
The Devil Knows My Name
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Prologue — Blood and Ashes


The first time Jerica Whitthorne died, she was six years old.

It happened on a Tuesday, beneath the dogwood tree in the backyard, with the sun burning red behind the clouds and the wind whispering things no child should understand. One moment she was chasing a paper doll through the tall grass. The next, the air went still. The birds went silent. And something ancient stirred beneath the soil.

The doll caught flame without a spark. Her hand did too.

She didn’t scream. She didn’t have time. Her heart stopped. Her breath vanished. She fell, eyes wide, fingers curled like claws against the earth that smoked beneath her.

And then… something answered.

She woke gasping, dirt in her mouth, ash smeared across her cheeks, the grass around her burned in a perfect circle. Granny Belle found her there, silent as a statue, with black veins crawling up her arms like roots. She dragged Jerica into the house, wrapped her in wet sheets, and whispered a prayer not meant for any god who answers kindly.

“Not yet,” Granny hissed to the walls. “You can’t have her yet.”

She never spoke of it again.

But from that day on, Jerica wasn’t like the other children. Mirrors cracked when she looked too long. Stray dogs wouldn’t come near her. Thunder rolled when she cried. And there were nights—nights when she swore something sat at the foot of her bed and hummed lullabies in a language she didn’t know.

She learned to hide it. To bury it deep. To scrub her hands raw and fill her mouth with Bible verses. But it was still there. Beneath the skin. Beneath the bone. A flicker of something old, something that knew fire, blood, and the smell of sulfur.


Granny called it a curse.



Her mother had called it a gift—in the journal she left behind, pages full of sigils and secrets Jerica was forbidden to read. A journal that smelled like smoke and copper and pulsed faintly in her grandmother’s locked trunk like it still had a heartbeat.


Years passed. Jerica left Briar’s Hollow the day she turned seventeen, vowing never to come back. But fire calls to its own. And blood never forgets.

Now, Granny is dead. The house is hers. And whatever was buried beneath the floorboards is awake again.

Waiting.

Watching.

Calling her by name.


Chapter One — The Hollow Below

The holler didn’t want her back. Jerica could feel it in the way the wind caught against her truck as she turned off the main road, in how the gravel spit at her tires like the earth itself rejected her return. Briar’s Hollow wasn’t a place that forgave abandonment, and it certainly didn’t forget what it had birthed. Kudzu vines strangled every fencepost, crept up porch rails, and spilled across the sagging rooftops of trailers that hadn’t seen fresh paint in a generation. The same rusted-out swing set stood behind the Baptist church, leaning sideways like it was bowing to the rot that had always lived under the skin of this place. Jerica kept driving, jaw tight, pulse louder than the old country song bleeding from the radio. She didn’t turn it off. Noise was easier than silence. Silence let things in.

At the top of Briar Hill, the house waited — a broken-toothed grin of a place with boards nailed across windows, vines curling like fingers around the eaves, and that front porch swing still hanging by a single rusted chain. The farmhouse had once been white, though you wouldn’t know it now; mildew and memory had weathered it down to something the color of smoke. Jerica parked beside the well she’d been warned away from since she was old enough to walk. The wind died the second she killed the engine. No cicadas. No birdsong. Not even the creak of the porch swing that used to sway even when the air was still. Just that thick, syrupy kind of quiet that made the inside of her ears ring — the kind of quiet that meant something was listening.

She stepped out, boots crunching over gravel and bone-dry leaves. Her eyes found the upstairs window — the one that always seemed to glow when she was a child, even when no lights were on. It was dark now, but something in her gut turned, coiled. The key to the front door felt heavier than it should’ve, cold despite the heat. She slid it into the lock and twisted. It gave with a reluctant snap, and as the door swung inward, the house exhaled like it had been holding its breath for years.


The scent hit her first — not just dust and decay, but lavender water, old woodsmoke, and something sweeter beneath it all… something cloying and metallic, like blood left out in the sun. Her stomach turned. She stepped over the threshold and froze. The air was heavier inside. Not just warmer — thicker. Like it had texture. Like it was aware of her. Every step she took across the warped floorboards felt like trespassing, even though this place was legally hers now. Her inheritance. Her burden. Crucifixes still lined every wall, some crooked, some scorched at the edges. Bible pages had been nailed to the hallway like insulation, and one of them was fluttering — but there was no draft. She passed through the parlor where the fire had once gone out mid-winter and relit itself without a match. Past the kitchen with its locked cabinets and jars full of salt. Toward the hall that always smelled like damp stone and copper coins, even in summer.


