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1 [image: ] A Grim Family Business


Anna Grimsbane’s twin brother, Billy, was growing up too fast, and Anna wasn’t growing up fast enough. In just one week, they were going to turn thirteen. For most kids, this was an exciting day marked with balloons and birthday cake and a peaceful transition into teenagehood. Unfortunately, the second midnight struck on the Grimsbane twins’ birthday, their life as they knew it would be over. Basic activities would turn dangerous for Billy. For him, something as simple as stepping on a skateboard would become akin to skydiving during a lightning storm—an easy way to guarantee his untimely, unusual, and unpleasant death. Anna couldn’t even do anything about it—not yet, anyway.

This problem was at the forefront of Anna’s mind as she skateboarded home on a chilly, gray afternoon, much like all afternoons in Witchless, Indiana—“the Cryptid Capital of the USA.” Anna zoomed down the sidewalk, passing colonial storefronts bedecked with dramatic displays featuring pumpkins, acorns, witches, and ghosts. She bobbed and weaved through the crowd of monster-obsessed tourists who swarmed Witchless every autumn in hopes of spotting Bigfoot, the Mothman, or even a jackalope lurking in the dense forest surrounding the town. The wind whipped at Anna’s long black hair and popped with a magical energy that hinted that Halloween was just around the corner.

Anna shifted the drink carrier full of coffee in her right hand, making sure not to spill the bag of scones in her left. She sped through a pile of leaves and sent them scattering like confetti in her wake.

An elderly couple exchanged a pained look as Anna rocketed past, shaking their heads.

“Just as strange as the others,” the old woman muttered.

The old man nodded in agreement.

Most people in Witchless found Anna’s family odd, though they typically turned a blind eye toward the Grimsbanes’ behavior—either because they actually believed the stories about cryptids lurking in the Not-So-Witchless Woods, or because they appreciated the economic boom that came with tourism. Either way, ignoring the Grimsbanes’ eccentricity was an admittedly difficult task. After all, Grimsbane men always wore bike helmets, bulletproof vests, and elbow pads. They constantly looked over their shoulders, jumped at loud noises, and fearfully clutched onto railings, as if afraid the staircase would slip out from under them. The Grimsbane women, in contrast, would sooner start a barroom brawl than hold on to a railing. They wore leather jackets, cussed loudly in public, disappeared for great lengths of time, and often returned to Witchless sporting a myriad of injuries ranging from infected bites to missing limbs.

If Anna ever lost a limb, she’d make her prosthetic red to match her skateboard.

Soon the Grimsbane Family Funeral Home—an imposing, four-story, antebellum-style mansion straight out of an old-timey movie—came into view. Unfortunately, the safety features ruined the image. Forest-green pool noodles encased the ornate wooden railing. Orange cheerleading mats covered the wraparound porch. Soft, overgrown grass brushed Anna’s ankles as she skated past the vans and motorcycles that lined the long driveway.

The skateboard slowed. Anna dismounted and picked it up, making her way to the front door. As her hand reached out to open it, a tingle sprang up on the back of her neck—like someone was standing behind her, barely an inch away. Anna spun around, expecting to see an annoying trespasser she’d have to tell off.

But the yard was completely empty, silent aside from the rustling grass, the leaves skittering across the drive, and the faint whispering of the wind.

Anna rubbed the back of her neck. She stared at the deserted space, listening to the strange sounds of autumn.

She could have sworn she heard someone breathing.

After a moment, Anna shrugged and opened the door. Maybe she’d imagined it.

The ever-present scent of flowers and formaldehyde hit Anna the second she stepped into the silent foyer. It was always quiet, because everything—the maroon furniture, the coffee-colored carpet, even the slowly revolving ceiling fan—was plush and cushioned, ensuring that if there were ever an accident, something would soften the blow.

If the Grimsbanes knew anything, it was that serious injury was better than death.

Taking her skateboard with her, Anna continued to the door beside the stairs. She briefly glanced at the Grimsbane family crest directly above it: two bloodstained axes forming an X, with the family motto written just beneath in elegant, scrolling script: Engage. Incapacitate. Kill.

