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Note from the Author and Trigger Warnings

THIS STORY, WHILE A work of fiction, has its roots in some very old traditions from the Appalachian region and the American South with nods to northern European folk traditions. That said, these regions are not monoliths and there are dozens, if not hundreds, of variations on folk ways found in these places. The ones followed by the characters in this book are based not only in things I learned about as a child from family members with roots in these areas but documented folk ways studied by anthropologists and self reported by practitioners into the current era. 

There are certain grammatical choices made with the characters’ speech and internal thoughts that might seem “wrong” but are in line with regional dialects and accents.

The song mentioned in the book is In the Pines, a once very popular number with many variations, based in regional folklore and urban legend. Most people now know it from Nirvana’s appearance on Unplugged back in the day. The version mentioned by the characters in this book is based on the version recorded by Dock Walsh in 1926. The song predates this recording, however, to as far back as 1870 and possibly earlier. Judith McCullouh, when writing her musicology dissertation in 1970, found 160 different versions! (see: https://secondhandsongs.com/work/1013)

Now, all of THAT said, this is a work of fiction and takes many liberties with the folklore and practices upon which it is based. If you ever get the opportunity to read more about the regions and traditional practices mentioned in this book, I highly encourage it! 
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Trigger Warnings

THIS BOOK HAS HEAVY themes and mentions of child loss via kidnapping and accidents, grief, and death. There are also mentions of generational poverty, classism, gentrification of rural, and low-income areas. Additionally, there are descriptions and mentions of gore, folklore monsters that are gruesome, blood, and mild body horror. Also be aware that there are a few instances of misgendering the main character, who is nonbinary. 



For Noelle.

You deserved longer.
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Chapter 1
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The Haint Blue House

***
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Hollering for a dead boy to come get his pizza was the worst kind of grief.

“Danny! Danny, this isn’t funny, man! Come on!” 

The flutter and cry of startled birds followed my voice.

“Danny. It’s pizza day, man. Come on. I’ll eat your slices if you don’t hurry up. Mom said I could.”

Not even the birds cared now. They’d been cawing and shrieking the day Danny’d died, too. Like they knew. Like they were a goddamn Greek chorus announcing our grief before we even knew it was time.

Now they were quiet.

Watching.

“Danny! Danny, stop being an ass! Come inside! We gotta go!” Nausea, hot and greasy, wormed through my belly and spread up my throat with an acid spray of spit and bile. What would it be like if he came? When I dreamed of him, he was always ten. He would come out of the woods, clutching that damned box I found the day he went missing. The one with bits of someone’s old conjuring in it, the one holding Danny’s dry shoe and the Blow Pop he’d been carrying in his pocket for days, waiting to savor it on Friday when Mom let us watch a movie at her work while she cleaned the empty theatres. Or maybe it’d be like the one where I found him—not that that really happened, but brains suck, and dreams are rarely kind.

I sat on the grimy porch step and stared out at the fringe of trees, waiting for him, hoping for him to come tromping out all smiles and dirt and barked hands or maybe his knee this time. Laces untied because fuck shoes, am I right? They’d be wet.

I’d have to wash them. Danny never washed his shoes even when they smelled like ass and creek mud. What’s the point? I’m just gonna get ‘em dirty again.

The pizza was cold by now. It was getting darker by the minute, the sky going a bruised and ugly gray and purple. “Danny,” I pleaded. “Come on. Please? We gotta go. Please. Please...”

I waited another minute or two, straining my eyes at the shadows between the trees “I’m going inside, Danny! Come on!” I made sure the screen door slammed loudly behind me, hinges shrieking before the metal whacked into the wood frame, the damn thing still out of alignment since no one could fix it worth a shit.

Pushing it open again, I pulled out my phone and recorded the sound of the door closing fast, then slow, hard, then like I was trying to sneak inside.

I’d miss that stupid screaming door. 

The house still smelled faintly of menthols, burned popcorn, and lavender Fabuloso with strong notes of mothballs around the closets and the master bedroom.

The carpet had been torn out already, and the kitchen linoleum was scored, ready to be pulled up. Without the appliances, it looked like a mouth with missing teeth, gaping black ugly holes between the counter and sink, cupboards, and pantry. Something moved in the moist-moldy-webby maws, making my skin on the back of my neck crawl with invisible legs running over me.

