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THIS BOOK CONTAINS references to murder, child loss, acts of real and magical violence, mental health issues, drug use (casual), familial neglect, and poverty.

The magical system in this book is loosely based on Appalachian and Southern folk magic practices but is in no way wholly representative of the folkways and cultures of these regions. There is so much diversity in both Appalachia and the South that to say this is the one way things work or the only way they are believed would be not only a disservice but beyond ridiculous. 

The language patterns of the characters in this series are also based on Southern and Appalachian regional dialects but is not wholly representative of the regions. Again, so much diversity.

I highly highly highly recommend checking out some actual creators from Appalachia and the South—there’s tons of them online and social media and some fantastic podcasts if that’s your jam. Whatever you think you know about the regions, there’s more! 

And one last thing... witches mentioned in the context of this story aren’t what we tend to think of when we talk about witches in our day to day. Witches for the characters in this community are one of two types: Witches, who mean harm and work in league with some Very Bad Things, and witches... who do their own thing and work with nature and magic. 
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Chapter 1
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How does your garden grow?

––––––––
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WHEN DANNY CAME TO me in dreams now, he sometimes ignored me. Or didn’t listen to me. Acted like I was an annoyance.

Which, honestly, kind of pissed me off. “Seriously, why go to all this trouble if you’re just gonna pretend I’m not even here?”

Danny kept jabbing the sharpened stick into the earth around Mom’s flower bed. It was the one from when I was four, which was about the time she was pregnant with Danny. He never saw it when she had marigolds blooming, or the spiraling pumpkin vine that produced yellow and orange striped balls we’d make into pies, or that she and Uncle Micah would cut up and fill up with a candle with concerns—herbs and papers, knotted grass, and scoops of earth. They’d write names on ‘em, burn the candles down, then hand them off to people who skulked at the back door of the shop or stopped by for a quick cup of coffee with Ma, leaving with a paper-bagged squash full of magic.

But then the gardens started growing in rotten, nothing wanting to come up right. Ma said it was because someone laid a working on us—on her—and the plants took it up for her. Pumpkins, she’d said, were always good for protection.

I’m not sure if that was true all over or just for her, but if it works, it works.

Danny, though... He’d never seen that patch in oranges and yellows, in golds and greens. When he was born, it lay fallow for that whole first year. Then, Ma planted runner beans and rosemary and nasturtiums that were spicy when we bunny-nibbled the leaves.

She’d tried something new every year in that garden, and every year, it was kinda sad. Half the plants would die before they got to be much more than sprouts. The rest would be weak and thin, producing little more than some tangling vines or drooping leaves no matter what Ma did. Flowers planted thick and deep would shoot up suddenly, burst into bloom, then fade within a day. Beans, cukes, tomatoes—they’d all grow rotten on the inside.

But not until after Danny was born.

The garden he was stabbing now was the last one that had grown right.

“Danny, you’re messing it up,” I complained, my voice younger and thinner. I was superimposed over myself, barely-old-enough-to-tie-my-own-shoes-Silas layered with tired-of-life-and-bills-to-pay-Silas. 

Danny, though. He was ten. Always ten. But not dead.

Maybe.

Hell, I wasn’t sure yet. All I knew was this wasn’t a dream. “Daniel Thomas Crane,” I barked, and he flinched. Still didn’t face me, though. “Daniel, you listen to me good. Stop digging up Ma’s garden! She worked damn hard on that and—”

“I can’t find it,” he finally said, shifting to face me. “I left it here. Right”—he jabbed the stuck down through a clump of frilly yellow marigold—“here! Did you take it, Si? ‘Cause I’m not gonna be too mad if you did.” Danny jerked his chin up, that defiant little tilt of his head that he did when he was trying to act all tough. Wearing the dirty jeans and t-shirt he’d had on when I last saw him, when I saw him again in the old mines, he looked out of place in the bright, stark dreamscape of the backyard on a late summer day without a cloud in the sky. A smudge, a greasy fingerprint on a glass window, on one of those fancy family photos. A blot on the landscape like the pit mines down the way.

“I don’t even know what you’re lookin’ for, Danny. Come over an’ tell me a bit.” I scooted over on the porch steps, feeling the rough catch of wood on the soft-to-fraying leg of my jeans. Part of me remembered I needed to sand those down, but the rest of me...the rest of me that remembered this house wasn’t mine anymore, that some couple from Nashville who fancied themselves influencers had bought back in the summer.

