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Author's Note

This novel began with a simple, unsettling question. What if the things we bury to protect our peace, and the things we bury out of guilt, are one and the same? The answer grew into the story you now hold, a story set where the domestic meets the wild, and where the past is never truly, safely, underground.

I have always been fascinated by the secrets we keep, not in locked boxes, but in the soft soil of our daily lives. The unspoken tensions in a happy home, the small compromises that erode trust, the private fears we swallow to maintain a facade of normalcy. These are the real ghosts that haunt us long before anything supernatural stirs. In exploring these themes, I wanted to dig into the psychology of fear that is far more intimate than any external monster. It is the fear of what your loved ones are capable of, the fear of what you yourself have allowed to take root, and the terrifying realization that the life you have built might be a beautiful shell over something rotten.

The concept of animals as silent witnesses, and then as vocal accusers, became a powerful metaphor for this. They see everything. They are the innocent, trusting observers of our most human frailties. What happens when that innocence is corrupted, when that silent witness finds a voice? It forces a confrontation not with a fantastical evil, but with the very real, very human capacity for betrayal and denial.

My hope is that this story does more than just unsettle you for a few hours. I hope it prompts a quiet moment of reflection on the nature of trust and the weight of secrets. We all have our own quiet plots of land, metaphorical or otherwise, where we have interred things we wish to forget. This book is an exploration of the rumbling beneath that ground. It is a reminder that while we may believe we are burying our past actions, we are often, in truth, planting seeds. And seeds, whether of love or of sin, are designed to break open and reach for the light. What they become when they do is the true heart of the thriller, and the true source of its dread. Thank you for walking this road. Listen closely to what you hear in the silence between the trees.

 


 

Chapter One

The Quiet Property



The quiet was the first thing I noticed. It was not the gentle, forgiving quiet of a library or a sleeping house. This was a heavy, absorbent quiet, a silence that seemed to swallow the sound of my own breathing as I stepped from the rented truck. The gravel of the long driveway crunched under my boots, a solitary, brittle noise that vanished almost before it was made. I stood there for a long moment, keys cold in my hand, and let the weight of the place settle on me. It was what I had wanted, I reminded myself. A retreat. A place where the world was reduced to simple, manageable inputs. Wind in the pines. The distant cry of a hawk. The absence of city noise, of memory, of everything.

The house was a low, cedar-shingled thing, crouched at the end of Pet Cemetery Road like an animal waiting out a storm. It looked exactly as it had in the listing photos, which was a minor miracle, but the camera had failed to capture its essence. It wasn’t dilapidated. It was resigned. The previous owner, a reclusive painter according to the agent, had left quickly. The sale was cash, no contingencies, a swift and silent transaction that suited us both. I was a former architectural historian who no longer cared about provenance, and he was a man who wanted to be gone.

Inside, the air was cool and smelled of dust and pine sap. My footsteps echoed on the wide-plank oak floors, hollow sounds in empty rooms. The furniture that remained was functional and sparse, left behind as if it were too much trouble to haul away. A worn sofa faced a stone fireplace. A solid oak table stood sentinel in the kitchen. In the bedroom, a bare mattress lay on a simple frame. I placed my single suitcase beside it. This was all I had brought. Clothes, a few books, my laptop. The artifacts of my old life, the life with Laila, were in a storage unit three hundred miles away. I had not been able to look at them, but I could not yet bring myself to burn them. The storage unit was a limbo I paid for monthly.

I performed a methodical walkthrough, a habit from my old profession. The structure was sound. The roof beams were true. The windows were old but tight. Yet there were signs of a hasty exit. A half-empty can of turpentine sat on the porch railing, its contents evaporated to a gummy resin. In the kitchen cupboard, a single mug, unwashed, bore a faint brown ring of old coffee. A paperback novel, its spine cracked, lay splayed on the floor near the back door as if dropped. It was titled . I left it where it was.

It was the backyard that truly defined the property. It bled into the woods, a tangle of wild grass, blackberry brambles, and young alders fighting for light. The agent had mentioned the land extended nearly five acres, most of it forest. Standing on the warped back deck, I felt the press of all those trees, a green, silent wall. I needed to see the boundary. I needed to map the edges of my new world.

The grass was wet, soaking my jeans to the knee. I pushed through a thicket of ferns, following a faint, overgrown path that seemed to skirt the tree line. The light beneath the canopy was muted, green-gold. It was there, in a small, unexpected clearing about a hundred yards from the house, that I found it.

