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CHAPTER ONE


 


 


“Stop following me.”


My fingers tighten around my backpack straps as I quicken my pace along the cracked sidewalk. Ever since I woke up this morning, I’ve been hearing them, soft whispers that make the hairs on the back of my neck rise.


See us. Hear us.


“I said stop!” I whirl around, expecting to catch someone—a neighborhood kid playing a prank, maybe a classmate with a sick sense of humor. But the street behind me stands empty in the pale morning light, rows of identical suburban homes with their neatly trimmed lawns revealing nothing out of place.


Nothing except the translucent figure of an elderly woman in a nightgown, standing directly behind me.


My breath catches in my throat. The woman’s feet hover several inches above the pavement, her form wavering like heat rising from asphalt in summer. Her mouth moves, forming words I can’t quite make out.


“You’re not real,” I whisper, squeezing my eyes shut, my heart pounding in my chest as fear pierces me. “You’re not real, you’re not real.”


When I open them again, the woman is gone. But the whispers remain, a constant susurration just at the edge of hearing. Dozens of voices, hundreds maybe, overlapping into an indecipherable murmur that makes my skin crawl.


“Happy birthday to me,” I mutter under my breath, turning to continue my walk to school, trying to ignore the bitter taste of fear and dread on my tongue. My last day of high school—it should have been a celebration. Instead, I’m hallucinating ghosts and hearing voices. Perfect.


It wasn’t like I was ever normal before, but this is a whole new level of crazy town I’m heading toward. 


She can hear us now. The veil thins. She crosses soon.


“Shut up!” I hiss, earning a startled look from Mrs. Peterson, who’s walking her poodle on the opposite side of the street. The older woman picks up her pace, tugging her dog along as she casts nervous glances back at me.


Great. As if I needed another reason for people to think I’m strange. It was bad enough that I grew up seeing shadows in all the wrong places, but—


The whispers recede momentarily, like waves pulling back from shore, only to rush forward again with renewed intensity. I jam my earbuds in and crank my music to maximum volume, but the voices continue underneath the pounding bass, a persistent background hum that no amount of distraction can drown out.


By the time I reach Lincoln High’s brick entrance, my head is pounding. Students mill about the front steps, laughing and talking in the spring sunshine, oblivious to the figures that I now see interspersed among them—a man in old-fashioned overalls standing beside the flagpole, a young girl in a bloodstained dress sitting cross-legged on the lawn, an elderly janitor pushing a mop that passes through solid objects.


None of the living students seem to notice these apparitions. None of them react when the spectral janitor walks straight through sophomore Blake Henderson, who merely shivers and zips his jacket higher.


I feel sweat beading along my hairline despite the cool morning air. I’m losing my mind. That has to be it. I’ve finally cracked under the pressure of finals, or the approaching graduation, or the countless nights lying awake wondering what will happen when I age out of the foster system in a few months.


“Hey, El!” A voice—a real voice—cuts through my panic. Zoe Martinez bounds up the steps, her curly hair bouncing with each movement. “I’ve been texting you all morning! Did you forget our presentation is today?”


I blink, trying to focus on my lab partner and not on the Civil War soldier currently walking through the school’s closed front doors.


“Sorry, my phone died,” I lie, forcing a smile. “But I have the slides saved on my drive. We’re good to go.”


“You okay?” Zoe’s brow furrows as she studies my face. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


A startled laugh escapes my lips, too high and brittle. “Just tired. Didn’t sleep much.”


“Well, perk up. Chemistry’s our last final, and then we’re officially seniors in waiting.” Zoe slings an arm around my shoulders, guiding me toward the entrance. “Also, happy birthday! We’re hitting Pinky’s after school to celebrate. My treat.”


“Thanks, but I can’t. Ms. Winters wants me home right after school.” Another lie, but the thought of sitting in a crowded diner while surrounded by spectral figures only I can see makes my stomach turn. “Rain check?”


