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Chapter 1 – Vanessa’s Safe House


[image: ]


The safe house had no mirrors.

She had been here for eleven days.

She didn't think of it as hiding. Hiding implied fear, and fear implied that something had been done to her that she hadn't expected. She had expected this. Not the specific shape of it — not Beth's voice saying those words in that particular order, not Kevin's face in the hallway, not the silence after the feed cut — but the general shape of betrayal. She had always known that the people closest to you were the only ones positioned to wound you where it counted. She had believed she was the exception.

She was not the exception.

She still did. The possibilities had changed character.

She sat and looked at the map. She had driven the pins in herself, two days ago, using a silver thumbtack she'd found in a kitchen drawer. One pin in Savannah, on the block where The Veil had broadcast for three years. One pin further south, on the narrow island of Hilton Head. She had looked at those two points for a long time before she understood what she was planning, and then the understanding had arrived fully formed, the way the best plans do — not constructed but remembered, as though she had always known and was only now catching up to herself.

The Veil.

Her show. Her format, her vision, her voice in the room when the guests arrived wide-eyed and shaking with whatever they'd seen in the dark. She had built it from nothing. She had built it from the specific and private knowledge that the things people were afraid of were real, that the world ran on rules most people never learned, that she was one of a very small number of people positioned to translate — between the ordinary and the impossible, between the dead and the living, between the audience and the truth they'd driven two hours and paid sixty dollars to be told. The Veil had been hers in the way that few things in her long life had been hers.

And Beth had taken it from her.

She didn't say the name out loud. She hadn't said it in eleven days. There was a version of grief that needed language — needed to speak the name of the lost thing, to make it real through repetition, to cry in the particular directed way that grief requires. She had done that version once, a long time ago, in circumstances she did not revisit. This was not that version. This was the other kind. The kind that went quiet and cold and got very, very organized.

She picked up the journal.

The leather was soft from years of handling, the spine uncracked, the pages cream and unmarked. She opened it to the first page and uncapped the pen she'd set beside her mug. She sat for a moment with the pen above the page, not because she didn't know what to write but because she wanted the weight of it — the first word, the only word that mattered right now, the word that was also a decision and also a promise.

She wrote: REBUILD.

One word, centered, in her careful architectural hand. She looked at it for a moment. Then she closed the journal, set it aside, and pulled the map toward her.

Savannah. The most haunted city in America — she had said that so many times on air that it had become part of her syntax, her shorthand for something larger and harder to name. What she meant was: Savannah was a city built on its own dead. The streets ran over burial grounds. The squares had been execution sites. You couldn't walk a block without crossing something that hadn't finished happening yet. She had understood that the first time she visited, twenty years ago, she had passed through on her way somewhere else and never quite left. She had understood it in the way you understand a thing that recognizes you.

She was going back.

The show would return. It would return better and larger, on a platform Beth couldn't touch. It would return with a new voice — someone with reach, with credibility, with the kind of audience that came pre-built and loyal. She would find that person. She would build the thing around them and around herself, and she would do it with the particular precision of someone who had learned, at considerable cost, exactly where she had been careless before.

She would not be careless again.

The coffee was cold. She drank it anyway, looking at the two pins on the map, at the thin stretch of water between them. A boat, she thought. A weekend. The right conditions, the right setting, the right amount of wine, and the right time for something to ignite that would bind the right people to the right decision. She had always understood that the most durable agreements were the ones people entered for reasons they couldn't fully name. She would give whoever this was a reason they couldn't name. She would give them several.

Outside, the scrubland was going gray in the early evening, the wind off the water bending the long grass in slow, even pulses. She watched it without seeing it. She was already elsewhere — already in the studio, already on air, already watching the numbers climb and hearing her name come back to her the way it used to, in the mouths of people who called in from across the country at midnight to say: I heard you, I believe you, keep going.

She was going.

She pulled the journal back toward her, opened it to the second page, and began to write.
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Chapter 2- Russ Reports
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She heard the car before she saw it.

That was Russ — always had been. He drove a dark green Suburban that was twelve years old and maintained with the kind of quiet, obsessive care that characterized everything he did. She had bought him a newer model two years ago. He had thanked her and continued driving the Suburban. She hadn't mentioned it again. Some arguments were not worth the landscape they'd disturb.