A low, crumbling dry-stone wall, no more than two feet high, enclosed a patch of ground about the size of a modest living room. Within it, the grass was shorter, as if someone had scythed it once and then abandoned the task. And there were stones. Dozens of them, arranged in rough rows. They were fieldstones, slate, a few pieces of rounded river rock. Each one was a marker.

I stepped over the wall, my heart doing a slow, thick beat in my chest. It was a pet cemetery.

The markers were weathered, their inscriptions worn soft by decades of rain and frost. I crouched, brushing my fingers over the cold, lichen-crusted surface of the nearest stone. The carving was just legible. . . . A cat, then. Fourteen years was a long life. I moved to the next. . . No dates. Another. . . The sentimentality of it, preserved in stone, felt unbearably sad. This was a testament to a century of small, domestic griefs. The loss of a hunting dog, a child’s first rabbit, a loyal old barn cat. It was a history of muted heartbreak.

Then I saw the larger stone at the back, nearly swallowed by a thorny bramble. It was a flat piece of dark slate, better cut than the others. The inscription was deeper, clearer. . . .

A shiver, completely unrelated to the cool air, traced my spine. . It was an odd, intimate epitaph for a pet. It spoke of a personality, a shared joke, or something darker. I stood up, my knees popping. The quiet here was different. It was watchful. The cheerful chirping of birds from the surrounding woods did not penetrate this little circle. The only sound was the dry rattle of last year’s oak leaves still clinging to a branch overhead.

My eyes scanned the rows again. The placement was not entirely random. The markers radiated out from the large slate in a rough semicircle, as if Belladonna was the matriarch, the first resident of this somber garden. And there, at the very edge of the wall, half-hidden in the grass, was a newer stone. It was a simple, smooth river rock, unmarked. But the earth in front of it was disturbed. Not old and settled like the other graves, but loose, the dark soil recently turned, as if someone had dug there and then tried to pat it back down.

I took a step toward it, a professional curiosity momentarily overriding the unease. Was it an unfinished grave? An exhumation? As I moved, my foot caught on a sunken stone and I stumbled, throwing a hand out to catch myself. My palm landed squarely on the cold, damp soil of the unmarked plot.

And the earth, it gave. Not much. Just a slight, yielding sink, a centimeter of soft collapse beneath my weight.

I snatched my hand back as if burned, scrambling backward. I stared at the spot. A clump of soil had crumbled away from where my fingers had pressed, revealing a darkness beneath. A worm, pallid and blind, writhed in the sudden light before burrowing back down.

It was nothing. Just loose dirt. A recent dig, probably to inter some poor hamster or guinea pig, filled in hastily. A logical, simple explanation.

But as I stood there, brushing the damp, cold soil from my hand, the absolute silence of the clearing pressed in on me. The epitaph echoed in my mind. . I looked from the ancient slate of Belladonna to the freshly turned earth of the anonymous grave. A connection suggested itself, illogical and chilling. The past and the present, linked in this quiet, neglected plot.

I turned and left the clearing, walking briskly back toward the house. I did not look back. The rational part of my brain, the part that had catalogued roof beams and window fittings, began its work. The previous owner was a painter. Artists were sentimental. He had probably buried his own pet recently, in a fit of grief, before deciding to flee. That was all.

By the time I reached the back door, I had almost convinced myself. I washed my hands at the kitchen sink, scrubbing under my nails until the last trace of the dark soil was gone. The water was very cold. I made a simple dinner and ate at the oak table, watching the twilight bleed the color from the world outside the window.

Night fell, a profound darkness untouched by any distant glow of town. The quiet became absolute. As I lay in the unfamiliar bed, the events of the day replayed behind my eyes. The hasty departure of the painter. The sad, weathered stones. The unsettling epitaph. The loose, yielding soil.

And just as I was drifting into an uneasy sleep, a new thought surfaced, clear and cold. The agent had never mentioned a pet. The painter, in his rushed departure, had taken nothing but his canvases and clothes. He had left behind turpentine, a coffee mug, a novel.

So who, I wondered into the pressing dark, had buried something in that garden so recently?

 


 

Chapter Two

The First Night Sounds



The question hung in the dark, a hook in the fabric of my thoughts. Who had buried something there? I tried to follow the thread of logic, but exhaustion and the sheer weight of the silence pulled me down into a shallow, fitful sleep. My dreams were formless, a collage of crumbling stone and loose, black soil that gave way beneath my feet. I was digging, but I didn’t know for what, and the hole kept filling in as fast as I could scoop the earth out.