The cellar door was ajar.

Jerica stopped cold. That door had been padlocked since before she could remember — “For safety,” Granny Belle used to say, though her voice would tremble when she did. Jerica had only gone down there once, on a dare, when she was twelve. She hadn’t even made it to the third step before something had whispered her name from the dark. She never told anyone. Granny would’ve beaten her bloody, and the preacher would’ve come to cast out devils with a bottle of oil and a scream. But that whisper? She’d heard it every night since. Not always aloud. Sometimes in her dreams. Sometimes just at the edge of waking. It didn’t frighten her anymore. Not exactly. It was part of her now — like the birthmark behind her ear or the way her fingers sometimes burned when she was angry.

The door creaked wider. No wind. No pull. Just that sound — long and slow, like a yawn. She stepped forward before she even realized she was moving. Her palm pressed against the wood. It was warm. And then a voice, low and even, rolled up from below.

“You shouldn’t be here.”

Her breath caught, stomach dropping into her boots. It wasn’t the whisper she’d grown used to. This voice was male. Rough, steady. Alive. Her first thought was squatter. Her second was worse — demon, devil, revenant. But when she looked down the stairs, she saw a man standing in the shadows. Tall. Broad. Dressed in black. A faint glow from the kitchen caught the edge of his face — angular jaw, dark hair, and eyes like polished steel. He wasn’t afraid of her. That much was clear. If anything, he looked… resigned. Like he’d been expecting her.

Jerica’s hand twitched toward her jacket pocket — not that she had anything useful in there except a rusted lighter and a pocketknife. The man didn’t move. Didn’t blink. He just tilted his head and said her name.

“Jerica Whitthorne.”

Her throat dried. “Who the hell are you?”

He stepped onto the bottom stair, and the floor beneath her vibrated — just slightly. Just enough.

“My name is Oliver Crowe,” he said. “And you’ve got something in your blood that doesn’t belong here.”

Jerica took a step back. The door behind her slammed shut. Hard. She spun, grabbed the knob, twisted — locked. When she turned around again, he was no longer at the bottom of the steps.

He was at the top.

Standing inches from her, close enough to smell the ash and leather on him, close enough to see the ring on his hand — silver, etched with the same symbol that haunted the last page of her mother’s journal: a thorned circle with a split cross through the center.

Close enough that when he said, “It’s waking up, Jerica,” she felt it in her bones.

Jerica didn’t move. Her breath had caught somewhere between her ribs, trapped like a secret. Oliver Crowe was close enough to touch, and yet she felt that if she reached for him, her hand might pass through smoke. His presence wasn’t just physical — it pressed against her like a storm front, thick and electric. He didn’t flinch. Didn’t blink. Just stood there, watching her like he was reading something written under her skin. The worst part? Something inside her recognized him. Not his face. Not his voice. But the shape of him. Like a name she’d forgotten how to say.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” she said, her voice hoarse. “This is private land. This is my house.”

“No,” Oliver said softly. “It was built over something older. Something that never belonged to your family. And now it’s waking because you came home.”\

She tried to laugh, but it came out dry. “You one of those off-the-grid ghost chasers? Come to poke around in the dark and scare up a story for TikTok?”

But he didn’t smile. Didn’t waver. “This isn’t a story,” he said. “And I’m not here for clicks. I’m here because your bloodline made a pact a hundred and thirty years ago—and the thing it bargained with never stopped watching. You’re the last Whitthorne. And that makes you the debt that’s come due.”

Jerica’s skin crawled. Her fingers itched, that familiar prickle under her nails like the onset of a migraine — but lower, hotter, meaner. “My blood’s my own,” she said, though she didn’t believe it. Not entirely. Not since the paper doll caught fire in her hand. Not since she started waking with black sigils drawn on her arms in sleep.

Oliver tilted his head. “Is it?”

She didn’t answer. Couldn’t. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, and beneath it… a sound. Distant. Rhythmic. Like drums beneath the floorboards. No — not drums. A heartbeat. Not hers. Not his. Something beneath them. Alive and old and hungry.

“What do you want from me?” she asked finally, voice cracking like old glass.

Oliver exhaled slowly, eyes narrowing like he hated what he was about to say. “To keep you alive.”

