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Note and Content Warming from the Author 

Much of the language used in this book contains colloqualisms particular to parts of Appalachia as well as the American South. What may read as “incorrect” or “weird” is more than likely just a regionalism or a specialty phrase used in parts of these regions or particular to folk magic practices in parts of these regions. Like neighborlady, for example. Looks weird, doesn't it? But it's an old word to refer to a woman who some folks might call a witch these days and was usually someone who you'd call on for help in matters of healing or domestic need, someone who had the Sight or the Touch and lived in the community.  There's more in there... you'll see. 

This story also has mentions of abuse, child loss, child endangerment, violence, magic-based violence, injury, death, illness, grief, and supernatural elements that might be upsetting or triggering to some people. Proceed with caution and always put your own well being first. 
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Chapter 1
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Queen of Spades

It was Tuesday when the sickness began. 

“I’m fine,” Holly muttered, eyes swollen and voice thick. “It’s that damn cold goin’ ‘round.” Except it sounded like it dah damb code gon rown.

“All the more reason not to be behind the counter today,” I scolded, pushing a cup of steaming hot honey and lemon her way.

“Whiskey?” she asked, eyeing me hopefully.

I held my thumb and forefinger just a bare half inch apart. “A medicinal amount.”

She grunted before taking a deep drink from the mug. “So long as it’s before five p.m., we can call it medicinal, huh?” she asked after a gusty sigh and smacking of her lips. “Mrs. Henning was past yesterday. She brought some those chiltepins she grows, said we’d need them.”

I sighed. Since Danny’s return to us, Mrs. Henning had been a thorn in my side. But not an unkind thorn. She’d seen through my story about Danny being a long-lost half-brother pretty much the second it left my mouth, and I half-feared she was going to make a deal about it, but so far, she’d just given me some pointed looks at the grocery and post office. Nothing worse. But I knew that she knew and that knowing was... Well, it was a lot.

Especially while everyone in town seemed to be coming down with the crud except for me and Danny. Well, and Eli. Eli didn’t seem able to get sick—he’d said that he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a cold and that’d never bothered him much before I’d pointed it out. 

Lucky devil.

Holly lifted one tired hand and jabbed a finger in the direction of the counter. “Peppers are over there. You know what to do.”

So I did. I muddled the tiny round chiletepins into a paste and added honey from John T’s bees and some garlic from Micah’s garden that had outlived him and both my grandparents. Eyeing the time, then Holly’s miserable expression, I poured in a finger or two of whiskey before adding the hot water, shaking it all up with some lemon juice, and straining it into a big mug. “This should either make you regret life or knock you out.”

“I love you,” she muttered, clasping the warm mug to her chest. “I’m gonna just die here, okay? Just move my body when you want to make dinner.”

“Try to lean towards the door. It’ll be easier to move you later.”

She huffed a watery laugh when I kissed the top of her head, huddling over her mug as I shuffled back towards my bedroom to check on Danny.

He’d been back just a handful of weeks, barely over a month, and it was the strangest feeling seeing him whole and real. On one hand, my heart skipped a crazy rhythm, joy and relief and disbelief singing through me whenever I saw him, the reality of his presence both exciting and a bone-deep, indescribable sorrow—Mom was long gone, as was Uncle Micah and anyone in our family who ever gave a damn about us. That hand was a mixed bag of things I probably should’ve taken Holly’s advice and gone to some sort of therapist about (as soon as I found one who wouldn’t automatically send me to a grippy sock vacation for telling them I helped bring my dead brother who wasn’t really dead back from the other side). 

But on the other hand... Pretty much a constant low-level panic attack and more than a little fear. He wasn’t the same as when he left, but he was still about ten. At least as near as we could figure. Time didn’t pass the same in the Between, and most things there weren’t alive like Danny. 

I watched him sleep on my bed, curled up like he always had, thumb close to his mouth but not in it. He’d said he’d outgrown it shortly before he disappeared, said it was for babies. He made a small, sad noise and turned onto his back, flinging his arms wide and extravagant. 

“He’s alright,” Eli murmured, slipping through the heavy shadows in the corner by the window to stand beside me. “He had a nightmare while you were with Holly, so I came to check on him.”

