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        Content Note

      
      This book contains suicidal thoughts and discussions, murder, dubious consent, light body horror and gore, and stalking.
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        Chapter 1

      
      The house didn’t look haunted, but few of them ever did.

      Hazel had sent spirits onward in high-rise apartment buildings, exorcised double-wide trailers, and once spent a horrible weekend in a converted loft, laying to rest the ghosts of the poor workers who’d died when it had been a warehouse. The ethereal world lay right alongside the material, and the boundary could break at almost any moment.

      She didn’t like the Chapman house, but she didn’t put that down to any special sense she’d developed as a medium. The condominium sat squarely in the middle of a well-trimmed lawn, two stories of perfectly maintained sand-brown siding and peaked roofs that would have screamed respectability if that hadn’t been an oxymoron. Her parents probably still dreamed about a home like it—probably dreamed even more about the gated community and the country club five minutes away—and Hazel was old enough to know her own biases.

      Knowing didn’t mean overcoming, though, and she was halfway bristling already when she knocked on the door. The middle-aged white man who answered didn’t improve the situation. He looked like he came free with the house and inspected her like she was milk two days past the expiration date.

      “Hazel Lewis,” she said, and didn’t smile. He wasn’t her client.

      “The…medium,” said the man, holding the word at arm’s length and then dropping it quickly.

      “Yes.” Hazel offered her hand, poking at his boundaries now rather than just being polite. It was petty and unjustified—he had every reason to be skeptical about her—but the drive had been long, the bag over her shoulder was heavy, and the work ahead was unpleasant.

      The man shook quickly, getting it over with. “I’m Lee Chapman. My father’s inside.” He stood aside to let her enter, then followed, barely pausing to shut the door.

      Hazel took in the living room at a glance: grays and whites, two sofas that looked rock hard, a couple of pictures on the walls, and a low table with a bunch of folded newspapers on it. An empty coffee mug and a half-eaten sandwich on the same table were the only real evidence of human occupation. Otherwise, it could have been a photo in a home decor magazine.

      Her skin started prickling as soon as she crossed the threshold, goose bumps forming in a sudden ripple of cold that had nothing to do with air conditioners or shade. The other side was always cold—Hazel had more reasons than professionalism for going to work in a blazer and slacks—but it rarely made itself known so fast. A faint humming had started in her ears too. This was going to be a tough one.

      “Mr. Chapman,” she said, turning to the man who was clearly watching to make sure she didn’t steal the silverware, “what’s your perspective on your father’s situation?”

      Lee blinked at her. “Why are you asking me? He’s the one who hired you.”

      “Not all my clients can see their cases clearly. The more information I have, and the more sources I have it from, the easier this process will be on everyone.”

      He snorted. “Then my perspective is that you’re taking advantage of a delusional man in the last couple weeks of his life, and you should be in jail, but there’s not a damn thing I can do about it.”

      “I could figure that out,” Hazel said, fighting the urge to stuff her hands in her pockets. These conversations went better when she looked composed, no matter how cold her fingers were getting. “His nurse corroborated some points of his story.”

      “His nurse is way too suggestible to be in medicine. The room’s always been a heat sink, the house makes noises, and Dad’s vision went wonky five years ago. He could see the Rangers starting lineup in the shadows.”

      “And the insects?”

      Lee rolled his eyes. “Bugs. Probably got in through a window, or maybe the contractors fu—messed up when they were redoing the room. Maybe they like the smell of his medicine. I don’t know, but I know it’s not ghosts.”

      “So you’ve never seen any evidence that he’s experiencing paranormal activity?”

      “I haven’t seen it because it doesn’t exist.” A shadow flickered deep in Lee’s eyes. “Look, this is all bad enough without pandering to a bunch of half-baked theories and delusions. Doesn’t matter, though. My father spent eighty-six years knowing he was right about everything, and he’s not going to stop until he’s underground, so do what you think you have to do and then get out of my hair, okay?”

      Hazel forcibly settled her emotional prickles. The man’s father was dying. She could cut him a little slack. “Then I’ll make this as quick as I can,” she said, “and if everything he and Mr. Ren told me has a normal explanation, at least I’ll have settled his mind a little. Do you want to wait out here or come in with me?”

      It helped to give people what choices she could.

      “I—I’ll wait,” said Lee, still truculent but shaken enough to back down a notch. “My father doesn’t want me involved.”

      That happened. Sometimes people wanted to keep their loved ones safe, and sometimes they worried about looking silly in front of them. In this case, the latter seemed more likely. The Chapmans probably needed a good therapist as much as they did a medium, but that wasn’t Hazel’s problem.

      She’d learned what she needed to know, anyhow. The haunting might be bad, but it wasn’t causing any blatant manifestations, which meant that the border was still mostly intact. Thank God.

      Lee led her across the living room and through a door. Both the humming and the cold got worse as soon as Hazel stepped into the short hallway on the other side. Even Lee, who almost certainly couldn’t feel them, hunched up his shoulders and grimaced.

      “The door on the right,” he said. “Bathroom’s opposite. I’ll stay in the living room.” He wasn’t regarding her with any less suspicion, but maybe there was no silver to steal back here.

      Hazel nodded. “Thank you. With any luck, I’ll be out soon.”

      She didn’t hear Lee if he replied and only noticed his departure when the door shut behind him. Already she was loosening her grip on the material world, letting the humming rise around her and Clarence’s room fill her vision. Each step she took toward it became slower and heavier until she stood in front of the bland white door and grasped the handle.

      

      * * *

      The room descended on her in an ice-water rush and the whine of a dentist’s drill. At first she couldn’t process anything else, could only stand still and let herself adjust; forcing the issue, Hazel had learned, did not go well. She took the cold and the noise, knew that they were happening, let her brain come to grips with them until the sharpest edges had worn off and she could make sense of the normal world again.

      Clarence Chapman lay dying in a big room with yellow and white wallpaper, dark furniture, and three taxidermied heads on the wall above the king-size bed. A coyote and a deer flanked a black bear, their glassy eyes reflecting the light of a large, old-fashioned TV, and Chapman looked like a fourth trophy as he lay beneath them with the covers pulled up to his neck.