The growth chart penciled onto the doorframe was still there, though. No amount of off-white latex paint could cover those deep gouges. 

The power was still on, but I didn’t flip the switch. I ran my fingers over them, though, and felt the weird texture of the low-profile plates and the flat, glossy switches meant to blend in with the dove gray paint. 

In three days, this wouldn’t be mine anymore.

Well. It wasn’t mine to start with. It was my mom’s. But in three days, it’d belong to people who were already tearing out the old house and leaving just the shell to fill with their modern farmhouse aesthetic. Already, a stack of Rae Dunn wall hangings were propped against the kitchen bar, and fake-retro signs (In This House We Love; Happy Cow Farms; MMM MMM YUMM, EAT AT JOE’S with Joe crossed out and a kitschy font Mom printed over it, and far more Micah jars than anyone would ever need in one lifetime) were stacked on the countertop. 

They’d haul in some brushed silver fridge, I bet. Something Mom would’ve drooled over before opening our ancient Amana that had been in the house before we even moved in and smelled like the place sauerkraut went to die, dragging out some cold cuts and whatever vegetables she could find on sale at the market where she worked when she wasn’t on shift at the theatre.

I moved in the dark past the open mouth of the kitchen and padded over the bare concrete of the living room. Even without the hallmark of the stains and worn spots, I could pinpoint exactly where the Christmas tree stood every year, where I’d spilled fruit punch the one time we had a birthday party, where we pushed the sofa to cover the mystery stain when we moved in.

And then, down the hall, past the closet that used to scare the shit out of me (narrow, dark, with built-in shelves that doubled as a ladder for the attic above, always a spider lurking where you least expected it), past the master bedroom (without the piles of laundry or the dresser rescued from the curb on trash day in the nice neighborhood six miles south of here, without the fancy antique vanity chair that had been Gram’s, then Mom’s, without the smell of White Shoulders—her one indulgence, her one pretend moment in the morning when she could close her eyes and think that one day she’d be the sort of person who spritzed on perfume and walked out the door into a job where she wasn’t wearing polyester uniforms and working doubles and saying ‘yes sir’ to a kid half her age and had insurance and came home and got to feel as beautiful as she looked with kids who shut their damn mouths and a partner who didn’t fuck off when being an adult got hard), then stopped at the second bedroom.

The room was darker than I thought it’d be. The neighbors had a huge fuck-off security light next door. They’d finally decided they were scared of the dark (but too late for Danny). For some reason, the halogen glow wasn’t reaching into the room like it used to After. 

It didn’t matter. The space was tattooed in my memory, in bones. I paced the perimeter, marking out where our dresser had been. A splurge when someone at one of Mom’s jobs was selling a practically new Ikea piece they couldn’t take with them to college. We found an ounce of marijuana in one of the drawers and played dumb when he asked if he could double check to make sure he didn’t leave any of his school stuff behind. Mom knew, I think, but she turned a blind eye because hey, at least we were doing it at home and not out at a party or behind the movie theatre or something. 

The carpet was already gone and, with it, my half-baked idea of spending one more night in the house. 

I drifted to the closet and pushed the door to one side, the damn thing still sticking and jumping. I could barely fit inside now, and Danny would never have been able to fit next to me, but for a minute, I could pretend he was there again, and we were waiting for Mom to stop being upset about a laundry list of things. I wondered if anything was left, any trace of us that would be lost to the incoming Try Hards who wanted to play at being Hollow-dwellers while driving into the city to actually do their living. 

Feeling along the shelf overhead, my fingers brushed something cardboard and small. One of Danny’s damn Lost Castle cards.

It was a little dusty, corners nibbled by something, but it was his. And how it had missed the purge a few years ago, I didn’t know. But it was his, one last part of him still in this house.

“If I take it with me, that’s it,” I said to the empty closet. “No more Danny in the house.”