I glanced at my... What were we? We fooled around. We’d been through a few layers of hell. We talked. We hung out. But neither of us had moved to call it anything because holy shit, what do you call something like this? 

I glanced at Eli. Since escaping Helene, he’d made no move to reclaim any more of his bones and wouldn’t say why, so all I could see in the dim light was part of his jaw, part of one eye, a few fingers, the impression of a grimly set mouth and a sharp nose. “He wake up?”

Eli shook his head. “Just cried a little. Made a few sounds.” 

“Probably to be expected,” I said slowly, watching my brother twist his lips in his sleep. His little boy features were so familiar and strange at the same time, close to the cusp of change but soft and rounded still, traces of Mom in the way his nose crinkled, the way his freckles fell. “The other night, he was talking to Ma. Like she was right in front of him.” I tore my gaze away from Danny and met Eli’s eye shine in the dark. “I thought he was talkin’ to Holly or something. Just a clear-as-day conversation. I was thinking maybe...”

Eli nodded consideringly. “Maybe. He’s got the same blood as you. Wouldn’t be a shock if he could talk to the dead.” 

Danny rolled again, taking the blankets with him in a cocoon. Eli motioned for me to follow and headed back down the hall towards the small kitchen where Holly sat huddled over her now empty cup. “Mrs. Henning’s peppers?” he asked knowingly.

She nodded, red-nosed and bleary-eyed. “I didn’t think it was possible to feel worse than before, but here we are.”

“I can close the shop for the day,” I offered again, but Holly cut me off with a feline hiss. “Or not...”

“It’s a stupid cold or something. Half the folks in town got it.” She pushed away from the table and started shuffling towards her room. “I’ll sleep, I’ll have more pepper tea, I’ll be fine in a day or two.”

Eli, a dark shape in the bright room, motioned me towards the stairs. “I’ll be up here, keeping an eye.”

Another look at Danny, sleeping the sleep of the just, and I nodded. “Come get me if...”

“I will.”

Holly had removed herself to her room, so the kitchen was empty save for her cup on the table and my own mug, filled with pepper tea and a sticky note in Holly’s handwriting: Drink me.

It’s a known fact that the worse something tastes, the better it is for you. And Holly was a wiz at tinctures and tisanes, things to help you heal or get rid of the dark funks that sometimes crept in. “Thanks, Hol,” I called out, grabbing the mug and, after a deep breath, downing it in one long drink.

And then I regretted every choice in my life that’d led me to that point. It burned, not just with heat but with the fire of the peppers and something else, something green and sharp that reminded me of pine tar and rosemary. A weird grit coated my tongue, thick and chalky feeling.

Okay, maybe Holly was off her game, being sick and all. Rinsing out the cup and then my mouth, I hurried down to do the pre-opening routine for the shop. Passing by Uncle Micah’s old buffet that now served as a sort of herb storage-slash-paperwork receptacle, I gave it a knock on the wood and said good morning, knowing Micah would hear me. He was never that far away, even if he wasn’t exactly an active haunt. The smell of his familiar Old Spice and brewed coffee scent, the occasional faint tang of clove and High John, finding a new card to add to his reading deck that I inherited all let me know when he was nearest. 

This morning, when I got to the counter to start going through orders that’d come in overnight, a Queen of Spades was propped up between the register’s keys. It was new, the plastic coating still shiny and unfoxed, catching the thin rays of light peeking through the closed shutters. Creeping up on it like it was gonna bite me if I moved fast, I leaned out and peered around at the backside of the card.

“Lord, Micah,” I muttered, squinting at the prismatic backing. “You went all out on this one, huh?” It was one of the more rare Bicycle brand cards with a shiny prism sort of backing. The peacock purple color made it especially pretty, and I knew it’d been something Micah would’ve admired in life. And apparently, in death, too. “What’s the occasion?” Cautiously, I plucked it free from the register, eyeing the face. Queen of Spades wasn’t a real welcome sight, warning me about a woman with ill intent. Which, honestly, could be quite a few folks coming to me for workings or things the store sold. People wanting to curse an ex or lay a trick on someone they’d felt wronged them somehow. But I knew this wasn’t just a casual head’s up about someone coming in with a temper and meaning harm to someone who’d jilted them or short-changed them somehow. 