      He wouldn’t have made much of an ornament. Clarence was practically a skeleton with skin, and that was weathered and yellowed, the product of an age when tobacco, lead, and tanning were the cornerstones of civilization. In Hazel’s half-otherworldly perception, shadows stretched away from him, shadows that the wasted form under the blanket should never have been able to cast.

      He turned gray eyes on Hazel, cloudy with cataracts and yet weirdly sharp. “Are you the girl I sent for?” he rasped.

      “I’m Hazel Lewis,” she said, keeping her voice light. “The medium you hired.”

      Clarence snorted acknowledgment, picked up a remote from a pile of golf magazines, and turned off the TV. “Paid enough for it. What do I have to do now?”

      “Not much, really. It’s in my hands.” Hazel looked around the room as her vision focused more, noticing bottles lined up by height on the top of Chapman’s dresser, their reflections wavery in the warped mirror behind them, and an angular brown armchair on the other side of the bed. A pile of flies lay in the corner beyond it, and a couple moved as Hazel watched. “How long have those been there?”

      Clarence shrugged. “Ren swept last night. Since then. Getting nervous?”

      His smile showed a surprising amount of teeth for a man in his state. Big and healthy, except for about seventy years of tobacco stains, they reminded Hazel of a horse’s. Lay the cube flat on your palm, she remembered her camp counselor saying to a bunch of squirmy eight-year-olds. He could bite your fingers right off if he gets confused.

      “I try not to relax too much in my cases,” she said. “It always pays to stay alert.”

      “Good girl.”

      That didn’t merit an answer. Hazel set down her bag and began unpacking: four candles, bone runes, a silver knife with a birch handle, blessed water, scented oil. She felt Chapman watching her and tried to ignore it, just as she noted and ignored the voices that had begun to speak beyond the humming, using no language she’d ever heard from the living.

      Four manifestations so far. Only the flies were physical. It could be worse.

      She fell into the ritual, keenly aware of each motion, taking comfort in their regularity and precision. Black silk slid beneath her fingers as she smoothed the square out onto the floor. Supple leather gave in her grip when she shook and threw the runes, five of the raven-bone tokens coming up with their carvings visible.

      Raido, the rider, was the rune nearest her. That always happened because she was controlling a powerful force, guiding much larger beings in the direction she wanted them to go. The nauthiz rune was nearest to Chapman, speaking of need and constraint. No great surprise there either. The other three landed on the eastern edge of the cloth.

      Left was kaunaz, which meant fire or torches, injury or death. It pointed roughly to the space beside the TV, and Hazel glanced there quickly, but her half sight didn’t show her any threats. Still, it probably wasn’t a good place to cross the border.

      One of the last two runes had fallen on top of the other, making a sort of cross at the cloth’s right corner—the top was thurisaz, the bottom algiz. The symbol for protection lay below the rune meaning giant or thorn or, often, trouble specifically from men.

      Clarence could certainly be trouble—the client often was. Good people could get haunted or cursed if they accidentally moved into the wrong place, picked up the wrong object, or pissed off the wrong person. The nasty ones drew otherworldly parasites like rotten meat drew, well, flies, and generally for the same sort of reason.

      She scooped the runes back into the bag, folded the cloth, and got to her feet.

      Protection was protection, even with trouble added. Hazel set her first candle in the right-hand space that the mixed runes had signified, lit it, and began.

      With the candles lit, the room grew darker.

      Shadows that had seemed too long on Clarence’s bed and too dark in the corners sent out tendrils like little fingers, finding other patches of darkness and knitting themselves together. The overhead light faded to almost nothing, the candle flames burned blue, and the room took on a chill that matched the cold sinking into Hazel’s flesh. A rhythmic tapping mingled with the voices behind the humming, starting and stopping erratically, like a giant hand running toward her on its nails.

      Hazel had been pretty sure Chapman’s haunting was hostile—insects were usually a bad sign—but she’d been hoping it wouldn’t be quite so strong. Communication was probably off the table, and there was a chance she’d have to temporarily seal the place and come back with reinforcements.

      Chapman was staring at her, so expressionless that a witness in the material world might have thought he was dead. He’d folded his hands over his chest, which didn’t help the impression, and his spindly fingers stretched too far down their backs.

      At least he wasn’t asking questions or telling her to hurry up. Hazel pulled her attention back to her work; the sooner she got on with it, the sooner she’d be done with the house and the man. Picking up the flask of blessed water, she poured some of it onto a square of white linen, then dragged the cloth along the blade of her knife, calling its power back to the surface. The silver began to glow.

      Hazel breathed deep, dragging chilly air into her lungs despite their protests, centering herself in herself and in the connections she’d made over the years as she raised the knife above her head. On the exhale, she brought it down in one smooth movement. It cut cleanly through the barrier between worlds, and its radiant trail hung in the air for a moment.

      Then the other side rushed in.

      Once Hazel had opened the way, transition was instant. Darkness filled her sight for a second, and when it passed, she was standing by a bed made of crude iron. The dresser and its pills had vanished, leaving a mirror that took up half the wall and was even more warped than the one in the material plane. Bulges pressed against the wallpaper, each shaped like a reaching hand, and Hazel saw a spot near her where the bloody ends of fingers had broken through. The mouths of the trophy heads opened, and long, red tongues hung out, nearly reaching the bed below them.

      This was Clarence’s true home. Consciously or not, he’d molded the ethereal to his deepest impulses over the years, and what he’d shaped was decay and carnage. Hazel turned to stare at the man who’d hired her. “What are you?”

      Her voice came out in a whisper. He didn’t respond.

      Across the room, the air began to squirm.

      Empty space writhed before Hazel. Her eyes stopped focusing for a second, her brain’s desperate effort to save itself, but that didn’t spare her completely. Space tore itself apart around two figures. The one on her right was tall and lean, wearing a black robe fastened with brass buckles that shone slickly in the room’s uncertain light. The robe’s hood shadowed its face except for a pair of glowing red eyes.

      The figure on the left, by Clarence’s bed, sent panic surging up Hazel’s stomach and into her throat.

      A headless figure covered in bubbling red skin nearly scraped the ceiling with the top of its torso. It was almost as skeletal as Clarence, but with none of his fragility—its spindly arms and legs were clearly very solid, and its feet and hands had talons like razor blades. A pair of very human-shaped eyes, completely white except for the pupil, stared at Hazel out of the middle of its chest.