Disappointment flashes across Zoe’s face, but she nods. “Sure, whatever. But your foster mom needs to lighten up.”


As we enter the building, the whispers intensify, echoing in the tiled hallway until I can barely distinguish individual words.


Lost. Trapped. Help us cross.


The Deathborn awakens.


She must learn. She must see.


I stumble, catching myself against a row of lockers. The metal feels cold under my palms, reassuringly solid amidst the increasingly unstable reality around me.


“Seriously, are you sure you’re okay?” Zoe asks, concern evident in her voice. “You look really pale.”


“I’m fine,” I manage, straightening up. “Just dizzy for a second. Probably should have eaten breakfast.”


Before Zoe can press further, the bell rings, sending students scurrying to their classrooms. I use the momentary chaos to compose myself, taking deep breaths as I follow the flow of bodies toward the science wing.


I can handle this. Just one more day, one more final, and then I can figure out what’s happening to me. Maybe it’s a weird migraine. Or stress-induced hallucinations. Something a doctor can fix with the right prescription.


Chemistry passes in a blur. Somehow, I make it through our presentation without screaming when a bloody-faced man materializes beside Mr. Walker’s desk, pointing accusingly at the teacher with a mangled hand. I answer questions on autopilot, my voice surprisingly steady despite the constant murmuring in my ears.


When the bell finally rings, signaling both the end of the exam and the school year, cheers erupt throughout the classroom. Students hug and high-five, their relief palpable as they rush for the door.


I hurry from the classroom before Zoe can say anything to me. The whispers have grown louder with each passing hour, and now the spectral figures seem more substantial, their forms less transparent. A woman in Victorian clothing stands at the water fountain, her neck bent at an impossible angle. A boy no older than ten runs through the hallway, laughing silently as he passes through the living students, who shiver in his wake.


By the time I burst through the school’s rear exit, I’m gasping for breath. I cut across the athletic fields, avoiding the main paths where other students might stop me, might notice my wild eyes and trembling hands.


 I walk quickly, keeping my eyes fixed on the sidewalk, afraid to look up and see what else might be waiting for me.


But the voices don’t need my attention to continue their relentless whispers.


The veil thins for her. Death speaks. She hears us now.


“Stop it!” I clamp my hands over my ears, knowing even as I do that it will make no difference. The voices aren’t coming from outside; they’re inside my head.


I break into a run, my backpack bouncing painfully against my spine. Two blocks from home, my toe catches on an uneven section of sidewalk, sending me sprawling. My palms and knees scrape against concrete, blood welling from the abrasions.


I push myself to my feet and run the remaining distance home, not stopping until I’ve slammed the front door behind me and locked it. I lean against the solid wood, breathing hard, tears burning at the corners of my eyes.


“That you, Elara?” Ms. Winters calls from the kitchen. “You’re home early.”


I swallow, trying to steady my voice. “Yeah, last final finished sooner than expected.”


I drop my backpack by the door and make my way to the kitchen, where Eleanor Winters stands at the counter chopping vegetables for dinner. The middle-aged woman glances up briefly, her perpetually pinched expression softening slightly when she notices my disheveled appearance.


“What happened to you?” she asks, gesturing toward my torn jeans and bloodied knees.


“Tripped on the sidewalk,” I mumble, moving to the sink to wash my hands. The cool water stings my abraded palms.


“There’s antibiotic cream in the bathroom cabinet,” Ms. Winters says, limping out of the room, expression strained from the pain.


“I can get it mys—” I begin uselessly but she’s already returning, carrying it with her and returning to her chopping. “Clean those cuts properly. Last thing we need is an infection.”


I nod, grateful for my foster mother’s practical approach. In the four years I’ve lived in this house, Ms. Winters has provided shelter, food, and basic necessities without much in the way of emotional attachment. It’s a business arrangement—state funds in exchange for housing a teenage orphan—and both of us know it. However, she still goes out of her way to help me if I need it. When I sprained my ankle a few months ago, she went up and down the stairs to give me meals, despite her limp and the chronic pain that affects her right leg. But if I want a heart-to-heart, she’s not the one to talk to. 