That snapped her out of it. Jerica took a sharp step back, shoved past him, hand flying to the door. Locked. Of course. She rattled it, kicked it, cursed through her teeth. The hinges didn’t so much as groan. The air behind her thickened.

Oliver didn’t follow. “You’ve felt it, haven’t you?” he asked. “The pressure behind your eyes. The flickers in mirrors. The way shadows lean when they shouldn’t.”

She froze. “You spying on me?”

“I didn’t have to. It’s the same with all of you. It starts slow. But then it feeds. It grows. Until what’s inside you isn’t sleeping anymore.”

Jerica turned around, fists clenched. “I’m not some possessed backwoods horror show. I don’t need an exorcist.”

“No,” he said, calmly. “You need a warning.”

And then he reached into his coat and pulled something out — a photograph, yellowed and scorched around the edges. He held it out, and her legs nearly gave when she saw it.

It was her mother.

Young. Laughing. Standing barefoot in the field behind the farmhouse. But not alone.

Next to her was a man with obsidian eyes and no shadow. And carved into the dirt at their feet was a symbol Jerica had seen only once — drawn in blood across her bedroom wall the night her grandmother died.

Oliver tucked the photo away before she could snatch it. “She tried to run too. Thought she could outpace it. But blood doesn’t run. It roots.”

Jerica stared at him, a chill crawling down her spine despite the heat. “What happened to her?”

Oliver’s expression flickered — not pity. Not regret. Something deeper. “She opened the door.”

A crack split across the silence, low and trembling — the sound of wood splintering beneath strain. Jerica looked down. The floorboards between them had split. From the center of the cellar door, a jagged, black vein was crawling outward. Slowly. Hungrily. It wasn’t wood. It was something else. Something alive.

Oliver didn’t move. His voice was almost a whisper now. “It’s waking, Jerica. And when it does, it’s going to call you by name.”

Jerica’s hands burned.

Literally.

She looked down and saw faint embers curling beneath her palms, like fire trying to bloom through her skin. The air around her shimmered. She wanted to scream, to run, to punch a hole in the wall and claw her way into daylight — but her legs wouldn’t obey. Her blood was thick and hot and rising like something volcanic.

Oliver stepped forward, slowly, carefully, like approaching a live wire. He reached out, took her wrist gently.

“You’re not cursed,” he said. “You’re claimed.”

And with that, her knees buckled.

Darkness swallowed her whole.

The darkness didn’t take her all at once. It dragged her down in pieces, as if her mind was trying to claw its way out while the rest of her slipped beneath the surface. She felt weightless and heavy at once. Burning and frozen. There were voices all around her, overlapping, whispering in a language she didn’t know but somehow understood. Names carved in ash. Promises written in fire. The sound of her mother’s laugh—then the sound of her scream.

She saw herself standing in a field of black grass under a blood moon, barefoot, dressed in her grandmother’s funeral gown. The wind blew backward. The stars blinked out one by one. And something vast and shadowed stepped out from behind her reflection. It had her eyes. It had her smile. And when it opened its mouth, the voice that came out wasn’t human.

“You are the hinge and the gate. You are the heir and the key.”

Jerica jolted awake with a gasp that felt like drowning in smoke. Her lungs burned. Her throat ached. She was no longer standing. Cold wood pressed against her back, her cheek damp with sweat. The air was thick, musty, laced with the scent of old iron and scorched sage. She blinked against the dim light filtering in from the parlor—sunset, maybe, or dawn. It was hard to tell anymore. Time slipped strangely in this house, like it obeyed a different clock.

And then there was movement. A shape by the doorway. Oliver Crowe leaned against the frame, arms crossed, expression unreadable. He hadn’t left. Of course he hadn’t.

“How long was I out?” she rasped, her voice like gravel.

“Long enough,” he said. “The house didn’t take you. That’s a good sign.”

Jerica pushed herself up slowly, muscles trembling. “The house?” she repeated. “You say that like it’s… alive.”

“It is,” he said simply. “But not in the way you think. It’s not haunted. It’s inhabited. The thing your ancestor bargained with—it didn’t just give power. It took root. It built itself into the foundation. Into the floorboards. Into the bloodline.”

She shook her head. “You keep talking in riddles, but you haven’t told me what it is. What’s buried under this house?”

Oliver stared at her, silent for so long she thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he walked forward, slow and deliberate, kneeling beside her like he was lowering himself to a grave.

“Not buried,” he said. “Sealed.”