She was at the kitchen table when he came in, the map still spread before her, a fresh cup of coffee steaming beside the journal. She didn't stand. He wouldn't expect her to. She listened to his footsteps on the pine floor — steady, unhurried, the walk of a man who had stopped being in a hurry about things sometime in the mid-1980s — and then he was in the doorway, filling it the way he always did, because Russ Walters was six-three and built like someone who had spent decades doing physical work and then one day stopped aging.

That was more or less what had happened.

He had been a private investigator for sixteen years before he was turned — good at it, not flashy about it, the kind of PI who found what he was looking for and delivered it without editorializing. She had hired him to locate a man who owed her money and who had made the considerable error of assuming that a woman in her position would eventually decide the pursuit wasn't worth the trouble. Russ had found the man in eight days. He had delivered the information with a one-page summary, a manila envelope of photographs, and an entirely reasonable bill. She had paid it, tipped him forty percent, and kept his number.

Three years later, he had called her from a hospital in Macon, confused and frightened and not yet understanding what had happened to him at a rest stop outside the city at two in the morning. She had driven herself down. She had explained it to him over the course of a very long night, honestly and without being theatrical, because Russ did not respond well to theater. By morning, he had asked three questions, received three answers, and made a decision. He had been hers since then, and she had been, in whatever way she was capable of, his.

That was twenty-two years ago.

"Coffee," she said. It was not a question.

"Please." He pulled out the chair across from her and sat, settling his weight into it the way large men do, with a particular deliberateness. He set a manila folder on the table between them, but didn't open it. He looked at the map. He looked at the pins. He didn't say anything about them.

That was one of the things she valued most about him.

She brought the coffee and sat back down. He wrapped both hands around the mug — he always did that, regardless of the temperature — and she waited. Russ didn't rush the opening of a report. He organized himself first. She had learned not to push it.

"Beth," he said.

"Start there."

"She's doing well." He said it evenly, which meant he understood it was not neutral information. "Afternoon slot at a classic rock station. WKND, down in — "

"I know the station."

He nodded. "She's been there four months and has settled in fast. The city likes her. She's got a good voice for the format — you know how she is on air, she makes it sound effortless." He paused. "It probably is effortless. She's always been good at that part."

Vanessa said nothing. She turned the mug slightly on the table, a quarter rotation, and turned it back.

"She's got an apartment over on the east side. Nice building, doorman, fourth floor. She runs in the mornings, same route — down to the waterfront and back. She has a standing dinner reservation on Thursdays at Harlow's. She goes alone, takes a book, and stays two hours." He glanced up briefly. "She looks comfortable. Like someone who has decided to be comfortable."

"And Kevin."

Russ opened the folder. He slid a photograph across the table without comment — Kevin Kasey, shot from a distance, entering an office building in midtown Atlanta. He looked, from what she could see, entirely himself. Pressed shirt. The particular walk of a man who believed he was moving toward something.

"Back at Onyx Agency two months ago," Russ said. "They took him back without conditions, which tells you something about how they read what happened. He's on the Southeast regional desk. Not a demotion, but not his old position either — they've got him on regional accounts, travels about twice a month. Atlanta, Charlotte, occasionally up to D.C." He paused. "He's performing. Hitting his numbers. Whatever he's carrying from before, he's carrying it quietly."

"Is he in contact with her?"

"They have dinner once a month. A place called Nona's, over in Midtown. They split the check. They don't stay long." He closed the folder. "It reads like two people who went through something together and are trying to figure out what they are to each other now. Careful. Habitual. Not finished but not progressing either."

Vanessa looked at the photograph for a moment, then set it face down on the table.

She was quiet for long enough that Russ finished his coffee, set the mug down, looked at the map, and then back at her. He had learned over twenty-two years that her silences were not invitations to fill. They were processing time. You waited.

"Is Beth happy?" Vanessa asked.

The question landed in the room with a particular weight. He considered it seriously, the way she would have expected him to — not rushing to reassure her, not performing sensitivity, just actually thinking about what he had observed.

"Yes," he said. "I think she is."

