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	The Harvest

	The Bell Witch Series Book 1



	
Chapter 1

	 

	The Winthrop Family

	 

	Nightshift at the Stonebridge State Hospital for the Criminally Insane always carried an expectant silence. Having done his training at a private mental hospital, Cadwyn had grown used to a constant white noise of rambling whispers, broken sobs, and an endless shuffle of restless bodies. It was different here. After a certain hour, the commotion faded into silence, leaving Cadwyn’s footsteps to echo down the seemingly endless hallways. No one was deluded enough to think this calm meant anything good. There was always lingering anticipation. The staff could only wait with bated breath to see what the inmates would present them with next.

	Rounding a corner, he braced one shoulder on the heavy iron door and waved lazily at the camera mounted near the ceiling. The deadbolt gave a heavy thunk and the magnetic locks disengaged with a droning buzz.

	“You’re supposed to check my identification card,” Cadwyn reminded the head nurse as he pushed his way into the room.

	From the outside, Stonebridge’s floorplan seemed pretty straight forward; just a long rectangle of red brick. Inside, however, it was a nightmare. All four floors were divided up by a maze of hallways. Windows were scarce, making it hard for someone to orientate themselves and near impossible to hold onto any sense of time. Mercifully, the unbreakable plastic shielding the rows of fluorescent lights muffled their constant hum. Numerous nurses’ stations speckled the building. They, more than anything else, marked the transition from one level of security to the next.

	“I know who you are, Cad. And I could see from the numerous cameras that you were all alone,” Michelle’s voice drifted out from behind the sheet of bulletproof glass. “Of course, I’ll make sure to check your credentials before you head into high security.”

	Cadwyn braced one forearm on the little ledge outside the glass. “Why would I be doing that? I’m on low-risk tonight, remember? First time in months.”

	A smile slowly stretched Michelle’s freckled face. Cadwyn groaned.

	“Can’t I just have one shift where no one tries to spit on me?”

	“Wrong profession, love.” Michelle slipped a hand through the small gap in the window and proceeded to wiggle a specimen cup around. “It’s time for Peter the Human Eater to have his checkup.”

	“How many times can one human being have a urinary tract infection?” Cadwyn asked.

	“Maybe it’s karma,” Michelle mused.

	“I think the punishment for consuming human flesh would be a bit more than a sore crotch.” He snatched the cup away as his friend started to hit him with it. “And why do I have to get the sample?”

	“You’re on shift.”

	“So are you. And, according to that wonderfully useful board behind you, there are actually several people here tonight who are assigned to high security.”

	Michelle shrugged. “None of us are six foot.”

	“Sayid is.”

	“He can’t do that scary thing you do with your eyes.”

	Cadwyn chuckled, “What thing?”

	“Yeah. Not buying it. Stop looking at me and go intimidate the serial killer into pissing himself, please.”

	As Cadwyn turned, he noticed an amendment made to the whiteboard. It stopped him in an instant.

	“You put Gould back on my rotation?”

	Michelle sighed. “Come on, don’t make this difficult.”

	“I told you I wouldn’t deal with him.”

	“Look, I know he rubs you the wrong way. But this place isn’t exactly filled with nice people. Besides, you’re a nurse. You don’t get to pick your patients.”

	“Michelle, I’m telling you this knowing full well you can have me fired, ruin my reputation, and possibly have my license revoked.” He waited for a heartbeat longer than necessary to make sure he had the head nurse’s full attention. “If you keep Gould in my rotation, I will kill him.”

	“Don’t even joke like that.”

	He stared at her until she met his gaze again. “I will do everything in my power to ensure his wound festers. I’ll help the infection spread to his bloodstream. I’ll watch him die a slow and painful death without ever intervening. Do you understand me?”

	At first, Michelle tried to stare him down. She soon gave up. Growling through clenched teeth and snatching a clipboard off its hook with more force than necessary did little to dispel her resentment.

	“Fine. I’ll take him off. But we never had this conversation. Do you understand me?”

	“Of course, I do. You’re very articulate.”

	She sneered at him, halfway between amused and enraged, and shoved the clipboard through the narrow gap. A pen followed later for Cadwyn to begin filling it all out. The fact that every pen in the building had to be accounted for at all times really slowed down the paperwork side of things.

	She swiped angrily at the board. “Okay, this time you’re going to give me a dang answer.”

	“When have I not?”

	“What is it with you and Gould?” she continued, her glare the only sign she had heard his comment. “It’s not like he’s the worst we’ve got around here.”

	Without looking up from his paperwork, Cadwyn replied, “My uncle once told me everyone has pressure points. Some you’ll grow out of. Some you’ll learn how to deal with. But there will always be something that cuts you right down to your soul.”

	Michelle scoffed. It was only once Cadwyn looked at her from under his lashes that she shrugged.

	“I don’t have any.”

	“My uncle would say you just haven’t been tested.”

	Michelle looked somewhat offended by that but, instead of arguing the point, went back to her whiteboard.

	“A wise man knows his weaknesses as well as his strengths,” Cadwyn mumbled.

	“Oh? Your uncle gave you that pearl of wisdom as well?”

	“My grandmother,” he answered.

	“Right.” She rolled her eyes. Scribbling on the whiteboard, she absently asked, “So, your point is that Gould pushes on one of your pressure points?”

	Cadwyn cringed. “Cruelty to dogs and pulling teeth.”

	Michelle’s marker left a streak of bright blue across the board as she whirled on him. “Are you kidding me? Teeth? Really? We’ve got three other patients in this wing alone who did unspeakable things with corpses, and teeth is where you draw the line?”

	“There’s no shame in having pressure points, only in denying them,” Cadwyn said under his breath.

	She stared at him. “Kimberly fed radioactive material to children.”

	“Which is horrific and disgusting,” he replied. “This isn’t a moralistic issue, Michelle. I’m not trying to say my personal pressure points are the epitome of evil. Think of it more like phobias. It’s simply something you don’t have any control over.”

	“Teeth?”

	“Pulling teeth. Or breaking them. Anything along those lines.” He let the conversation drop as his stomach began to churn.

	Her frustration was starting to show. Shaking her head, she left her task and returned to the little window that separated them.

	“What’s any of this got to do with Gould? He’s in here because he declared everyone at the IRS to be lizard people and tried to blow up the headquarters.”

	“Look up what he did to his pet boxer.”

	“Oh, it was the cruelty to animals button he pushed.”

	Cadwyn slid the paperwork back to his friend.

	“It’s cruelty to dogs in particular,” he corrected. “And Gould hit both buttons.”

	Deciding that prolonging the conversation ran the risk of making him physically ill, Cadwyn held up the specimen cup in farewell and stalked down to the next door. With a sweet smile, Michelle refused to open the door until she had personally checked his identification card.

