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The Boy in the Woods

In the dream, I remembered everything.

Cold dirt under my bare feet.

Pine needles slicing my skin.

My lungs burning like I’d been running for miles.

And behind me—his footsteps.

“Lily!” He was close. Too close.

I pushed harder, branches slapping my arms and face, grabbing at my T-shirt like the trees were sick of me and ready to offer me up. The woods behind Seven Sisters weren’t this wild in real life, but dreams didn’t care about things like property lines and walking trails. They stretched and twisted and made themselves into what you were afraid of.

That night, they stretched into forever.

“Lily, wait!”

I knew that voice. I would have known it in a crowd, in the dark, or underwater. I didn’t stop.

Breath ripped at my throat, loud and ragged, drowning out everything except that voice coming closer and closer. I heard him stumble, curse, laugh. That laugh—thin and wrong—caught at the back of my neck like a hooked nail.

“You think you can outrun me?”

He was behind me, then to the left, then everywhere, his footsteps echoing wrong, bouncing off the trees like the sound was trying to find its shape.

“Lily!”

A root caught my foot. I went down hard, hands out, dirt filling my mouth, the impact knocking the air out of me in a hot white flash. For a second, everything was noise—crickets screaming, my heart pounding, the distant rush of water that didn’t exist anywhere on the property.

I pushed up, spat soil, and tried to scramble forward, but a hand clamped around my ankle.

I screamed and kicked, wild and useless. His grip was all bone and desperation.

“Stop running!” he yelled. “You always run!”

“I don’t—” I gasped, twisting. “Let me go!”

He yanked, and I spun onto my back. The trees leaned in overhead, black against a sky that looked too low, like it was pressing down on the world. He pulled himself up along my legs, crawling over me like he was climbing out of a grave.

And then he was there, straddling my waist, pinning me with knees and hands and fury.

My little brother.

Too tall now. Too thin. Cheekbones sharp enough to cut me open. His hair hung in his eyes, damp and tangled, like he hadn’t seen a shower or a comb in days. Maybe weeks. He smelled like sweat and cigarettes and something sour underneath, something that made the fear in my chest twist into shame.

His eyes were the same, though.

Dark.

Hurt.

“You left me,” he said.

My chest constricted. “Jamie—”

He slapped his hand over my mouth so fast it was like he knew exactly when I’d say his name.

“It’s Jamie now,” he hissed, leaning in close. His breath was hot and sour against my skin. “Say it right.”

I nodded, tears pushing hot against my eyes. He took his hand away, slow, like he wasn’t sure he could trust me.

“Jamie,” I whispered. It felt wrong in my mouth. Not because of the name—because of the way he looked at me when I said it. Like I’d chosen it. Like I’d chosen him and everything that came with this version of him.

“That’s better,” he said. “You always were smart, Lil.”

He said it like an insult.

“You know I didn’t leave you,” I said. My voice shook. “They split us up. I was a kid. I couldn’t—”

He laughed. It was the same laugh he’d had when he was little, but rusted. “You think I don’t know what happened? They came with their clipboards and their fake smiles and you went with your nice new aunt and uncle to your big old house and your clean clothes and you forgot.”

His fingers dug into my shoulders. The bones there were going to bruise.

“I didn’t forget,” I choked out. “I never forgot you.”

“You’re lying.” His voice spiked, then dropped. “You always lie. You tell everyone you’re so sad, so broken up, poor Lily, what a tragic childhood. But you sleep fine in your four-poster bed while I’m out here wondering where I’m going to stay next week.”

Tears slipped from the corners of my eyes into my hair. He watched them fall like they were proof of something.

“I tried to find you,” I said. “You know I did.”

“Not hard enough,” he said.

He leaned closer, and for a moment, the dream was just him. My baby brother, the kid who used to crawl into my bed when the shouting got too loud, who wrapped his arms around my waist like I was the last tree in a flooded world.

I saw him like that. Small. Scared.

Then I blinked, and he was this tall, jagged stranger again. His hands shook, and I didn’t know if it was anger or withdrawal or both.

He smiled. It was too wide, too slow, his lips stretching like the skin wasn’t sure what to do.

“Do you know where I am right now?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Close,” he whispered. “Closer than you think. Closer than they’d like.”