Vanessa nodded. She picked up her pen and made a small mark on the map — not at either pin, but in the space between them. Then she looked up.

"Good," she said. "That's about to change."

Russ held her gaze for a moment. Then he reached for the folder and began turning pages, and they got to work.
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Chapter 3 – Beth’s New Life
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The red light came on, and Beth became someone else.

Not a different person — she was careful to understand the distinction—a different register. The same Beth, running at a frequency the room could receive. She had been doing it since she was nineteen years old, standing in front of a college radio mic in a basement studio in Columbus, and the mechanism had never failed her. Whatever was happening outside the booth, whatever she was carrying in from the parking lot or the morning or the long flat weeks before this one, it went quiet when the light went red. It had to. That was the job, and the job was the only thing that had never let her down.

"That was Fleetwood Mac," she said, and her voice came out the way it always did — warm, unhurried, with just enough gravel in it to convince you she meant what she said. "Rumours, 1977, which means some of you were not yet on this earth when Stevie Nicks was already operating on a level you will never reach. I'm Beth Cole, you're on WKND, and we've got three more hours of this. Don't go anywhere."

She cut to a commercial block and sat back in the chair and looked through the glass at Marcus, her board op, who gave her a thumbs-up without looking away from his phone. Twenty-three years old, perfectly competent, entirely unbothered. She had decided early on that unbothered was an asset in a board op and had stopped trying to make him more engaged.

Charleston had been good to her. She hadn't expected that — she had chosen it partly for its distance from Savannah, which was close enough to feel like a provocation and far enough to be logistically clean, and partly because the station had called her first. She had taken that as a sign of something. She was not, in general, a person who believed in signs. But she had been in a particular state of mind at the time, and the call had come in, and here she was.

Four months. Long enough for the city to become legible. Long enough to know which coffee shop opened earliest and which stretch of the waterfront was empty before seven and which table at Harlow's had the best light on a Thursday evening. She was good at this — at the rapid acquisition of a place, at finding the grooves in it and settling in. She had moved enough times to have made it a skill.

The commercial block ended. She leaned in.

"Okay, we're back. I want to talk to you about a song for a minute before I play it, because this one deserves the setup." She pulled the fader up slightly and let her voice drop a register. "1972. Neil Young is in a farmhouse in Tennessee with a throat so wrecked from a previous surgery that he can barely speak above a whisper. His doctor has told him he's not allowed to raise his voice. So he writes and records an entire album at that volume. Quietly. And it becomes Harvest, which is arguably the most — " She caught herself, smiled. "Well. I'll let you decide. Here it is."

She queued the track, watched the levels, and thought about other things.

The meeting was on Friday. A producer named Gary Tillis out of a satellite radio development office in Atlanta — she had a name from a friend of a friend, she had made the call, he had taken it, and they had talked for forty minutes. He was interested. Not committed, but interested, which was all she needed from a first conversation. She knew how to move a thing from interested to committed. She had been doing it her whole career.

The concept was clean. She had been over it enough times that it didn't feel like a pitch anymore; it felt like a fact she was reporting. Paranormal talk radio, hosted by a genuine insider — someone who had spent years at the center of the paranormal world, who had the relationships, who knew the real guests from the performance artists, who understood the difference between a haunting and a story about a haunting. She had that. Whatever else she had lost or left behind or walked away from, she had that.

She had built her knowledge at The Veil, and The Veil's knowledge was hers to keep.

Vanessa might feel differently. Vanessa could feel, however, that she liked.

The thought arrived and departed with the flatness of something she had examined many times and returned to its shelf. She did not spend time on guilt — not because she was incapable of it, but because she had found it to be among the least productive emotions available to her, and she was a practical woman. She had decided at a moment when the decision had seemed necessary and correct. The consequences had been what they were. She had absorbed them and moved forward, which was the only direction available.

This was what forward looked like: a good station, an afternoon slot, a city that didn't know her history and therefore met her only as she currently was. I run every morning along the waterfront before the tourists arrive. Coffee at the same counter stool at a place called Edna's, where the woman behind the counter had learned her order by the second week and now set it down when she walked in without being asked, which was a small thing and meant more than it should have. Thursday dinners alone with a novel and a glass of Côtes du Rhône. A life with the texture of something chosen rather than something survived.