Helene.

It had to be Helene.

The image of her, her head bouncing free as she laughed, her warning that she wouldn’t let us rest... Anyone worth their red flannel bag knew it wasn’t a dream when things came to you like that. That it was a message sent the easiest way, into your sleeping mind. Without the constraints of the daily world blocking out magic and power, things like Helene could move easily, quickly, sneaking into your sleep to threaten, to soothe, to promise and lie.

And Helene was a Witch, one of the ancient sort who crawled up from the primordial ooze long before the rest of humankind existed. She and Jack were one and the same in that respect. Power so ancient and hungry that it was pure appetite. We’d had six weeks of relative quiet, the sort that was watchful and anxious, the sort where you knew something was about to happen, but all you could do was wait.

Though...that wasn’t all we could do. But it was all we were doing. I was terrified to lose Danny again, and for the first time in my life, the hills and mountain that cradled our little holler felt dangerous in ways beyond simple geography and old mines. 

A rapid, sharp knock on the shop door made me jump, dropping the Queen of Spades to the counter. Mrs. Henning was peering between the edge of the shades and the window, one eye squinted up and the other pressed damn near against the glass. “Silas Crane, you’re late! The shop opens at 9!”

It was one past. I sighed and nodded, moving around the counter to unlock the door. She bustled past me as soon as I had it open, making a beeline for the counter where she sat down her heavy crochet bag and turned to glare at me as I flipped all the blinds to open and turned around the sign on the door. “Morning, Mrs. Henning. What brings you out on this lovely day?”

“It’s overcast, and we’re due a gullywasher, child. Don’t try to sweet-talk me. This,” she pulled a jar full of dark, goopy liquid out of her bag and thumped it down beside the register. “Is for you. You know what to do.” 

It took me just a moment to realize what she was giving me. “Mrs. Henning, I’ve got witch jars all over the place. I—”

“Don’t have one of mine,” she said smugly, giving the jar a little nudge. I hurried back to the counter to take it before she swatted it to the floor like a cat. “Micah may’ve taught you how to make ‘em, but I taught Micah back when we were just barely knee-high.” She paused, her expression softening just a tiny bit before she added, “I was much better at it than he was.”

The Queen of Spades was right in front of me on the counter, the prismatic trim catching my eye, tempting me to glance down, but I just smiled politely and nodded. “Yes’m. He always said you were aces at things like this. But I don’t understand why you’re bringing it by.” She didn’t know about Helene. No one but me, Eli, Danny, and Holly did. Though, judging by the look on Mrs. Henning’s face, I was probably at least a little wrong about that. 

Mrs. Henning gave me a long, level stare before clicking her tongue and shaking her head at me. “You keep on lyin’ to yourself about how slick you are, Silas Crane. That boy’s gonna bring trouble on your head. Already has, I’m willing to bet.” 

Ire flared up hot and ready to explode. “Danny’s my brother, not that boy, Mrs. Henning. And any trouble that comes my way isn’t due to him. Anything he’s gone through, it wasn’t his doing. Not his choice.”

She blinked, uncowed by my outburst. A slow smile crossed Rose Coral-painted lips, and she leaned in close. “You ain’t the only worker in this town, Silas Crane. Living or dead.” Tapping the lid to the witch bottle, she added, “I know it’s in fashion to ignore your elders these days, but you’d do well to listen to me, child. Things are awake up the mountain and down in the mines. Things I ain’t seen in my whole life. Things I only heard my folks talk about when I was real little. There’s witch magic afoot and worse.” 

The sharp awareness in Mrs. Henning’s steady gaze put paid to any thought I’d had about fibbing. Instead, I just nodded. “I know,” I muttered. “I’ve seen it.”

“I just bet you have.” She rocked back on her heels, giving the witch bottle a significant nod. “That there’s a child off one my great-granny made back before my grandmother was even born. Don’t see many like ‘em anymore. But she was a witch in the old way. When she died, she took a lot of those doings with her.” A flicker of grief passed over her pale blue eyes and, for just a moment, her stern facade disappeared, and she was a sad young woman, mourning her dead without the trappings of authority, of magic, of any of it. But just as quick as she’d let that peek out, it was gone, and she was back to glaring at me. “Set it at your doorstep. Not the shop, mind. The apartment. Whatever’s been comin’, it’s ugly as a homemade mud fence and twice as bad. Me an’ Lawry Simkins’ve been talking, and we’ve decided we’re throwin’ in our lot with you an’ Holly.”