Their problem now, I supposed. They could fix that step, paint the peeling back door. Figure out why the sink smelled weird in the summer, like rot was creeping up the drainpipe to meet us.

Maybe they’d make a video about it and put it online, paint the whole damn thing Sad Greige or whatever the color was called.

Danny tossed the stick aside, but instead of coming over, he started walking a pattern round the garden patch, first the perimeter, then slowly back and forth between the small, narrow rows. “I hid it because I didn’t want no one to take it,” he explained, serious in his small voice. “It wasn’t mine, but I didn’t want Ma mad at me.” He paused, glancing up at me again. “You dig it up, Si? You gotta tell me if you did.”

“Danny...”

Something cool and dark swept over us like a bird’s wing between earth and sun. It was quick and small, barely a shadow, but it felt chilled, spiking between us and the light. Danny’s eyes were wide then, his chin trembling as he bolted towards me. And for a moment, barely a breath, I felt his tiny body in my arms. I was bigger now than when he’d disappeared, better able to grab him on the fly, but still, I buckled under his weight, falling back against the porch floorboards as he scrambled to hide his face in my neck. 

“I can’t,” he whispered in a rush, slurring the words together. “I can’t, Si. He knows where to look now. Si, can you find me? Please, Si? I hid it in there.” He jabbed his finger at the garden patch, wilting and rotting before my eyes. “I need it, okay? You need it!”

“Danny, I don’t know what it is!” I ground out, exasperated. The shadow hadn’t returned, but the dreamscape felt wrong now, vibrating and shaking, trying to come apart even as I held Danny’s warm little boy weight in my lap and felt his shaking, his damp, hot breath on my cheek. His fingers curled in my hair, one dirty thumb creeping towards his mouth in a habit he’d never been able to break. With a whimper and twist, he burrowed more tightly against me.

I wanted to scream. Cry. Set something on fire. Because it felt real, it was real, but no one would believe me. No one except Holly and Eli, which was its own set of fuckery.

“You didn’t come back,” he complained suddenly. “I waited a lot, and you weren’t there. I had to come find you.” Danny tipped his face back to glare at me. “And now I can’t find it!”

“Find what, Danny? Why is it so damn important that you come lookin’ for me in a dream of all places?”

Danny settled, eyes heavy and lips curled down in a scowl. “You’re dumb as toast, Silas,” he muttered. “I’m tired of waiting. It’s boring. The kids don’t like me, and I can’t find Ma, and why didn’t you come back?”

The last word was a hitched, broken sob, Danny’s hot breath and wet cheeks against my neck chasing me into wakefulness.

My room was dark, the yellow of the sodium light outside glowing between slats in my blinds. Somewhere in the apartment, Holly was on the phone with her man. The cat was fussing with a crinkled ball of foil in the living room—her preferred nighttime activity—and in the corner of my room, a pale eye watched from the thick shadows.

“You’re bein’ creepy,” I muttered, shuffling further down under the blanket. Fall was well settled in now, and the air was crisp, snapping through the poorly sealed window over my bed. Wasn’t cold enough to worry about the heater yet, but it would be soon. I made a mental note, adding to the long list that never seemed to get shorter, to call about having the furnace checked before we gassed ourselves to death on accident when the first hard freeze hit. 

“According to you and Holly, that’s the only way I know how to be,” Eli said, slipping closer. “You had another dream about him.”

Statement, not question. “Yeah...” I could still smell the little boy sweat and sour mildew smell of his clothes, the rot in the garden, the sun warmed earth.

The strange, sharp, ozone-tinged air around us when the dark thing passed overhead. 

Eli listened as I rambled out the dream, still and quiet as a... Well, as a shadow. When I wound down, he just made a humming sound and nodded, glittering eye focused somewhere past me. Somewhere I couldn’t go.

“I think I need some tea,” I sighed. “Ain’t going back to sleep after that.”

Eli trailed after me to the kitchen, both of us tiptoeing past Holly’s door so she wouldn’t complain about us eavesdropping on her late-night chat with Robert. “Gettin’ serious with him, hm?” Eli asked as I grabbed two mugs from the cabinet over the sink and he went to rummage through our collection of tea. 

“Dunno,” I admitted. “She’s supposed to go up and see him at Christmas. He’s got a break from the lab over the holidays, and she’s all excited, picking out outfits and shit.” 

Filling the pitcher, I could ignore the sympathetic head tilt Eli gave me. I didn’t need to see his face clearly to know he was looking like he felt bad for me. 

