood floor. She noticed a framed photo half-hidden behind the register—Elijah and a woman with warm brown skin and a brilliant smile, both younger, standing before what looked like an ancient stone archway.

      He returned with a towel and a mug of something steaming. "Hot chocolate," he said gruffly. "Drink it before you leave."

      "Thanks." Amy took the towel and dried her hair, surprised by the kindness.

      As she sipped the hot chocolate, she glanced again toward the windows. The streetlamps had come on, casting pools of light on the wet pavement. Within one of those pools, a shadow moved in ways that defied the objects casting it.

      "I should go," she said suddenly, setting down the mug.

      Elijah followed her gaze but saw nothing unusual. "It's getting dark. Where do you live?"

      "Westlake Apartments. It's not far." Amy gathered her backpack.

      "That's ten blocks from here."

      She shrugged. "I walk everywhere."

      Elijah hesitated, clearly torn between concern and reluctance to get involved. "Look, I can call you a cab⁠—"

      "No," Amy said too quickly. "I mean, no thanks. I'll be fine."

      The bell above the door jangled, making them both turn. No one was there, but the door swung gently on its hinges.

      "I thought I locked that," Elijah muttered, moving to close it.

      Amy's instincts screamed danger. The shadows outside seemed to deepen, swirling in patterns that made her dizzy. She backed away from the door.

      "Actually, is there another way out?" she asked, trying to keep her voice steady.

      Elijah paused, one hand on the door. "Through the back alley, but⁠—"

      "I'll use that." Amy was already moving toward the rear of the store.

      Elijah followed, his earlier suspicion returning. "Hold on. What are you running from?"

      Amy reached the back door and found it locked. She turned to Elijah, desperation in her eyes. "Please. I just need to get out of here."

      Something in her expression made him hesitate. He reached past her and unlocked the door, then held it open. "The alley connects to Mason Street. From there, you can⁠—"

      "Thanks," Amy interrupted, slipping past him into the narrow passage between buildings.

      The rain had stopped, but water still dripped from fire escapes and gutters above. Amy took a few steps, then turned back to see Elijah watching her from the doorway.

      "Be careful out there," he said.

      She nodded and had started to walk away when a sound stopped her—the click of heels on wet pavement, approaching from the street end of the alley.

      Amy froze, then retreated toward the bookstore. "She found me," she whispered.

      Elijah looked past her. "Who found you?"

      The businesswoman appeared at the mouth of the alley, her outline wrong in the dim light, edges blurring and reforming. She stepped forward, and the puddles at her feet rippled outward with impossible force.

      "Get inside," Elijah ordered, pulling Amy back through the doorway.

      He slammed the door and threw the deadbolt, then quickly moved through the store, turning off lights and locking the front entrance.

      "What is that thing?" he demanded, guiding Amy away from the windows.

      "You can see it?" Amy asked, shocked.

      "I see... something." Elijah's face had gone pale. "What did you bring to my door, kid?"

      "I didn't bring anything! It's been following me since downtown." Amy clutched her backpack to her chest. "Nobody else ever sees them."

      Elijah stared at her. "Them?"

      A sharp rap on the front door made them both jump. Through the glass, they could see the businesswoman standing perfectly still, her smile too wide for her face.

      "Back room, now," Elijah whispered, pushing Amy toward a door marked PRIVATE.

      They entered a small apartment attached to the store—a kitchenette, a worn sofa, bookshelves covering every wall. Elijah closed and locked this door too, then moved to a cabinet and withdrew a small wooden box.

      "How long have you been seeing things like that?" he asked, his voice low and urgent.

      "Since my parents died. About six months." Amy watched him open the box and remove what looked like a piece of chalk. "What are you doing?"

      Elijah didn't answer. He began drawing symbols on the surrounding floor—intricate patterns that seemed to shift when Amy tried to focus on them.

      "You need to tell me exactly what you see when you look at that woman," he said as he worked.

      Amy swallowed hard. "She looks human to most people. But I see... underneath. She's like a hole in reality. Her shadow has too many parts. And her eyes..." She shuddered. "Her eyes pull at you."

      Elijah paused, chalk hovering above the floor. "You're a Seer."

      "A what?"

      "Someone who perceives the true nature of things." He resumed drawing. "Very rare. Very dangerous—for you."

      A crash came from the store—breaking glass. Amy flinched.

      "She's coming in," she whispered.

      Elijah finished the last symbol and stood, placing himself between Amy and the door. "Stay inside the circle," he instructed.

      The doorknob jiggled, then grew still. For a moment, there was only silence.

      Then darkness seeped beneath the door—not shadow but something thicker, like oil that moved with purpose. It pooled at the edge of Elijah's chalk circle, testing its boundary.

      "Why is it after me?" Amy's voice trembled.

      "Because you can see it," Elijah said grimly. "And that makes you either a threat or a resource."

      The darkness retreated suddenly, flowing back toward the door. A voice called out—feminine, melodious, and wrong.

      "The girl belongs to us, Warden. She was born of the Threshold."

      Elijah's jaw tightened. "I'm not a warden anymore."

      "Yet here you stand, drawing old wards." The voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. "Give us the child. She is ours by right of birth."

      "I don't belong to anyone!" Amy shouted, anger momentarily overcoming her fear.

      The darkness surged, slamming against the invisible barrier of the circle. Elijah staggered but held his ground.

      "Look at me," he said to Amy, his voice urgent. "Look at me."

      She raised her eyes to his, and something electric passed between them. For an instant, Elijah's ordinary appearance wavered, revealing not something monstrous but something luminous—a man who had once stood at the boundary between worlds and held the line.

      And in that same moment, Elijah saw beyond Amy's small, frightened frame to the truth of her—a child born exactly at the moment when realities had shifted, neither fully of this world nor of another. A nexus point in human form.

      A Threshold Child.

      The darkness retreated with a sound like distant screaming. The pressure in the room eased.

      "It's gone," Elijah said, though he didn't sound relieved. "For now."

      Amy sank to the floor, trembling with exhaustion. "What just happened?"

      Elijah kneeled beside her, careful not to disturb the chalk lines. "You've been seeing the true nature of Daybridge's residents for months, drawing them in your book. Am I right?"

      Amy nodded, surprised.

      "And today, one of them noticed." Elijah's expression was grim. "That changes everything."

      "Who are you?" Amy whispered. "What are you?"

      "Just a bookstore owner," he said, the weariness in his voice suggesting a half-truth. "But I used to be something else."

      He looked toward the door, where reality had so recently torn at the seams.

      "You can't go back out there alone," he said finally. "Not now that they've found you."

      Amy clutched her sketchbook tighter. "What do they want with me?"

      Elijah met her eyes again, and this time there was no supernatural connection, just the honest gaze of a man who recognized the weight of what he was about to say.

      "They want what you are," he answered. "A child born on the threshold between worlds, with the power to see—and perhaps to open—the doors between realities."

      Outside, the night deepened. Somewhere in Daybridge, shadows gathered and whispered of the girl who could see through their disguises, the girl who was born of the spaces between.

      The Threshold Child had been found.
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