      Two mouths lay below the eyes. The bottom one was expressionless as far as Hazel could tell, a lipless gash with fangs. The top one, unnervingly toothless, was smiling triumphantly.

      Clarence smiled almost exactly the same way.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 2

      
      “Clarence,” Hazel said, while the deep-space cold of the room seemed to fill her mind. “There’s still time to take back whatever deal you made.”

      The candles flickered around her, the demons’ presence devouring their protective radiance every second. She didn’t have long.

      As Clarence hacked laughter, she subtly shifted her weight forward. “I don’t know what they’ve promised you,” she said. In a desperate burst of motion, she darted downward and scooped up the jar of oil. “But I promise it’s not worth the price.”

      The candle behind her blinked out. Then the one to the west.

      “Price?” Clarence snorted. “Stupid girl.”

      The red demon leaned forward, both mouths gaping, its breath filling the room with the stench of rotten meat. One candle went out immediately, and the other wavered. Hazel clutched the jar, trying to mentally map the room without taking her eyes off either of the intruders.

      “You’re the price,” said Clarence, and the last candle died.

      

      * * *

      The demon lunged first. Hazel hadn’t been expecting that—the cloaked figure was closest—and her dash backward was clumsier than she’d hoped.

      Her aim was still decent. She flung the jar of banishing oil as hard as she could, not at the demon itself but at the wall, behind the new arrivals, calling on the very rusty skills she’d developed in junior varsity softball. Hazel hadn’t lost them completely over fifteen years, and fear helped; the full jar hit the wall hard enough to shatter it, splashing the oil over the demon.

      It roared, though she couldn’t tell whether that was pain or anger or both, and stopped in its tracks long enough for Hazel to keep scrambling away. The floor squelched beneath her, a new development that she would have liked to ignore if it hadn’t also clung to her feet.

      Great. Two outsiders against one medium weren’t bad enough odds.

      Hazel took another step back, holding her knife in front of her, and risked a glance over her shoulder as the demon barked words in a twisting, clotted language.

      Sure enough, blood soaked the previously yellow carpet, and more hands pressed at the walls. The TV made a weirdly modern touch in the middle of them, even though the frame had become leathery and stitched, and the door had turned into leather as well, with a wooden handle shaped like a curved human tongue. It would still work, though, even if Hazel had to persuade it, and she had a clear path there. She turned to run.

      A gloved hand grabbed her shoulder. Hazel tried to yank away, but the cloaked figure held on with impossible strength, turning her back around as the demon shambled toward her. Clarence started laughing again, wheezing, choking, but unmistakably gleeful.

      She shrieked, forcing her lungs free of the terror that had half calcified them, and shoved herself at the figure knife-first. It was a totally clumsy blow, but the figure had been expecting her to throw her weight in the other direction. The knife sank into its robes just about where the collarbone would be on a human, and the cloaked being hissed with pain. It almost sounded like a person.

      Then it shoved Hazel away, eyes flaring beneath its cloak. The force sent her stumbling again, nearly tripping, until she smacked the back of her head into the TV, and the screen came to life as she shook herself. Light of a sort filled the room again, along with the crackling of static.

      Hazel could only half see the TV in the mirror, which totally distorted whatever image might have appeared, and barely made out a brightly colored moving oval as the static resolved. The others clearly saw more. Both the red demon and the hooded figure stopped, attention drawn to the picture on the screen, and Clarence’s laughter cut off abruptly. The image shifted again and became falling white lines.

      Footsteps on the soggy carpet gave Hazel a second of warning. She spun around, holding her knife out, and saw the demon lurching in her direction again. It was between Hazel and the door before she could take a step.

      The creature in the hood stood behind her right side. It wasn’t moving yet, still staring at the TV, but running back in their direction didn’t seem like a bright idea. That left the other side of the bed and the narrow passage between the wall and the armchair.

      Hazel leaped onto the bed like a ten-year-old in a hotel room. The mattress bounced beneath her, and Clarence gave a faint, angry cry that didn’t inspire much sympathy under the circumstances. She jumped off again onto the other side and grabbed the lamp from the bedside table in her free hand, then ran for the door, keeping the makeshift shield on her side.

      Realizing what she was doing, the demon changed direction, but it was too large to really move fast. Hazel shoved the chair toward it as she dashed, hearing an impact but not looking to see how well she’d hit. She knew that the door was in front of her, which was, to paraphrase Keats badly, all she needed to know.

      Cold pain ripped upward from her left leg. A force with it jerked her to a stop, then yanked her back like she was a dog on a leash, pulling Hazel an inch or two before she could even look down to see what had gone wrong.

      A barbed black tongue had flicked out of the demon’s upper mouth and wrapped around her upper thigh, cutting easily through her pants and deep into her flesh. As Hazel shrieked and tried to pull away, it tightened, keeping her firmly in place. The demon took a thudding step forward.

      The hooded figure crashed into its side, shoving it off balance. With another roar, this one pure rage, the demon rounded on its servant. It left Hazel bleeding but free, knowing that she had a few precious seconds to save herself.

      Her knife wouldn’t do the job. She doubted she could reach the door before the demon got to her again, not with her wounded leg. Hazel scanned the room, frantically seeking a weapon, a shield, or an escape hatch, and noticed the TV. The images on it were still shifting: A giant winged shadow morphed into a field of colored stars, which became an almost-human face with a third eye in the center of its forehead.

      No earthly TV station had ever shown those pictures. Hazel had no idea what they were or where they came from, but they’d stopped the demons for a moment. She understood everything else in the room—the demons, the furniture, Clarence scrabbling at the covers and making gurgling noises deep in his throat. The known either wouldn’t help her or was actively trying to kill her.

      Time to take a chance on the unknown.

      Bolting forward, she raised her knife above her head and plunged it into the TV.

      For just a second, she saw a shifting silvery-blue landscape on the screen, full of shapes of different sizes with the continents and clouds of worlds seen from space. A rusty haze seemed to hang between the screen and the landscape.

      Then the glass burst and the room shuddered. Blue-white fire streamed out of the TV and along the walls in wide snakes, acting like no electricity Hazel had ever seen except for the way it made her hair stand on end and her fillings hurt. Swaths of wall next to it shrank and grew with no relation to each other, stretching or crushing the reaching handlike shapes, and the energy’s crackling noise blended with the sound of popping bones.