Anna knocked.

“Coming!” shouted someone, followed by a series of thuds.

The door swung open, revealing Anna’s sixteen-year-old sister Madeline, who resembled Wednesday Addams if Wednesday Addams spent a great deal of time throwing knives, lifting weights, and sticking it to the man. Madeline examined Anna as if she were smeared dog poop stuck to the bottom of her combat boots.

Anna stood on her toes, peering over Madeline’s shoulder down the only non-plush staircase in the house. Her female relatives’ shouts and laughter echoed from the basement, mingling with the familiar scent of lavender and the distinct chorus of the Mamas & the Papas’ “California Dreamin’.”

“Coffee?” asked Madeline, holding out a perfectly French-manicured hand.

“Not just yet,” Anna said, maneuvering the coffee tote behind her back.

Madeline raised an eyebrow but otherwise didn’t say anything.

“I think you, and everyone else”—Anna glanced down the stairs—“might have noticed I’ve been making the coffee runs in record time for the last few weeks. I’ve kept everyone’s bags stocked, made two new batches of lavender water well in advance of Halloween, and even alphabetized our records. You might say that I’m mature for my age. You might even say that though I’m physically twelve, my mind, body, and soul are sixteen. Therefore, I should start hunting ahead of schedule.”

“No.”

“Why not?” Anna complained, falling back to her heels as all thoughts of prepped speeches and rehearsed lines fell tumbling from her brain. “I brought the coffee so quickly! I’m fast! Naturally agile! One of the many reasons I should be allowed down.”

“How many times do we have to tell you you’re too young to train?” asked Madeline, snatching the coffee tote from Anna’s hands with near-inhuman swiftness.

“I am not ‘too young’!” Anna shouted, so sick of hearing that stupid phrase.

Madeline sighed. “If you really want to help—”

“No.”

“My backpack needs refilling—”

“No!”

“Aunt Jane and I are going to Ohio tonight to hunt a witch. We’ll need iron bullets, salt bombs—”

“I’m not helping you refill your stupid backpack!” yelled Anna. “I can help with the actual stuff! I want to help break the curse!”

“Backpack refilling is actual stuff that can help break the curse, moron.”

Anna crossed her arms, staring into her older sister’s dark eyes with the utmost malice. Madeline knew exactly what she was doing—she was torturing Anna by refusing to let her downstairs. And based on the way Madeline was smirking, she thought it was funny, which only made Anna angrier.

Anna darted forward.

Madeline blocked her path easily. She punched Anna in the chest, sending her stumbling backward into the mint-and-tissue table.

“You think you’re ready to be a hunter?” asked Madeline, scoffing. “You couldn’t kill a Sasquatch.”

Before Anna could retort, Madeline slammed the door, leaving Anna cut off from the rest of the family witch hunters. As usual.

Anna thumped the door. “JERK!”

She rubbed her sternum. It hurt a lot more than she’d like to admit.

Another shout of laughter echoed from the basement. Anna’s heart clenched in a way that had nothing to do with Madeline’s punch.

Would it really have been so bad for the family to let her help?

Anna turned away from the door and started upstairs toward the attic. The bag of scones was somewhat smooshed, but she knew Billy—the only member of the family who never doubted Anna and her abilities—wouldn’t mind.

When Anna got to the attic landing, she threw open the door on the right side of the hall, revealing her tiny bedroom. The brick-colored paint and sloped ceiling were barely visible behind posters that featured the stars of Vampires of West Grove High and famous American witch hunters. Discarded clothing, pencil drawings of cryptids, and empty Gatorade bottles covered every visible surface. Despite the mess, each cluttered inch of this bedroom was as familiar to Anna as the back of her hand.

Billy sat in a cushy brown armchair beside the circular window overlooking the front lawn, wearing his usual sweater, jeans, and lace-up old-man boots. Like Madeline and Anna, Billy possessed Dad’s spindly, spidery appearance, though only he had inherited Mom’s freckles and auburn hair, which almost seemed to glow in the soft, yellow light of the reading lamp. He was reading a worn-out paperback copy of The King of the Jewels that was studded with colorful sticky notes.