Jerica stared, throat tight. “You mean… it’s still here?”

His expression was grim. “It’s always been here. That thing you saw in your dreams? The feeling you get in your gut when the air changes? That’s not paranoia. It’s memory. The blood remembers what the mind forgets.”

She wanted to tell him he was wrong. That this was just trauma, grief, some sick trick of the mind twisted by years of silence and guilt and Southern hellfire superstition. But her skin still tingled where her hands had burned. Her bones still hummed like tuning forks. And deep beneath her, the floor felt like it was breathing again.

“I don’t want this,” she whispered, eyes burning. “Whatever this is, whatever my mother did—I don’t want it.”

Oliver reached into his coat and pulled out a small, leather-wrapped bundle. He unwrapped it slowly and revealed a dagger. Not ornamental. Not ceremonial. This was old—bone-handled, with a black iron blade etched in symbols that pulsed faintly, like coals under skin. He set it beside her, careful, reverent.

“Want it or not, it’s in you,” he said. “You can either learn to control it… or it’ll control you.”

She looked at the dagger. It didn’t feel evil. But it did feel aware. As if it recognized her. As if it had been waiting.

Jerica stood, slowly, her balance wavering but holding. Her eyes never left the blade. “What happens if I leave?” she asked. “What if I walk out that door and never come back?”

Oliver’s voice was quiet. “Then the next time it wakes… there won’t be anyone left to stop it.”

The sun finally broke through the clouds outside, casting a thin beam of gold through the parlor window. It landed on the dagger, illuminating the strange sigils along its edge. They weren’t just decorative. They were a lock. A seal. And now, it was hers.

Jerica stepped forward and picked it up. The moment her fingers closed around the hilt, a heat surged through her palm—bright, white-hot, and terrifyingly familiar. Her knees buckled but she held firm, breathing through the pain. And when she opened her eyes, something inside her had changed.

She wasn’t just the girl who left Briar’s Hollow anymore.

She was the one who came back.

And the devil who knew her name?

He was still waiting.


Chapter Two – Ash and Echoes

The wind shifted when night fell, like the hollow exhaled after holding its breath too long. Jerica stood on the front porch, the dagger heavy in her hand, her fingers still tingling from the heat that had passed into her like a brand. The house groaned behind her, wood and stone shifting not with age, but with intent — like something inside was waking up room by room, board by board, and remembering her. She hadn't expected it to feel so personal, like the house itself was grieving, angry, or both. The air tasted of lavender and iron, a memory of her grandmother’s hands and the rusted nail cross above the parlor door.

The sunset had melted into blue, and with it came the shadows — thicker here, slower somehow, crawling like they were waiting for permission to touch her. Briar’s Hollow didn’t believe in ghosts. It believed in curses. And right now, Jerica wasn’t sure there was a difference.

She watched as Oliver paced the yard without looking back, his long coat stirring like smoke as he moved from fencepost to fencepost, dragging chalk from his pocket and drawing symbols into the ground. Wardings, he called them. Old ones. Binding circles and traps and dead-man’s marks passed down from bloodlines he refused to name. His presence had weight, not just in the way he filled space but in the way he quieted it — like even the night sounds wouldn’t speak too loud around him.

When he finally spoke, it was without turning. “The house won’t let you go,” he said, and Jerica felt the words settle into her spine like nails. “Not until it’s done with you.”

She wanted to scream that she wasn’t some vessel or cursed heir or hinge between worlds. She was just a girl who came home for a funeral. A girl who saw fire where there was none, whose hands itched before storms, whose blood boiled when she dreamed of the cellar. She was no savior. No sacrifice. She was tired and alone and standing in the ruins of a life she’d tried to outrun for thirteen years.

And yet, when she looked at Oliver — at the scar along his jaw, at the eyes that looked too old for his face — she knew she wasn’t the only one tethered to this place by blood older than memory.

“Tell me what it wants,” she said, her voice cracking like the dry leaves at her feet.

Oliver turned then, slow and deliberate, his gaze sharp enough to bleed. “It wants a body. It wants a name. And it wants what was promised.”

Jerica swallowed, the dagger’s hilt pulsing like a second heartbeat in her palm. She didn’t ask who made the promise. She didn’t need to. Because deep down, some part of her remembered the fire, the lullabies, the ash-smeared journal under Granny Belle’s bed. Some part of her remembered the day the sky turned red and the paper doll burned without flame.