“I know she’s not gonna be with me forever,” I sighed. “Stop giving me the sad puppy look, alright?”

Eli held up his hands—dark shadows even in the light, except for the bits of finger and palm where he’d managed to find a few of his missing bones. “First, I’m creepy; now I’m a sad puppy? Why, Silas Crane, you’re gonna turn my head with your sweet words.”

“Shut up,” I muttered, feeling my cheeks heat and the smile I was trying to hold back making my lips twitch. “Gimme the tea, weirdo.”

Eli chuckled, holding out the pouch he’d chosen for himself. “Sweet Dreams?” I read on the label. “Are you mocking me, Eli?”

“Never. I, however, am dog-ass tired.”

I hummed under my breath, setting the electric kettle to boil as I poured some of the loose blend into the strainers for each cup. “Maybe it’s not a visitation,” I said after a moment. “These dreams of Danny. He’s not acting like he was before, you know? It’s like... like he’s having a hard time talking to me. He ignores me a lot in these dreams or acts like he can’t hear me or see me.”

Eli was quiet, face turned away from me to gaze out the tiny living room window overlooking the lot next door. The grass was dead in the cooler temperature; it was barren and dark this time of year. No fireflies, no streetlights—long burnt out and Deep Hollow way far down the county’s list of things to check on. Just a dark maw a few feet away from our side door. Sometimes, I saw shapes moving out there, just past the faintest glow of our shop’s security light. Things meandering in the darkness, waiting, wanting... 

People thought of ghosts and such as simply existing just static until they were acted upon by the living. But they had their own things to do, their own eternities to fill, and sometimes, I wondered if a few of them were waiting out there for me. Mama, maybe. The sperm donor, if he’d finally made one bad choice too many.

Others I met and forgot, maybe, or who just lived here in our little back-end of nowhere town. Waiting on forever in the only place they’d known. When Eli spoke, I jumped, startled out of my navel-gazing by the low roll of his voice. 

“We riled Jack up but good,” he said softly. “He’s scared. Not like you’re thinking—not enough human left in him to be scared like you’d be. Or even me, really. But Jack knows we’re not just walking away from him. And he wants you bad, Silas. He’s frustrated, having Danny right there but unable to get to him. And Jack’s been runnin’ on fumes for a few decades now. The little sips he’s been getting from others aren’t enough. He needs someone like you, like Danny, to really live.”

My stomach gurgled and heaved at the reminder, the sharp beep of the kettle a welcome distraction from whatever Eli was gearing up to say next. He was so freaking pragmatic about this shit that it drove me a little batty. “You seem pretty cool about that,” I said, pouring water over the strainers and into each mug before getting a lemon out of the bowl by the fridge. 

Eli watched as I cut it in half and gave each mug a squeeze, the tea blooming deep purple with the acid. “Magic,” he said, a smile in his voice. “First time I remember having tea was this bitter stuff Ma had in a tin box by the hearth. She’d got it from some fancy city shop. I want to say in Savannah. Maybe somewhere else. She got it before I was born, takin’ a trip with her sister Rosalie.”

“If it was old, it was gonna taste bad,” I muttered, watching the tea like it was doing something interesting. “And you cut me off, Eli.”

“I wasn’t aware your observation was part of a longer statement. I thought you’d made your point and you were done.”

“So you’re not denying being all calm about Jack now? About how he’s after me still? And Danny’s still in danger, and—”

“And,” Eli said softly, “I’ve had a century to be afraid of him. To learn him inside and out or near as I could. I stopped being afraid of him before I became what I am.”

Eli was looming. I could feel the solidity of him even though he looked nothing like a living man now. All shadow and void save for the few pieces he’d saved. Save for the glitter of one eye, the other a dark pool beside it. “I should be afraid of you,” I blurted, the words softer and shakier than I expected. Hell, the words themselves were unexpected—that’s the sort of shit you keep in your head, you know? Not just blabbing it to the guy when he’s being all...loomy.

“But you know better,” Eli admonished gently. “You know that I’m not gonna hurt you.”

“I suppose,” I allowed, voice barely a whisper now. “But you sure don’t seem worried something will happen to me.”

“Don’t mistake my lack of panicked dithering for a lack of care, Silas.” 

Oh. What I wanted to say was something sassy and pithy, something sharp like the characters in those movies Ma loved. Something that would make Eli smirk all knowingly, and then I’d toss my hair and turn back to the tea like whatever he thought was none of my business, knowing he was curious, interested.