“It didn’t work!” shouted Anna, setting down her skateboard and slumping onto her twin bed. She shrugged off her leather jacket and threw it on the floor. “They still won’t let me downstairs.”

“Really?” asked Billy, placing a bookmark to save his page. “You said what I told you to say, right? All about your mind, body, and soul being more mature than your actual numerical age?”

“I tried to.” Anna fished through the bag for a pumpkin scone and tossed it to Billy.

The scone bounced off Billy’s finger and nearly fell on the floor. He barely caught it with his other hand. “So what happened?”

“Madeline.”

Billy huffed. “Of course.”

“I twied to get pathst her,” Anna explained through a mouthful of cinnamon scone, “but she blocked me. She wouldn’t listen to a word I had to say.”

“They never do,” said Billy, taking a bite out of his scone.

“So, I’m guessing things didn’t go well with Mom and Dad?”

Billy had been trying to convince Mom and Dad to let him stay in school for weeks, to no avail. Like all the other Grimsbane men, Billy was going to be pulled out of school when he turned thirteen. Between bullies and gym class and all the other dangers that came with middle school, it was just too unsafe to educate the Grimsbane boys in a traditional manner once the curse set in. Though Anna recognized that Billy would be endangered if he kept going to school with her, she hated the idea of leaving him behind.

“Same old, same old,” said Billy. “It’s all ‘too dangerous’ and ‘going to kill me even if I’m careful.’ ” Billy made mocking air quotes with his fingers, rolling his eyes. “They’re determined to homeschool me. They want me to start working in the funeral home as soon as possible. You think Dad would understand, seeing as he got cursed when he turned thirteen too, but no! He’s just as bad as everyone else. Based on the current, deplorable state of our communications, it looks like I’m going to end up handing out tissues and recommending headstone designs forever.”

“Don’t say that. There’s still plenty of time until…” Anna sat up, struggling to find the right words, not wanting to come out and say it. “You know.”

“I get cursed to die a horrible, miserable death?”

Anna sighed. He’d said it. “You don’t need to be so casual about it.”

“Well, there’s no point in teetering around the issue. I’m well aware of my impending doom.” Billy stood up and sat down beside Anna, taking the scone bag from her hands. “It’s just”—he sighed—“I was kind of expecting the curse to be broken by now.”

“It still might get broken before our birthday,” Anna assured him, “especially if I can convince the family to let me help out.” Though the Watcher—the witch who had cursed their family—was the most dangerous witch in history, Anna was certain that, given the chance, she could take the Watcher down quickly and easily, largely due to the excessive amount of time she’d spent studying witches and using practice weapons in her bedroom—eager to try out the real-deal stuff when she was older.

“You really think you’d be able to hunt the Watcher in seven days?” asked Billy.

“For sure,” answered Anna confidently. “I know everything there is to know about hunting.”

“I wouldn’t say you know everything.”

“Please,” said Anna, holding up a hand. “Gimme a few questions.”

Billy sighed but played along. “Where was the Mothman first spotted?”

“Point Pleasant, West Virginia, in 1966,” Anna recited from memory, a perfect image of the flash card she’d made clear in her mind. She turned back to Billy. “But that’s an easy one.”

“Which weapons can kill witches?”

“Again, easy, and also a trick question. You need salt, kindling, and a lighter. Only fire can kill witches.”

“And what are three alternative names for Ozark Howlers?”

“Devil Cat, Black Howler, and…” Anna furrowed her brow. She could picture the flash card in her mind—light purple, with Mom’s scrawled handwriting written across it. Why couldn’t she picture the last name for an Ozark Howler?

“Nightshade Bear?” finished Billy.

“Yeah, a Nightshade Bear!” Anna smiled. “I totally knew that.”

“Sure you did.”

Anna shoved him with her shoulder so hard, he nearly fell off the bed, but nonetheless laughed. “Even with my lack of your school brains, I do know everything about the Watcher. That’s why I’ll be the greatest hunter of all time, as soon as the family lets me downstairs.”