      It took only a moment for the electricity to make a full circle, just long enough for Clarence to let out a weak, choked howl of rage that sounded like his last noise on earth. The electricity nearly drowned him out when the two strands met above his head. The trophy animals’ eyes glowed blue-white then, and fire started dancing along the deer’s antlers. When it reached the end, it started spinning itself out into tendrils.

      Hazel dropped to the ground.

      It was disgusting. Blood coated the front of her body, soaking through her clothes immediately and staining every inch of her skin, and it didn’t smell any better close up. Her stomach flipped, but she held back the urge to puke or to throw herself upward in revulsion, just as she braced herself against the pain in her thigh.

      Then the hum of electricity became a sharp crack, blending with a thunderous roar from the demon, and a new, different kind of pain arced through Hazel. A shock wave threw her across the room, slamming her into the wall shoulder-first. When she pulled herself to her feet, the demon lay across the room in the ruins of the dresser, shards of mirror surrounding it. The robed figure was against the far wall, trying to stand. Static still danced across the shoulder Hazel had stabbed.

      Hazel didn’t need to see any more. She ran to the door for the third time, closing the short distance without any trouble, and reached it just as Lee flung it open from the other side.

      “What the hell—” he started to ask, indignant, and then his face paled. “What the hell?” he repeated, but in a gasp with barely more strength to it than Clarence’s last laugh.

      A rust-colored void floated between Clarence’s room and the hallway, not very wide but unmistakably present. Shapes drifted up through it, translucent and blurry, and a few of them moved. One formed a face and stared back at Hazel, and its eyes flashed a bright sea-green for a moment.

      Behind Hazel, glass and wood crunched. The demon was getting up.

      She hurled herself across the gap, not caring how wide it actually might be. Cold lashed at her bones as she hurtled through the passage. Hazel heard sounds that might have been singing or sobbing, and didn’t think she could have told the difference if she’d had all day to listen. She flew weightless across the threshold, then crashed into the floor and Lee as the material world’s gravity caught her, acquiring a whole new set of bruises and not caring.

      Lee didn’t even object. He just stared, mouth hanging open, as the remaining maggot-thing scurried toward the door and the demon growled orders at the cloaked figure. Lee didn’t move as Hazel got off of him, or when she dashed forward and slammed the door.

      Time was short, so Hazel didn’t bother talking until she’d grabbed his upper arm and started hauling him along. “Out,” she snapped at him then, digging her nails into the flesh beneath his button-down. “Now.”

      She wasn’t strong, but she didn’t even feel the effort she was making as she towed Lee along behind her. His legs seemed to move on autopilot as they stumbled down the hallway, a clumsy parade that crashed into the wall once before Hazel frantically righted them. When the house started shaking, his eyes cleared a bit.

      “What—”

      “Nothing good. Run.”

      And they did, racing into the boring living room and past the colorless sofas as the hallway groaned behind them. The floor kept shaking. A chunk of the hallway ceiling thudded to the floor, sending up plaster dust in a harsh white cloud. Something large growled beyond it. Hazel didn’t even try to see what it was.

      Ten more feet—five—then she fumbled at the door latch with shaking hands, silently cursing all home decorators. Wind began to howl at her back. Lee turned his head once, then screamed, as Hazel dragged them both outside and slammed the door by throwing her hip against it.

      She hit with her wounded leg, because it was closer and she absolutely could not catch a break, but pain couldn’t matter just yet. The roof was caving in, gables folding up like badly made paper planes, as the gate drew itself closed and took bits of reality with it. Hazel reached for Lee’s arm again, prepared to drag him, but he’d already started to run down the driveway, wailing up at the hazy-blue August sky.

      Well, Hazel thought as she forced her legs to carry her another dozen feet away from the collapsing house, I bet he believes now.

      Then it was safe to fall over and whimper, so she did.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 3

      
      The world got swimmy for a while.

      Hazel dimly heard sirens, a concerned voice asked her to open her eyes, and people lifted her onto a stretcher. All of those couldn’t have happened at the same time, but she couldn’t tell how far apart they were. “Hazel Lewis,” she rasped, answering questions. “Thursday.” Her throat hurt. Her leg hurt more.

      Somebody was cutting off her pants leg, fully exposing the wound, and she yelped even though they were being gentle. “Jesus, what happened?” a high voice asked.

      “Wire,” she managed, picking the nearest equivalent she could think of.

      “Tetanus shots, then,” said the voice.

      “All the shots,” a deeper voice answered. “Let’s just get this cleaned—fuck—”

      A sting almost as sharp as the electrical shock flooded out from the bite, and Hazel faded away again.

      When she woke up the next time, she had a tube in her arm, a huge bandage on her upper thigh, and a general floating sensation that was miles better than anything she’d felt in the last few hours. Morphine. The word drifted toward her, passed close enough to touch, and then wafted off into the distance. She’d made it to a hospital, then.

      The view when she dragged her eyelids open confirmed it: bed with bars on it, white sheets, blue blanket, TV bolted to the opposite wall.

      As she was getting her bearings, licking dry lips and rubbing her eyes clear, the door opened. A nurse in bright green scrubs walked in and smiled. “Back with us?”

      “I think so,” Hazel said, “though I’m not sure I want to test that theory.”

      The nurse laughed and came over to the bed. Up close, she saw their name tag said Anita, She/Her/Hers. “We’ll go slow. Do you know where you are?”

      “Not exactly. I know I’m in a hospital.”

      Nothing in the room helped her get more specific. The walls were white, bare except for the TV, a clock, and a metal strip over Hazel’s bed that held plug outlets and a white phone. A couple of generic gray chairs occupied one corner, out of the way, and a blue curtain covered the window. When Anita drew it aside, Hazel could see treetops and a few buildings in the distance. The sun was setting behind them.

      “Orange River,” Anita said.

      “Oh.” It was a name on a highway sign, making Hazel remember that she was two states away from her home. “How long have I been out?”

      “Four hours or so. You were very dramatic at first, but you didn’t give us a lot of trouble once we got your bleeding stopped. Do you think you can drink something?”

      “God, yes.”

      Anita chuckled. “Just ginger ale for now. We’ll save the margaritas.”