Ever had one of those conversations where you experienced whiplash? Yeah, talking with Mrs. Henning was like that. 

“I’m sorry, what?”

She sniffed, patting her sweater pockets until she came up with a folded-up Viva paper towel and dabbed at her nose carefully so as not to smudge her lipstick. “That Holly girl you got livin’ upstairs, the one you ain’t married to. She’s one of us, even if she is from Grosvenor originally. Well, we’re throwin’ in with y’all. Whatever’s goin’ on, it’s gonna be bigger than just you,Silas Crane, and Micah’d never forgive me if I pretended not to notice you strugglin’. Or,” she added with a thoughtful raise of one well-plucked brow, “let you die.”

“I... What?” 

The door opened, and a cluster of high schoolers, all whispering and darting looks my way, scuttled in. 

Gotta love teacher in-service days.

Mrs. Henning pulled a surprisingly flashy smartphone from her sweater pocket and checked something with an eye roll and dismissive sigh. “Lawry is losing his mind about his damiana plants. I’ll be back tomorrow. Same time.” She glanced around and made a moue of displeasure. “Have a cup of coffee ready this time. Black, two sugars. None of that artificial shit. It tastes like tires.” 

She made it to the door before I blurted, “Thanks for the peppers. We used ‘em this morning.”

Mrs. Henning nodded in satisfaction. “I’ll bring another bag tomorrow. This mess going around, it’s not gonna be quick.”

And I wasn’t sure if she meant the cold or the magic.

*** 
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THE DAY DRAGGED, THE heavy rain that’d been promised manifesting around eleven and then coming in fits and starts until the shop closed at six. Eli had drifted down around midday with some lunch—he’d offered to take the till, but neither of us really thought that’d work for the best if customers came in to see a shadow man hanging out, reading Us and waiting to ring up their purchases.

The man was obsessed with gossip, and it was kinda cute, to be honest. He’d bashfully admitted to reading some of the rags when his mom would go into town when he was little—apparently, celebrity culture wasn’t that much different now than it had been back in his day, with gossip and fashion and speculation on scandals being fodder for the public eye, if you knew where to look. So I’d taken to picking up copies of the those rags whenever I went to the grocery or over to John T’s convenience store, nothing too salacious because I still had to live in this town after all, and Eli’s delight at the glossy spreads had tickled me no end. As I locked up for the night, I made sure to grab the copies he’d left downstairs during his midnight lurkings after we were all in bed and took them back upstairs, the Queen of Spades tucked into Uncle Micah’s deck of cards as I passed the buffet. 

“Hey, y’all up?” I called softly. A groan came from Holly’s room, but Danny and Eli called out from the kitchen. My little brother and my...Eli were standing at the stove, staring at something in one of Holly’s cast iron skillets. “Y’all know if that’s ruined, there’s nothing I can do to keep you from getting murdered.”

Danny snorted. “Holly don’t scare me. All I gotta do is this.” He turned to face me, eyes wide and watery even as his lower lip trembled. “I’m sorry! I thought I’d make dinner, but I messed up!”

“Oh my God,” I muttered, shaking my head, not even close to hiding my grin. “You used to get Ma with that all the time.”

Danny’s expression arrested, then smoothed as he turned back to the skillet. Mentions of our mother were like dull thumps on an old bruise to me, but for Danny, who only very recently learned of her death, they were sharp enough to take the wind out sometimes. “We made pot pie,” Danny said, his tone less lively than a moment ago. “Eli found a recipe in one of Uncle Micah’s books. It was s’posed to be rabbit, but I like bunnies.”

“You don’t like chickens?” I asked lightly, meeting Eli’s eye shine over Danny’s head.

“This one was already in the fridge, so I figured it’d be mean not to eat it. Other chickens, though, I don’t wanna eat.”

“I’ll make a note.”

Danny was shooed off to wash his hands and change out of his flour-dappled shirt. I waited for a good half minute before leaning into Eli. “He doing okay?”