Before Billy could respond, Dad shouted the two most dreaded words in the world up the staircase.

“FAMILY MEETING!”

The words hung in the air as if made of fog. Anna’s mind began to spiral—memories of every bad thing she’d done in the last few months rising to the top of her consciousness. She and Billy didn’t exactly have the best conduct record. If Principal Myers had sent a note home about the water fountain incident (they’d meant for the water to shoot their friend’s bully in the face, not an elderly teacher just months away from retirement), or had somehow discovered that the twins were the ones who had set off the stink bombs before the football rally, or even had found out about Operation Bullfrog Breakout (carried out seamlessly just before dissection day), the twins were going to be in serious trouble.

Oh God. Mom and Dad were going to kill her.

Billy was growing paler by the second. “We better get downstairs,” he said quickly, standing up. “We’ll be in even more trouble if we’re late.”
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Grimsbane family meetings tended to be peculiar affairs, as they were usually held in front of a casket.

This particular meeting was no different. The Grand Viewing Room, the biggest room in the house, was the easiest place for all the Grimsbanes to gather at once. The chairs were already neatly arranged, so Mom, Dad, Grandma, or any other angry adult could stand at the front of the room and berate the offending family member until they felt proper shame for their actions. With Mr. Carmichael’s funeral in just two hours, the Grimsbanes had to have the meeting with his corpse laid out neatly in the velvet-lined coffin before them.

There were about eighty wooden folding chairs covered in plush, tartan fabric on either side of the room. The Grimsbanes occupied over half of them. A trio of burly aunts sat in the front row, whispering in hushed tones. Beside them, an uncle leaned against a window, reading a Stephen King novel. Madeline sat on the left side of the aisle, complaining about something to a few of the older cousins, who were clearly trying their best to resist shoving Madeline’s eyeliner up her perfectly contoured nose.

Anna grabbed Billy’s arm and pulled him firmly to the right side of the room, where they took their seats.

“Anna!” someone shouted. “Billy!”

The twins turned. Two shivering, ectoplasm-covered cousins, clearly just back from a ghost hunt, sat on the other side of the aisle. They were wrapped in several layers of flannel blankets—trying to stave off the freezing chill of Ghost Lurgy (symptoms including, but not limited to, emotional distress, dulled senses, intrusive thoughts, low body temperature, and indigestion).

“What?” asked Anna, leaning over Billy’s chair to talk.

One cousin said something, but Anna didn’t catch it over the Grimsbanes’ chatter.

“What?” Billy repeated, pointing to his ear.

The other cupped her hands around her mouth and yelled, but Anna still couldn’t hear what she was saying.

“WHAT?” Anna asked.

“WAS IT YOU?” the cousins shouted in unison.

The back door of the parlor slammed open, as if kicked by a cowboy.

Anna turned and saw Mom and Dad enter, bringing with them a cold wind that swept the energy from the room. Though they were normally affectionate, Mom and Dad could be intimidating when they wanted to be, especially when wearing their black funeral suits. Even with the oddness of Dad’s helmet and bulletproof vest, they seemed like harbingers of death.

Anna really hoped she and Billy weren’t the ones in trouble, but based on the cousins’ question, it was more than likely that this meeting was about something the twins had done. Anna gulped as Mom and Dad took their places at the front of the crowd.

“Thank you all for gathering on such short notice,” said Dad, straightening his suit jacket as he turned to Mom. “Shall we get the standard business out of the way?”

“Exactly what I was thinking,” said Mom, turning to the folder in her hand. “First things first: Halloween preparations.”

The women in the room sat up straighter. Anna felt her stomach twist. Great. She was going to have to wait to find out if she was in trouble. “Standard business” could take ages if there was a disagreement.

“It goes without saying that Halloween is the most dangerous night of the year for any hunting family,” said Mom. “Witches get more powerful on Halloween, drawing cryptids and ghosts from whatever region they’re in closer to them. This is especially true of the Watcher. If you see anyone enter the Not-So-Witchless Woods after dark, be sure to let the family know so the hunters can collect them before they get mauled by the Nain Rouge, the Dover Demon, a grassman, or—well, you get the idea.”