“Happy birthday, by the way,” Ms. Winters adds as I turn to leave the kitchen. “There’s a card on your bed.”


“Thanks,” I whisper, surprised that she remembered.


In the bathroom, I lock the door and sag against it, finally allowing the tears to fall. I slide to the floor, hugging my knees to my chest as sobs wrack my body. The whispers continue, a backdrop to my breakdown, though they seem quieter now—whether from exhaustion or simply because I’m alone, I can’t tell.


After the tears subside, I push myself up and face the mirror above the sink. My reflection looks back at me: chestnut hair falling in tangles around a pale face, green eyes rimmed with red from crying. I look the same as yesterday, before the whispers started, before spectral figures began appearing around every corner.


Yet something feels fundamentally different, as if my entire reality has shifted overnight.


“I’m not crazy,” I whisper to my reflection. “I’m not crazy.”


But if I’m not crazy, then the dead are speaking to me. And that possibility terrifies me even more than insanity.


I clean my scrapes methodically, applying antiseptic with mechanical precision. The pain helps ground me, gives me something real to focus on besides the persistent murmuring that has become my constant companion since dawn.


In my small bedroom, once a study, converted with minimal effort when Ms. Winters took me in, I find the promised birthday card on my neatly made bed. Inside is a twenty-dollar bill and Ms. Winters’s precise handwriting: “Happy 18th Birthday, Elara.—Ms. Winters.”


No platitudes about growing up too fast, no reminiscing about the day I arrived, just a simple acknowledgment of the date. It’s really more than I expected. I tuck the money into my wallet and sit heavily on the edge of my bed.


Eighteen. Legally an adult now. In a few weeks, after the graduation ceremony, I’ll be expected to move out and make my own way. Ms. Winters made that clear from the beginning—she takes in foster children, not adult boarders.


I’ve been saving my paychecks from weekend shifts at the local grocery store, have researched community colleges with affordable housing options. I’ve had a plan. But now, with voices in my head and ghosts following my every move, that future seems impossibly distant.


I lie back on my bed, staring at the ceiling. “What’s happening to me?” I whisper.


But at my cautious question, the voices fade away like they were never really there.


I grab my pillow and press it over my face, muffling a scream of frustration. 


By dinner time, I’ve convinced myself to see a doctor. Tomorrow, I’ll call the community clinic and make an appointment. There has to be a medical explanation, some treatment that can silence the whispers and banish the apparitions.


Dinner with Ms. Winters passes in strained silence, broken only by the older woman’s occasional comments about neighborhood gossip or the weather. I push food around my plate, appetite nonexistent, nodding at appropriate intervals without really hearing the conversation.


After helping with the dishes, I retreat to my room with a mumbled excuse about homework, though school is unofficially over for the year. Ms. Winters doesn’t point out my obvious lie.


In my room, I change into pajamas and open the window, feeling suffocated. Lying on the bed, I stare at the ceiling, letting the cool breeze calm me down. My eyes begin to flutter shut, the temporary reprieve from the voices pulling me toward sleep.


The soft breeze that had been comforting suddenly picks up speed, sending the clothes I had tossed on the chair flying across the room. My eyes fly open in alarm, but when I look around, everything is fine. The clothes, however, are still on the floor.


There’s a little girl standing by the pile, staring at it. She has her finger in her nose, and then, to my horror, the little pale thing proceeds to take out the finger and wipe it on my clothes.


“Can you not?!” I cry out in disgust, forgetting for a moment that I might be talking to a ghost.


The girl looks at me and her finger returns to her nose. Before I can say anything further, she disappears.


I stare at the spot she was standing in before flopping back on the bed, gripping my head with both hands and staring at the ceiling in bewilderment. “I have to be going crazy. There is no way there is a ghost in my room, picking its nose.”