“Far as I can tell. Holly’s been hacking up a lung all day and hasn’t come out of her room save to use the washroom. Danny tried to watch one of those shows on the box but said it was too loud, so he played with his dinosaurs a while, then read the encyclopedia.”

“He used to love doing that when he...” I trailed off. “Well. He’s still little.”

Eli glanced at the kitchen door, lowering his voice so Danny couldn’t hear us. “He’s been distracted today. Keeps talkin’ to someone I don’t see or hear. Might just be kid stuff—I remember doing that sometimes, having pretend friends. But this sounded like a serious conversation. He got real mad one time and announced he didn’t wanna talk to them anymore. Refuses to go back to his room.”

“He’s been avoiding it for a few days,” I reminded Eli, poking a little at the golden crust on the pot pie. “I’m not gonna force him. Not after everything...”

Eli nodded, nudging me to be quiet as Danny thundered back down the hall. “I’m hungry! Holly said blergh when I knocked on her door so I guess I can have hers, too.”

I waited until after dinner, until after I’d done the dishes and Danny had doe-eyed his way into sleeping in my room (feigning sleep after begging to read on my bed because the light was better) before telling Eli about Mrs. Henning’s visit, about the Queen of Spades. 

“Helene,” he sighed in the dark of the living room. “It has to be.”

“You don’t think she could hurt Micah, do you? I mean, he must know what’s up if he’s leaving me a warning.”

Eli thought for a moment, then sighed again, this time harried and tired. “I’m not sure. By the time I was born, witches like her weren’t as common ‘round here. There was one down near Sinclair Mine. Rumor was they hired her on to curse the other mine companies down the mountain. Never could prove it, though, and most people then weren’t really believing witches and the like, ken? But if she could trap Ifan in the mine and had the ability to pull me apart, to trap Danny...”

“Then it’s possible she could hurt Micah if she knows about him.”

“And we have to assume she knows.”

We were quiet for a long time then, so long it was almost easy to forget Eli was beside me. The lights were off save for the glare of the security lamp outside peeking through the curtains, making him near impossible to see. Finally, he stretched out his hand and rested it on my knee, giving it a soft squeeze. “We can’t pretend things are fine now,” he said, voice barely above a whisper. “Not with Danny, not with Helene and Jack. And Mrs. Henning knowing...” He blew out a harsh breath. “Maybe that’s not a bad thing. She’s a worker?”

“Her family’s been in the holler long as anyone can remember,” I murmured. “Though they’re the finer folk, you know? Some of ‘em went to Memphis and Savannah and the like but came back, brought their airs with ‘em. They did the work, but they weren’t much fond of folks knowing. At least on the Henning side.”

“Who was the other one? Simkins?” Eli made a considering sound, his fingers stroking my knee now. “I remember a Simkins family up in Greenleaf. Not a too common name. Might be related. At least one of ‘em was a worker, usual sort just doing for the family and neighbors. The missus was a neighborlady, though.”

Neighborlady was an old word, one I didn’t hear much till Eli came into my life. Midwives, of a sort, but also healers who had a touch of the gift to ‘em. “That counts, I’d think.”

“When she comes by tomorrow, hear her out,” he suggested. “You said Micah’s looking out for you still. Why wouldn’t that include sending his friend?”

I wilted a little at that, resting my head on his shoulder. “Then what? We form a vigilante group to hike up to the mines and hunt down a possibly dead witch and an eldritch horror?”

“Well. Breakfast first.” 

I laughed softly, and he grinned, smile catching the slivers of light. “Sleeping in here tonight or in Danny’s room?”

Since Danny had been taking over my room, I’d been alternating between the sofa and the former craft closet we’d turned into his cubby. “Out here,” I sighed. “I’m not the tallest person, but that bed makes me feel like a freakin’ giant.”

Eli stood when I did, pausing to give me a kiss on the corner of my mouth before heading for the stairs. “I’ll check downstairs for a bit. Be up later.”