The age-faded face of some magical monster stared back at me, too many eyes and too much tongue, sixty HP and twenty XP, able to shoot acid and teleport and absofuckinglutely no use to me because he couldn’t bring my goddamned brother back from the dead. Not even if I hid it away in the walls so a part of Danny was always here, like some sort of magnet to draw him all the way back from the dark, from the mine or the creek or the foundation of someone’s fucking garage.

Not even one damn bone. Mom’s sobs had been ragged, worn thin by years when she said that, so late it was early. I can’t even get one of my baby’s bones to bury. Not even a hair or a footprint or something, Goddamnit!

I shoved the card into the back pocket of my jeans and banged my head gently against the closet door. “Damn it, Danny.”

Next door, the neighbors’ garage door rattled up, and someone shouted about the garbage cans. I sniffed, scrubbing my eyes with the hem of my t-shirt, and settled on the floor to wait for night.

*** 
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THE SHADOW CAME JUST after dark. It was the same one Danny had followed into the woods that day. The same one that came every night after, peering in the windows and scraping fingers over the screens. It had been under my bed one time, caught by the sudden flood of light when I’d changed the bulb, remembered to do it after Mom hadn’t. It moved like a person who knew the woods, who knew the rocks and grass and every centimeter between the cashed-out mine in the hills and our back door. I sat in our old room and watched it walk, steady and sure, toward the house. It slipped through puddles of light from the neighbors’ houses, never slowing as it neared.

The bag Holly’d helped me make felt too light in my hand, insubstantial against the thing that had taken Danny. But Uncle Micah had drilled it into my head that magic wasn’t flash, wasn’t bright and big and awesome. Magic came in little things. In knotted grass and ground up dirt. In the bones of birds left to bleach in the sun and the onion skin pages of the family Bible no one had touched in ages.

The little bag had taken me a year to put together, starting the day Lurlane Cox had tracked me down to let me know the house was finally up for sale and she wanted to offer me first dibs.

First dibs on the childhood home my mom never really owned and was now being gentrified into some gray and white Rae Dunn nightmare.

I’d about died laughing, then cried on Holly’s shoulder till she told me to fortify and get to work.

Red flannel, graveyard dirt from my mother’s plot, the fine teeth of a gar fish. A snip from my dog Lucy’s collar, sitting in my altar box for ten years, waiting for me to have a need. Tobacco from Uncle Micah’s last plug. A wisp of Mom’s hair, the knotted lace from Danny’s sneakers left on the porch in the summer sun.

The second bag was black, heavy cloth cut from a stolen coat (to be fair, it wasn’t stolen-stolen but from the store’s lost and found, never claimed, and lingering for five years now. As Uncle Micah would’ve said, that meant it was intended for me, waiting like that.) A dose of sulfur powder, cayenne, the dirt scraped from Mulroy Tavistock’s grave, worn into a dent after decades of Workers had gone to our own local murderer to get some of his earth. Rusted nail, my spit, and piss mixed into a paste with bitter herbs and kudzu to bind. 

The bags, red in my right pocket and black in my left, felt heavy as bricks as I waited in the dark corner of the porch. The shadow didn’t notice me. Or if it did, it didn’t care much. It kept coming, pushing cold ahead of it, slicing through the humid night with a blast of chilled air. It crossed beneath the black walnut tree, pausing where the shadows were deepest. 

Has it realized yet? 

They moved again, aiming straight for the back door like every other time. Slowly, I pulled the black bag from my pocket.

To bind and hold, to hurt it. 

To do what I imagined doing for longer than Danny had been alive. 

Soundlessly, it stepped onto the bottom riser. The wood should’ve creaked and popped, but a shadow weighs nothing. It was tall, taller than I remembered, an opaque person-shape against the neighbor’s garage light. Like a hole just cut out of reality. 

It pressed its face against the kitchen window overlooking the sunburned weeds and dead plants of Mom’s garden. A soft sight hissed from it. I fancied it sounded sad, bereft.

Maybe I was just hoping it felt bad for what it had done, for what it’d destroyed. 

I held still, waiting. The right moment was something unimaginable for me, no matter how many times I’d tried to picture it. I’d throw the bag as soon as I saw it. I’d come up behind it. I’d talk to it. I’d wait.

The shadow shifted from foot to foot, an affectation of the living. Did he steal that from someone it’d lured away? Did it take something from Danny, too? 