The wind suddenly picks up again, and I jump off the bed, rushing toward the window, ignoring my throbbing knees. But when I try to close the window, it doesn’t work. It’s like it’s stuck or like something is pulling it in the opposite direction.


Grunting, I try again before a gale of wind throws me back a few steps. I stumble to the floor, my head hitting the chair. And then I feel something light and hard touch my hands. My eyes fly open, and I look at my stomach to see a cream-colored envelope, its edges gleaming in the moonlight.


For a moment, I stare at it. 


My name is written across the front in elegant calligraphy that shimmers slightly, as if the ink contains tiny particles of light. With trembling fingers, I break the wax seal on the back—an ornate symbol I don’t recognize—and remove a single card from within.


The message is brief, written in the same shimmering ink:


Miss Elara Gray,


Your presence is requested at Greyveil Academy’s orientation for incoming students with special abilities. We understand you have recently experienced changes that may be causing distress. We can provide answers and training.


If you wish to attend, please come to Oakhill Cemetery at midnight on the full moon (three days hence). Further instructions will be provided upon arrival.


We await the Deathborn.


Regards, Vivienne Grim, Chair of Theoretical Magic, Greyveil Academy


I read the message three times, my heart hammering against my ribs. It has to be a prank—some elaborate birthday joke from classmates who somehow knew I’d been acting strangely today.


Except… I hadn’t told anyone about hearing voices or seeing ghosts. Not even Zoe.


I stare at the invitation, my fingers playing with the envelope, a strange anxiety building up within me. What the heck? How did this get here?


I pad over to the window but there’s nobody outside.


I sink to the floor, leaning against the wall, my heart pounding.


I’ve spent my life being passed around from foster home to foster home. Since the age of twelve, the word stability meant little to me. And now—graduating, going off to college, I was supposed to finally be normal, start building a life.


Instead, I’m going insane.


Tears pricking the corners of my eyes, I wrap my arms around my legs, the invitation dangling from my hand.


What do I do now?




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO


 


 


The full moon hangs heavy in the night sky, illuminating the wrought-iron gates of Oakhill Cemetery. 


I hesitate at the entrance, my fingers curling around the cold metal. The cemetery gates should be locked at this hour, but they swing open at my touch with an ominous creak that makes my skin prickle.


“This is insane,” I mutter to myself, pulling my jacket tighter around my shoulders. “I’m actually breaking into a cemetery at midnight because a mysterious letter told me to. This is how people die in horror movies. Because they don’t listen to common sense. Although…”


I side-eye a man standing in a doctor’s lab coat, staring at me.


I look away.


For the past three days, I’ve cycled through every possible explanation for what’s happening to me. I’ve researched schizophrenia, temporal lobe epilepsy, brain tumors—anything that might explain the voices and apparitions. Yesterday, I even dragged myself to the community clinic, where a harried doctor ordered blood tests and referred me to a psychiatrist. The psychiatrist had listened politely, prescribed some antipsychotics “just to help with the symptoms,” and scheduled a follow-up in two weeks.


All the while, the little nose-picking ghost was cleaning her finger on the psychiatrist’s hair.


I’d filled the prescription but haven’t taken any pills yet. Something inside me insists that medicating away the voices isn’t the answer—that I need to understand what’s happening first. Which is how I’ve ended up here, sneaking into a cemetery in the middle of the night like some character from a horror movie.


As soon as I step past the gates, the whispers start—louder than ever before.


She’s here. The Deathborn has come.


Speak to her. Show her.


Welcome, child of the veil.


I clamp my hands over my ears, but it does nothing to quiet the cacophony of overlapping voices. The moonlight casts long shadows across the gravestones, and within those shadows, figures begin to form—dozens of them, then hundreds, materializing from the darkness between the markers.


