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      To those who have fled from the confines of Raventree Hollow:

      There is no true escape

      They will find you

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

        Sunday, August 28, 1966

      

      
        Chapter 2

        Friday, October 21, 1966

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

        Sunday, October 23, 1966

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

        Monday, October 24, 1966

      

    

    
      
        Direct From the Author

      

      
        A Note From the Author

      

      
        Also by Ryan Hoyt

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          SUNDAY, AUGUST 28, 1966
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      The cellar wasn't a cramped affair like one would imagine stepping into, entering down that lesser-used set of stairs behind the kitchen. Even calling it a cellar or basement was probably unfair to anyone on the receiving end of the story. It was larger than any house one could ever dream of owning, expanding the breadth of the manor under which it dwelt and even beyond, were one to consider the corridors jutting off at all sides.

      The masonry in the underground behemoth was finer than any on the squat and ordinary buildings downtown. Arched ceilings gave the corridors the air of caves hidden away from the world, leading to treasures unimaginable in the depths of the earth, sans only the stalagmites and stalactites to really convince the out-of-place visitors they were in a natural cavern.

      To the dismay of visitors, these offshoot tunnels were blocked off by velvet ropes hung from stanchions temporarily installed by the operators of the estate sale. There was one exception, a hallway that had been hastily boarded up at some point in recent history, the wood too fresh and the work too sloppy to be of the same material and craftsmanship as anything else in the estate. From the seams between each plank, a foul odor emitted, a hint of sulfur and rotten eggs, dying off as it mixed with the oxygen in the rest of the basement. It was just enough to send Wynette Strode jogging back toward the more populated chambers of the place.

      “I was getting ready to assemble a search party for you in case you wandered down one of those blocked-off hallways,” Wynette's irate mother said. The strands of white hairs that grew sporadically among the older woman's orange locks practically glowed from the occasional naked bulbs hanging just overhead, the only pinpricks of light in the place. “You'd think with the prices they've set on all this junk, they could afford to install some decent lighting. I seriously thought I'd lost you.”

      Wynette rolled her green eyes, knowing her mother wouldn't be able to see the gesture for the same reason she was complaining. She had to agree with her mother, though. How could anyone be expected to assess the condition of any items stored in the dark corners of this underworld? Perhaps the sellers had hoped to hide the rodent droppings and the moth-chewed fabrics of the discarded furniture down here, hoped that the visitors would be satisfied just to take anything out of the aristocrats' bourgeois mansion that overlooked their podunk little town. Wynette had no such illusions herself, not even being from around here.

      Her mother had guilted her into taking this road trip, zigzagging through parts of the country she'd never seen—and that she wished she'd have kept that way now that she had seen it—on their way east to North Abbey, New York. Wynette was set to start her sophomore year in college in just two weeks. Two weeks that she should have been spending with Kevin, locked away in his house with no cares—and no clothes—since his parents were off gallivanting around Europe and their house was otherwise empty. Two weeks of pleasure, followed by a few hours on the plane back to the wretched East Coast to start another year with the stuck-up wenches she could barely tolerate but was forced to room with. She hadn't even wanted to join the sorority, but her mom had guilted her into that, too—“It'll help you build relationships that will last a lifetime,” her mother had said—and it was the part about college she least wanted to return to. The girls all hated her, and the only reason she'd even been accepted was that, after a particularly brutal spell of initiation tests and hazing by the school's fraternities the previous year, Montague College’s administrators had made a rule that during Rush Week nobody could be discriminated against.

      “Would you look at this?” Wynette's mother asked, snapping her out of her dread. She looked around until she found her mother hunched over a rocking bassinet. “I wish you still played with your dolls. This would be perfect for one of the babies.”

      “God, Mom, I'm nineteen years old. Will you stop guilting me for finally trashing those things?”

      Her mother rose up and morphed her face into an exaggerated frown. “You sure know how to break my heart. When you left home for your first year of college, you were still my little girl. What came home was a bitter woman, hell-bent on destroying all remnants of her childhood. I'd put the blame on that Calvin boy⁠—”

      “His name is Kevin,” Wynette interrupted.

      “—but he doesn't even go to college. No, I think your problem is that you aren't making friends at that school. I said you'd make the most of your experience if you joined a sorority, found like-minded gals, but you had to prove me wrong. You had to be antisocial and not participate in any of their activities or social gatherings.”

      “You're mad that I didn't come home a raging alcoholic like the rest of those girls?”

      “Absolutely not, but it wouldn't hurt to let loose once in a while.” Her mother walked toward a wall lined with bookshelves. Wynette remained next to the bassinet with arms crossed, attempting defiance despite her mother no longer paying her any mind. A draft blew through the cellar, carrying a hint of that stench she'd noted coming through the boarded-up corridor. The breeze caused the bassinet to rock, and Wynette flinched at the sight of it. She jogged after her mother.