The shadow moved again, side-stepping towards the kitchen door, reaching for the knob. When it gave and opened, it made another soft, disconsolate sound. It stopped in the doorway, carving a dark shape from the dim light within. I’d left the pizza on the folding table someone had left behind, and my bottle of water—untouched and sweating—sat beside it. The shadow tilted its head ever so slightly, taking in the sight.

Now.

Two strides, my arm coming up as I moved, and I shoved the black bag forward as I gripped the red flannel one tight in my other hand. The shadow made a gurgling, angry noise, turning to face me. I pushed, nearly jerking back as I met resistance. The figure was solid, not ephemeral. My cry of surprise was met with one of theirs, the shadow staggering back and away from me as if afraid. 

No. No, no, no! This was my last chance—my only chance—to stop the thing that took Danny, to make it suffer. I lunged, a sob tearing from my throat as I grabbed onto the thing, and we went down together. It felt lighter than air but solid still, struggling as I wrapped my arms around its neck. The black bag in my hand was damp with my panic-sweat, the smell of the herbs inside made stronger by the heat from my death grip. I couldn’t lose it. Not now! 

The shadow bucked, flipping me onto my back and straddling my waist. It was taller than me, slim but strong. It dipped its head low, close to my face, and I got a momentary flash of teeth bared and eyes narrowed. 

Anger. Annoyance. 

Who the fuck cared, I thought, and twisted, dragging my arm from its grasp. It reared back and I followed, this time not missing. Its teeth flashed again in the dim kitchen light, and I aimed for them, shoving the bag towards its mouth. Something scraped my knuckles, and a tongue—hot, moist, and real—pushed against me as I crammed the root bag in. “Fuck you,” I sobbed. “He was a baby! He was my brother, Goddamnit! Fuck. You!”

The shadow stilled, and a soft whistling sound, wind through reeds on the water’s edge, filled the room. Its chest heaved between my knees, where I’d grappled onto it. 

Shadows don’t breathe, Silas... 

Outside, the rattle of trashcans and drag of plastic on concrete broke the quiet. The shadow stiffened and then was gone in a flash of teeth and eye-shine. I scrambled to my feet, crawling to the door before I could pull myself up and sprint into the backyard.

It was gone. Or maybe hiding—thick shadows beneath the trees, around the fence line, could all be covering it. 

“Hey!” 

Fuck the neighbors, fuck their NIMBY bullshit about Danny’s disappearance and fuck each and every one of them who decided we were too poor to be believed, to be helped.

Like they were any better. 

“Hey!”

The neighbor on the right, the one with the fuck-off halogen security light, banged the metal lid of his trash can against the can itself. “Talking to you, jackass!” he shouted.

I stopped my near-manic pacing of the yard and snarled. “What?”

“That’s private property you’re on, asshole!”

My brain scrambled to remember his name, digging down through layers of spent fucks till I found it. Mr. Edwards. He used to throw green walnuts at me and Danny when we got too close to the chain link fence between our yards. He hated kids. When Danny disappeared, he was one of the few folks who didn’t help look for him.

Mom thought he’d been the one to take Danny, that he was suspicious. But he was just a mean old man, the sort who was born old and stayed old and wouldn’t die till everyone else was long gone and they were out of folks to make miserable.

“I see you sneaking around over there, punk-ass! I’m calling the cops!”

“It’s me—Silas Crane,” I called back.

He stopped, scowling under the glaring light.

I hoped it hurt his eyes. 

He spat on the driveway and took a step towards me. “The one who didn’t run off,” he chortled. “Your brother had the right of it, huh? Get out of here before he’s no good to anyone. Just like you an’ your mama. She dead yet? Heard she had cancer.”

A black, half-rotten walnut winged out of the dark and popped against Edwards’ head. It thunked with a satisfying, wooden clock sound, and he yelped, swatting at the sore spot and reeling, peering into the shadows of my yard before lurching back to face me. “Fucking brat!” he yowled. “I done already called the cops, fucker! You’re gettin’ arrested for that one!”

“I didn’t do shit,” I called back, my voice shaking off the false bravado I tried to layer over it. “I ain’t even near the walnut tree!”