What I did say was, “I don’t dither.”

Eli chuckled. “I think the tea’s ready.”

“I don’t dither!” 

“Sugar?”

I grumped, grabbing the cups and heading to the table where Eli had brought the bowl of sugar cubes Holly insisted was classier than a bowl of sugar. “I don’t dither,” I muttered, and Eli just hummed again and selected two cubes for his tea. 

He waited until I’d added a truly ill-advised amount of sugar to my own tea before he spoke again. “Danny ever show interest in that garden when he was...living at the house?” he asked delicately. “Played in it maybe? Helped your mother with planting?”

I didn’t even have to think about that one. “Nope. After he was born, it stayed rotten every year. The plants would start to grow, but then they’d go bad on the stem. Every damn time.”

Eli stared at the window again, his tea cooling between his hands. “I was considering going back up the mountain in a few days,” he finally said. “To talk with Miss Abby again.”

Her name made the tea in my belly turn to hot lead. “After what she did?” I rasped. “Are you fucking high? You’re high right now, aren’t you? That’s the only reason I can think of that you want to go see her again! And I swear to god, if you tell me to calm down,” I added when he started to say just that, “I’m gonna buy a million of those bright stupid headlights that could freaking land a plane and put them up all over the place, so you’ll never be able to hide in a corner, all mysterious and shit!” 

Eli made a funny noise like he might be choking. 

“You’d better not be laughing at me,” I grumbled. “It’s late, and I’m tired, and I can’t think of a better threat!” 

“That one was perfect,” he assured me, his words shaking just a tiny bit.

I told myself it was because of how intimidating I could be and absolutely not because the asshole was laughing. 

“Miss Abby,” Eli said after we’d been quiet for long enough, “is not good or bad or however you want to phrase it. She just is. She’s tied to the mountain and the woods like you are to this shop and to the holler.”

I opened my mouth to protest, then snapped it closed. Protest what, I realized. I was tied to the shop, to the holler, to the years of my family living here and to coming up here, miserable as it could be sometimes. 

And I knew I wasn’t going to leave till they carted me out my front door feet-first and planted me in the Deep Hollow Community Cemetery where Mama and Micah were. Where a tiny plot with Danny’s name on it held an empty casket with a picture of my brother in it. 

Eli sipped his tea daintily, watching whatever expressions were flying across my face and seeming satisfied with what he saw. “Miss Abby’s no more good or evil than the mountain itself. And she’s a good place to start. Anything that goes on in those woods and caves, she’ll know about, and if she don’t know, she’ll know someone who does.”

“She made me drink blood, Eli,” I hissed. “Blood.”

“I’ve seen you eat head cheese,” he reminded me. “I think blood is the least of your worries.”

“Human blood!”

“To be fair, you were the only one technically still human involved.”

“I swear to god, Eli...” 

He smirked—I just know he did; the man radiated smirking sometimes—and took a sip of his tea. “There’s something else we could do first,” he suggested, his voice casual but in that fake-casual way, the way people got when they were about to say something really interesting or dangerous or, if you were lucky, both.

“Oh?”

“You still need to go on a late-night run tomorrow?” he asked, stirring his tea all nonchalant-like.

I nodded. “I’m almost out of graveyard dirt for some orders that came in. And I wanted to get some special for myself, too.” Excited jitters sparkled in my hands, spreading through my arms and into my chest. This must be what it feels like to get proposed to, I thought. Could I just scream, ‘Yes, of course I will’ now and cut to the chase? 

Eli nodded again, and I thought for sure I saw his smile that time. “I was thinking I’d come along for look-out duty instead of Holly, if she doesn’t mind, and while we’re out, maybe we could do a bit of gardening...” 

I set my cup aside and leaned forward, unable to stop my grin. “Sounds like today’s my lucky day.” 
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Chapter 2
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Graveyard Dirt

––––––––
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THE DAY CHUGGED SLUGGISHLY, the usual collection of orders and a handful of customers doing little to keep my mind off Eli’s and my planned trip over to the haint blue house after dark. Holly noticed my distraction and commented as she laid out a three-card array over lunch. “Six of hearts, two of clubs, queen of diamonds.” She wiggled her brows at me. “You got something to tell me about, Silas? Some new lady in your life? I thought you and Eli had a thing...”

“Hon, that’s you,” I chided, tapping on the queen. “Outgoing blonde woman?” I sucked my teeth. “A new love interest”—I gave the six of hearts a little push her way—“and gossip? All you.”