I nodded, heading for the bathroom to brush my teeth before stopping by my room for a change of clothes and to check on Danny. “Gonna have to sort this out, kid,” I breathed, easing into the quiet room. I shuffled to my chest of drawers, pulling out some things to put on after a quick shower. Danny didn’t so much as snuffle when I banged my knee on the damn thing, hissing a curse under my breath. Glancing at him one more time, seeing his small form curled up in the middle of my bed, mouth open in sleep, I felt a tiny flicker of worry try to catch flame in my chest. What was I gonna do about school? How was I gonna get him out into the world? Keeping him locked up in my apartment wasn’t any better than keeping him trapped in the Between. This is what you wanted. Should’ve parsed out all the what-ifs before you got to this point, Silas. 

I snorted softly at my own ridiculousness. There were a lot of things in life you could plan for, but getting your brother back from the dead while dealing with an eldritch abomination intent on wiping out your family line in a centuries-old vendetta wasn’t one of them.

I don’t think so, anyway. Maybe someone out there did this sort of thing every day, but not me. 

Closing the door behind me until it was just a crack open, I started back down the hall towards the bathroom, only to stop short. Holly was standing at the end of the short corridor, facing into the living room. Her blonde hair, usually a riot of curls held back by bandanas or colorful clips and scarves, was a flat, tangled, sweaty mess. Her t-shirt was sweat-damp and clinging to her back. She was very, very still, a statue blocking the end of the hall. 

“Holly?” I called softly.

She didn’t even flinch to acknowledge she’d heard me. 

“Hols. Hey. You good?” 

She tipped her head slightly to one side, listening.

“Holly?”

“Who you talking to?”

Holly’s voice was behind me now. But Holly in front of me hadn’t moved. Slowly, I turned my head just enough to see, out of the corner of my eye, Holly behind me. 

Looking exactly the same as Holly in front of me.

“Oh,” I breathed. “Shit.” 
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Chapter 2
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The Lady in White 

There are things that aren’t ghosts, that aren’t living or dead, that can pull some tricks in the dark of night. Some of them are old shit—the Kindly Folk and ones like that. Others are older still, things that come out of the beginning of all things, following along with us as we became humans and learning how to hide in plain sight.

And others still... Well, they were homemade horrors. Witches and the like that were strong enough, they could shape shadows and light to their liking. They could twist and turn a bit of life force into an obedient dog and dress it up to look like a loved one, a friend, a nice enough stranger and fool you into thinking you were dealing with a living, breathing human being.

Sometimes they steal voices, you know, pretend to be your mom, your friend, yourself.

Others—very few that I know of—they can steal your face. But the thing is, it’s never perfect. And I knew, when the Holly in front of me turned around, she was the wrong Holly. Even when she said my name in Holly’s voice. “What’s wrong, Silas? You don’t look so good. Want some more of that tea?”

“Silas,” Holly behind me—Real Holly—whispered. “It’s not me. I swear. It’s not me.”

Wrong Holly took a step towards me, her face almost perfect except for one thing: the eye color. Holly’s eyes, her real eyes, were brown. The Wrong Holly had blue eyes.

Just like Real Holly when she wore contacts, which she’d taken out the day before when she crawled into bed with a fever.

“You need to get out of my house,” I ordered, loud but not a shout. Firm but not mean. Not yet. “You’re uninvited. You’re unwelcome. You need to go now.”

Wrong Holly took a step towards us, then another. “But I am wanted. I am invited.” Her smile was so sweet, so eerily like Real Holly, that I could almost believe it if I didn’t know better. “I’m very much invited here, Silas Crane. Don’t you recognize me?” She laughed, and it was Holly’s laugh.

“Hey, dumbass, I didn’t give you permission to steal my look,” Holly snapped. She shouldered up next to me, blocking the hall behind us. Her fever made her skin clammy and hot against my bare arm, and her breathing was raspy, but she stood firm. “Show your real self.”

Wrong Holly shook her head. “You don’t get to make demands on me, girl. Now, Silas, you’ve got something I need.”

Ice replaced my blood under her glare. Slowly, I slipped my hand into my pocket, feeling for my red flannel sack. “There’s nothing in this house you need.” Damn it! My bag was in the bathroom with my dirty clothes. Shit!

Holly moved beside me, flinging a cup of cold tea towards the thing. “Get. Out!”

