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    To the brave hearts who listen when others turn away,and to the ones who find courage in whispers of the past—may you always give voice to what matters,face the shadows with faith,and remember that even in silence, every story deserves to be heard.
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Chapter 1 — The Note That Shouldn’t Ring
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Greywater looks different when you’re supposed to be asleep. The streetlamps along the cliff road glow the color of weak tea, and the ocean doesn’t roar so much as breathe—one long inhale, one longer exhale—as if the whole coast is trying very hard not to wake anyone.

June’s text buzzed under my pillow at 11:58 p.m.

you up?

it’s time.

I stared at the ceiling, counting the hairline cracks that spidered from the light fixture to the corner over my desk. “You’re a coward,” I told the cracks, and then told myself the same thing. I dressed in the dark, pulling on the black hoodie I’d “borrowed” from my cousin three months ago because it still smelled like bonfire if I pressed the sleeve to my nose.

On the way out, I paused at Grandma Vale’s picture on the hall table. The frame was cheap silver, the glass slightly smudged where I always touched the corner. In the photo she’s laughing—eyes screwed up, mouth open, the little scar on her chin from the bicycle crash she never let anyone forget. I didn’t mean to say anything. I never mean to. But the whisper slipped out before I could stop it.

“Wish you were here to tell me not to be stupid.”

The silence of the house gave me back the words in a soft, faded echo. I pocketed the recorder I’d saved up three months of tips to buy and slipped into the chilly October night.

Noah’s car—a faded blue hatchback with one working speaker and a sticker that said ASK ME ABOUT MY PODCAST in crooked caps—waited at the corner with the engine off. June was in the front passenger seat, feet on the dash, chewing the end of a glow stick like it was a licorice whip.

“You know those are not edible,” I said, climbing into the back.

She grinned around neon plastic. June’s grin does not care about rules. “That’s what you say about half the world.”

Noah twisted to look at me. He’s all angles in lamplight, sharp cheekbones and sharper eyebrows. “You brought the good recorders?”

“You brought the good pretext?” I shot back, buckling up. “Because if we get caught breaking into a cemetery, ‘content creation’ won’t melt Officer Dugan’s heart.”

“It’s not breaking,” Noah said. “It’s borrowing ambiance.”

“Ambiance,” June repeated, savoring the syllables. She snapped the glow stick and shook it so the chemical light ran like a tiny river through its spine. “And we’re not borrowing the crypt. We’re only visiting.”

I glanced toward the windshield. Beyond the last house, the road dipped and the world fell away into a glossy, heaving black where the ocean lived. St. Odilia’s chapel sat right on the edge, a tidy white rectangle with a square bell tower like a chess piece placed on the wrong board. The cemetery climbed the hill behind it in tidy rows, stone teeth catching the lamplight.

“Last chance to turn back,” I said because saying it made me feel like the kind of person who would choose to turn back, even though I never did.

Noah started the car. “You know the Halloween episode needs a hook, Tam. Everyone and their grandma”—his eyes flicked to me; he winced, just a little—“does haunted houses. ‘Greywater After Dark’ needs something that sings.”

“You don’t sing in a crypt,” I said. “You whisper. And you don’t look at the ceiling.”

June twisted in her seat to peer at me. “Because...?”

“Because the paint flakes look like notes and then you try to read them, and they’re always wrong.” I shrugged, cheeks warming. “It’s just a... me thing.”

Noah smiled. “Your thing is our advantage. If sounds have colors and shapes for you, you’ll notice what we miss.”

“They don’t have colors,” I said. “I just... sometimes they do. It’s not all the time.”

“Tonight it will be,” June said, solemn as an oath, and tossed me a glow stick.

We parked two blocks away, in front of the bait shop that kept impossible hours and never changed its flickering OPEN sign. The air smelled like cold salt and last summer’s fish. We walked single file down the sidewalk, past the closed diner, past the clapboard houses with their porch pumpkins going a little soft at the bottom. Greywater was the sort of town where everyone knew everyone’s rotting pumpkins.

The chapel gates, iron curled into thorn shapes, were locked. June knelt, hair falling over her face as she took a thin roll from her jacket pocket. The roll unfurled into shiny metal: picks, tension wrench, a tool that looked like a very skinny key and a very tiny crowbar.

“Are we still pretending this isn’t breaking?” I asked under my breath.

“Borrowing,” June said, feeding the skinny key into the lock. “We will lock it again on our way out. No harm, no foul, no spirits.”

Noah held his phone flashlight low, a pool of white on the ground that caught the swirl of our exhaled breath. “Spirits love podcasts,” he murmured. “They’re all about the long-form confession.”

I snorted. “If any ghost pitches itself as a three-part limited series, I’m out.”

We rolled through the gate and into coldness that felt like the chapel itself was holding its breath. The crypt entrance sat at the base of the hill, a low rectangle of limestone carved with vines and lilies. Someone had tucked a handful of dead flowers into a seam; the petals had dried into paper. A heavy door with a filigree grate guarded the steps.

It should have been locked. It was locked. June reached for it, paused, then glanced at me.

“You good?”

“What happens if we’re not?” I asked. “Will we be less good later?”

“Probably not.” She turned the handle. It was stiff, but it moved. She shot me a look like see and pushed the door open enough for us to slip inside.

The air shifted immediately—cooler, denser, with a faint taste of iron. Our phone lights made cones that crossed, slid, and separated as we shuffled down the stairs. Concrete underfoot; a scrape of grit; a rustle that sounded like fabric but might have been the ocean pushing air into the cracks around the door.