Anna couldn’t help the shiver that rolled through her at the mention of the terrifying creatures that traveled to the Not-So-Witchless Woods every Halloween—demonic imps, ravenous hellhounds, cannibalistic monsters with an insatiable desire for human flesh. Some cryptids were deadlier than others. Only the most experienced hunters could go after them, and oftentimes, even those hunters didn’t return home.

“We’re going to double the patrols we had going last year,” Mom continued, “which will require double the weapons: iron bullets, salt bombs—all of it. We need everything in tip-top shape by the end of the week.”

“Fellas, you know the drill for Halloween,” said Dad.

“Stay safe. Stay inside,” the men in the room all echoed.

Anna noticed Billy tense at the familiar phrase. His knee bounced up and down like he was trying to stomp a hole through the carpet.

“Next order of business,” continued Dad, “the tourists.”

A great, mumbling complaint arose from the room. Tourists had a tendency to crowd around the Grimsbane Family Funeral Home to take pictures and stop Grimsbanes to ask if the curse was, “just like the one in the movie The Watcher in the Woods.” Anna was more than willing to give them an answer for the right price, usually around twenty bucks.

“I know they can be annoying,” said Dad, “but remember the business they bring is good for Witchless. That being said, try to avoid interacting with the tourists—especially anyone involved with the Spook Caboose, Late-Night Murder Tours, or the Grim Tales of the Grimsbanes. Don’t give interviews to the press. Don’t offer tours of the funeral home. I am speaking directly to you, Jasper.”

Dad’s troublemaker brother-in-law, Anna’s uncle Jasper, held up a hand. “Guilty as charged!” He guffawed at his own joke, slapping one of his knee pads.

“And on to our final bit of business,” said Mom in her disappointed voice. “We’ve called this meeting under less than pleasant circumstances.”

Anna braced herself. This was it. She and Billy were totally done for!

Mom sighed heavily and placed her hands on her hips. “As everyone is well aware, things have a tendency to go missing from our storerooms—bottles of lavender water, salt bombs, the occasional practice weapon. This we can chalk up to disorganization—something we all need to work on.”

Anna let out a sigh of relief. The meeting wasn’t about anything she and Billy had done at school. She smiled slightly, holding out a hand for Billy to low-five. He did so. They leaned back and crossed their arms, ready to ride out the rest of the meeting in peace.

“Unfortunately,” continued Mom, “this disorganization has taken a dire turn. Diligence’s diary is missing.”

All sense of peace vanished with a poof. The family broke into scandalized chatter. Grandma clutched her chest like she was going to have a heart attack. An uncle nearly collapsed from the shock. An aunt was barely able to catch him, guiding him to a chair while a cousin fanned him with a funeral pamphlet.

Anna herself couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Diligence’s diary was the most important book in their family library. It was the record of all the witches, ghosts, and cryptids the family had encountered since they started hunting, originally created by the first hunter in their family—Diligence Grimsbane. Every girl in the family—well, every girl besides Anna—had to read it cover to cover when they started training. No one was allowed to take it out of the storage room—not even Grandma! How could it have gone missing?

Dad held up a hand, and the chatter ceased. “Now, we’re not blaming anyone for this. Surely, someone took the diary from the library and forgot to put it back. If anyone forgot to return it, I recommend they let us know now so we can put this unfortunate business behind us.”

Anna looked around at her relatives, meeting several furtive eyes, waiting to see if anyone fessed up.

Mom put her hands on her hips. “In that case, everyone please keep a sharp eye out for the diary. Losing it means losing the bulk of our family’s recorded knowledge, which would be nearly impossible to get back.”

The crowd remained silent.

“Well,” said Dad, clasping his hands together, “if no one has any questions, we can all go about our—”

“I have a question!” blurted Billy, raising his hand.

In one swift motion, every head in the room swiveled to face him.