He tilted his head, and for a heartbeat the woods around us faded. Darkness bled in at the edges of my vision, swallowing the trees, the dirt, everything. It was just us, floating in black.

His eyes changed. They went flat. Reflective. Like polished stone or... like a mirror.

My stomach dropped.

“Jamie?” I whispered.

He grinned, and the grin didn’t belong to him.

“My name is Jamie now,” he repeated, voice stretching, echoing around us like it was coming from the trees, the sky, the ground beneath me. “You can’t even remember what you used to call me, can you?”

“I—I do remember,” I stammered. I tried to say it, the name I’d used on a thousand late nights and bad mornings, but my tongue went heavy. My throat closed like it was full of glue.

Nothing came out.

He laughed again, and the sound bent wrong, doubling on itself, higher and lower at the same time.

“You left him behind,” he said, tapping his chest. His finger made a hollow sound, like knuckles on glass. “But I found him. And I found you, Lily.”

He lowered his mouth to my ear. His lips were cold now. Freezing.

“I can see you even when you sleep,” he whispered.

The cold sank through my skull, down my spine.

“I can see you,” he murmured, his voice wrapping around me like fog. “Everywhere you go. Everyone you smile at. Every time you pretend you don’t miss me. Every time you pretend you’re safe.”

His words echoed, bounced, multiplied.

I can see you.

I can see you.

I can see you.

He pulled back, and his eyes were no longer eyes at all. They were flat circles of silver, reflecting my face back at me. I saw myself inside him—small, pale, terrified.

“Don’t worry,” he said, smiling with a mouth that was too red, too wide. “I’ll come say hello when I’m ready.”

I tried to scream, but the sound didn’t come from me. It came from the reflection in his eyes. The little version of me pounded on the glass surface, begging.

His hands closed around my throat.

Black bloomed from the edges of my vision, swallowing everything, even him.

I woke up with my hands at my neck.

For a second, I didn’t know where I was. The room was too dark and too bright at the same time, streetlamp glow leaking in around the curtains, the shapes of my furniture tall and hulking in the half-light. My heart slammed against my ribs like it was trying to break out.

I dragged in air. It tasted like dust and old wood and the faint ghost of lavender detergent Aunt Carrie Jo bought in bulk.

My throat ached. Not because he’d choked me—but because I’d been holding my breath.

“Just a dream,” I told myself, even though there was nothing “just” about it. My voice sounded tiny in the big bedroom, swallowed by high ceilings and antique furniture and the history that clung to everything in this house.

Seven Sisters was never truly quiet. Even then, in the thin space between night and morning, it had a hum. Floorboards settled. The occasional creak in the hallway. Pipes ticked as temps shifted. I’d grown up with it; it was like a second heartbeat.

That morning it sounded like something listening.

I untangled my legs from the twisted sheets and pushed my hair off my damp face. My T-shirt clung to my skin. I glanced at the digital clock on my nightstand.

6:14 a.m.

Perfect. Too early to go back to sleep. Too late to hope I might forget.

“Just a dream,” I said again, softer.

The thing was, I knew better.

My dreams stuck. They didn’t fade in the shower or dissolve over cereal. They settled into me, heavy as river stones. When I closed my eyes again later, they were still there, detailed and waiting.

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat there a minute, letting the air cool the sweat on my skin. My feet hovered above the old hardwood for a second—I didn’t know why I hesitated—then finally touched down.

Nothing reached for my ankles.

Good.

Low bar for the day: no grabbing hands.

I stood and forced myself to walk to the dresser. The mirror above it was old, the frame carved and chipped from a hundred years of somebody else’s life before it came here. Aunt Carrie Jo said it was charming and “full of character.” I said it needed to stop catching the light wrong at three in the morning.

Right then, the glass was just a pale oblong in the dim room. I reached for the lamp and clicked it on.

My reflection jumped into existence.

Dark curls in a messy braid.

Freckles.

Last night’s eyeliner turned smoky by accident.

Brown eyes that looked a little too big for my face when I’d been crying.

I looked like myself.

For a second.

I leaned closer, studying my throat, half-expecting to see finger marks. There was nothing, of course. Redness from my own stupid hands, maybe, but no real damage.

“Get over it,” I whispered at my reflection. “You’re fine.”