She was aware that it was also, in certain lights, the texture of someone waiting.

She didn't examine that too closely.

Neil Young gave way to a stop set, and she did the back-announce, ran the weather, and took a caller who wanted to dedicate "Go Your Own Way" to his ex-wife, which she handled with enough warmth that it probably sounded like she meant it. She did mean it, in a professional sense. She meant everything she said in the booth, for the duration of the saying. That was the skill.

At six o'clock, she handed off to the evening drive host, a cheerful man named Dale who smelled of cedar and talked about his grandchildren with the kind of genuine enthusiasm she had decided to find endearing rather than excessive. She said good night to Marcus. She collected her bag and her jacket and walked out through the back of the building into the low amber of a Charleston evening, the air still warm from the day, the street going quiet in the way streets do when the working hours are over, and the city is deciding what to come next.

She walked to her car and sat in it for a moment without starting it.

Friday. Gary Tillis. The pitch.

She thought about what she knew, which was considerable. She thought about what she had, which was more than enough. She thought about what she was building, and the shape of it, and the particular satisfaction of building something from scratch and from spite in roughly equal measure, and she decided that both were valid materials. People had built lasting things from the worst.

She started the car.

Whatever Vanessa Vance was doing right now — and she assumed Vanessa was doing something, because Vanessa was always doing something — it didn't change the math. The math was: first to market wins. The math was: the paranormal audience is loyal and hungry and not yet spoken for on satellite. The math was: Beth Cole had been underestimated before, by better people than the ones currently arrayed against her, and had found it clarifying.

She pulled out of the parking lot and drove east toward the water, toward the apartment with its fourth-floor view, its good light, and its complete absence of anything from before. She had been careful about that. She had been careful about most things.

She was still being careful.

For now.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 4 – The Threat
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Russ called on a Thursday evening, which meant it wasn't routine.

He had a system — they both did- built over twenty-two years of working in circumstances that required discretion. Routine updates came by encrypted message, formatted the same way each time, delivered in the morning. Phone calls meant something had moved. She picked up on the second ring.

"She's pitching a show," he said, without preamble. He knew she didn't need it.

Vanessa was standing at the window with a glass of water, watching the scrubland go dark in the last of the evening light. She didn't move. "Tell me."

"Paranormal talk. Satellite format. She's calling it a passion project, which means she's been careful about how she's framing the origin story. The pitch is that she's an insider — years at the center of the paranormal community, genuine relationships, access that a civilian host wouldn't have." He paused. "Which is true, as far as it goes."

"As far as it goes," Vanessa said.

"She's had two conversations with a development producer at Signal Satellite out of Atlanta. A man named Gary Tillis. He's mid-level, has a decent track record with talk formats, took both calls, which means he's at least interested enough to keep the door open." Another pause. "My contact at Signal says Tillis is cautious by nature. He won't move fast. But he's not saying no."

Vanessa set her glass down on the windowsill.

She had expected this, in the abstract — had known that Beth would not sit still, that a woman with Beth's particular combination of talent and injury would not spend her life doing afternoon drive on a classic rock station in Charleston and call it finished. She had factored it into the broad shape of her planning. She had told herself she was prepared for it.

She was not prepared for it.

Not fear — she identified the feeling carefully, held it up, turned it over, because mislabeling an emotion was a way of misunderstanding your own position, and she couldn't afford that right now. Not fear. Something older and more combustible than fear. The specific fury of watching someone reach for a thing that was yours.

The Veil had not been Beth's idea. The format, the location, the philosophy of the show — the conviction that the paranormal was not entertainment but translation, that there was an audience hungry for something true — that had been Vanessa's. Beth had been good at executing it. Beth had been very good, and Vanessa had valued that. What Beth had done with the access, the trust, and the years of proximity was something Vanessa would not spend another moment cataloging, because the catalog was complete and she had memorized every entry.

The show was hers. The concept was hers. The world Beth was about to walk into, and claim as her own discovery, was one Vanessa had spent decades mapping.

"How long," Vanessa said, "before Tillis makes a decision?"

