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CHAPTER ONE
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Phones are loud. Most people know this, but don’t really appreciate how loud they are compared to the rest of the world until the jangling, disharmonious noise disrupts whatever sleep they were trying to get. Even the most melodic, operatic music becomes a chainsaw buzz through a phone speaker and a layer of exhaustion. My phone was set to sound like an old rotary phone, so it was more like a train crashing through the wall and into my eardrum.

I flopped my hand around on the table until I felt the screen under my fingers, and swiped at it until the noise stopped and I could hold it up to my ear.

“Hello," I groaned. It came out as "hrgh".

“If you’re going to keep sleeping there, I’ll just charge you rent and you can give up your apartment.” Morry, my brain recognized through the wool packed around it. My boss, whose office I was currently sleeping in.

“I was too tired to drive,” I mumbled, sitting up and rubbing at my eyes. A quick glance at the phone screen told me it wasn’t even six yet - another hour before the clinic needed to be open.

“Because you worked all night.” Morry's voice in my ear was both judgmental and exasperated.

“Nope. Kegger. Big one.” I stood from the couch, muffling a groan as the muscles in my back protested. “Sarcastic administration types weren’t invited. How'd you even know I was here?”

"Lucky guess." I glared at the phone. "You’ve got a house call.” I repressed another groan. I hated house calls even when I wasn't exhausted. “Get home and get showered.”

“Am I covered here?”

“I’ll find someone. You were asked for by name.”

I sighed a little through my nose. You do one morning radio interview and suddenly everybody wants to be your friend.

"Waking grandma up to ask about the will?” I asked Morry sourly.

“Not exactly,” Morry replied quietly. “It’s a kid.”

That shut down whatever cynicism my overtired brain was trying to throw out. “Dead?” I asked, stopped in front of the door with my keys in hand.

“Not yet. I emailed you everything I have. Go on, lock up behind you. I’ll handle the clinic today.”

“...Morry, if you emailed me why did you call me at not-quite-dawn?”

“To make sure you got the email.”

I stared at the ceiling for a moment and requested patience from whoever might be listening.

“I’ll call you later, Morry.”

“Sure. Be safe.”

“You too.”

––––––––
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STUCK IN MORNING TRAFFIC, I flipped the radio on in the hopes that human voices would keep my brain from going back into stasis. It was talk radio - the same show I'd been interviewed on, actually, though the cast had changed a little in the intervening years. I didn't like the new guy.

"I'm not saying I'm gonna beat up a kid," he was saying now. "But if something is running towards me with fangs bared, I'm probably gonna react, y'know?"

I jabbed at the radio buttons until it switched to something playing actual music, wrapping both hands tightly around the steering wheel. I was definitely awake now, but it was with the kind of anger-adrenaline you get when you want to hit something. I'd done the interview five years previous, on the fifth anniversary of what a lot of people just called The Tear. Something had ripped open the sky over Greenwich, England, like a sonic boom dialed up to eleven. Very little damage on the ground, curiously, but an eerie green stain still lingered in the sky. You could even see it here, on the east coast of the States, if the sky was clear and you squinted a little. The radiation-green sky was weird enough on its own, but the Tear was leaking some kind of energy that current science had no explanation for, even ten years out. An energy that seemed to be permeating the entire planet - specifically, the kids.

One in six kids who had gone through puberty since The Tear had manifested some kind of ability or physical mutation. I knew a kid with a horn growing right out of his forehead, and a very sweet little girl with a prehensile tail. The UN was calling these manifestations "abilities outside the previous human norm". Most people just called them "abilities" or "breakthroughs". Less of a mouthful.

What most people didn't know was that they weren't entirely new. There had always been an "extranatural community" of some kind, as far back as history could tell us. People with abilities, powers no one around them had. We'd kept to ourselves, or found work in carnivals or sideshows if we had no other choice. It had been safer that way. Still was, if Mister React on the radio was any indication. People like him were why we'd stepped out of the shadows: to give kids - fanged or otherwise - somewhere safe to ask questions and find help. That place was the Grace Callahan Extranatural Clinic and Resource Center - "the clinic". Morry had decided that the community needed a public face, and that I was the "safest" choice. I'd done the interview partially to get the word out about the clinic, and partially to be a "good" example of the community. Which was how most of the state had found out I could talk to ghosts, and presumably led to me having to go be a professional at stupid-o'clock in the morning. Not sure if it was worth it, honestly.

Once I got into my apartment and thus my shower, I leaned my head against the tile, trying to will the entire situation into being a dream that I could just finish out later. It was futile on a couple of fronts, the main one being that mediums don't dream. It took real exhaustion for us to even sleep. Mostly we relied on deep meditation, while our spirits hung out in Limbo, where the ghosts lived.

It took training to shut ourselves away, safe from ghosts and other mediums. My training had been failing me lately. It was why I'd stayed at the office - I simply hadn't been able to sleep. Something in Limbo, or at least my corner of it, was restless and making it my problem. Trying to meditate through it was like trying to take a nap while your neighbor got their roof replaced right outside your open window. And no matter how much physical rest I got, if my spirit was tired, I was tired. Morry would have wanted me to take something, or sleep at his place, behind his wards long enough to get forty winks in. But sleep aids made me useless the next day, and I couldn't bring myself to impose on Morry's family, so working myself to the limit every night it was. Nothing new, unfortunately.

Having finally woken up properly, I made a cup of tea and sat at the table with my laptop to read Morry's email. The request was from a Joshua Morgan, a high school history teacher. One of his students, a girl named Lindsay Fisher, had apparently started acting especially odd in class - and only his class. Everywhere else she was a normal high school student, but in his classroom she was either belligerent or completely zoned out. Eleven years ago, I would have assumed she was on something. But these days we had to think zebras, not horses. He wanted to meet me before her class and have me sit in to observe her behavior.