“I’m your new love interest?” She gasped theatrically, batting her lashes. “Why, Silas, I don’t know what to say. This is so unexpected. I need to call Robert!”

“Hush, you. The new love interest is you and Robert—you’ve just decided to use the big ol’ L word, no?”

“Hmm.”

“And gossip? Hon.”

“You know that’s not how this works,” she chided on a laugh. “This draw was for you, using your deck. Past, present, future, babes. New love interest.” She whistled through her teeth, giving the stairs up to the apartment where Eli was lurking a significant glance. “The outgoing blonde is in the future. Present gossip? Well. That’s kind of quid pro quo for living here, ain’t it?”

It was my turn to roll my eyes. “That’s a bunk reading, Hols.”

“Not my fault you’re boring,” she called as I got up to head back into the main part of the store, the jingle of the chime over the door signaling another customer.

Holly’s laugh followed me as I rounded the counter, the door slowly swinging closed on the pneumatic hinge. “Hey, welcome to... Hello?” I stood on my toes to see past a tall display of candles near the windows, an old library cabinet we’d bought when the elementary school refurbished a few years back. Just a few inches higher than my head, the topmost shelf blocked my view of the front of the shop from mid-window down. “Need any help?” I called, easing out from behind the counter. There was zero sound of looky-looking, nothing being moved around, no steps. “Hey, say something!” I grabbed a heavy crystal ball from the gimcracky display as I passed, head on a swivel as I reached the front of the shop. Behind me, Holly stood in the doorway to the shop kitchen and prep room, eyes wide as an owl’s. I reached the candle display and, as the funny feeling in my gut predicted, there was no one there. I eyed the street outside the shop. No new cars parked on the curb, only a few people across the way at the coffee shop. 

“Probably someone chickening out,” Holly offered, her tone uncertain and a little shaky. “You know how some of the biddies get.”

I nodded, still clutching the crystal ball warily. “Yeah. Nosy as fuck, scaredy cats when they have to admit they want our help.”

Holly, a bit braver, stepped out of the prep room, scanning the shop floor. “Anything missing?”

“Not that I can tell.” 

“Just a nosy Karen then,” she said, a bit more firmly, throwing in a little nod for good measure.

The rest of the day went as well as could be expected, given that I was jumpy as a long-tailed cat. A few folks came in for readings, meaning Holly had to man the till while I took clients to the small room in the back we used for privacy. Each time I emerged, Holly looked like she wasn’t nervous, but I knew her well enough to see her tells. The way she tapped her foot against the bottom of the counter, how she twirled one of her corkscrew curls around her ring finger and gave it a tug before letting it go. 

The fact she kept laughing at things that weren’t even funny, like when Mitchum Jones made some dumb-ass comment about the political climate in our little holler or when Eli finally appeared near closing time and offered to start clean up. “I can just hide in the corner if any more customers come in before you lock up.”

Holly’s giggle startled us both. “Dude, you are not okay,” I muttered. “What’s wrong?”

She shook her head, expression falling under my sharp gaze. “Just... the door earlier. It’s not the first time that’s happened this week.”

“What? When did it happen before today?”

Holly shrugged, fuzzing with the cut-off hem of her sweatshirt. She’d never found a bad time for a crop top, really, and was committed to ensuring every top she owned showed at least a little bit of tummy. “A few days ago, when you went into Grosvenor for more mineral oil after the bottle in the kitchen exploded.”

“Ex—you told me you spilled it!” 

Eli froze mid-sweep, drifting closer. “Was it an accident, Holly? Did the glass get too hot, maybe? Or do you mean exploded like you dropped it and it shattered?”

“The mineral oil comes in plastic bottles,” I said, distracted. “Holly?”

“I was working on an order for that lady in Charlotte who keeps buying all the figure candles and the Come To Me oil. I guess she’s still working on her man,” she shrugged, frowning. “The bottle just...” She made a double fist then mimed an explosion with accompanying sound. “You were in the reading room, and we didn’t have any other customers. I... I figured I must’ve done something wrong, you know? Or the bottle was made bad and gave out. When you went to Grosvenor after your client left, I was at the counter and the door did that thing.” She hesitated, then added, “Twice. Like someone going and coming.”

Eli propped the broom against the counter. “Any other time?”