Wrong Holly screamed when the pepper tea touched its skin, changing in a melting glare of white and red, like it was turning inside out. The effect was only a handful of seconds, but I knew I’d be seeing that in nightmares for years. Danny’s thin, high wail of panic made all three of us freeze for a second, and then Wrong Holly was grinning in a face that was too long, too many angles. “Aren’t you gonna check on your boy, Silas Crane? You been through so much to get him. Don’t you wanna make sure he’s safe?”

“Fuck off,” Holly snarled before I could. “Stealing peoples’ voices and faces is some really pathetic shit, you know? Too ashamed of your own?”

“Holly,” I warned.

“Holly,” Wrong Holly mimicked, using Eli’s voice now. “Listen to your friend, Holly. They’re scared, Holly.”

Danny wailed again, throatier and definitely awake. “Silas! Where are you?”

“Better go check on him, Silas,” Wrong Holly chided, another step closer. “Or should I?”

Then it was moving fast, flying past me towards Danny’s room.

“No!” I screamed, throwing myself after it. Holly shrilled for Eli as I hit the now-closed door. 

Inside, Danny shouted, “No, no, no, get away!” The door wasn’t locked, popping open the second time I threw my shoulder into it. Danny was standing on my bed, the bedside lamp clutched in his hand as he brandished it at the thing.

The thing that was now pretending to be our mother.

“Danny, honey, what are you doing? Please, baby, you’re scaring me!”

“No,” he said, almost growled. “You’re not my mom! Mama’s dead!” He threw the lamp, and it passed through the thing, only like it was moving through gelatin, slowing as it hit the thing’s chest, then tumbling to the floor with a wet, dull thunk. “Silas!”

My red bag was in the other room, but I had plenty of things lying around. Like my tiny little jar of Ma’s graveyard dust and the vial from Micah’s grave. I threw them both as hard as I could, scooping them from the dresser top and flinging them in one smooth motion. “Leave,” I ordered. “Before I take you apart!”

The thing grinned, still caught in my mom's form but with a wrong voice. “He invited me. Didn’t you, Danny boy? You asked me to come. You wanted your Mama, hon. Here I am!”

Danny shook his head, eyes wide. He’d gone silent in fear, pressing against the headboard as the thing reached out to him. The shadows behind Danny stirred, and I had a moment to panic before two things happened at once: the thing lunged at Danny, and Eli reached from the shadows to pull Danny in with him, away from the scrambling creature that stole faces and voices. The thing twisted and howled, once more all sharp edges and long features as it spun on me. “You’re playing with fire, Silas,” it hissed. “We’re not going back—we won’t!”

The sudden absence of the thing felt like pressure, then pop, nothing. Too much quiet now, too much stillness.

Holly’s raspy cough, shaking with panic, shook me from my frozen stance. “Where’s Danny and Eli?” I demanded.

She shook her head. “I think downstairs. The shop’s better warded.”

I nodded, galloping past her and taking the steps down two at a time. She followed slower but no less urgently. “Eli! Danny!”

“Here,” Eli called, grim. They were in the shop’s tiny kitchen-slash-workroom. Danny was huddled on the counter, toes bare and curled around the edge of it while he clutched his knees in his arms. “He’s alright for the moment, but...”

“Scared spitless,” I supplied, pushing past him to get to Danny. Danny flung his arms around my neck and climbed me like a spider monkey. “Hey, hey, we’re okay. That thing is gone. We’re gonna re-ward everything. It’s okay.”

He shook his head. “I’m not gonna go back, Silas. I’m not! I’m not!”

“You’re not,” I agreed, firm but shaking. “I’ll kill ‘em all before I let them take you.”

Danny clung to me, arms heavy around my neck and breath hitching in dry sobs as Eli quietly melted away into the shadows. “It was weird,” Danny whispered. “When Eli grabbed me, I was scared, but I knew it was him. It felt like that time we went to the carnival in the Sav-Lots parking lot. Remember that?”

“We went on the spinning teacups.” It was two weeks before you vanished. “You puked.”

“So did you,” he muttered, rubbing his damp face on my neck. “Going with Eli was kind of like that but more floaty.”

“I know, kiddo. I’ve traveled with him a few times, and it’s... not fun.”

“I didn’t say it wasn’t fun,” Danny protested, leaning back with a scowl. “It was plenty fun!”

Holly let out a shaky laugh that turned into a chesty cough. “What the hell was that?” she rasped. “It wasn’t a ghost.”