“That brother of yours turn up then?” he sneered. “Come back from the dead to lob walnuts at an old man?”

Another came zooming out of the dark. It missed Edwards but hit the aluminum siding of his garage with a hollow, metallic pong. 

Edwards threw his trashcan lid aside and scrambled for his open garage door. I shook myself into movement, glancing behind me towards the heavy shadows of the yard. I couldn’t see the thing that’d taken Danny, but I could feel it looking at me, predatory eyes in the darkness. 

The bag should’ve worked! What did I miss? What did I forget? Goddamnit! 

Edwards lurched out of the garage with an old shotgun, racking it as he screeched obscenities, curses about my mother, my brother, about all those fucking Cranes, fucking up this Hollow.

Which would really be impressive if it were true—there’d only been four of us, counting my mom’s Uncle Micah, and he only came to the Hollow now and then. But I’m no fool, not as cocky as I could be. I wasn’t gonna stick around and try to reason with a man swinging a dodgy shotgun around. 

I bolted, cutting back through the house and out the front door, putting distance between me and Edwards. I gave a silent prayer of thanks to whoever was listening when Holly’s car started for me on the first try and I was able to back down the rutted gravel and dirt drive before Edwards made it around the end of the garage.

My big goodbye moment had fallen apart. My one last shot at getting Danny back—as ridiculous and unlikely as it was, as much as I just prayed and hoped for some sign he could hear me, that some god I barely believed in had mercy—had been useless.

Holly had called it closure, but in my heart of hearts, I’d hoped.

The haint blue house I’d grown up in, that Danny had never returned to, that the shadow man had taken him from, disappeared as I hooked around the curve in the road, passing the oncoming sheriff’s car heading to answer Edwards.

My goodbye sucked.
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Chapter 2
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Catawampus

***
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“Spread ‘em.”

“Keepin’ it classy, Hol.”

“I have no time for your prescriptive views on how I should and should not speak. Now. Spread ‘em.” She tapped the deck of cards in front of me—a new pack of Bicycles I bought at the Kum-n-Go on my way back down the mountain because new cards don’t lie. I rifled ‘em a few times, then knocked the deck against the table. 

“You know the drill.”

Holly nodded once, then picked three cards out of the deck and flipped them face up between us. Seven of Clubs, Knave of Hearts, Queen of Hearts and smirked. “I’m so pretty, I’m the Queen of Hearts.” She slipped the card away from the trio and fanned herself with it. “So, looks like we’re gonna have a good go of things at the shop today. Queen of Hearts is a blonde woman, and the knave is you.”

I rolled my eyes. “I could be the queen, you know. Nonbinary. Fuck your gender roles.”

Holly tipped her head in acknowledgment. “True. But this card always comes up for me,” She flashed the queen at me again, “and the knave always pops up for you. You need to tell the cards to get with the program and stop slipping it in there for your enby ass and switch it up.” She smiled sweetly and swept the cards back into a stack, shuffling them before holding them out for me to select my three. “Besides, you know these things don’t have gender to ‘em. They’re cards, and whatever meaning they got is what they’re given.”

“It’s more complicated than that,” I sighed.

“Pick three.”

My own choosing method was far neater and more precise than Holly’s. I hovered my hand over the spread-out deck and pulled the three I felt most drawn to, delicately slipping them out face-down before turning them over to see what I’d be dealing with.

Eight of Hearts. A visitor with an invitation.

Two of Spades. Deceit, upset. Change.

Nine of Clubs. New chances. Opportunities. More changes.


“Huh.”

I nodded, echoing Holly’s grunt of bemusement. “The cards aren’t the future,” I muttered. “It’s just a guide.”



“Mmmhmm.” She scooped the cards up and worked them back into the stiff, new packaging before handing them back to me. “If you’d drawn these yesterday, I’d have thought they might have to do with your little visit last night.”

“Well. I didn’t. They don’t.” I stood, pushing away from the old Formica-top table we used in the tiny galley kitchen at the back of the shop. Upstairs, we shared what passed for an apartment—tiny, cramped, full to the brim with books and knick-knacks and one cat who was more fur than substance. Downstairs, we ran Deep Hollow Roots and Curiosities, a shop started by my great-grandfather under a different name but really brought into its own by my great-uncle Micah Crane. 