      She left the room, giving Hazel a few minutes to stare at her blanket-covered legs, then out the window. Neither gave her much information, but both fixed her in the material world and confirmed that the last half day had been real.

      A lump of bandage covered the mark on her thigh. Hazel touched it gently, felt no pain, but hissed and snatched her hand back when she pressed a little. Painkillers couldn’t do everything.

      “Your whole back’s one big bruise,” Anita said, returning with ginger ale in hand, “and you pulled a muscle in your shoulder. If we’ve done our jobs right, you won’t feel either, but be careful how you move. Here you go.”

      Hazel took a long sip, feeling the cool liquid flow down her throat. It stung a little, and she put a hand to her neck.

      Anita nodded sympathetically. “You wore out your vocal cords,” she said, “and you probably breathed in a bunch of dust when that house collapsed. Nothing that’ll last. You will have a scar on your leg, but they can do some surgeries to make it smaller later on. If you want.”

      Caring about a scar struck Hazel as so odd just then that she could only stare at Anita, then shrug. Her health insurance probably wouldn’t pay for it—she suspected she’d be out of pocket enough to eat Clarence’s fee just from the hospital stay—but that was a problem for later, and the least of those.

      “My car?” she asked. Her bag, including her wallet, had been in Clarence’s room, and so was almost certainly a lost cause.

      “Probably in the impound lot,” Anita said with a sympathetic grimace.

      “Figures. Cell phone’s in there.” Digital gadgets and the ethereal interacted in unpredictable ways, each using its own form of liminality. Sometimes, like with Chapman’s TV, the results were strange. Usually the electronics just broke. Discovering that had cost Hazel three laptops, and she’d stopped taking any technology more advanced than a ballpoint pen along on séances.

      Anita wrapped a blood pressure cuff around Hazel’s arm. “Is there anybody you want to get in touch with? We do have phones here, and we can probably find a computer you can use for email.”

      The machine beeped, the cuff tightened, and Hazel thought through her options. She’d taken an extra weekend day at Rochambeau Accounting and gone to Chapman’s on Friday evening, so her boss wouldn’t miss her. Her college friend Martine had two kids under ten, her fellow occultist Summer wasn’t in any shape for last-minute travel, and her ex Brandon would drive her up the wall if he swooped in to try to manage the situation. Her family was out of the question.

      “No, thanks.” She drank more ginger ale to clear her throat. “I guess I’ll call the impound lot, see if I can at least get my phone back. Or do I need to go through the police?”

      “The guy at the lot can tell you more, I bet. But…” Anita never hesitated as she jotted down numbers and unwrapped the cuff, training taking over in a way that Hazel could appreciate. She was frowning, though. “A couple policemen do want to talk to you. They’ve been in the waiting room for an hour, hour and a half.”

      “Oh.”

      She should have expected that. A guy was dead, his house had collapsed, and Hazel had been one of two surviving people at the scene. She was pretty sure Agatha Christie characters would call those suspicious circumstances. Just to add a cherry to the sundae, Clarence had been a cop himself about twenty years back. She groaned.

      “I think they just want to know what happened,” said Anita. “But—”

      “Please tell them that I don’t talk to police without a lawyer present.”

      “Do you have a lawyer?”

      Hazel shook her head. “So they can either arrest me and get me a public defender or they can wait for the…I don’t know, the official reports.” Were there crime scene reports if nobody had committed an actual crime? “Either way, there’s no point in us wasting each other’s time.”

      When Anita left, worry flooded in, starting with oh, good, law enforcement’s involved and spreading little tendrils out in all directions. She could start at the cost of her hospital stay, shift a little and fret over what shape her car might be in, then move on to whether the impound lot would accept knowing her PIN as ID and how she was going to get a driver’s license. Maybe she would need to call Mark or Tiffany after all.

      The police had taken an interest. She had a demon bite on her thigh, and while she hoped Anita would have mentioned it if she’d been missing enough flesh to give her trouble when she walked, she couldn’t be sure. She was in a hospital, one kind of place most likely to be haunted.

      Also, she’d nearly died, and she suspected died wouldn’t have begun to cover what would’ve happened if the demon had gotten its hands on her. Even with the merciful fuzziness of drugs, time, and blood loss, Hazel knew she’d gotten out of Chapman’s house by the skin of her teeth.

      Hazel lay back against her pillows, heart thudding in her throat. Her mind filled up with Clarence’s dusty laughter and the wet squelching sounds the maggots had made when they moved. She didn’t even need to shut her eyes to see the demon shamble toward her or the hands trying to push their way out of the wallpaper.

      A fan turned serenely overhead. The edges of its blades blurred as Hazel watched them, losing their shapes, then went back to normal when she blinked.

      She had just enough control not to turn over and curl into a ball, and that was only because she knew it would disconnect the IV and a couple important sensors. Hazel stayed flat on the bed instead, hands twisting in the sheets, and a moan forced its way up her throat even though she kept her mouth closed.

      None of the objects in the room changed their outlines, but they all took on a new and sinister depth as Hazel’s chest tightened, as though the IV stand and the lamp were themselves alien, malicious presences that had just passed unnoticed until that moment. Shadows grew darker.

      The chairs’ gray fabric suddenly looked fungal and slimy.

      Nope.

      Strong emotion didn’t generally summon ghosts or demons, but it could slide a medium closer to the ethereal world. That would be bad even in a non-haunted hospital. Death and birth charged the whole place, and the bad spiritual resonance would be hideous.

      I’m here, Hazel told herself sternly, I made it. Close only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades. If I have to call people, I will. If I have to dip into my savings, I’ll do that. It’s not the end of the world. I’m alive.

      Internal monologues never dented the knot of panic as much as she always hoped they would, but it gave her a place to hold on, so the feeling didn’t overwhelm her. She could work from there.

      Counting slowly backward from twenty, with a long inhale and exhale on each number, brought the chairs and the shadows back to normal. Hazel carried on talking to herself, a habit she’d picked up as an odd child and found too useful to entirely discard. This is overdue fear. This is your body dumping adrenaline, your mind processing what you went through. It will pass.

      The talk let her loosen her grip on the sheets. She took a long sip of ginger ale, centering herself on the taste, the can’s bright green color, and the feel of cool metal in her grip. Food and drink made the parasympathetic nervous system kick in, which was useful as long as she didn’t throw up from stress. Hazel took another slow drink.