And even though she was still standing, still breathing, still human — she had the gnawing, terrible feeling that something inside her had already been claimed.

The night deepened like ink spilled across the hills, swallowing the last glow of daylight until the world felt flattened and thin. Jerica sat on the front steps with the dagger beside her, its black iron blade reflecting nothing. The porch light hadn’t worked in years, but even if it had, she wasn’t sure she’d have turned it on. Darkness felt honest here — brutal, yes, but less deceptive than the half-truths her family had left behind. Oliver remained at the edge of the yard, watching the tree line like it might blink. His stillness was unsettling, too precise to be casual. Jerica thought about asking him how long he’d been tied to this place, what he really was, why he moved like a soldier and spoke like a ghost — but the questions curled on her tongue and died. Something about him warned her not to dig too deep yet.

Instead, her thoughts wandered — to the journal locked in the cedar trunk, to her grandmother’s cryptic warnings, to the photograph Oliver had hidden away like a blade of its own. Her mother had looked so alive in that picture, vibrant and wild-eyed, a woman shaped by shadows but not yet consumed by them. Who was the man beside her? Not Jerica’s father — she’d never seen his face, only heard whispers of “that fool boy who ran when the fire came.” This man had no shadow. No presence. Just a figure standing too still, too calm, as though he belonged to a different layer of the world. A footnote in a story Jerica had never been allowed to read.

Inside the house, something creaked. Not the polite kind of noise a home makes when it settles. This was deliberate — weight shifting on floorboards upstairs. Jerica rose slowly, instincts prickling. Oliver was at her side before she took a second step. “Don’t go alone,” he said quietly. It wasn’t an order. It was a truth. She nodded, and they moved through the front door together, the air swallowing them like a breath held too long.

The upstairs hallway was darker than it should’ve been. Even with the flashlight app on her phone flickering in her palm, the shadows clung to the wallpaper like rot. Old family photos hung askew, their glass cracked, the faces inside blurred by time or something older. Jerica paused outside the door to the master bedroom — Granny Belle’s room — and felt her heart hitch.

The door was open.

Not wide, but just enough to see the edge of the rocking chair by the window. And it was moving.

Oliver didn’t flinch. Jerica did. Her breath caught as the chair creaked forward, back, forward again — not fast, not violent, just steady. Like someone enjoying the night breeze.

Then came the hum.

Soft, low, feminine — a tune with no words but every note soaked in memory. It was the lullaby. The same one Jerica remembered from childhood. The one that came from under her bed on nights when her skin itched and her bones ached with heat. The one she’d heard again after Granny died. But it wasn’t Granny’s voice now.

It was hers.

Jerica’s own.

Her knees nearly gave. “What the hell—”

“It’s echoing,” Oliver murmured. “Your blood. Your grief. This house eats both.”

The flashlight dimmed. The hum grew louder. Jerica stepped forward, unable to stop herself. She pushed the door open and stared.

The rocking chair was empty. But her mother’s journal sat open on the floor, pages fluttering despite the still air. A word glowed faintly across the paper — not ink, not paint. Burned. Carved by heat into the paper itself.

“BOUND.”

Oliver stepped behind her, gaze heavy. “It’s trying to make contact.”

Jerica crouched slowly, reaching for the book, and the moment her fingers brushed the page, her vision reeled. The walls blurred. The air twisted. And the house whispered not in words, but in emotions — panic, fire, longing, betrayal. A scream not made by lungs but by wood and wind.

Then it was gone.

The rocking chair stopped.

The hum ceased.

The journal went still, its pages blank again.

Jerica stood, her breath ragged, tears streaking her cheeks. She didn’t remember crying. Oliver steadied her, his hand warm on her shoulder. “You’re not losing your mind,” he said, reading her before she could speak. “You’re remembering what your blood tried to forget.”

She turned toward him, her voice hoarse. “What do I do with that?”

He didn’t answer at first. Then he glanced toward the dark corner of the room — the one with the cold spot that had never gone away, even in summer.

“You don’t run from it,” he said. “You face it. And when the house asks who you are… you answer.”

The night didn’t end so much as fold in on itself. After the humming ceased and the word faded from the journal, Jerica and Oliver moved through the rest of the house in silence. There were no more sounds from upstairs. No more whispers behind the walls or footsteps in the attic. But the quiet wasn’t relief. It was the kind of hush that followed a held breath — the moment right before something answers back.
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