	When at last he was through the first door, he quickly ran into the next. Several checkpoints turned the relatively short walk into a string of capsules. Some had a living guard to usher him on his way. At others, he had to flash his credentials to the mounted cameras and wait for someone in a distant room to hit the lock release. Having never worked at the general prison, he sometimes wondered how different their security was. They had hardened criminal psychopaths as well, after all. Although, he supposed the ones who called Stonebridge home were of a different breed.

	Two burly guards met him at the last checkpoint. While Cadwyn was slightly taller than both Ted and Steve, each guard easily surpassed him in sheer muscle mass. Ted combined his impressive bulk with a standard issue military hair cut to look more imposing. Steve, on the other hand, achieved the same effect with the array of tattoos that seemingly covered everything but his face. Together, they were an intimidating sight, and that was the whole point.

	“A urine sample? Didn’t we just do this?” Ted asked, reviewing the notes on the monitor enclosed in the wall.

	“It’s a follow-up,” Cadwyn said.

	Steve scratched at the monotone skull tattoo that covered the right side of his neck. “If he throws it at me again, you owe me a beer.”

	“How is it my fault?” Cadwyn asked, positioning himself between the two men as they started down the long stretch of hallway.

	“It ain’t. I just want free beer.”

	“Stay classy,” Ted mumbled.

	Peter was one of the patients that had to be kept in permanent isolation. Unless absolutely necessary, he wasn’t brought out of his cell and no one went in. All the guards hated the few occasions that made it unavoidable. Peter was an opportunistic predator and fond of blitz attacks. It made him unpredictable, volatile, and inclined to keep fighting until he was either sedated or unconscious. The paperwork those encounters created took hours to complete. Everyone hated dealing with Peter.

	The final door opened with a loud buzz. Ted pushed the door open. Terrified screams rolled down upon them like a tsunami. Steve pushed Cadwyn behind him before they sprinted forward, silently instructing the nurse on exactly how far away he was allowed to venture. Ted used the radio from his belt to call in the disturbance. A protocol that guaranteed backup would be on the way while also ensuring the wing would go into lockdown. The large slabs of unbreakable glass set in each door allowed Cadwyn to see into each cell as they passed. Some cursed at them. Or spat. A few fed off Peter’s panic, using it to fuel their own frenzies. Others hid. A flash of color streaked across his peripheral vision. The passing illusion of a child. A little girl dressed in green. Cadwyn lurched to a stop. It’s too soon. The thought shattered as Steven bellowed at him. Breaking into a run again, Cadwyn soon caught up, repeating to himself all the while, it’s not midnight. I still have time. I didn’t bring her here.

	Peter pressed himself against the door, his voice cracking as he shrieked, his hands smearing blood across everything he touched. The guards increased their speed, effortlessly falling into formation. Ted positioned himself between the door and Cadwyn while Steve moved to the door. Cadwyn was forced to stretch his neck to see over the rounded muscles that lined Ted’s shoulders. Peter hadn’t left his position but the quickly thickening layer of blood made it harder to see him.

	“Back away!” Steve growled, one hand clasping the hilt of his baton. “Back away from the door, now!”

	“Let me out!” The words clashed together as Peter repeated them, becoming gibberish and mangling the few others he shoved in at random.

	Dread burned behind Cadwyn’s ribs. “Did he just say there’s a girl in his cell?”

	The guards shared a glance before they shifted into breach position. Going in with only two of them wasn’t something either wanted to do. But they were quickly passing the point where what they wanted held any weight. Peter was working the whole ward into a frenzy and, judging by the amount of blood painting the door, was in danger of bleeding out. Ted rose up onto his toes, shifting slightly, seeking out a way to see through the few gaps still unstained by crimson. A visible jolt ran through his body. His broad shoulders tensed and, in a flash of movement, he had his baton at the ready and was snarling into his radio.

	“Get here, now!”

	“ETA in five minutes,” came the crackling response.

	“Inmate 364 has a civilian in his cell,” Ted bellowed over the rising chaos around them. “Repeat. Inmate 364 has a child in his cell!”

	“How is that possible?” Steve asked, pushing closer to the glass. The color drained from his face.

	“Help me!” Peter’s screams broke each time he threw his whole body against the door. “You can’t leave me in here with her! Help me!”

	The guards ignored the flood of questions that came across the radio to share a shocked glance. At the pause, Peter became more frantic, his actions feeding the confusion. Cadwyn’s skin turned to ice when Peter shifted. It was just for a second, but he saw her. A little girl in green.

	“Get him out of there,” Cadwyn breathed.

	The order, while softly spoken, was enough to snap the guards out of their daze. Neither of their extensive training had prepared them for this scenario.

	“Let me out! Keep her away from me!”

	Cadwyn stepped forward before he could stop himself, his hands balled into fists at his side. Guilt bubbled within his veins. I didn’t pay attention to the time. It’s past midnight. I brought her here. The guards shared a single nod. Steve grabbed the handle, swiped his key card over the sensor, and paused with his hand poised over the keypad.

	“Opening in three, two, one.”

	The door was yanked open with enough force to spray the walls with blood. The sight of the bright red flecks whipped the trapped inmates into a frenzy, spiraling the situation further beyond their captor’s control. The noise was deafening. Animalistic screams mingled with demented threats and the constant pounding against the walls. Caught in the middle of it all, Cadwyn was forced to remember just how dangerous the men around him were. He prayed the doors would hold as his muscle memory took over, making him back away, putting the solid wall to his back, and giving the guards room to grapple Peter to the ground.

	“You’re not listening to me,” Peter wailed, thrashing against Ted’s hold. “Get me away from her! You can’t leave me with her!”

	Ted pressed his knee between Peter’s shoulder blades, pinning the man to the ground by weight alone.

	“Hands above your head, now!” Ted snarled.

	Peter’s response was to throw his weight to the side, blindly throwing out blood-soaked fists. The noise around them grew impossibly louder.

	“Cad!” Steve snapped from where he lay upon Peter’s legs, trying to stop the madman from injuring himself. “We’ve got him! Check on the kid!”

	A wall of guards powered down the hallway toward them. Go now, before they see. The internal command pushed him into motion. Cadwyn slipped around the three men, careful not to touch the bloody walls as he crossed the threshold. All the while, he prayed to find the child inexplicably inside.

	“Cad? What’s going on?” Steve asked.

	Cadwyn swallowed thickly. “The room’s empty.”

	“What? How? I saw her,” Ted demanded in the same instant Steve latched onto one of Peter’s arms and pulled it back, stopping only when the joint lingered on the brink of shattering.

	“Where did she go?” Steve growled. “What did you do to her?”