Unlike the apparitions I’ve seen over the past three days, these spirits are almost solid-looking. An elderly man in a tweed jacket stands beside his own headstone, watching me curiously. A young woman in a wedding dress, her neck at an unnatural angle, reaches toward me with translucent fingers. A child in old-fashioned clothing plays hopscotch across the flat stones of a family plot, his laughter a ghostly echo that somehow cuts through the whispers.


“Stop,” I beg, squeezing my eyes shut as the voices crescendo to an unbearable volume. “Please stop.”


There are so many of them that I have to walk through some of them. And when I do, it’s like an icy breeze moves through my body. My breath catches.


“Who’s there?”


A man’s cautious voice has me turning stiff. And then I see the flashlight in the distance, approaching me. “Hey! Who’s out here?!”


My heart pounding, I begin running in the opposite direction.


“You there! Stop!”


He’s following me and I run faster, wondering if it is possible for my heart to leap out of my throat. His footsteps fade after a few minutes, and I duck behind a mausoleum, panting, sweat dripping down my face.


I wait a few minutes before letting out a deep breath and closing my eyes, allowing myself to relax.


The temperature drops suddenly, my breath forming visible clouds in the previously mild spring air. I force my eyes open and find myself surrounded by a circle of the dead, their spectral forms pressing closer, hands outstretched, mouths moving in that same endless chorus of whispers.


I back away, stumbling over a low grave marker. As I regain my balance, my back collides with something solid—something living. I spin around, a scream building in my throat.


A woman stands before me, tall and statuesque with silver-streaked black hair pulled into an immaculate chignon. Her penetrating gray eyes study me with clinical interest, as if I’m a particularly fascinating specimen under a microscope. She wears a tailored charcoal suit that seems to absorb the moonlight rather than reflect it.


The moment our eyes meet, the whispers cease. The sudden silence is so profound that for a moment I wonder if I’ve gone deaf.


“Miss Gray,” the woman says, her voice rich and melodious. “Thank you for coming.”


I take a step back, creating distance between us. “Who are you? How do you know my name?”


“I am Professor Vivienne Grim.” She extends a hand, which I don’t take. If she’s offended by my rudeness, she doesn’t show it. “Chair of Theoretical Magic at Greyveil Academy and interim headmistress during Ophelia’s sabbatical.”


Theoretical Magic. The words from the invitation. This woman either believes the nonsense she’s spouting, or she’s playing an elaborate prank. Either way, I want no part of it.


“Look, I don’t know what’s going on here, but I’m leaving.” I turn to go, but freeze when I see that the spirits still encircle us, silent now but watching intently.


“They’ve been waiting for you,” Professor Grim says calmly. “The dead don’t often have the chance to witness a Deathborn’s awakening.”


I whirl back to face her. “What is that? What’s a Deathborn? Everyone keeps saying that word.”


“You are.” She gestures toward me. “A Deathborn is an individual with the rare ability to perceive, communicate with, and eventually command the dead. The gift manifests at maturity—typically around the eighteenth birthday, which I understand was three days ago.”


My mouth goes dry. “How do you know that?”


“We’ve been monitoring potential students for some time. We have been watching you for a while now.”


“So, I’m not crazy?” I ask slowly.


Professor Grim’s expression softens almost imperceptibly. “No. You’re special. Which is why I want to offer you a place at Greyveil Academy, where you can learn to control your abilities.”


“Control them?” I laugh, the sound brittle in the cemetery’s silence. “I want them gone. I want to be normal.”


“Normal is relative, Miss Gray. And I’m afraid your abilities cannot be removed—they are as intrinsic to you as your eye color or blood type.” She takes a step closer, her expression serious. “But without proper training, they will continue to manifest chaotically, growing stronger and more unpredictable. Eventually, you may find yourself unable to distinguish between the living and the dead, trapped between worlds with no anchor to either.”


A chill runs through me that has nothing to do with the cemetery’s unnatural cold. “You’re saying I could go insane.”


“I’m saying you could lose yourself entirely.” Professor Grim gestures around us at the silent spirits. “The dead are drawn to the untrained Deathborn. They sense your ability to interact with them, to potentially help them. Without control, their constant presence will overwhelm you.”