      After she swallowed, she hit the call button.

      Processing was good. But processing became obsessing far too easily to keep going unchecked, especially when she was stuck in a hospital and far from at her best physically or spiritually—or mentally, probably, between the trauma and the morphine.

      “Having a panic attack, I think,” she said when Anita opened the door. A lifetime of rigid control and the sight of a human face let her get the words out without gasping. “I know combining drugs is risky, but is there something…”

      The nurse clicked her tongue sympathetically. “Oh, honey, of course. Just sit tight, okay?”

      Hazel nodded. She turned on the TV when Anita left, and while the memory of Clarence’s set made her flinch, the program that came on was a sitcom she’d seen a hundred times before. She let the canned laughter wash over her and concentrated on her breathing again.

      I’m here, she kept reminding herself. I made it. The worst is over.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 4

      
      At 3:18 in the morning, the screaming woke Hazel up.

      She snapped her eyes open and didn’t know where she was at first. It was dark, the bed was narrow, there was an unfamiliar pressure on the back of her hand—

      Right, the hospital.

      That didn’t explain the noise. It came from all around her, though she couldn’t see anybody else in her room, and most of it wasn’t human. Voices rose in mosquito whines and train-engine howls, approaching maniacal laughter or blatting on in horrible constant monotones. Hazel couldn’t hear words in any of them—or at least not words in any human language.

      Had she slipped across the border while she was sleeping? The combination of morphine and antianxiety drugs should have made that hard, and Hazel certainly had felt her emotions receding before she drifted off, but she’d never heard that it was impossible. She peered around the room as her eyes focused, searching for signs.

      A low human voice from across the floor cut through the otherworldly shrieks. “Someone make it STOP dammit! ”

      Footsteps hurried past her door and down the hall. More than one person was practically running.

      It looked like Hazel wasn’t the one who’d crossed over.

      Moving carefully, attentive to both her body’s stunted reflexes and the wires attached to her, Hazel sat up and turned on the light. It didn’t go as far as it would have normally, but it was enough to see by. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and hissed at the feeling of cold linoleum against her feet.

      Another group went past in the hall, raising their own voices in urgency that barely hid panic.

      “…not the PA system, for God’s sake!”

      “Well, what else could…”

      Otherworldly chill and hospital gowns didn’t go together. Hazel shivered as she stood up, hugging her chest as much as her IV tube would let her. She was fairly sure the screaming was getting louder.

      What resources did she have? No candles. No salt—there’d been a packet on her dinner tray, but she hadn’t thought to save it before Anita took the whole thing. Water in a plastic cup beside her bed, monitors and wires, and plastic chairs. She wondered if saline solution would count as salt water.

      Somebody knocked on her door. “Ms. Lewis?” A tenor voice struggled to rise above the screaming. “Just checking that you’re all right.”

      “I am. Is everyone else?”

      “We think so. We’re figuring out what’s going on. Try to stay calm.”

      It was bad advice, but it was probably the best anybody could manage, and at least they’d said try. “I will!”

      “We’ll be—” A loud crash interrupted the speaker, who dropped all attempts at professional composure. “What the hell ?”

      CRASH, Hazel heard again, and then the noise kept on going, finding a rhythm that almost sounded like a heartbeat. More people screamed, almost inaudible through the chaos.

      Hazel started across the room, pulling her IV stand behind her with one hand. A half-laughing wail, so sharp she was surprised the windows didn’t break, rose above the rest of the otherworldly screams and then died into a bubbling rattle. The crashing in the corridor went on.

      She opened the door a crack, enough to assess the situation but, with luck, not enough to draw attention to her before it would be useful. At first, she just saw the green scrubs of the person who’d come to her door and still had the right side of their body in front of it. She glimpsed other human figures past them, saw metal glinting beneath the fluorescent lights, and couldn’t quite put the pieces together.

      Then the metal object flashed sideways with another head-splitting bang, and Hazel saw the whole picture.

      A gurney was flinging itself from one side of the hall to another. It rested for a second as Hazel watched, then smashed back into the opposite wall hard enough to send up chips of plaster. The metal frame bent under the blow. People on either side gaped from a distance, some holding up their hands as if to ward off the cart.

      Now, even close up, the screaming drowned out human voices. Hazel heard a few words from those around her and filled in a little more by trying to read lips.

      “…magnets?” asked one doctor.

      The orderly next to them shook their head. “It’s aluminum.”

      “Should we—” asked a tall person in a hospital gown, stepping forward.

      A nurse caught them by the shoulder. “…hasn’t hurt…”

      Around them all, ear-drilling screeches of agony or anger mingled with low, clotted moans and tortured howls. A patient ran down the hall toward the clump of hospital staff, shouting as they went, then froze and put a hand to their mouth. Others watched from their doorways.

      Hazel sighed. The conversation she was about to start was awkward even under normal circumstances. Having to conduct it at the top of her lungs wouldn’t help. She tapped the nurse in front of her on the arm.

      They whirled around, eyes wide, and froze before they realized that Hazel was a human patient rather than the next strange threat of the evening.

      “Do you have candles?” Hazel yelled.

      “What?” Dan, he/him, gave her a completely baffled look.

      “Candles.” The word strained Hazel’s throat. She tried to get her point across with gestures, realized she looked like she was requesting either upward motion or a sex toy, and gave up.

      Dan had heard her, though. “Why? You shouldn’t be out here!” The veins in his neck stood out with the effort of making himself heard.

      “I—”

      The voices blended together, becoming a long, tormented shriek. Hazel clapped her hands to her ears and noticed other onlookers doing the same, but it didn’t help much. The noise went on inside her head, louder and louder, as the gurney crashed itself against the wall with increasing speed.

      Just when Hazel thought her eardrums might rupture, it stopped.

      The gurney fell to the floor, one final crash in the sudden silence, and lay in a heap of battered metal and ruptured plastic cushions. Nobody spoke.

      Hazel rubbed her head just below her ringing ears. Her bitten leg ached, so did the arm she’d used to pull the IV stand, and the linoleum was freezing even in the material world. She glared at the gurney.

      “What was that?” Dan finally said, calling Hazel’s attention back to him. “And why did it stop?”