	The other guards finally joined them, allowing Ted the luxury of turning to catch Cadwyn’s eyes.

	“She has to be in there. Go and check.”

	Before Cadwyn could respond, the new arrivals began a chorus of reasons why a child could never get into the cell.

	“I know what I saw!” Steve puffed out his barreled chest, challenging anyone to correct him again.

	A constant clatter erupted amongst them. The inmates raged, the guards sniped at each other, and all the while, Peter pleaded not to be put back in the cell. ‘Not with her.’ The repeated demand was the only proof the two guards could point to that they weren’t delusional. Until that moment, Cadwyn had held tight to the hope it wasn’t her. But hearing the fear in the cannibal’s voice, seeing the way he had shredded his fingers to the bone in desperation to get away from her; there was only one person he knew who could strike that depth of fear into someone like Peter Wallas.

	“What did she look like?” Steve asked Peter, using the response as another shred of proof.

	“Dark hair,” Peter gasped. “Green dress. Her smile.”

	The description ended there. Becoming nothing more than broken sobs and endless begging to be taken away.

	“That’s her,” Steve said.

	Ted nodded, “That’s who I saw.”

	Cadwyn noticed no one asked him. For the moment, he had been forgotten. It wouldn’t last. Soon, they would calm down enough to need someone to tend to Peter’s wounds. Move now. He had barely taken a single step into the room when he heard it. The arguments drifted away, replaced by the soft, metallic ting of an old music box. The tune was repetitive and simple. A lullaby he knew well. It had taunted his family line for generations. Find it! The cell was small and bare. There was nowhere in the blood-stained room for it to hide.

	“Cad, get out here. We need you.”

	He didn’t instantly recognize the speaker, but he turned toward the voice. Something solid knocked against his foot. A box about the size of his palm slid over the blood-slicked floor. Constructed from polished wood and glistening metal, it gave the impression of being a solid whole. But, as he watched, the variety of slates squirmed slowly around each other. A steady slide and clack. The timer had already begun its countdown. Cadwyn swooped down and snatched it up, palming it as best he could to keep it out of the guards’ sight.

	“I need the medic bay.” I can hide the box there.

	Steve and Ted grabbed Peter’s arms. Together, they practically dragged him down the hallway, following close behind the lead guards. Two remained, impatient for Cadwyn to move. Before he could leave the room, a disembodied voice drifted to him. An aged whisper. Old and crackling and horrifically recognizable. Come home, Winthrop. Come home.



	
Chapter 2

	 

	The Crane Family

	 

	Willimina Crane. Reading her own name at the top of the college acceptance letter never got old. Each time brought a new little thrill. Pennsylvania State University wanted her. Would have been better if it was ‘Mina.’ She quickly chastised herself for the thought. What they called her didn’t matter. Not until they were putting her name on her diploma, that is. At least they didn’t try and ‘correct’ it to Wilhelmina, she thought. Have to celebrate those small victories, too.

	She bit the insides of her cheeks to keep her growing smile from showing. The paper she held concealed under the table was proof she had achieved the second step of her Life Plan. Not only did she graduate high school with a 4.0 grade point average, but she also got accepted into the best Criminal Justice program in the country.

	Then it’s on to Harvard Medical School for my doctorate, she recited to herself. Admittedly, things got a little murky from there. She had repeated the question so many times it had almost become a time-killing game. Practice medicine for a few years first, or head straight to the Federal Bureau of Investigation? It was so easy to picture both options. Fingers tightening around her acceptance letter, she indulged in a few fantasies. How long would it take to become a world-renowned surgeon?

	The question hovered in her mind as she glanced around the dining room. Generally, it was a rather large space, with ample room to fit the huge antique dining table her father took an inordinate amount of pride in. Now that almost every blood relative she had was crammed into the room, it suddenly looked rather tiny. The humid air was dense with all the lingering scents of their buffet.

	A half dozen bowls still scattered the table top, allowing people to pick at the leftovers. The poker game taking up the far-right end of the table was entering its fourth hour and a Jenga tower clattered down to a chorus of cheers. Larger conversations had run their course and those still in the mood to chat were left with a steadily decreasing pool of options. Mina briefly listened in on her sister’s argument with one of their cousins. It had been forty minutes and they were still at odds over who would win in a fight between a sasquatch and a leprechaun. She longed to leave the room for at least a little while, get some fresh air, and stretch her legs. Maybe mom will let me go check on the kids, she thought, eyeing the door to the living room.

	The layout of the house kept the small herd of children in clear view. A cartoon played on the T.V., but no one was left awake to watch it. The few younger teens left to watch over the kids were preoccupied with their phones. Ready to graduate from high school, Mina had finally earned her place at the ‘grown-ups’ table. She was officially an adult in the eyes of her family and was expected to stay awake with them to see who The Witch selected. The Witch. The thought alone made her want to pinch the bridge of her nose. Somewhere along the way, her ancestors had decided the ghost of Katrina Hamilton was stalking them. A ghost witch. She mulled the concept over once again. Yep. Still doesn’t make sense.

	Admittedly, the Crane family had experienced some bad luck. Mina couldn’t deny that. But a few accidents and a handful of coincidences didn’t automatically mean the occult was involved. Mina had tried to prove this point a few times by dissecting the deaths most commonly used by the Crane elders as proof. It hadn’t gone over well. No one wanted to be told they had spent their entire lives afraid of strange but completely natural phenomena. That everything they knew to be true was simply a product of mass hysteria and self-fulfilling prophecies.

	So here I am, Mina thought as she scanned the room again. A small pang of guilt weaved around her stomach. It seemed ungrateful and even rude not to fall in line. Belief in The Witch was the only thing her family really asked of her after giving so much. It was just one night of the year, after all. Like waiting up for Santa Claus. She grimaced.

	What kind of jerk makes fun of her loved ones’ fear? Even as she reprimanded herself, Mina couldn’t shake the thought that it was an accurate comparison. Sooner or later, someone would have to actually intervene to keep the delusion going. Her parents had to put the presents under the tree. And someone would have to make the selection. For the first time, she would actually be in a position to see who’s in charge. They might even let her in on the way they helped the situation along. Butterflies flopped around inside her stomach. That’s going to be such an awkward conversation.

	The exaggerated sounds of the cartoon wafted into the dining room, creating a constant backdrop to the low murmur of conversations happening around her. It drew her attention back over to the couch. Last year, she had been one of the teens watching over the little ones. She knew they wouldn’t have gone through all of the junk food they had been supplied with. Making a mental note to search through the wreckage on the way back, she resolved to take a trip to the bathroom. Standing as discreetly as she could didn’t stop everyone in the room from instantly snapping around to face her. The silence was almost a physical thing.

	“Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m just going to duck to the bathroom. I’ll be right back.”