Holly and I were the only two root-Workers in Deep Hollow, as far as I knew, now that Micah was dead. Most of our custom came from online orders and readings, but we had a small and steady stream of regulars from surrounding areas and a handful of tourists now and then, thanks to the bus that ran out of Atlanta, taking gaggles to points north in Appalachia and beyond. Deep Hollow was a picture-perfect little town on the Georgia end of the Appalachian range, tucked deep (hence the name) into an old mining valley. Everything in town looked like some streaming network’s idea of what a small mountain town should look like if the residents had managed to avoid the crushing poverty suffered in much of the region for decades and had instead landed in the middle of a quirky romcom where no one had ever woken up wondering if they’d eat that day.

Deep Hollow tended to treat me, Holly, and the shop like we were tourist attractions, at least on the outside. Those regulars I mentioned? Several were town leaders and what passed for prominent locals asking for just a little something to help them beat a law case or a charm that’d help ‘em sleep, or can you do me a reading, Silas? I just need to know... 

I shoved the new cards into the drawer of Micah’s buffet that’d been too big for anyone to try and cart off between the time he died and when I took over the shop. It was huge, about seven feet long, with locked drawers opened only by the tiny key I kept around my neck. In the cabinet part, we kept boxes of receipt paper, card stock for our hand-written labels, and the Sam’s Club package of toilet paper for the tiny downstairs half-bath the customers could use. The drawers, though, held the card packages I kept getting like some people bought packs of cigarettes (I can quit any time, Holly, don’t give me that look) and more personal items that only Holly and I used—the red flannel for our bags, the scraps of cloth and tiny plastic baggies and bits of string for when we had to go collect dirt and bits and bobs. All in all, it was both a storage spot and a workspace, heavy and old and easily taking up half the usable space in the kitchen. Whatever Micah was thinking putting it there, I hoped he’d regretted it because I sure as hell did. 

Holly was bustling around the cabinets over the sink as I tucked away the cards, pulling down bottles and packages to start on the day’s orders to be shipped, a stack of figure candles and seven-day jar candles to one side so she could dress them before starting on the oils and tinctures. “You good to open?” she asked. “If you need some time...”

“I’m good. Last night was... It was disappointing,” I opted diplomatically. She shot me a look over her shoulder, blowing a fluff of blonde curls from her eyes as she cut me a disbelieving glance. “Okay, it fucked me up. I mean, I know Danny wasn’t gonna suddenly just come running out of the woods like he should’ve done ten years ago, but I just...I just wanted it so bad, Hol.” Ache bloomed behind my breastbone, spreading hot and fast into my lungs to steal my breath on a dry sob.

She abandoned her workspace and swept across the room—okay, maybe took a step and a half is more accurate—to pull me into a High John and vanilla-scented embrace. “It sucks used ass,” she announced. “And it’s always gonna suck. A big part of you will always hope he just comes back safe somehow, and that’s not a bad thing.”

“It was for Mom,” I muttered, wanting to pull away but at the same time really enjoying being held for a minute. Holly was my best friend and a champion hugger, the two things I kind of needed most at the moment. “She spent the rest of her life obsessed with the idea.”

“But you aren’t,” Holly said quietly, setting me back a pace so she could tip my face up and scrub at some spot there. “How the hell did you get soot on your face? You haven’t been around a candle today.”

“Magic?”

“Ha. Listen though, wishing something were true and being obsessed with making it true are two different things. Your mama’s heartache overwhelmed her. It just swamped her down so bad she couldn’t even remember she still had one kid still at home. I remember the search parties, Silas. I remember hearing all about Lou Edwards getting taken in for questioning when they found Danny’s jacket on his property.”

“And Mom just lost it,” I murmured, remembering her blind rage, her Valkyrie determination to make Edwards pay for what he’d done to Danny. And it had been nothing—he’d done zero to Danny. There’d been no sign of Danny ever being on the Safley property. They’d had trail cameras and security cameras set up after some bad vandalism from Mr. Safley’s ex-wife’s new husband, and Danny never appeared on any of them. The jacket had been dragged there by some animal, the authorities figured. 