      “Out of power,” said Hazel, choosing to answer just the last question. Most manifestations vanished on their own. They rarely went away permanently, and sometimes they escalated, but the blood dripping down walls generally evaporated, and the headless lady only swept down the hallway for a few minutes at midnight. “Do things like this happen a lot?”

      “No. God, no!” he said, giving her another of those incredulous expressions. Then professionalism seemed to intrude. “You—you should be back in bed. I’ll give you a hand.”

      Hazel let him, leaning on him like she was a little old lady and he was a Boy Scout helping her across the street. Trying to be self-reliant too soon would only damage her further in the long term—and she had the feeling she didn’t have much time for a slow recovery.

    
  
    
      
        Chapter 5

      
      The next morning, as Anita was checking her vital signs, Hazel got a little more information. Administration was blaming “the incident” on hackers getting into the PA system as some sort of juvenile prank, and was livid. Dan and the other people on the scene didn’t find that explanation particularly convincing, especially when the official line on the gurney did in fact turn out to be magnets, and at least a few of the staff had “already started spreading rumors. Foolishness.”

      “You think it was hackers?” Hazel asked.

      Anita shrugged. “I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s not ghosts.”

      “Is that the rumor?”

      “One of them.” She peeled another sensor off Hazel’s torso and set it aside. “Even if I believed in that nonsense, and I don’t, I’ve worked here for ten years and I’ve never seen a ghost. Never even heard of a room that was supposed to be haunted.”

      Hazel grinned and wiggled her eyebrows, making a joke of her question the way she’d learned to do. “No mysteeeeeerious deaths lately?”

      “Not a lot of deaths in a hospital are mysterious, hon. We haven’t even had any really dramatic ones in the last couple months—except to the people, of course, and their loved ones.” Anita shook her head. “But, God forgive me for saying so, if every old person who died of heart failure started haunting the place, we’d be knee-deep in ectoplasm.”

      “It’s a weird prank, though. Who’d go to that much trouble?”

      “Some people have too much time on their hands,” Anita said severely. “And some people carry grudges. If it’s a, whatsit, disgruntled employee behind last night, I’ll just be glad if that’s the worst they do.”

      That made Hazel wince, no otherworldly element required. “Ooof. Yeah.”

      “I don’t plan to worry about it. Neither should you.”

      “Oh, I was just curious,” Hazel said, but Anita’s gaze was sharp, and Hazel wasn’t sure how convincing she’d been.

      There hadn’t been any pranksters. The force behind the previous night had been distinctly ethereal and very serious about its business. Maybe it hadn’t been related to Hazel’s presence—plenty of people died “peacefully” with unresolved business, from inheritance to abuse—but if Orange River hadn’t been haunted before, the manifestation would be a hell of a coincidence.

      Hazel didn’t have any plans to worry about the incident either. She’d started already.

      

      * * *

      She was still worrying after breakfast as she used the hospital’s landline to wrangle her way to a supervisor at the local impound lot, where a description of her phone, her car, the repair kit and first aid kit in the trunk, and the pallet of water in the back seat eventually bought her the chance to prove herself by unlocking her phone. They didn’t have any keys to give her, of course, but that was the next problem.

      Hazel had just set the phone down and leaned back when somebody tapped at the door. It didn’t sound like Anita, whose knock was brisk and efficient, but maybe there’d been a shift change. “Come in?” she said and braced herself in case the new arrival was a cop.

      The person who entered was tall, with a stylishly highlighted brown bob and a short but immaculate pink manicure. Their white linen dress and tan sweater made them look like a J. Crew model, but their expression was tentative, and they stopped short just inside the door. “Um. Hi. I’m Stephanie Chapman. Lee’s wife,” she said, and paused as though to give Hazel an opportunity to scream and throw her water glass. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

      “No, not at all. It’s not like I’m busy here.” Hazel inspected the woman quickly. A good makeup job didn’t really disguise the signs of stress, but her gray eyes had no trace of red in them, and her voice was steady. She hoped that was a good sign. “Is Lee okay?”

      “Yeah. Well, physically. And he’s got a good therapist. He’ll be fine. He just…couldn’t come and see you. He’s not great with, um…any of this.”

      Hazel wondered if she meant the supernatural, or emotions, or both. “I understand. I’m glad he’s recovering.” She gestured to one of the gray chairs, now fully normal looking. “Have a seat if you’d like.”

      “Thanks.” Stephanie perched on the edge of the chair, set her suede purse in her lap, and gave Hazel the look of somebody about to step out onto a very thin bridge.

      “How much did Lee tell you?” Hazel asked.

      Relief washed over Stephanie’s face with the preliminaries out of the way. “Some, I think? I knew his dad had hired a medium—Lee was complaining about that for a week. Sorry.”

      Hazel waved a hand. “It’s a pretty normal reaction.” The irritation she’d felt when she’d first talked to Lee seemed far away and small now.

      “He was waiting in the living room for you to be done, he says, and then he heard noises. Screaming, crashing, and he thought you might be—sorry—”

      “It’s okay,” said Hazel, sparing her the awkwardness of saying that Lee had thought she was assaulting the old man.

      “—so he ran over to Clarence’s room. He said he heard something roar on the way, like a bull or a lion, but not. Then he opened the door and his dad’s room was somewhere else, with a floor made of blood, and you were fighting monsters.”

      “Do you believe that?” Hazel asked cautiously. “Because if not, my explanation’s not going to make a lot of sense to you.”

      Stephanie’s shoulders barely moved as she shrugged. “Lee’s really hard to convince. Either what he saw was real, he had a psychotic break, or, I don’t know, there was a sinkhole full of hallucinogenic gas under the house and it happened to cave in at the exact moment you were having a séance. Would you say what he saw was right?”

      “Basically, yes.”

      “Then you saw the same things, which would be weird if we were talking about gas or psychosis, or you’re playing along and you’re willing to put yourself in the hospital over it. I guess that’s not completely out of the question, but…” Stephanie spread her hands, copper bangles jingling on one wrist. “I at least want to hear your side of the story.”

      “That’s pretty impressive logic.”

      “I had a lot of time to think last night.”

      The hospital loudspeaker chimed: “Dr. Kendall, please report to room 513. Dr. Kendall, 513 please.” People passed Hazel’s door, talking softly, far calmer than anybody had been the night before.