	“Take Jeremiah with you.” Her mother’s passing command brought life back into the room.

	Everyone went back to what they were doing, their chatter sounding louder after the momentary silence. No one was paying enough attention to her to notice the slump of her shoulders.

	Seventeen-years-old and I’m still not allowed to walk down a hallway without my older brother’s protection, she thought.

	Mina carefully kept her mind away from the world of awkwardness that awaited them once they were actually inside the bathroom. There wasn’t any point. Privacy didn’t exist during The Selection. For the entire twenty-four hours, no Crane by blood was to be out of sight for any reason. It left Mina grateful The Selection happened during the fall. California could be merciful in the summer and Anaheim wasn’t too bad. But their air-conditioning had been broken for years, and everyone was always too paranoid to crack open a window on that day of all days. The only thing that could make the stifling heat of the dining room worse would be the collective body odor of her entire extended family.

	Mina’s hesitation drew her mother’s attention.

	“It’s alright, dear. Jer doesn’t mind. Do you sweetie?”

	Jeremiah was already by the door, hands shoved into his pockets. “Nah, I wanted to grab my phone charger from my room anyway. We’ll get it on the way back.”

	Whatever protest Mina might have been able to muster died the moment her mother grabbed her forearm and gave it a little squeeze. A fine tremble ran along the podgy digits.

	“You’ll be okay. Just be quick. Jer will keep you safe.”

	Mina summoned a small smile. This is the year, she told herself as determination rushed through her. The whole night, she had been torn between submitting to the demands of her family and taking another shot at inserting some sanity into the situation. But she knew she couldn’t take this much longer. Every year, she helplessly watched her loved ones cower from shadows and legend.

	I’m going to finish this tonight. I’m going to make them see the truth.

	A voice in the back of her head reminded her facts and figures didn’t matter much to those around her. I’ll have to catch them while they’re planting the box.

	“Yo, Mina,” Jeramiah snapped her from her thoughts. He swung one arm out into the hallway. “Do you have to pee or not?”

	“Yes. Thank you for making that public declaration.”

	“Oh, no.” Jeramiah flipped his head back to better show off the roll of his eyes. “Now people know you have normal bodily functions. The horror.”

	“It’s called dignity. I know you’re not exactly familiar with the concept.”

	Instead of a verbal response, he alternated between jabbing his thumbs down the hallway and clapping his hands like trying to coax over a puppy. Don’t swear in front of dad. Don’t swear in front of dad. The mantra helped her to hold her tongue as she crossed the room. Jeremiah had a skill for knowing exactly when she was on the brink and, of course, exploiting it.

	“Who’s a good girl?” He cooed as she came closer, careful to keep his voice low enough so their parents wouldn’t hear. “You’re a good girl. Yes, you are.”

	It was him pinching her cheek that pushed her over the edge.

	“Oh, f−” She caught herself just in time to change it to ‘forest green.’

	In unison, the siblings turned to catch their father’s reproachful gaze. The slip wasn’t close enough to an actual swear word to bring down his wrath. But the warning was clear.

	“So close,” Jeremiah taunted in a whisper.

	“Would you just go?”

	“I’ll get you next time.”

	Concentrating on his display of maniacal laughter left Jeremiah an easy target. One solid shoulder barge knocked him off his feet, leaving him to topple into the wall in a fit of indignation and hissed curse words.

	“What was that?” their father snapped.

	They fled into the hallway.

	“Do you think we’ll ever be too old to be treated like children?” she asked.

	Jeramiah barked a laugh. “I’ll be coasting as soon as I hit twenty. You, however, will always be his sweet little angel.”

	“That’s not fair.”

	“Sorry. You’re the baby. It’s the rules.”

	Mina scrunched up her mouth and busied herself folding her acceptance letter.

	“When do you plan on telling them you got in?” Jeremiah asked.

	“I’ve got it perfectly planned out,” she said. “I’m going to yell it out of the taxi window on my way to the airport.”

	“Flawless.”

	While the hallway wasn’t long, it was still enough to turn the noise of the family into a muffled murmur. Jeremiah began to cast quick looks over his shoulder. His smile remained, but the warmth was quickly draining from it.

	“Are you okay?” Mina asked.

	He nodded rapidly. “Yeah. Of course.”

	A few more paces and he abruptly paused. “Did you hear that?”

	“Hear what?”

	“Nothing,” he rushed. “It’s nothing. Let’s just hurry up before mom starts to worry.”

	She studied him as they passed by the hall closet and reached the bathroom door. “You really believe there’s a witch, don’t you?”

	His casual shrug didn’t take the fear from his face. “Don’t you?”

	“No. Clearly not. Haven’t you been listening to me at all?”

	“Oh, come on. How many of us have to end up dead before you get with the program?”

	“Accidents and coincidences.”

	“Yeah, well, there’s a lot dad hasn’t told you,” Jeremiah dismissed.

	Mina snapped around to look at him. “Like what?”

	“Don’t worry about it.”

	“Jer.”

	He shook his shoulders as if he could dislodge her suspicions. “Don’t get all worked up. You’re such a red.”

	Mina found herself trapped somewhere between annoyance and amusement. “Aren’t we too old to be using colors as insults?”

	“Says the one who threw some shades of green at me earlier.”

	A part of Mina wanted to bring the conversation back around. To push her brother a little harder and see just how deep his conviction in The Witch really went. But, seeing as how the banter was taking the tension from his shoulders, she just couldn’t bring herself to follow the instinct. So instead, she poorly hid the word ‘purple’ in a forced cough as she led the way into the bathroom.

	“Go orange yourself,” he grumbled. “And you’re just peeing. I’m not hanging around for you to fix up your hair.”

	“I wasn’t going to.”

	“Oh.” He pressed his lips into a tight line. “Right. Okay.”

	“What?”

	“No, no. It looks good.” He bared his teeth in a weird fake smile.

	If she didn’t start ignoring him now, she would have to prepare for a prank war. Something that was never advisable while using the facilities. So she bit back her pride, held her tongue, and set about her business. The downstairs bathroom was the only one used on the night of The Selection. It was far bigger than the upstairs one, thanks to the architect’s whim of attaching it to the laundry room, and the extra square footage allowed the process to be a little less awkward than it otherwise would be.

	There’s no privacy tonight, she told herself. Or dignity.

	Jeremiah closed the door behind them and rested his forearms on the top of the dryer, playing with his phone as casually as he could. It gave the illusion they couldn’t still clearly see each other. Mina chewed on her bottom lip as she tried and failed to answer nature’s calling. It was hard to be a Crane with a shy bladder.

	“I’ve officially got a red bar,” Jeramiah declared. “My phone is dying while you’re doing nothing. You murderer.”