      The volume of lighting overhead had doubled where the bookshelves were, granting at least some ability to see the letters on the spines of the books. The shelves stretched about twenty feet to a corner, then another ten feet along the intersecting wall. Most of the segments of shelving were packed to the brim, though a few books leaned here or there over gaps where patrons had removed some ancient treasures during the sale. A gentleman that looked roughly her grandfather's age was stooped down just a few feet from her mother, flipping through the pages of a volume he'd discovered. Wynette's mother ran her finger along the spines on a shelf at eye level.

      “Maybe we'll find something you can take with you to school and share with the other girls,” Mrs. Strode said as she scanned the titles.

      “Ah, going off to college, are you?” The old man’s voice caused Wynette to jump. He laughed gently. “I’m so sorry. I did not mean to frighten you. I sent my sons off to college years ago and they rarely come back except the infrequent visit to dump the grandkids on my doorstep for a weekend. Quite the usual story in this town.”

      “Oh, we're not from here,” Mrs. Strode said. “Just passing through on our way to Montague College in New York.”

      The man fumbled through his pockets and pulled out a handful of candies. “That’s a long drive. How about a butterscotch for the road?” He held his hand out toward Wynette, but she just stood there with a grimace on her face. Her mother tapped her on the hip.

      “Go on and take them,” Mrs. Strode whispered. “Be polite for once in your life.”

      “Thank you,” Wynette muttered as she reached for the hard candies. They were warm from his body heat, even slightly damp. She shoved them into the pocket of her jeans and forced a smile at the old man who still stared at her as if expecting her to eat the butterscotch right then and there.

      His lips parted in a smile that would be goofy were it not for the brown rot that stained his teeth. “Those aren't just any drugstore penny candies, young lady. They're Wellworth's Fine Butterscotch, made right here at the confectionary in town. Finest butterscotch in the world, bar none. Don't forget to brush your teeth afterwards or yours will turn out like mine.” He laughed at his own advice, then stooped down and gathered an armful of books. “These will do just fine to fill my shelves and make me look more cultured. Have a good trip, ladies.”

      With that, he was gone.

      “Nice gentleman,” Mrs. Strode said as she turned back to the shelves. She hummed for a minute before cutting off the tune with a squeal. She pulled out a book. “Oh, well this looks like a good time! Maybe a fun activity you can do with your sorority sisters.”

      She held the book out to Wynette, much like the old man and his butterscotch.

      Wynette sighed and snatched the book from her mother. A shock ran through her as the pads of her fingers grazed the cover. She caught the faint tinkling of bells somewhere so distant it was nearly inaudible. The book felt both freezing cold and burning hot at the same time. It was both absurdly heavy and uncannily light. It reeked of must and mold, yet she did not find herself repulsed.

      She took a step directly under a lightbulb and studied the book. Wynette had no doubt the tome was an antique, maybe even older than the house under which they stood. She ran her fingers along the cover, taking in the texture. It was uncanny. Not the expected feel of leather with its stickiness and light creases, but rather something more akin to reptile scales.

      “Maybe it's snakeskin,” her mother said, as if reading her mind. Wynette ignored her as she turned the book to read the spine. The characters were written in gold, though she could just barely make out the first word. Tsalexaltia? She wasn’t positive, and wouldn't have been able to pronounce it either way. The second and third words were Nekromantik Enchiridion. A shiver rattled through her body as she flipped through the pages, her eyes taking in what appeared to be incantations and guides for some kind of rituals.

      “You want me to take a book of witchcraft to college? Like that is going to make me popular with those prissy bitches?”

      “Language, Wynnie, please. And yes, it's obviously just pretend. You know witchcraft isn’t real. Have a good time with it! You can light candles and put on an album of spooky tunes. It will be such a blast.”

      Wynette shook her head and made to put the book back on the shelf, but something tugged at her heart. It wasn't guilt of offending her mother, but rather something deeper within, pleading her to keep the antique item. Like a piece of her soul yearning for the book.

      “I…” she began, but found she didn't have any words. I what? she wondered as she pulled the book against her chest and hugged it much like she used to do with those very dolls her mother had chastised her for tossing in the garbage. “Okay, I'll take it. Thanks, Mom.”
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          FRIDAY, OCTOBER 21, 1966

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Wynette’s school year hadn’t started off as bad as the previous year. After two weeks in a car with her mother, she actually found herself excited to talk to anyone other than the woman she’d plopped out of nineteen years earlier. Back at the Lambda Psi Chi sorority house, she found a mutual respect with the returning girls, like veterans of a war sharing camaraderie amongst each other. Her ascension from freshman to sophomore seemed to help, not to mention the absence of the catty gals that had graduated at the end of last semester, allowing for a more genuine and intimate atmosphere in the house. The new frosh pledges were a down-to-earth bunch, and everyone just seemed to click so nicely together.

      And there were fewer parties. This particular Friday night, for instance, ten of the girls remained at home despite the handmade flyers they had received inviting them to any of a dozen frat or sorority parties; the remaining six that lived in the sorority house during the week returned to their families in towns close enough to drive home to. Wynette was actually shocked at the unanimous decision among the ten of them to stay at home and just spend time together. Some blamed it on the uncharacteristically high October heat, others on burnout from a difficult first month of the semester, while others still just claimed to be too tired. Wynette certainly didn’t feel sleepy or worn out from school, and she
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