“When I was real little, Ma talked about things that lived way up in the pines. They lured in people sounding like their lovers, their friends, that sort of thing. She didn’t know what they were called, but she named ‘em No Thanks,” I chuckled. Holly laughed, triggering another coughing fit. I managed to unwind Danny just enough to get Holly some water from the shop sink. She made a face—tastes like copper, she’d complained before—but sipped it anyway. After a few minutes, she was no longer sounding like she was on death’s doorstep.

“No Thanks sums up a lot of stuff up there,” Holly commented, wheezing just a little. “There’s ghosts that do, it but they’re not like Grandma comin’ to visit sorts of ghosts.”

“Things that came with the first colonizers,” I murmured. “Things that were already here.”

Danny rested his head on my shoulder, fingers twisting in his curls. “When I was in Miss Dunn’s class last year,” he paused. None of us had the heart to remind him it was much longer than just one year since he’d been in third grade. “Well. Miss Dunn did a whole unit on animals and how some are predators and some are prey, and we made those tiger masks and learned bird calls.” He tipped his face back to look at me in the dark. “Sometimes, animals pretend to look like something else so they can hunt them. Or if they want to hide from a predator.” He twisted his lips in thought before adding, “Kinda like Pokemon.”

I snorted softly at that, but he had a good point. “A No Thanks that’s trying to take Danny away,” I mused quietly. “Well, like hell that’s gonna happen.”

Eli appeared behind Holly with a soft clearing of his throat so as not to scare her. “The wards over the living room windows are gone. They were fine this morning—I checked before Danny woke up.”

Danny stiffened, slipping from my arms. “I’m tired. Can I go back to bed?”

“Not upstairs,” I said. “We’ll make up some pallets down here and have a sleepover.”

“Silas,” he whinged, “It smells funny in here. And it’s cold!”

“Good thing I’ve got those wool blankets of Granny’s, huh?”

Eli and Holly sat with Danny while I hurried back upstairs to grab some things for the floor in the shop kitchen. Danny grizzled about it, but when I didn’t cave, he just sulked and curled up on the pallet I’d made him out of the comforter from my bed and several warm blankets. Holly performatively laid down on the other pallet, definitely not intending on sleeping, as Eli and I sat at the table and waited for Danny to doze off. He fought it, but after only a handful of minutes, he was snoring softly in the darkness. Holly eased over to join us, sniffling wetly as she pulled one of the blankets around her shoulders. “What the hell?” she asked.

“The wardings were damaged, like someone tried to carve them out. Now there’s a few things that’ll be able to get through the ones you had put up, but not many. And definitely not something like whatever that was.”

“A No Thanks,” I offered. “I think we’re going with that name.”

It was hard to tell if Eli rolled his eyes, but I was pretty sure he did. “Everything has a name,” he started, but Holly’s cough cut him off.

I was kinda sure she did it on purpose, to be honest.

Giving Eli a squeeze on the arm, I jumped in. “Whatever that was, it was definitely looking for Danny. So we have to assume Helene sent it. It wasn’t strong against us, just quick.”

“It relied on surprise. And it wasn’t very good at it,” Holly noted. “It was like an edge-lord teenager but in a ghost’s body.”

“That almost made sense,” I teased, and she shot me the middle finger before guiltily hiding it with a glance at Danny’s sleeping form. “Eli—”

He was already shaking his head. “I’ve never seen something like you described. Things that mimic voices? Sure. Who hasn’t experienced that?”

We all shrugged and nodded. I mean, live here long enough, you were bound to think someone was calling your name only to find out they were three counties over or something. It was no big deal most of the time.

“But this was deliberate. Whoever sent that thing, they had a way to break the wards.”

I sighed. “Those have been up since Micah first lived here. I’ll refresh ‘em in the morning.”

“Maybe we should close the shop tomorrow,” Holly suggested. “Just in case?”

“In case what? Whatever that thing is, it’s not going to come back in the middle of our shop.” I glanced at Eli. “I don’t think.”

Eli spread his hands, dark moving through dark. “I couldn’t say. But I do know this much: that thing was brought here. It didn’t just pop up as you please. The wardings were damaged. Something let it in.”
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