	“You’re not exactly helping.”

	“Twelve percent!”

	“All right, all right. Hey, order me a pizza, yeah? I’ve been craving some Hawaiian.”

	The proceeding argument as to whether or not pineapple belongs on pizza created enough of a distraction for her to do what they had come to do. Soon enough, they were back in the hallway.

	“So, we agree,” Jeremiah declared. “We get the charger and then order two large pepperoni.”

	“I said Hawaiian.”

	“Which is obviously insane, so I vetoed it.”

	Mina’s ready reply shattered into a startled squeal. There was barely time to register the cool hand that had latched onto her forearm before it yanked her violently to the side. The folding door of the closet rattled open, revealing the gaping chasm that had replaced the rows of neatly folded sheets. Instinct brought her free hand up to brace herself for impact. But there weren’t any shelves remaining to break her fall. The hand didn’t release its iron grip until Mina hit the floor. Behind her, the door snapped shut with a sharp clatter. Her heart thrashed within her chest, beating with a sudden ferocity that left her breathless and dizzy.

	“Jer?” Mina swallowed thickly to keep her mounting fear from her voice.

	In the muted light, she kept a sharp eye on the walls and ceiling, reassuring herself they hadn’t moved any closer. Deep breaths, she reminded herself. Walls don’t move. It’s just in your head. The doors remained closed, slicing the light into blurred bars.

	“Jer, this isn’t funny.”

	“I’m not doing it,” Jeremiah replied.

	The feeble doors shook as he yanked on the handle.

	“Jer!”

	“Mom! Dad!”

	It wasn’t Jeremiah’s bellow that caught her off guard. It was the clear, razor-sharp fear that cut through each word. Scrambling up onto her knees, she threw her weight against the door, careful to drive her shoulder into the joints. The thin door shook but refused to budge. It should open. Logic and basic physics dictated it should. Unless something’s pushing on the other side.

	“Jeremiah, get off the door!”

	“I’m not on it! Dad! Hurry!”

	Snapping around, Mina checked the walls once more. They haven’t moved. Walls don’t move. In defiance of her thoughts, the walls shifted. Every time she looked away or blinked, they lurched closer. Afraid to close her eyes, she slammed both hands against the door, and burrowed her fingers into the grooves between the slats in an attempt to pry them open.

	“Open the door!”

	“Baby?” Her father’s voice echoed toward her as if from a distant place. It was soon lost under the chaos of the others crowding outside the door and her own feral screams.

	“Open the door! I can’t breathe! Open the door!”

	Blood rushed through her ears in a deafening roar. The air grew as thick as tar. What little she could choke down coated her throat and clogged her lungs. Her elbows bashed into the walls as she struggled.

	They’re too close. Too close.

	Static devoured her mind. An almost living buzz, like a swarm of insects were scurrying over the paint and plaster. Cold sweat prickled along her spine. Her hands grew slick as she clawed wildly at the door. The sound of breaking wood was lost under the cries of her family. New slivers of light told her she had broken the slats. Fractured edges sliced into her fingertips as further proof. But the door wouldn’t open, and the walls now pushed hard against her shoulders.

	“Daddy!” she pleaded. “Please, get me out!”

	Dust drifted upon the thick, musky air, barely seen within the muted light. Her vision blurred while her aching muscles became as rigid as stone. All the while, shadows shifted across the slats. Someone demanded they knock down the wall. It was almost lost among her own heavy breathing and the dozens of voices assuring her everything would be okay.

	She spotted motion in her peripheral vision. Fingers. Needlelike fingers. Slender and covered with skin so thin the veins and tendons threatened to break free. Fear locked Mina’s joints, completely immobilizing her as the impossible hands continued to grow.

	Striking like a snake, they turned on her, wrapping around Mina and dragging her back. There wasn’t anywhere to go. Her spine struck the far wall with enough force to crack the plaster. Dust gushed down like rain, further distorting the light and detailing the motion of invisible creatures. They scurried around her and then over her legs, crawling up the walls and out of sight. Each time Mina tried to focus on them, to determine their shape and size, the creatures would shake off the dust and completely disappear from sight.

	It happened so gradually Mina didn’t notice it at first. All the noise from outside the closet drifted away into a series of whispers and sighs. It made the sharp, metallic ping all the louder. The odd notes came without warning, making her jump and push harder back against the wall. It was impossible to move since the sides of the closest were now as narrow as a coffin. Separate notes sped up and joined, becoming a tune. The song of a music box. It drifted to her from the darkness as the ceiling loomed ever closer. The familiar lullaby coursed through her veins like ice water.

	Hot, rancid breath gushed over her shoulder. “Come home, Crane. Come home.”

	Mina screamed. The door burst open, flooding the linen closest with fresh air and light. Thrashing, sobbing, and gulping for air, Mina realized she wasn’t stuck in a makeshift casket. Instead, she had somehow crammed herself under the lowest shelf of the closet, wedging her body between the wall and a storage box.

	“It’s okay, baby,” her father said as he grabbed her kicking legs and dragged her out. “Just breathe. You’re out now. I have you. Just breathe.”

	Braced against her father’s chest, the rest of her family came in all at once for a singularly crushing hug.

	“I’m so sorry, Mina,” Jeremiah sobbed. “I didn’t see it coming. I’m sorry.”

	Mina was vaguely aware of her mother snarling, “I told you to watch her.”

	Her focus was on the music box. She had no memory of picking up the cube that she now clutched in her right hand. But it was there. Solid and real and still playing the lullaby.

	“No,” her mother whispered.

	Jeremiah latched onto her wrist like she was going to be dragged away again at any moment.

	“We’ll take care of it,” her father assured her. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of everything.”


Chapter 3

	 

	The Bell Family

	 

	Basheba tore off a chunk of her hamburger meat and tossed it across the car. Buck went for it instantly. The Rottweiler only had to bounce slightly in the front passenger seat to snatch the morsel out of the air. Still, it was enough to spray the interior with his slobber.

	Basheba quickly twisted to protect her food. “Really, Buck?”

	The words came out as a mixture of a whine and a laugh, which would have only confused the dog if hadn’t been so fixated on chomping down his mouthful.

	“I know you know how to swallow,” she grumbled.

	Too lazy to properly clean up the mess right then, she leaned back in her seat and flopped her foot about. She had learned during the past year that thick hiking socks were pretty effective at mopping long trails of drool off of dashboard vinyl. Once done, she left them up on the dash, positioning them over a heater vent. This was one of the benefits of being four-foot-eight. Cramped spaces didn’t really make it difficult for her to get comfortable. Licking his chops, Buck shuffled closer until his massive head rested upon her thigh. It was hard for Basheba to be appropriately annoyed at the drool dampening her thermal leggings when he gazed up at her with his big brown eyes.