The girl in the mirror didn’t answer. She just stared back at me with this pinched look that made me want to slap either her or myself.

I exhaled and tried to shake it off. I reached for the hairbrush on the dresser, my fingers closing around the familiar handle, and that was when it happened.

I blinked.

My reflection didn’t.

I froze.

I stood there, breathing, heart beating loud in my ears. My hand tightened around the brush. I felt the cheap plastic digging into my palm.

In the mirror, the girl was still as a photograph.

Her chest didn’t move.

Her eyes didn’t flicker.

Her fingers were loose at her sides.

The air in the room went thin.

“Come on,” I whispered. “No. No, no, no.”

I blinked again, deliberately, exaggerating it, like I was practicing for a role in some terrible school play.

The girl in the mirror blinked... a beat too late.

My stomach dropped through the floor.

It was only a split second, a tiny lag, but my whole body knew it was wrong. Goosebumps rippled up my arms, lifting the fine hairs there.

I dropped the hairbrush. It hit the dresser, bounced, and clattered onto the floor. The sound cracked the moment open like a glass dropped in a quiet room.

The girl flinched when I did.

Now we were in sync again.

We stared at each other.

“Just sleep,” I said, my voice shaking. “I’m tired. I’m seeing things. It was just the dream.”

My brain threw up a dozen reasonable explanations: bad lighting, old glass, my eyes playing tricks on me after the nightmare. Pick one, any one. They all sounded better than the alternative.

Seven Sisters had taught me to respect the supernatural, not go hunting for it in my bedroom mirror at dawn.

Still.

I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was standing just behind that girl, wearing my skin like a costume, trying to remember the lines.

I backed away, slow, like maybe if I moved gently enough, it wouldn’t notice. At the edge of the lamp’s glow, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand.

There was a notification sitting on the lock screen.

One new text.

Unknown number.

My heart did a weird skip.

I already knew.

For a second, I told myself not to look. Just delete it. Toss the whole phone in the bay while I was at it. Live a nice analog life in the real world where messages from ghosts and runaways couldn’t crawl out of screens.

My thumb moved anyway.

I swiped the notification open.

Still watching, Lil.

Three words. No emoji. No punctuation. Just those four syllables that managed to hit every bruise inside me.

The room tilted a little. I sat down on the edge of the bed before my knees gave up.

He was supposed to be out there somewhere, drifting. Foster homes. Couch-surfing. Staying with whatever friend hadn’t gotten sick of him yet. He was supposed to be a problem at a distance. A story I didn’t tell. A knot in my chest I avoided pushing on.

Every now and then he reminded me he wasn’t hypothetical.

Still watching.

“Delete it,” I told myself.

I did. Message gone. Like that changed anything.

In the mirror, my reflection was still sitting on the bed. But the way she was holding the phone looked wrong, her fingers crooked just a little too tight, like she was afraid it might bite.

“Cut it out,” I whispered.

She didn’t. Of course she didn’t. She was me. I was the one who needed to cut it out.

A horn honked outside, sudden and sharp. I jumped a foot.

Then I relaxed.

Katrina.

I shoved myself into motion. Jeans, soft black T-shirt, boots. I brushed my hair into some semblance of a braid that didn’t scream “I battled demons all night and lost.” I swiped a little mascara under my eyes to fake being alive, grabbed my backpack, and killed the lamp.

The room fell into gray-blue shadows. The mirror turned back into a pale shape on the wall. I tried not to imagine anything standing inside it.

As I opened my bedroom door, my phone buzzed.

KATRINA: you alive or nah

KATRINA: i’m honking again in 10 secs

KATRINA: your aunt looks like she’s about to throw a shoe at me

A laugh snorted out of me before I could help it. It felt weird, like borrowing someone else’s sound.

I texted back:

LILY: keep it up and she WILL

I tucked the phone into my back pocket and headed downstairs. The hallway smelled like coffee and toast and the faint lemon polish Aunt Carrie Jo used on the banister. Sunlight slid in through the tall windows at the front, painting the floor in pale stripes.

For a heartbeat, everything felt normal.

Ghosts kept quiet in the mornings, mostly. They were like teenagers that way.

“Lily?” Aunt Carrie Jo called from the kitchen. “Tell Katrina to stop leaning on that horn. The neighbors will think we’re running a race out front.”
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