As if responding to her words, the whispers begin again, though quieter than before—a gentle susurration like leaves rustling in a breeze.


Help us.


Guide us.


Free us.


I shake my head, trying to clear it. “Even if what you’re saying is true, which is a huge if, why would I trust you? Why would I go to some academy I’ve never heard of?”


“Because Greyveil has trained those with supernatural abilities for centuries, including those rare few with your particular gift. Deathborn are more in danger of losing themselves due to the dark nature of their gift. Even my proximity to you enhances your untapped abilities. At Greyveil, you’ll learn not only to control such manifestations but to use them purposefully.”


“Use them? For what?”


“That depends entirely on you. Some Deathborn become mediums, helping the living find closure with those they’ve lost. Others work as supernatural investigators, solving mysteries with the aid of witnesses no one else can question. A few become guides, helping spirits find their way beyond the veil.”


“The veil?”


“The barrier between the world of the living and the dead, the one only the Deathborn have the ability to cross unharmed.”


The envelope, which I have been carrying since I left the house, feels heavy in my hands, weighty with promises I’m not sure I believe. “And if I refuse?”


Professor Grim’s expression remains neutral, but something flashes in her eyes—concern, perhaps, or disappointment. “Then you continue as you have been, with the voices growing louder, the visions more vivid. You take medication that dulls your senses but doesn’t stop what’s happening. You withdraw from the world of the living while being increasingly drawn into the world of the dead, until the boundary between the two dissolves entirely.”


She paints a bleak picture, one that resonates with my worst fears.


I look around at the waiting dead who are listening to our conversation, and my heart quivers. “Can they hurt me?”


“No.”


I swallow.


“Is there any other way to completely get rid of them?”


“No.” Her response is final, unmoving and unbending.


“I need time to think,” I say finally, tucking my hands into my jacket pocket.


“Of course.” She nods, her expression inscrutable. “You have until the next new moon—two weeks from now. After that, the opportunity to join this semester’s incoming class will have passed.”


With a graceful movement, she reaches into her pocket and produces a business card, which she extends toward me. The card is thick, cream-colored stock with her name and title embossed in the same shimmering ink as the invitation.


“Should you have questions before then, you may contact me at this number. Day or night.”


I take the card, careful not to touch her hand. “How do I let you know if I… accept?”


“Here.” She hands me a second card, a different one. When I study it, it looks like an RSVP card. “If you choose to attend, you can mark ‘yes,’ and instructions will be sent to you.”


Professor Grim takes a step back, her form suddenly less substantial in the moonlight. “Remember, Miss Gray—your abilities are not a curse. With proper training, they can be your greatest strength.”


Before I can respond, she turns and walks deeper into the cemetery, her figure quickly swallowed by the darkness between the monuments. The moment she’s gone, the whispers return, louder now, more insistent.


Stay with us.


Learn from us.


Command us.


I clutch my head, overwhelmed by their intensity. “Shut up!”


To my surprise, the voices actually quiet, though they don’t disappear entirely. The spirits’ forms waver, like reflections in disturbed water, before becoming more transparent.


Did I do that? Did I just… control them somehow?


Not wanting to test the theory, I turn and hurry toward the cemetery gate, the two cards burning a hole in my pocket. The spirits make no move to stop me, simply watching with hollow eyes as I pass between their ranks. At the gate, I pause and look back.


The cemetery is empty now, the moonlight illuminating only gravestones and shadows. No spectral figures, no ghostly faces. If not for the cards in my pocket, I could almost convince myself I’d imagined the entire encounter.


Almost.


 


***


 


By the time I reach Ms. Winters’s house, it’s nearly one in the morning. I slip in through the back door, wincing at every creak of the floorboards. My foster mother is a light sleeper, and I’ve prepared an excuse about insomnia and a late-night walk, but thankfully, the house remains silent as I make my way to my room.