	“You’ve had your dinner,” Basheba dismissed.

	It didn’t dislodge her dog’s head from her lap, but she did at least get to take another bite in peace. Savoring the taste, she relaxed a little more in her seat, eyeing the car’s neon clock. Almost midnight. It was hard to believe an entire year had passed since she had last been in Nashville. The area was pretty enough, especially when ravaged by the coming fall. Some trees stood like bare skeletons, their gnarled, twisted branches clutching at the chilled night air. Those that still had their leaves had shed their summer shades for the blazing colors of fall.

	While it was bitterly cold, there was still no promise of coming snow. She cocked her head to the side to better study the sky. If they had any luck, the whole week would pass without so much as a flurry. The passing thought made her snort. Whoever goes in will have a lot more to worry about than the weather. A chill worked its way down her spine. She nudged the heater higher with her toe. The bounce of her thigh made Buck grumble with annoyance, and she rubbed him with her knuckles as penance.

	Generally, she loved winter. Even sleeping in her car hadn’t diminished that. All she needed was a good sleeping bag and Buck’s body heat. It was just this one week that made her detest the cold—the 23rd to the 30th of October. She resolved to grab another sweater the moment she finished her meal. Stuffing an intact onion ring into her mouth, Basheba looked out over the parking lot.

	It was a stroke of luck that her favorite burger joint also happened to be open all night. This way, not only could she get a decent bite to eat at midnight, but she could camp out for the night with little chance of being asked to move along. She rechecked the clock. Not much longer now. Soon, Katrina would make her selection. Either Basheba would crawl into the back seat and get some sleep, or she’d begin the forty-minute drive north. Back to Black River. To the place where it all started.

	Anticipation prickled her skin like a thousand needles. She began to mindlessly eat, shoving the onions rings into her mouth faster than she could chew, her eyes constantly searching the horizon. Tonight, the environment was everything. She needed to make sure her setting was at least somewhat under her control. Somewhere familiar but not isolated. Populated and busy. Somewhere well-lit with little to obstruct her vision or escape.

	She had carefully chosen the parking lot of the diner. Towering floodlights filled the nearly barren space, allowing her to watch the steady stream of people come and go. A mixture of stressed college students and people coming off late-night shifts. The bars were far enough away she wouldn’t have to worry about any drunk idiots trying to get into her car. And, if things went bad, the open space would allow her to run for quite a distance before traffic became an issue. The car’s windows were up, the doors locked, everything safely stowed away. Scratching Buck behind his ears, Basheba decided she was as prepared as she could hope to be.

	Unable to resist the dog’s pleading eyes, she gave him the last bit of her hamburger, keeping the onion rings for herself. Alternating between devouring her deep-fried treats and slurping down her soft drink, she continued to scan the area. The night pressed in on the edges of the lights, still and dark as coal. It made it impossible to miss the first light flicking off. The spotlight was situated on the far side of the carpark. Without it, the night rushed a few feet closer to her. It was barely anything, but her heart froze.

	Buck’s ears flattened as he sat up. His nose twitched and his eyes locked on the distant patch of shadows. They both watched as another light died with a low, electric hiss. The scent of ozone stained the air. Shadows rose up like a surging tide, silent as a serpent. It wrapped around the next light in the row and, with a heavy thud, it died, too.

	Darkness rushed forward to claim new territory. It was so dense and complete that it looked as if someone had simply cut chunks of the world out of existence. Basheba watched. Waited. The few remaining floodlights kept her little car nestled within a warm orange glow. The neon sign of the burger joint buzzed like a swarm of bees. People continued to come and go, none of them paying the slightest attention to the abyss that existed about a yard from their feet. Glancing away was her mistake.

	The darkness crashed forward, consuming everything in its path, coming to an abrupt stop about a foot from the front of her car. Buck stiffened, shoulders hunching and a low growl rumbling within his broad chest.

	“Steady,” she whispered to him.

	Obediently, he stopped squirming, although his growl remained constant, filling the empty air. Basheba craned her neck to see a little more. Everything was still. The shadows hung before her with razor-sharp precision. She squinted but couldn’t find a single shape in its obsidian depths. Carefully, she reached down and turned the high beams on with her oil-slicked fingers.

	The darkness peeled back, not fleeing from the headlights in long tunnels. More like a retreating tide, washing back until it revealed a child. Possibly no older than seven, the little girl stood with her hands loosely clasped in front of her, her shoulders down and relaxed, her feet together to give the overall appearance of delicate innocence. The hemline of her floral dress tapped her knees as it drifted in the evening wind. It was the crude mask covering her head that made Basheba cringe.

	The dented, peeled dome was forged into a mangled jack-o’-lantern. A deformed smile separated the head. Gaping holes served as eyes. The mask hid all of the girl’s features and left Basheba stunned. Buck’s throaty growl served as her only anchor to reality. Sinking her fingers into his fur kept her from spiraling down into the throes of panic. It wasn’t children in and of themselves that summoned an almost primal fear within her. But when paired with decrepit, old costumes, especially the ones that kept her from seeing their faces, she couldn’t control her instinctual reaction. What terrified her the most, however, was there was only one person left in her life who knew of her rather unique phobia.

	“Hello, Katrina,” Basheba whispered, trying to keep her voice somewhat strong, defiant.

	Buck erupted into a series of barks, the sudden noise snapping any bravado she had managed to summon. She jumped. Her startled scream transformed into a gasp as her icy beverage drenched her lap. The sensation stole her attention for only a split second, barely a flick of her gaze. But when she looked back, the child was gone.

	Buck’s growl was the only thing to break the silence. Gone were the other people, the cars, the general murmur of life that clustered around the all-night diner. The night had closed in while she had been distracted by the single child. It now pressed in around her on all sides, leaving barely an inch of visibility. Buck lunged up, awkwardly shifting his weight around the passenger seat, his nose twitching wildly as he thrashed about. His attention was drawn to each window in turn.

	Long strings of saliva dripped from his jaws as his lips curled back from his fangs. His growls turned into savage barks. Leaping and lurching, he twisted around to try and see each window. Basheba turned with him. Despite her dog’s frenzied outburst, it was still possible to hear the sounds drifting in through the locked car doors. Children’s laughter came from the darkness. Pattering footsteps circled her like a shark within the murky abyss of the ocean depths. There was no longer just one, but dozens. Each running wild, making it impossible to track any of them by sound. They came with the fluttering snap of streamers.

	The first strike against the window caught her off guard. A startled yelp escaped both her and Buck. Both of them whipped around to stare at the rear door but, in seconds, it was as if the skies had opened. The unseen specters burst free of the shadows to strike the car before disappearing once more.