Anna turned to her brother, open-mouthed and wide-eyed as a fish. Billy—smart and extroverted as he was—never talked during family meetings. There was an unspoken rule that neither of them talked to avoid drawing attention to any misdeeds or mishaps they might have caused. Why was he breaking this rule now?

Billy cleared his throat before he stood up. “Uh, since everyone’s here, I thought we could put the issue of me staying in school up to a vote.”

Somehow Anna’s jaw managed to drop even farther. What was Billy thinking? He knew how dangerous school would become once the curse set in. Plus, the idea of putting the matter up to a vote was laughable. No one would ever vote in favor of Billy risking death.

The other Grimsbanes, it seemed, felt the same way.

“SHAME ON YOU, WILLIAM!” shouted an uncle.

“DON’T YOU VALUE YOUR OWN LIFE?” screamed a cousin.

Billy struggled to talk over the shouting crowd. “Look! Look! I know it’s an unpopular idea, but why can’t I keep going to school if I take precautions?”

“Billy,” said Anna, tugging on his shirt to pull him down. “This is a bad idea.”

Billy shrugged her off. Anna’s brow furrowed. Billy had never ignored her like that before. What was going on with him?

“Precautions?” Dad asked. The crowd started to quiet down. “What exactly do you mean by that, son?”

Billy shrugged. “I don’t know.” His voice cracked, and he coughed. “I mean, I’d wear a helmet and knee pads—”

The Grimsbanes exploded into protests.

“Think about it!” Billy shouted. “I mean really think about it! We should at least try sending me to school as a trial run! I promise I’ll be careful!”

“Jonathan Grimsbane said the same thing when he joined the Revolutionary War!” said Dad. “And where did he end up?”

“Stabbed in the buttocks with a bayonet, got an infection, and died!” shouted a Grimsbane in the crowd.

“And what about George Grimsbane, who decided to go dancing during the Roaring Twenties?”

“Sprained his ankle while dancing the Charleston, fell off the stage, and died!”

“And who could forget Bobby Grimsbane, who wanted to try all the trends of the nineties? Anyone remember what happened to him?”

“Tripped on a Skip-It, hit his head on the pavement, and died!”

“Okay, okay,” said Billy, cutting off Dad before he could continue. “I know how the curse works. The Watcher told Reverend Perseverance Grimsbane that any men connected to his bloodline would die sudden and unusual deaths, and for the last three hundred forty years, we’ve all died sudden and unusual deaths. Here’s the thing, though.” Billy paused like a crazed scientist about to explain a wild theory. “I’m going to die a sudden and unusual death no matter what I do!”

Anna winced. She didn’t even want to think about that.

“I’m going to choke on a pen cap or slip on a banana peel and crack my head open or something weird like that!” Billy continued. “So why shouldn’t I keep going to school?”

“Because it’s an unnecessary risk that will shorten your life,” said Mom plainly, her stoic demeanor unshaken.

“But Anna gets to go!” protested Billy, gesturing to her.

Anna recoiled as several eyes snapped to her. Now he was dragging her into this?

“In case you’ve forgotten,” interjected Madeline, “Anna’s not cursed.” She leaned back, crossing her muscular arms. “It’s pretty simple, my dude. If you go to school after your birthday, you’ll die.”

For once, Anna had to agree with her sister.

“Anna?” asked Billy, turning to Anna and giving her a look that said, Back me up, here!

Anna’s breath hitched. Every instinct she had told her to support Billy. However, there was no way Billy could keep going to school once he got cursed. It would be too dangerous. Besides, he could still go to school online. Sure, working in the funeral home wasn’t exactly an adventurous life, but it was a safe one, and Anna wanted to keep Billy safe.

“I mean…” Anna rubbed the back of her neck. She trailed off awkwardly. There wasn’t a good answer. Every single one would upset Billy. “I don’t know, man.”

Billy took a slight step back, confusion crossing his face for a second before he turned violently back to Mom and Dad. “You can’t stop me from going to school! I’m only in seventh grade! My life just…” Billy ran his hand through his hair, a pained expression on his face. “It can’t be over yet! This isn’t fair!”