Once there, I lock the door and turn on my desk lamp, its warm glow creating a small circle of light in the darkness. I place Professor Grim’s card beside it, the shimmering ink catching the light strangely, seeming to shift and change as I watch.


With trembling fingers, I withdraw the RSVP card.


So simple, so sleek, so modern.


And all I have to do is make one mark on it.


I turn over the card and nearly drop it as writing forms on it, almost as if someone invisible is writing on it with a golden pen.


Greyveil Academy for Exceptional Students proudly extends an invitation to Miss Elara Gray to join our incoming class of Supernatural Practitioners


Semester begins July 1st, RSVP required.


I stare at the words, my fingers tracing the raised lettering. July first is just over two weeks away. If I accept, I’d be leaving everything—Ms. Winters, what few friends I have, any chance at a normal college experience or career.


But if Professor Grim is right, “normal” isn’t an option for me anymore. Not with the dead whispering in my ears and apparitions following my every move.


I crawl into bed, unable to think anymore, the choices before me threatening to change the course of my carefully planned out future.


Staring at the ceiling, I find myself wishing my dad was still alive. He would have known what to do. If my mother was here, she would have been able to guide me. That’s what parents are supposed to do, right? Help you out in situations like this. If I can see ghosts—


I sit up suddenly, looking around, but there’s no trace of my father. 


Irritation flickers through me. Of course. I can see a farmer from what looks like the eighteen hundreds, but I can’t see my dad.


It’s been six years now. I know he’s dead. I’ve made my peace with the fact. When I think about him now, tears don’t always come to my eyes. Not the way they did when the police showed up at my door, calling at a hiking accident. They wouldn’t let me see the body, not even to identify him. But I saw the pictures. And I always knew that it was no hiking accident that took my father. Nobody looked like that after a simple accident. Nobody was drained of every drop of blood in a hiking accident. 


But I was twelve. Who was going to listen to me?


Lying back in bed, I play with the locket around my neck, smiling humorlessly. What was I thinking? Was Dad going to show up and suddenly tell me what really happened all those years ago?


My mother disappeared a long time ago, when I was five. I don’t even know if she’s alive or dead. So I don’t know if I should be searching for her ghost or not. 


Turning on my side, I close my eyes, exhaustion finally overtaking me. As I drift toward sleep, the whispers return, but they’re gentler now, almost soothing.


Insanity. That’s what awaits me if I don’t go to this school or whatever it is. 




 


 


 


 



CHAPTER THREE


 


 


Three days after my midnight cemetery encounter with Professor Grim, I still haven’t made a decision about Greyveil Academy. The RSVP card sits on my desk, untouched but impossible to ignore, its golden lettering catching the light whenever I glance in its direction.


I’ve been sleeping poorly, the whispers growing more insistent each night. They seem to sense my indecision, pushing and pulling at my consciousness like an invisible tide. During the day, I manage to function somewhat normally—helping Ms. Winters with chores, researching local community colleges online, pretending my world hasn’t been turned upside down.


But at night, when the house grows quiet and the boundaries between worlds thin, there’s no escaping what I am. What I’m becoming.


Tonight is particularly bad. I lie in bed, staring at the shadows dancing across my ceiling, cast by tree branches moving in the wind outside my window. The whispers are louder than usual, more chaotic, as if the dead are arguing amongst themselves.


I pull my pillow over my head, trying to muffle the voices, but they’re inside me now, not coming from any external source I can block out.


“Please,” I whisper into my mattress. “Just one night of peace. That’s all I’m asking for.”


To my surprise, the voices suddenly hush, like a classroom of children when a teacher enters the room. The abrupt silence is almost as unnerving as the whispers. I cautiously remove the pillow from my head, holding my breath as I listen to the quiet.


That’s when I sense him.


I feel his presence before I see him—a familiar weight in the air, like the atmosphere before a thunderstorm. Slowly, I sit up and turn toward my bedroom door.


My father stands there, watching me.