	Childish giggles rose louder than Buck’s threatening snarls. Each child’s head was covered with stacks that could barely be called masks, fitted with molded noses and grotesque frozen smiles. The patches, pale of color, streaked across her vision, followed by long trails of serpentine streamers.

	Laughter rang in her ears as footsteps raced across the roof of her car. The vehicle trembled under the force, causing the suspension to squeal. She shrank back against her door, balling herself up tight, avoiding Buck’s now aimless attacks. A hand came down against the glass just beside her head. Basheba spun around, her heartbeat choking her as she found a handprint of condensation marring the glass. A new wave of horror pushed everything else into the back of her awareness. Breathing hard, she reached out. Her trembling fingertip smeared the child’s handprint. It’s on the inside.

	“Come home, Bell.”

	Basheba threw herself back from the small voice. Wedged against the steering wheel, the loud bellow of the car’s horn broke the night. It covered the sound of the attack but did nothing to diminish the voice of the pumpkin-headed girl. She sat in the back seat, a small living cube of wood and metal set upon her lap, clasped between tiny hands.

	“Come home.”

	The girl stretched out her hand, the box resting upon her fingers in offering. It wasn’t possible for Basheba to reach it without moving from her seat upon the horn. Still, when she lifted her hand, the box appeared against her palm. Light burned her eyes. She flinched, and it was all gone. The night had returned to what it had been before, filled with people and cars and life as it had always been. All that remained was the box.

	It was just large enough that she had to stretch her fingers to keep it in her palm, and it was cold to the touch. The polished sides were an intricate pattern of glistening metal. As if awakening to her touch, the pieces began to move, sliding and clicking into new positions. Basheba’s eyelids fluttered closed as a slow melody filled the air, simple and repetitive, like a child’s lullaby. Buck nuzzled his wet nose against her, whimpering with concern. The touch startled her. Suddenly the horn was blaring painfully in her ears. She shifted back into the driver’s seat, one hand clutching the box while she rubbed at Buck’s neck. He nuzzled into the touch, inching closer until his thick head was pressed against her neck.

	“It’s okay. We’re okay,” she whispered.

	He didn’t believe her. Smart boy. Feeling the eyes upon her, Basheba finally managed to take action. She secured the box carefully in the glove box, put on her seatbelt, and peeled the car out onto the main street. Buck kept his head rested upon her forearm as she took the exit to Black River. It was time to go home.



	
Chapter 4

	 

	The Sewall Family

	 

	“Ozzie?”

	Osgood Davis glanced up from his phone as his mother opened his bedroom door, and froze, trying to look as innocent as humanly possible. It was hard to make the aesthetic look convincing after having been caught in clear defiance of her order to go to sleep. She arched an eyebrow and crossed her arms over her chest, her Manolo Blahnik pumps clicking loudly against the marble hallway floor. It was a clipped sound that had always preceded a grounding. He had always suspected that’s why his mother insisted on wearing them in the house. It was all an intimidation technique.

	“You were supposed to go to sleep an hour ago.”

	“I had homework,” he declared.

	The well-used excuse was his only shot, since his education was the one thing she would put above everything else. He could come down with the black plague and she would still be quizzing him on the periodic table.

	“Can’t let that fancy private school go to waste,” he pressed with a smile.

	Her eyes narrowed. “Osgood Davis, don’t think for a second you’re too old for me to tan your hide.”

	He blinked at her. It was always a little strange hearing Texas slang with a Korean accent.

	“I swear, ma. I was turning in right now.”

	The tapping continued as she narrowed her eyes. “You better. Or I’m taking away that phone.”

	“Got it.”

	“And your Porsche.”

	“What?” Ozzie snapped, springing up to give her an appropriately horrified look. “A bit much, don’t ya think?”

	She scowled. “Ya? Am I raising a yokel?”

	“You,” he corrected swiftly, barely squeezing the word in before she continued.

	“I’ve never felt comfortable with you having that thing. It’s too much power for someone just learning.”

	“Everyone else has got one, Ma.”

	“I’d rather you practice on the Mercedes,” she dismissed. Releasing a long sigh, she smiled at him, seemingly forgetting all annoyance. “You haven’t heard the scratching tonight, have you?”

	The question instantly shifted the mood in the room. What had started as an annoyance had become something to keep him up at night. About a week ago, he had first heard the scratching, gnawing sound on the walls of the pool house. He hadn’t thought much of it. Dallas, like any major city, wasn’t really known for its abundance of nature. So it was pretty common for whatever wildlife around to make their way onto the Davis property, filling up the lakes and running about the spacious lawns. He hadn’t thought much of it. That was until he had heard it against the living room wall, then just outside his window on the third floor. Then inside the walls.

	They had hired three different pest control companies. None of them had found anything, and the sound had grown worse. Long scrapes that trailed from one side of the room to the other, that crossed above his head while he was trying to sleep.

	It probably wouldn’t have bothered him half as much if it wasn’t for his parents’ reactions. Cue a lot of whispering, skulking about, and heated shouting matches with an old family friend, Percival Sewall. That alone was strange; everyone loved Percival.

	Ozzie shook his head, dread becoming thick in the pit of his stomach as he watched his mother sigh with relief.

	“Good. That’s good.”

	“What am I missing?”

	His mother straightened and forced a smile. “Nothing, baba. Nothing but a good night’s sleep.”

	“Do you think that sounds convincing?”

	She jabbed one manicured finger in the general direction of his pillow. “Sleep. Now. Or no Porsche.”

	Ozzie dramatically leaped for the sheets. While the antics managed to coax a laugh out of her, she still didn’t give him enough time to get comfortable before turning off the overhead light, leaving him to do the rest of his squirming by the glow emitting from the hallway.

	“So you’re aware, I will be randomly checking on you later. If I find you awake again, you will feel my wrath.”

	“Yes, Mom.”

	With a last parting smile, she closed the door. Ozzie waited until the sound of her heels had completely faded before getting up. The whole trip to the door left him feeling like an idiot. It didn’t stop him, though. He cracked the door open, almost sagging with relief as a sliver of light broke into his room, turning the darkness into muted shades of gray. Just barely enough for him to make out the outline of the objects filling his room. It eased the knot in his stomach but didn’t take it away completely.

	He padded across the carpet, set his iPhone to charge, and got back into bed. After a few moments of staring at the bar of light, he eventually closed his eyes. Just as he drifted toward sleep, he heard it; the scratching of nails against wood. It trailed along the wall, never crossing close enough to the window for him to catch sight of what was making the sound. His heart stammered when the direction shifted. No longer outside. The long, slow scrape came from within the wall by his head.