The Grimsbanes were silent. Anna’s heart twisted itself into knots, whirling and writhing in her chest. She hated seeing Billy upset. Anna desperately wanted to help him. Unfortunately, Anna wasn’t allowed to help because of the family rule that prevented girls from hunting until their sixteenth birthday. Anna and Billy agreed on one thing at least: everything about this was unfair.

“No one said it was fair,” said Dad, his voice suddenly softer. “Believe me, I know how you feel. I wanted to keep going to school when I was your age, but that wasn’t in the cards for me. It wasn’t in the cards for any of us.” Dad gestured to the other men in the room. “Regardless of the fairness of the situation, you can’t go to school once the curse sets in.”

Billy glared malevolently at Mom and Dad, as if attempting to melt them through sheer force of will. He clenched his fists so tightly, his hands were turning white.

It was then that Great-Grandma Lenore stood up.

Despite being a heavily scarred, heavily wrinkled eighty-nine-year-old, Great-Grandma Lenore was easily the most intimidating person Anna had ever met. She handed the hot pink tomahawk sheath she was knitting to Grandma, drew herself up to her full height, and turned to face Billy.

With a shaking hand, she reached forward and pointed to him.

“If you—” she said in a croaking voice. “If you take any risks after you turn thirteen, you will die.”

“But—”

A quick glare from Dad snapped Billy’s mouth shut.

Great-Grandma Lenore clutched Grandma’s arm for support. “Horrible, horrible things happen to Grimsbane men who don’t take the curse seriously!” She swallowed, then stated in a voice barely above a whisper, “Therefore, you must leave the curse breaking to the women. Hope we find the Watcher. Hope we fulfill the goal set by our founding matriarch Diligence Grimsbane. Hope we succeed in our mission of killing the witch and ending the curse, and killing every other witch, ghost, and cryptid who threatens the safety of humans. Until the women break the Watcher’s curse, you must not take any risks.”

Billy’s face fell as quickly as a light bulb blowing. He turned violently back to Mom and Dad. “I’m going to stay in school, and there is nothing anyone can do to stop me.”

With that, Billy stormed out of the room, leaving a sea of groaning Grimsbanes behind him. Anna stood and followed. She knew Billy better than anyone, and if he was upset, she was determined to make him feel better.

“Chestnut wood for his coffin, I think,” muttered an uncle. “It would suit Billy’s complexion quite nicely.”
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Anna thudded up the stairs to the attic, determined to reach Billy’s bedroom before anyone else. She turned to the bedroom door directly across from hers—adorned in posters from The King of the Jewels, Monsters and Mayhem, Is That a Faun in My Wardrobe?, and other nerdy stuff that Anna had no interest in—and rapped on it as hard as she could.

“Go away, Anna,” Billy said. His voice sounded heavier than usual.

Anna ignored him, continuing to knock on the door.

“GO—AWAY!” Billy shouted.

Anna rolled her eyes. She stopped knocking, reached into her back pocket, and pulled out a bobby pin—an essential tool she always kept on her person. Anna stuck the bobby pin into the lock on his door and began fiddling with it.

“Anna, don’t!” Billy yelled. She heard him stumble as he got up then heard the scrape of furniture against the floor.

The lock clicked open. Anna leapt up and attempted to throw the door ajar, but it was quickly intercepted by Billy, who attempted to shove it closed.

“Let—me—in!” Anna said, shoving harder on the door.

“I don’t want to talk!” yelled Billy.

“Oh, so now you don’t want to talk?”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“That you did a ton of talking during the family meeting!” Anna struggled to push the door open. Why was this so difficult? Anna was the more athletic of the twins. Why was Billy suddenly just as strong as she was?

“I don’t want to talk about the meeting!” Billy said. “Just leave me alone!”

Anna took a deep breath. Desperate times called for desperate measures. She threw her left foot between the door and the door frame and let go. With all the force on her side suddenly gone, the door went swinging against her foot with a thick THUMP. Anna felt pain jolt through the arch.