I took a long drink of my tea, musing over the situation. This was actually trickier than I’d first thought. If she was a minor, I couldn’t do anything without her parents’ consent. If she was an adult, I couldn’t do anything without her consent. Both of which assumed I could do anything at all. The teacher might have had the best of intentions, but he might also be wasting a lot of time and effort.

And money. A note at the bottom of the email informed me he intended to pay me, in cash, just for coming to the school. A figure wasn’t mentioned, but the fact he wanted to pay me at all was surprising. Most people thought I should be using my “blessing” to help people out of the kindness of my heart. And I would, as soon as ghosts started paying my bills. 

I stood from the table, ready to go change into my "adult professional" disguise, but was stopped by the sound of someone knocking on my door. I opened it to a mail carrier, with an envelope in one hand and a digital signature pad in the other.

"Need you to sign for this," he said, lifting both towards me. I caught the logo on the envelope, the triple-letter monogram of a law firm, and felt my jaw clench involuntarily.

"Nope."

"...what?"

"I won't sign." I pointed at the envelope. "That's harassment with a stamp on it, and I won't acknowledge it."

He stood there, looking dumbfounded. I was guessing he'd never had anyone refuse a certified letter before.

"Take it back and shred it," I advised him. "Or line a bird cage with it, or make a piñata out of it. I don't care. I'm not signing." And I shut the door in his face. Which was probably rude, but the longer I looked at the envelope the higher my anger and anxiety rose, and I couldn't afford either at the moment. I had things to do. Things that did not involve being browbeaten by a disbarred impostor.

I pressed my back to the door for a moment, taking a deep breath through my nose, and headed for the bedroom. Bland brown office suit, hair pulled back with a gold-colored clip. The suit was lined with anti-possession wards, but nobody needed to know that.

As I headed for my car, I saw the mail carrier sitting in his truck, tapping an envelope against the steering wheel. He caught my eye and grimaced, or maybe it was more of a flinch, as he immediately put the truck into gear and pulled away from the building. I frowned after him; I didn't think I'd been that scary.

Shaking my head, I reminded myself I had bigger fish to fry. Nonetheless, irritation and anxiety still simmered in the back of my mind as I made my way across town.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER TWO
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The high school I’d been directed to was faring about as well as any of the others in the area, which was to say it probably needed to be burned down and restarted from scratch. I alerted the front office to my presence, trying to ignore the hairy eyeball I was getting from the resource officer. I’d gotten hairy eyeballs from a lot of people since that damned radio interview, once they heard my name. Like my eyes were gonna roll back in my head and I'd start speaking in tongues at the slightest provocation. I'd considered learning ventriloquy just to fuck with people.

Joshua Morgan came to the office to retrieve me before I could start harassing the officer, offering me his hand immediately. He was about a head taller than me, with close-cut brown hair and blue eyes behind silver wire-frame glasses. Textbook history teacher. No pun intended.

“Miss Crown, I’m so glad you could come,” he said earnestly, giving me a firm handshake and a grateful smile. “Is there anywhere in particular we need to start?” He was already friendlier and more cooperative than 90 percent of my house calls. Maybe because it wasn't his actual house.

“Is the classroom empty now?”

“Yes, for about another ten minutes.” He opened the office door and gestured down a long hallway. “Lindsay’s class isn’t for another hour and a half, though.”

“I'd like to see if the issue is with the room itself," I told him. "Before I start assuming it's to do with her." I hoped very much that the issue was with the room. I didn't have to ask the room for permission to fix its problems.

We started down the hallway, and I repressed a shiver. Not a metaphysical one, just a normal nervous reaction. High schools - schools in general, really - were one of those things that seemed to imprint themselves on your psyche, and being in one that didn't match your mental blueprint was always disorienting.

“Why would the issue be with her?” he asked, shaking me out of my thoughts.

“Has she had a breakthrough?” I asked, following his direction to turn down a shorter hallway, lined with lockers.

“I'm not sure; a lot of the students keep that to themselves if they can.”

Figures. I bust my butt trying to make a safe place for teenagers with new and confusing issues and they'd still rather deal with it on their own. “This could be a breakthrough," I told Morgan. "Or an outside force like a malevolent ghost, or a completely mundane explanation. Have you spoken to her parents about her behavior?”

“Ah, no.” He frowned, a little furrow appearing between his eyebrows. “They won’t hear a word against her, to be honest, and I worry what their reaction would be." He shrugged. "I guess I just wanted to be better armed, knowledge-wise, before I start anything with them."

I raised my eyebrows. My estimation of Mr. Morgan was rising rapidly. "Is there any chance she's abusing drugs?" God bless him, he actually missed a step at that. He stumbled and I paused to let him recover.

"I really, really doubt it," he said when he had collected himself. "I don't think she even takes aspirin. She's pretty driven." Another left turn, and we were in front of a door labeled with his name. "Here we are. What do you need?"

"“Just...stand there and try not to move around too much.” He gave me another puzzled look, but stayed in the hall after opening the door for me.

I'm sure he was expecting candles or chanting. And it's not like I never do candles and chanting. But if there wasn’t anything in the room I didn’t want to call something in, and if something wasthere, I didn't want to deal with it at all until I had backup. Some ghosts knew and accepted they were dead, but some got really testy if you insinuated they might not still be flesh and blood. So instead I just stood just inside the door, leaving it open behind me just in case, and just...looked.
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