"Six weeks if he moves quickly. More likely ten. He'll want a pilot concept, probably a tape. She'll need time to pull that together." A beat. "She's working on it already. She's been reaching out to guests — people she knows from the Veil years. A few have taken her calls."

"Which ones?"

He read four names. She knew all four. Two of them she had personally cultivated over the course of three years, driving to locations she didn't always want to go to, sitting in rooms that were difficult to sit in, building the kind of trust that took time and sincerity and could not be manufactured. They had taken Beth's call.

She picked up her glass, drank, and put it down, and said: "Thank you, Russ. I'll be in touch."

She ended the call and stood at the window for a while in the dark.

Then she went to the back room.

She had brought three boxes from the storage unit in Savannah — had driven up herself, two weeks ago, and selected them from the twelve she kept there with the care of a woman who knew exactly which boxes mattered. The back room held them stacked against the wall, and she opened the one on top now and found what she was looking for without having to search: a red accordion folder, the elastic holding it shut worn soft from handling, her initials in black marker on the tab.

She carried it to the kitchen table, sat down, and opened it.

The Veil. Four years of development before the first broadcast — notes in her own hand and in the hands of researchers she'd hired and fired and hired again, format documents, guest lists, market analyses that were three years old now and therefore mostly obsolete and still somehow the truest record she had of what she had been trying to build. She paged through it slowly, not reading, just moving her hands across the pages, reacquainting herself with the thing's texture.

There was a document near the back — twelve pages, single-spaced, dated four years before launch — that she had written in one sitting on a Sunday afternoon in the Savannah house, trying to answer the question of why this show needed to exist. Not the business case. The actual reason. She had never shown it to anyone. She turned to it now, read the first paragraph, then the last, and closed the folder.

The reason still stood.

Beth could pitch Gary Tillis. Beth could take the guests, the relationships, and the years of proximity to something real and construct a version of it for a mid-level satellite producer, who would make her record a pilot tape in a rented studio and then sit on it for three months. That was one path. It was available to her, and she was welcome to it.

The other path was this: Vanessa relaunched The Veil before Beth could launch anything. Before the pilot tape, before the Signal Satellite meeting, before Beth's version of the paranormal had a name, a time slot, or a single listener. She relaunched it better, larger, and on a platform that would make Signal Satellite look like what it was — mid-level, cautious, the kind of operation that took ten weeks to decide and then hedged the decision.

She needed a host. She needed the right one. She needed someone with an audience already built, with the credibility that came from years of working in a different lane, with enough curiosity about the genuine and the strange to carry the format without faking it. Someone who wasn't already inside the paranormal world and therefore carried no one else's flag.

She opened the journal to the page after REBUILD and began to write.

By midnight, she had two pages of criteria and a list of seven names. She read the list twice, crossed out four, and circled the remaining three. Then she read it again and crossed out two more.

One name left. She didn't circle it. She looked at it for a long moment, tapped the pen once against the page, and reached for her phone.

She would need a headhunter.
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Chapter 5- Save the Veil
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She slept four hours and woke before dawn with the plan already assembled.

That was how it worked for her — had always worked, since she was young enough to be surprised by it. The conscious mind did its part: gathered the information, identified the variables, ran the preliminary shapes of things. Then it handed the problem to whatever ran underneath and went to sleep, and in the morning the answer was there, like a letter appearing on a doorstep. You didn't watch it arrive. It was just there.

She made coffee and brought it to the table, opened the journal, and began to write quickly, without stopping to evaluate, because the first ten minutes after waking were the clearest and she had learned not to waste them on doubt. Four pages. Format, location, timeline, talent, platform, capital. The six pillars, in the order they needed to be addressed.

Format first, because format was the foundation, and everything else was built on it. The Veil had worked because it was built on a true premise: the paranormal was real, Savannah was the most haunted city in America, and the audience that drove two hours and paid sixty dollars to take a ghost tour at midnight was the same audience that would tune in at ten o'clock on a Tuesday if you gave them something that respected what they actually believed. Not entertainment. Not spectacle. The real thing, handled with the seriousness it deserved and enough craft to make it listenable.