“Oh my God, are you okay?” asked Billy, throwing open the door. “I didn’t mean to do that! I just—” He looked up and saw Anna’s smiling face. He glowered at her, and Anna noticed his eyes were red-rimmed. He’d clearly been crying, but Anna wasn’t going to mention it. “Oh, you—”

“Gotcha,” said Anna, raising her eyebrows twice. She hobbled past him. Billy’s room looked almost exactly like Anna’s, just far more orderly, and facing the forest rather than the front yard. It also featured a rather heavy wooden bookshelf that housed an army of well-worn paperbacks. Anna felt a pang of sadness as she realized this bookshelf would likely be too unsafe to keep in here once Billy turned thirteen. There was a chance it could fall over and crush him. He’d have to find another place to store his books.

“That was a cheap trick,” said Billy, crossing his arms and leaning against the door frame.

Anna threw herself back onto Billy’s bed. “You should’ve seen it coming.”

He sighed. “So what do you want?”

“Take a wild guess,” said Anna. “You ran up here all upset after causing a huge scene at the meeting. Diligence’s diary is missing, so Halloween just got, like, ten times more dangerous for the family, but you, for some reason, decided to pitch the idea of you staying in school while everyone was still losing it about the diary.”

“I had to!” Billy chimed. “I mean, don’t you think I should go to school?”

Anna paused. There was a time she genuinely thought she and Billy would never have to deal with this—that the curse would be broken before their birthday—that things could go on as normal, but that wasn’t how their lives were turning out. “We’re going to be thirteen, Billy. There’s nothing we can do about it.”

“I know that,” said Billy, throwing his hands up. “Believe me, I know that! It’s all I’ve been able to think about!”

“I get it—”

“No you don’t!” shouted Billy. “It’s different for you! When you grow up, you get to become a witch hunter and go on amazing quests and build a whole legacy that’s going to last generations! Me? What do I get to do besides ‘stay inside’ and ‘stay safe’?” His voice grew hoarse at the last word, and he swallowed. “I’m not ready to give up my life. You don’t understand how I feel.”

Anna sat in the silence for a moment. She hadn’t really thought about it like that. She was so excited to grow up and become a witch hunter. How would she have felt if she were the cursed one? If she had to give up school and skateboarding and all the stuff that she liked doing?

Anna crossed her legs. “It’s just like everyone else said, Billy. This isn’t fair. I don’t want to go to school without you. I don’t want us to be separated. I want to go on adventures with you, but we can’t—not until someone breaks the curse.” And that won’t happen until the family lets me hunt.

Billy sighed deeply, dropped his head, and slid down the door frame until he was sitting on the floor. He put his head between his knees. “This sucks.”

Anna nodded. That was a pretty good summary of the situation.

Anna got up from the bed and sat beside Billy. She put her hand on his shoulder. They sat there like that for a moment. Anna couldn’t help but feel the anxiety and fear creeping over her. Billy was clumsy now, but it would get a million times worse once he turned thirteen. He could die at any second. She couldn’t think of anything more terrifying than that.

“I wish I could do something to help,” Anna said.

Billy opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, before taking a deep breath. “I wish you could too.”

An idea popped into Anna’s head. “You know what might really help the situation?”

Billy raised his eyebrows expectantly.

“Pancakes,” said Anna.

Billy blinked. He looked Anna up and down, a curious expression on his face, almost like he was seeing her for the first time. “Pancakes? After all that, you’re suggesting pancakes? That’s your big solution to this problem?”

Anna shrugged. “I like pancakes.”

Specifically, she liked the Blue Moon Diner—an all-day-breakfast restaurant located just across the street from the funeral home. It was run by their friend Rosario’s family. The Blue Moon was home to the best pancakes in Witchless, and was the best place to get cheered up on a bad day.

Anna sighed. “I guess we can sit here and wait till Mom and Dad decide how they’re going to approach the family meeting incident. I’m sure they’ll have a lot to say about—”

“I’ll get my coat,” Billy said quickly.



A few moments later, Anna and Billy were coated up and ready to walk across the street. Passing through the foyer, Anna noticed Madeline and her older cousin Camille crowded around the window beside the front door, whispering in hushed tones and pointing at something outside.
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