And that brief moment of certainty, of vengeance and vindication, had fizzled into nothing and somehow made everything even worse. 

“What I’m getting at is that you aren’t crazy or something for going to say goodbye, you know? And for trying...” She trailed off.

“I don’t understand why it didn’t work,” I hissed. “I had it! I shoved that bag in its mouth!”

“It’s not like we had anything to draw from,” Holly reminded me. “If anyone ever did this before, it’s never been recorded. Not in any good way.” 

There’d been dozens of stories online and in the few books we could find about encounters with shadow people, but they were all bullshit. Pop culture-flavored bullshit. I scraped my fingers through my hair and sighed, closing my eyes and counting to ten to try and marshal my old grief and anger into a semblance of order, to shove it down into the battered box I made for it deep down inside, out of the way of living my life. 

“Edwards is still banana pants fucked up, though,” I said, forcing a note of brightness into my tone. “Glad to know some things are constant.”

Holly nodded, eyeing me carefully. “Death, taxes, and Lou Edwards being an aggressive asshole.”

“The new folks are just gonna love him.” I grinned, too many teeth and too much effort. Grabbing my almost cold cup of coffee from the counter, I saluted Holly and motioned towards the front of the store. “I’ll get everything going. Tag me out when you get sick of the smell of vinegar and High John.” 

Holly went back to work, humming some old pop song from high school under her breath as she bent over the counter to measure out the components for whatever she was making first, her blonde hair pulled back in a cloudy fluff of a ponytail and her smock apron covering the Day Glo pink halter top she had on over her cut-offs. 

Between the two of us, I was the one who looked more like the weirdo digging up graveyard dirt and pulling poke weeds to eat. Holly looked like the ex-drill team homecoming queen she was. She was also scary as fuck once you saw past the Barbie makeup and regularly updated tan. 

I shuffled my way up to the front of the house and started turning on the lights and equipment for the shop. We’d added in a few little fiddle fountains and shit for atmosphere—it seemed to give the tourists some peace of mind, seeing the New Agey crap and not just the old apothecary racks and repurposed library card catalog cabinets we used to display our wares. Once I got those going and turned on the neon Open! sign in the window, the sun was peeking through the clouds and sending bright shafts of light directly into the shop, driving away the lingering shadows near the counter.

“That’s right, fuckers,” I muttered, heading behind the register, “suffer. Die in the light, assholes.”

I wouldn’t say I was afraid of the dark, but I know what I saw, and I know what Danny and I had both seen years ago. And I’d spent the past ten years waiting to see it somewhere else, anywhere else. Maybe not the same one, but something like it, a shadow creature just waiting to reach out for me now, too. Mom had sworn I was hallucinating, and the doctor she’d taken me to, once she’d been able to borrow the money, had assured her it wasn’t unusual for kids to create very realistic daydreams about monsters or even humans harming their loved one, taking them away, after something like what happened to Danny. It’s their way of coping, he’d soothed. Their brains want to help them make sense of the world.

Mom hadn’t been thrilled with that explanation—her brain had wanted to make sense of the world, too, but instead of shadow people, she got weirdos sending her emails with photoshopped pictures of Danny being tortured. She got people claiming to know where he was, to know who took him. Even a few claiming to be him over the years. 

But no shadow people.

That one was just me, apparently.

And it was real. Danny had seen him, too. Danny had followed it out to the woods, chasing it after we caught it in our room that day. 

The jangle of the door opening jerked me out of my spiral, and I plastered on a smile. “Hey there,” I greeted. “Let me know if you need any help finding something or if I can answer any questions.”

Lucy Davis nodded, ducking her face so I couldn’t see her cheeks pinking as she made a beeline for the rack where we kept things like Love Come To Me, baggies of crushed rose petals, and pink and red dressed candles. A few more folks came in before Lucy was ready to check out, and the day kept pretty busy from that point on. People looking for magic, for something to make them feel like they had control over their lives. People who still knew the old ways and needed some bluing for their floor wash or dried this and that for baths. Around lunch, I had a spate of readings to go through, so Holly took over at the register, and before I knew it, the day was over. 
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