That premise had not expired. If anything, it had grown more urgent — the world had spent several difficult years in a state of collective strangeness, and people who had always half-believed in things they couldn't name now believed in them openly, without apology, and they were looking for a voice that wouldn't condescend to them. The Veil, relaunched correctly, would be that voice. It would be that voice on a scale the original had never reached, because the original had been built for local radio, and Vanessa was not building for local radio this time.

Location: Savannah. Non-negotiable, and she didn't spend time negotiating with herself about it. Savannah was the reason the show worked. The atmosphere was not manufactured — you could feel the city in the broadcast, in the way the guests talked, in the particular quality of attention the place produced. She had tried to explain this to a consultant once, years ago, watched him type the word "ambiance" into his notes, and decided not to try again. Some things were true in ways that didn't translate into consultant language.

She would need a studio. Not the old one — that space was gone, the lease long since dissolved, the building now occupied by a pilates studio, which she found appropriate in a way she didn't examine. But Savannah had buildings and history, and the right space existed somewhere in that city, waiting for the right tenant. She would find it.

Timeline. This was where it got precise. Russ had given her a window of six to ten weeks before Gary Tillis decided on Beth's pitch. Ten weeks was a ceiling, not a target — she had to assume six, had to assume Beth was working faster than expected, had to build in margin for the things she couldn't anticipate. Which meant she had roughly four weeks to have something real: a studio, a host, a platform commitment, and enough structure that the machine could start moving on its own momentum.

Four weeks. She had built things from nothing in less time. She wrote the number and underlined it once.

Platform. This was the variable that mattered most and on which she had the clearest position. Signal Satellite, which Beth was currently courting, was a mid-tier operation with a decent listenership and the institutional appetite of a company that had been playing it safe for eleven years. They were not who she wanted. They were not in the same conversation as those she wanted. Vault Satellite was the name at the top of her page — larger, hungrier, three years into an aggressive expansion of their talk programming, recently profitable, and currently without a paranormal vertical despite having an audience segment that polled consistently high for interest in the category. She knew this because she had researched it six months ago, before everything fell apart, in the preliminary stages of a plan she had never gotten to execute.

She had the research. She had the pitch. She had the format document in the accordion folder. All she needed was the host.

Talent. The last pillar and the longest entry on the page. She had written two pages of criteria the night before, and now she read them without changing anything. She knew what she was looking for — had known it since she'd crossed the last name off her short list. The person she needed was entirely outside the paranormal world. Someone with an existing audience built on trust, on genuine connection, on the particular skill of making a listener feel that they were in a conversation rather than a broadcast. Someone curious rather than credulous — she didn't want a true believer, she wanted someone who could hold the space open, who could ask the question without leading the witness.

And something harder to specify: she needed someone whose life had the right shape of readiness. People made large changes when something in their current situation had quietly stopped working — not failed, not collapsed, just reached a ceiling they couldn't articulate. She needed someone on that ceiling. She would know them when Russ found them.

She sat back and read the four pages from the beginning.

This was not, she understood, simply a business plan. The bones of it were a business plan, and the bones were sound, but what animated them was something else. She had spent eleven days in this safe house telling herself that grief had calcified into strategy, and that was true as far as it went, but strategy was not the whole of it. This was also reclamation. This was the act of reaching back into the wreckage, pulling out the thing that had been hers, standing it upright again, and saying: " This is what it was supposed to be. This is what it still is. The people who burned it down do not get to determine what it means.

The revenge, she had decided somewhere in the four hours of sleep, would not be a confrontation. A confrontation gave Beth a role — made her a participant, gave her the dignity of being directly opposed. What Vanessa was building was something that would make Beth's version of this look like what it was: a copy, a derivation, the shadow of the original. You don't confront a shadow. You step back into the light and let it disappear on its own.

She closed the journal.

She picked up her phone and found the contact she wanted — a woman named Cecelia Marsh, a commercial real estate broker who had been working in Savannah's historic district for thirty years and who had once found Vanessa a studio space in forty-eight hours when a previous deal had fallen through and time had been critical. Cecelia was seventy-one years old, drove a white Cadillac, and did not use email.

It was six-fifteen in the morning. Vanessa called anyway.

Cecelia answered on the third ring with the alert voice of someone who had been awake for an hour already. "I wondered when I'd hear
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