      “First of all,” said Hazel, “Lee was sort of right about Clarence’s room being somewhere else. Most paranormal activity happens in the ethereal world. That’s…okay, so picture a slice of layer cake.”

      “Okay,” said Stephanie, blinking.

      “The normal world is the bottom. Heaven, hell, other dimensions, they’re all the top. The ethereal’s the jam in between. It’s between us and the places beyond. It kind of soaks into both, and both get crumbs into it.”

      Stephanie’s lips twitched. “That’s quite a metaphor.”

      “I’ve been eating hospital food for a day. It also doesn’t completely work for manifestations, so I have to switch to radio waves. People like me can kind of tune in the ethereal nearest to us with rituals, and there are places where it’s strong enough that just about everybody starts hearing songs through their fillings, so to speak. Sometimes you don’t even need to have fillings.” She wasn’t sure if that was true for radio or not, but the point remained, and Stephanie didn’t look too confused.

      “I think I’ve heard the term before. Maybe in a book when I was in college.” Stephanie flushed. “A couple friends were into spirits and crystals and all that non—stuff. No offense.”

      “None taken. Most of the pop culture takes are nonsense, and that’s a good thing.”

      “Is all, um, magic dangerous?” Stephanie blushed as she said the word.

      “Herbs and crystals and sending people healing energy, no, at least not as far as I’ve ever heard of. Summoning spirits or ghosts, or otherwise dealing directly with the ethereal? That’s a whole different can of worms. Sometimes literally.” Hazel shuddered at a few memories. “Ghosts that stay there instead of moving on can be really nasty, the place has its own native predators, and beings can enter the ether from the worlds on the other side.”

      Stephanie leaned forward, round-eyed, resembling a kid around a campfire much more than the well-to-do suburbanite who’d walked in. “Those creatures were in Clarence’s room?”

      “I don’t know what category one of them fell into, but the other was from beyond. A demon.”

      “Those are real?”

      “They fit the basic description. Otherworldly, dangerous, fond of suffering. Many go after that straightforwardly, but some of the real powers among them make deals when they can.” Hazel fixed her gaze on Stephanie’s, keeping her own expression as calm as possible. She hadn’t exactly been here before, but she’d handled similar situations, and they hadn’t always gone well. “And I’m afraid your father-in-law probably did that.”

      “What?” Stephanie drew back, blinking. “Why would you think so?”

      Hazel scanned her face: shock, yes, and disbelief, but not offense. She probably wasn’t violating any precious memories. She pitched her explanation carefully, anyhow—she’d been wrong before. “Because they were physical enough to hurt me. Usually, I go in, I cast my circle, and I talk to the spirits. I banish them if they won’t go willingly, and that can be tough, but it hits my energy and my thinking. In this world, ethereal beings can mostly create light and sound effects. The really powerful ones can throw glasses around or float a chair if it’s not too heavy. That’s it.”

      “Unless one of us…calls them through.”

      “Mostly. All the exceptions involve very specific places and times, and none of that applied. I check before I conduct any rites. If it had been a new moon and Clarence’s house had been built on the site of a gallows, for example, I wouldn’t have gone in alone—or at all, if I could help it.”

      Stephanie nodded slowly, still clearly taken aback but not, as far as Hazel could tell, about to jump out of her chair and run away screaming. “But—why? Clarence wasn’t a great guy, even Lee was never close to him, we stopped bringing the kids over pretty early, but he was dying. What would he get out of summoning demons?”

      “Favor on their part of the other side, maybe. Or worse.” Hazel had to gather her nerve for a moment before she spoke the words, but she couldn’t evade it. She’d had some time to think. “There was a reason he wanted me there—if he’d just been after a human sacrifice, he could have thrown his nurse to them. With a medium, he could have hoped to cheat death.”

      “Does that happen?”

      “Probably. I’m afraid nobody’s really got a Wikipedia about the ethereal. Not even a really good textbook, most of the time. What I do opens a door from this side. Once I do that, coming and going is probably a lot easier.”

      Stephanie sat still, taking that in, and Hazel let her. The noises of the hospital went on around them, the business of life and death made pedestrian. Eventually, the other woman framed a careful question. “How did you—did you close that door?”

      “As far as I know,” Hazel said just as carefully, “yes. I wasn’t able to do it ritually, but since I crossed the threshold of the room and then the house alive, the connection should have shut behind me. I think the reverberations from that made the house collapse. Sorry about that.”

      “Clarence had insurance, and I doubt Lee would’ve wanted anything he owned.” Stephanie’s bracelets jingled again as she waved away the unscheduled demolition. She hesitated before going on. “Um. I don’t want to insult your skills, I’m sure you’re very good, but we have kids. When you say you’re pretty sure…”

      “Whatever happens, I don’t think you or your family would be in danger. Clarence didn’t ask Lee to attend the séance, did he?”

      “He didn’t even ask Lee to come visit.”

      “Happy families are all alike,” Hazel muttered, and cleared her throat before Stephanie could ask. “That’s a good sign for you. If Clarence had been trying to use bloodline connections, he’d have tried to lure Lee in too. But I can come take a look. They’ll discharge me this afternoon, and then I have to get my phone and my car back and get back to my regular job—”

      “You mean talking to the dead doesn’t come with a salary?” Stephanie asked, her mouth tilting slightly upward at the corners.

      Hazel chuckled. “And you can forget a dental plan. Is there a number where I can reach you?”

      Stephanie took a pen and a purple notepad out of her purse. “Here’s mine,” she said, writing quickly but neatly in dark blue ink. “I have the phone on Do Not Disturb except for Lee and the kids and my mom, but if you leave your number, I’ll call you back.”

      “Give me a day or two.” Hazel tore the paper neatly in half and used the hospital’s scratchy ballpoint to write down her phone number and email. “God willing, I should be able to answer both of these by tomorrow at the latest. Let me know if Lee or the kids—or you—have strange experiences.”

      “Strange?”

      “Hearing or seeing anything unusual, odd dreams, feeling cold and not being able to explain it, objects moving on their own, mysterious lights—basically anything that strikes you as out of the ordinary. It’s better to know than not.”

      Folding the paper, Stephanie slipped it into her wallet. “Thank you. And how are you doing?” She flushed a little. “I just realized I came into a hospital and asked a lot of questions without ever getting to that one. I’m sorry.”

      “You were worried.
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