	Ozzie’s fingers twisted up the sheets as he listened to it coming closer. Inch by inch. Stopping only when the thin layer of plaster and paint separated them. Then silence. Staring at the ceiling, he held his breath, straining to hear it again. When it came, it was far louder than before. No longer the chipping of wood but the tearing of fabric. It came from the underside of his pillow.

	A scream ripped from his throat as he leaped from the bed. He sprinted across the room, snapping on the light in under a second. Panting hard, he stared at his bed, waiting for something to crawl its way out of the mattress.

	“Master Osgood?” Maxwell, the family butler asked from somewhere down the hallway.

	Ozzie couldn’t find his voice to respond. The sound replayed in his mind as he struggled to find some other explanation. But there wasn’t one. He knew what he had heard.

	Maxwell called for him again from just outside his door. Ozzie huffed a breath and wondered just how much he’d cop from his friends if they ever heard about this. Almost sixteen and still afraid of the dark.

	“I’m alright, Max. I didn’t mean to worry you,” Ozzie said, mindlessly swinging one side of the double doors open. “Can you get me some honey tea? I can’t sleep.”

	Leaning back into the hallway, he sought to catch his butler’s eyes. Ozzie’s stomach plummeted. A few feet still separated him from Maxwell. Each pore of the middle-aged man’s body stood out as a pitch-black dot. Every lumbered motion the man took made them split open. Tiny spiders scrambled out of his skin. Millions in number. Birthing only for a new egg to ooze into the vacated pore.

	“Master.” Maxwell rasped the words around the long, thin arachnid legs that flicked and squirmed past his lips.

	The hatchlings flooded across the floor, the walls. They clung to the ceiling and consumed every trace of light as they scurried toward him. Ozzie screamed. The sound barely reached his ears as he turned and sprinted down the hallway. The cool marble floor bit at his feet as he ran. He barreled down the wide, twisting staircase, not daring to touch the railing as the spiders kept pace beside him.

	“Mom! Dad!” The words left him breathless.

	Missing a step sent him tumbling. The sharp edges of the stairs smacked against him as he rolled, hit the wall, and dropped the last of the distance to the foyer. Panic alone got him back up. Presented with the sprawling estate around him, he didn’t know which way to go. Two wings, three levels, and endless corridors. The wrong choice could leave him separated from his parents by a living wall of arachnids.

	“Mom! Dad! Help!”

	“Master Osgood,” Maxwell rattled behind him.

	Tiny spiders scrambled over Ozzie’s feet. All thought was severed. He sprinted for the door, driven by the single desire to flee, to get away from the monster constantly birthing the eight-legged monstrosities. He flung the front door open and instantly smacked into an immovable wall. Arms locked around him. The confinement sent Ozzie into a wild panic. He thrashed and screamed and struck the wall but couldn’t move it.

	“You made your point!” Percival yelled.

	The sharp roar rumbled from the wall against Ozzie. Shock left him breathless as he snapped his head up. What is he doing here? Ozzie pushed the thought aside. It didn’t matter why the old family friend was there. It only mattered that he was. That Ozzie wasn’t alone with Maxwell anymore.

	Percival didn’t look at him. The balding man’s gaze was locked on the staircase, dark eyes burning with hatred as well as fear. Ozzie struggled to get free as the clicking of spider legs echoed in his ears.

	“You made your point, Katrina! He’ll be there! Leave him alone,” Percival continued

	The clicking came to a sudden halt, replaced by the soft ping of a music box. Trembling, Ozzie chanced a glance over his shoulder. Maxwell and the swarm that had crawled from his skin were gone, replaced by a small girl who stood halfway up the staircase. She smiled down at them, cradling a cube of wood and metal between her tiny hands. Ozzie was vaguely aware of his parents coming into the room. Their gasps of shock. Their mad dash to get to him. But the little girl held his attention.

	“Come home, Sewall.” She disappeared but her voice still hovered within the cavernous room. “Come home.”

	Ozzie couldn’t place the exact moment when it happened, but he found himself clutching the box, feeling it twitch as the melody continued to play.

	Numb with shock, dizzy from his fading adrenaline rush, he could only think to mumble, “But I’m not a Sewall.”


Chapter 5

	 

	Ozzie had no idea why his mother had insisted on making him tea. The only way the beverage was going to calm him down was if he used it for a makeshift lobotomy. Still, she insisted. So he sat in awkward silence with Percival as his father got him an ice pack for his head. It hadn’t even occurred to him he was injured until his dad had started fussing.

	“Ethan,” Ozzie’s mother said as she placed a mug before his father. She handed the second to Percival.

	“Thanks, Ha-Yun,” he smiled weakly.

	She pursed her lips into a tight smile before going to collect her own mug.

	Ethan placed a hand on his son’s shoulder, drawing his attention, “Do you need anything for the pain?”

	“I’m fine, Pa. Really. It’s just…” He shivered and tightened his grip on the mug until his fingers ached. “The spiders. You know? Did you see the spiders?”

	“Yeah, I did.” Ethan’s sharp cheekbones pushed uncomfortably against the top of Ozzie’s head as he pulled him into a one-armed hug. “They’re gone, son. I promise, they’re gone.”

	Ozzie leaned into the embrace before the thought hit him. “Maxwell! Did anyone check on him?”

	“He’s okay,” Ha-Yun assured, reaching out to squeeze his hand. “He was a bit confused why I had woken him up, but other than that, he’s perfectly fine.”

	Ozzie nodded absently, barely aware of the motion. “Good. That’s good.”

	It seemed as soon as one fear was eased, another question forced itself to the forefront of his mind. He lifted his eyes to meet Percival’s dark gaze.

	“That thing… Why does it think I’m a Sewall? Was it coming after you? I don’t really see how it could confuse us.”

	He didn’t need to do anything to draw attention to the obvious differences between them, but Ozzie still flopped a hand around for good measure. Aside from the apparent age difference and Ozzie’s evident Korean heritage, Ozzie’s jaw was square but soft, and his eyes carried the same dark shade as his thick black hair. Percival, on the other hand, was a bald, blue-eyed white man, with a short, graying beard and disproportionally dark eyebrows.

	“Well, maybe we have similar eyebrows,” Ozzie noted.

	Percival wiped a hand over his face, but it didn’t stop his chuckling.

	“Don’t get me wrong,” Ozzie continued. “You’re cute for an old guy. If I look like that at your age, I wouldn’t be mad.”

	“Hahaha! Thanks for that,” Percival’s said, his voice gruff but soft at the same time.

	It was the seriousness in his eyes that made Ozzie blurt out. “I’m not a Sewall.”

	“Actually,” Ha-Yun began before sharply clearing her throat.

	Her gaze darted between the two men surrounding Ozzie. Ethan repeated his wife’s throat-clearing maneuver, took a deep breath, and turned to Ozzie.

	“I’m a Davis
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