The crypt was longer than it was wide, narrow alcoves on either side stacked with stone-fronted niches. The names carved into them looked damp, letters dark with condensation. On the back wall, a small altar held a jar of melted candles and a metal stand for flowers. No flowers. No bells. That was important, my brain said, making a note and underlining it twice. No bells.

“No bells,” Noah said aloud, as if reading the line in my head. Maybe it showed on my face; my face gives away too much. “Okay. Rolling room tone.” He lifted his mic, held very still, and we listened to the crypt breathe.

If you’ve never listened to a room, you wouldn’t think it had a sound. But silence is full of tiny things: the tick of plumbing settling, the brush of your sleeve against your body, the small complaint your lungs make when they have to work harder for cool air. I stood very still and let the quiet sort itself into layers.

It was so easy to think of Grandma standing just behind me, making that little mm sound she used to make when she liked a song. I swallowed, hard.

“Say something creepy,” June whispered. “Give the fans a taste.”

Noah obliged. “We are standing beneath a century of Greywater names,” he intoned, voice smooth and radio-true. “Down here the damp has a memory. Down here—”

The note found us.

It was not loud. It was not even, at first, a note—more like a shimmer in the air, the way heat shimmers above the road in August. Then it gathered itself into a single tone, high and pure, and the color in my head went from soot-gray to blinding white.

There were no bells in this room. Nothing to ring. Nothing to vibrate except our own bodies and the breath we stole from the cold air. But the sound was there—precise as a tuning fork, somewhere just above a B, bright enough that my vision narrowed into a tunnel with the tone at the far end.

“Do you hear that?” June breathed.

“I—” I tried, but language had knocked everything off the shelf.

The color spilled, washing the corners of my vision in white like melted chalk, and underneath it a ragged fringe of gold. I bit the inside of my cheek to anchor myself and tasted metal. The tone held steady and then—impossibly—split into two.

Harmony. A second note sidled in, not singing alone now but leaning into the first and making it mean something. If sound didn’t make colors for you, you’d still have felt the difference in your ribs.

The harmony carried words.

At least, my brain made it words, same way you make animals out of clouds because you don’t know how to leave the sky alone. The phrase caught, smoothed itself, and rode the breath leaving my mouth.

“Find the missing verse,” it said.

I don’t remember deciding to step forward. I remember my shoes touching the concrete just a little too hard, as if someone else was using my legs. Noah’s hand landed on my elbow.

“Tam?”

“Shh,” June said, and for once it wasn’t a joke.

Our lights slid across the nearest wall, catching on the wet gleam of names. The condensation that had beaded on the stones began to retreat—no, not retreat. It lifted, somehow, as if pulled by a hand we couldn’t see. June’s beam caught it and for a second it flashed. I watched my breath in the light and the sound in my head and the wetness on the wall—all aligning, all holding the chord like three fingers on a piano.

The lifted moisture spread in a strange deliberate circle, blooming like a halo against the stone until it was perfectly round. In the middle, the dryness left a paler patch in the shape of a ring. A bell. If you squinted. If you were willing to see what the sound wanted you to see.

Noah’s mouth was a thin line. “That’s not possible,” he said softly, which is a prayer, in Greywater.

“Shine over there,” I said, pointing at the far niches. I wanted to see if the ring repeated. I wanted any pattern that wasn’t inside my own head.

We moved like we were underwater, lights dipping, catching, chasing each other. Another ring bloomed on the left wall, smaller, not quite perfect. On the right, no ring, but the names looked somehow heavier, the letters less sure of their edges.

“Tell me you got that,” June whispered.

“Rolling,” Noah said. “We’ve got at least a minute of tone. It—wait.”

A click on his recorder. I recognized the gentle beep-beep of the file marker. Noah was professional like that. He tapped the gain up a hair. The second harmony slipped away, as if shy, but the first note held steady and then faded like breath on glass.

I realized my jaw hurt. I’d been clenching it so tightly my molars ached.

“Missing verse,” June said, testing the words out loud. “Like from a hymn.”

“Like from a requiem,” Noah said. He swiped his sleeve over his forehead. “Like from a dare that turned into a felony when a vengeful soprano realizes we’re in here.”

“I don’t think there are vengeful sopranos in the afterlife,” I said. “I think there are only altos who keep score.”

That made June hiccup a laugh. My grin felt pasted on. I packed the recorder away because my hands wanted something to do besides shake.

We stayed long enough to gather room tone again—because you always do two takes in case the first one is haunted—and then we left, careful as thieves, which we were not, because we took nothing and left no mess except the disturbance you make just by being present.

The air outside tasted warmer by a fraction. The ocean’s inhale-exhale sounded sarcastic, as if to say, that was cute, children.

June locked the gate behind us. What I said earlier about her grin not caring about rules—that’s mostly true, but she respects hinges and closures. She respects the way a thing opens and the way it must be shut.

“Back to the car?” Noah asked. “I want to dump the files before any... uh, disappearing acts.”

We walked without talking much. Our pockets were heavy with our own thoughts. The bait shop light flickered like a tired eye. At the car, we piled in fast because the night was doing that thing where it seems to stack up against the windows.

Noah plugged the recorder into the aux and the light on his dashboard bloomed green. The car smelled like old coffee and damp wool. He scrolled, thumb careful, and selected the file marked crypt_take1. He let it play raw—no compression, no pretty filters, just the
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