Unlike the other ghosts I’ve seen, he doesn’t flicker or waver. He’s solid-looking, detailed, from the slight curl in his dark hair to the small scar above his left eyebrow. He’s wearing what he always wore at home—worn jeans and his favorite flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows. He looks exactly as he did the morning he left for his fatal hike six years ago.


“Dad?” My voice comes out as a broken whisper.


He doesn’t speak. Instead, he places a finger to his lips in a gentle hushing gesture, then smiles—that crooked, warm smile that used to make everything feel better when I was younger.


I swing my legs over the side of the bed, hardly daring to breathe. “Can you talk to me? Please?”


Of all the voices plaguing me, his is the one I want to hear the most.


Just one more time.


Tears spring to my eyes as I try to move closer to him.


He shakes his head, the smile fading into something sadder, more regretful. He takes a step closer, and I notice that unlike the other spirits, his feet actually touch the floor. No hovering, no passing through objects. He moves like a living person.


“Why are you here?” I ask, tears burning behind my eyes. “Why now?”


Again, no answer, just that same sad smile. He moves to my desk, looking pointedly at the RSVP card sitting there.


“Is that why? Because of Greyveil?” My voice cracks on the word. “Do you know about that place? Is it safe?”


He reaches toward the card but doesn’t touch it. Then he turns back to me and places his hand over his heart, his eyes fixed on mine with an intensity that makes my breath catch.


“What does that mean?” I stand up, taking a hesitant step toward him. “Dad, please, I need more than this. I don’t understand what’s happening to me.”


He shakes his head again, looking frustrated now, as if he’s trying to communicate something important but can’t find the means. He gestures to himself, then to me, then makes a circle with his arms.


“Protection?” I guess. “You’re… protecting me?”


His face brightens, and he nods emphatically. Then he points to the RSVP card again.


“You want me to go to Greyveil? Is that it?”


Before he can respond, my bedroom door swings open. Ms. Winters stands in the doorway, her hair in curlers, squinting in the darkness.


“Elara? Who on earth are you talking to at this hour?”


I freeze, my eyes darting between her and my father. She’s looking right at him, but her expression shows only irritation, not shock at seeing a dead man in her foster daughter’s bedroom.


She can’t see him.


“Sorry,” I manage. “Bad dream. I was just… talking myself through it.”


Ms. Winters sighs, her hand still on the doorknob. “It’s nearly two in the morning. Some of us have work tomorrow.”


“I know. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”


She gives me a long look, her expression softening slightly. “Are you sure you’re all right? You’ve been acting strangely ever since your birthday.”


My father moves to stand beside her, studying her face with an unreadable expression. The temperature in the room drops noticeably.


“I’m fine,” I lie. “Just graduation stress.”


Ms. Winters shivers, wrapping her robe tighter around herself. “Did you leave your window open? It’s freezing in here.”


My father raises his hand, and to my horror, it passes right through Ms. Winters’s shoulder. She flinches, her hand flying to the spot.


“What was that?” she demands, looking around wildly. “Did you throw something at me?”


“No! Of course not.” My heart pounds in my chest. “Maybe it was a muscle spasm? Or—”


“Don’t lie to me, Elara.” Her voice hardens. “I felt something touch me.”


My father looks as surprised as I am. He stares at his hand, then at Ms. Winters, seeming to realize she felt his touch even if she couldn’t see him. Experimentally, he reaches toward her again.


“Stop!” I cry out, but it’s too late.


His fingertips brush against her other shoulder, and she jumps, spinning around to face empty air.


“This isn’t funny, Elara,” she says, her voice shaking slightly. “Whatever game you’re playing, it stops now.”


I hold up my hands, showing they’re empty. “I’m not doing anything, I swear.”


My father is watching me now, his expression thoughtful. He gestures again toward the RSVP card, more urgently this time, then places a finger to his lips once more before fading from view, not disappearing instantly like the others, but gradually becoming transparent until he’s gone completely.
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