She nodded. “A few days before that. I was making coffee while Silas was upstairs on lunch break. I thought it was you,” she said, giving Eli a small shrug and wry smile. “It was pretty dark because of the rain coming, so I figured you thought it might be safe to go out front.”

Eli visibly winced. It had been a thing, right from the get-go of him staying with us, that he never went out during the day, and when he did leave it was either through the protected back door or with his weird shadow travel thing that was fast but also made me want to hork just thinking about the one time he took me along. 

“I know, I know,” Holly sighed. “But I was trying real hard to convince myself it wasn’t something else.”

“Maybe it’s Micah,” I suggested, glancing around the shop. “This place was his home. His shop. His baby, really. I know I’ve felt him here before, and he’s moved some things around if he doesn’t like where I put it.” Most memorably, he’d rearranged a display to have it back the way he liked it when he was alive after I decided the rack of postcards depicting old scenes of Deep Holler needed to go near the door. When I came downstairs after lunch, it was back in front of the cash register where it’d been for fifteen years before I got fresh with the decor. 

I took the hint.

This, though... “Micah never goes in and out like that,” Holly said quietly. “And it didn’t feel like Micah.”

It was late enough now to close and lock the store without chancing any last-minute run on hot foot powder or Joe Pye weed, so in unspoken agreement, Eli and I moved to do just that, him locking up the door with the mechanical and electric locks and me pulling down the window shades and latching them in place. We didn’t have those fancy metal roller shades like the convenience store did, but we also didn’t exactly have the type of things people would be eager to break in and steal like they did either. If someone was that desperate for four thieves vinegar or empty red flannel sacks, more power to ‘em. Eli hesitated in front of the candle display, eyeing what we had on offer. “Pretty basic stuff,” I said. “Mostly plain seven day candles, a few figure candles. Nothing is dressed here. Those we keep behind the counter in the glass case.”

Eli nodded, doing a slow turn to take in the area. “What about that?” 

I followed the direction of his pointing finger. “Powders, herbs... Mostly, we make ‘em here, but a few we order.”

“Magnet dust ain’t worth making on our own,” Holly supplied. “Too much of a mess. And most folks who come to us want whole lodestones anyway.”

Eli moved closer to the racks, humming something tuneless under his breath. “How many times did the door open today?”

“Once,” Holly and I answered together, then both had the same realization at the same time.

“The other times you said it was twice, like going and coming.”

“Yeah,” Holly whispered. “But not this time.”

I shook my head. “Not this time. The bell chimed once.” 

Eli nodded, mostly to himself, and stepped into the dark space between the herb shelves and the rack of books about Appalachia and folkways we kept on hand for the tourists who accidentally found their way here. 

“That is so creepy,” Holly muttered. “I mean, I’m getting used to it, but seeing him just vanish like that? It’s something else.”

“If it helps, he’s not gone. He’s just... a shadow,” I replied quietly. “I don’t understand it either but then, I was never thinking of making myself a fetch.”

Holly moved behind the counter, eyeing the spot where Eli had vanished. “We’re getting all riled up over nothing,” she finally declared. “It was just someone peeking in and deciding they didn’t want to come in.”

“Or the door hadn’t shut all the way after the last customer,” I suggested faintly. “Or there was a charge at the mine over the way, made things shake.”

Holly made a sound of agreement, though her expression remained pinched until Eli reappeared from between another set of display shelves on the other side of the shop. “There’s no one else where who shouldn’t be,” he said, then sneezed. “Though perhaps you should invest in a feather duster for behind the shelves.”

“Hey, this place is plenty clean!”

He gave my arm a hearty pat in passing. “Sure it is, Si. Spotless.” 

Holly seemed a bit more relaxed after Eli’s declaration, falling into ribbing me about dusting more as she started to count out the till and get the day’s deposits ready to be dropped off. With most people using cards and apps to pay, the cash out wasn’t as much in-hand as it used to be, which suited me just fine. The less I had to carry around, the better, even if it was just a few blocks to Mountain Home Bank and Trust’s overnight deposit drop. By the time she’d finished up and I’d reset the shelves for the next day, Eli had gone upstairs again, and I could smell something cooking.

“I know it’s weird having a fetch making our dinner,” Holly said, noticing the direction of my gaze towards the floor above, “but he makes some damn good biscuits.”

“Yeah, maybe I should keep him around,” I mused, flashing her a grin. “He sweeps, and he makes dinner.”

“Mmmhmm. I’m sure that’s the only reason you want to keep that man nearby.”

“Oh, hush. Give me the
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