I awoke with a start, unsure of what had pulled me back. The room was pitch black, a darkness so complete it felt solid. The digital clock on the floor beside my suitcase was dead; I’d forgotten to plug it in. My heart thudded against my ribs, a frantic animal in a cage. I lay perfectly still, listening. The house was a vessel of absolute quiet. No hum of appliances, no creak of settling timbers. Just the deafening absence of sound.

Then I heard it.

A faint, dry scraping. A persistent, rhythmic scratch.

It was coming from below.

I held my breath, straining to locate it. Not from outside. Not from the walls. It was underneath me, beneath the floorboards of the bedroom. A slow, deliberate drag, like something with claws was testing the wood from the other side. Scratch. Pause. Scratch-scratch. Pause.

My body went cold. Every rational explanation my mind offered felt flimsy, paper-thin. A branch against the foundation. The house settling. But it wasn’t a creak; it was a friction. An action. I sat up slowly, the old bed frame groaning in protest. The sound stopped instantly.

The silence that rushed in was worse. It was a listening silence. I remained frozen, half-upright, for what felt like minutes, my ears aching with the effort. Nothing. Just the low roar of blood in my own head. I let out a shaky breath. A branch. It had to be. The wind had picked up.

As if on cue, the scratching began again. This time it was faster, more insistent. Not a random scrape, but a pattern. Three short scratches, a long drag, two quick taps. A frantic, muted signal.

My feet found the cold floorboards before I’d fully decided to move. The flashlight from my suitcase was a solid, heavy cylinder of aluminum. My fingers fumbled for the switch. The beam cut through the darkness, a stark white blade that made the shadows in the corners leap and writhe. I stood at the center of the room, aiming the light at the floor, following the sound.

It seemed to originate from a spot near the foot of the bed, where an old, faded rug lay. I took a step toward it. The scratching ceased.

“Hello?” I said, my voice a dry croak. It was a stupid thing to say, but the word left me anyway, a challenge to the emptiness.

No answer. I knelt, the floorboards cold and hard through my thin pajamas. I pushed the rug aside with my free hand. The oak planks here were wide, separated by thin gaps of shadow. I lowered my ear to the wood, closing my eyes to focus. I could smell the dust, the faint, sweet smell of old wood. I heard nothing but the frantic drum of my own pulse.

I pressed my palm flat against the plank. It was cool and smooth. No vibration. No movement.

I shone the light directly into the cracks between the boards. Dust motes danced in the beam. Cobwebs, old and gray, clung to the undersides. Nothing else. No gleaming eyes, no twitching claw. Just void.

A crawl space. There had to be a crawl space access. I rose, my knees protesting, and swept the flashlight beam around the room’s perimeter. In the hallway, I remembered a small, latched door set into the wall near the kitchen, painted the same dull white as the wainscoting. I moved quickly now, my fear sharpening into a focused, investigative urgency. This was a problem. Problems could be solved. They could be identified, catalogued, and resolved.

The latch was stiff, but it gave. The door swung inward on complaining hinges, revealing a black rectangle smelling of damp earth and cold stone. The beam of my flashlight penetrated only a few feet into the gloom, illuminating a dirt floor and the rough, crumbling fieldstone foundation of the house. The space was maybe three feet high, a dank trench running under the building.

I got on my hands and knees, the gritty floor of the hallway biting into my skin. I thrust the flashlight into the opening, panning it slowly. Spiderwebs glistened. A few forgotten, rusted cans. The skeletal remains of a mouse. The earth was dry and packed, undisturbed for years, maybe decades. There were no footprints, no signs of recent digging, no evidence that anything larger than an insect had moved through here in a century.

The absolute stillness of the space was a verdict. Nothing was here. Nothing could have been here.

A profound chill, deeper than the air from the crawl space, settled into my bones. I sat back on my heels, staring into that blank, earthy darkness. The sound had been real. I had heard it. I had traced it to this spot. And yet, the physical world offered no corroboration. The two facts, the auditory and the visual, refused to reconcile.

The silence in the house now was no longer empty. It was charged, a held breath. It felt like the quiet after a flinch, waiting for the next blow. I closed the crawl space door and latched it, the click echoing too loudly in the hall. I walked back to the bedroom, my flashlight beam jittering with the unsteadiness of my hand. I did not get back into bed. Instead, I sat in the worn armchair by the cold fireplace, the flashlight in my lap like a weapon.

I watched the patch of floor where the sound had been. I waited for it to start again. It did not.

The longer I sat, the more the incident shed its sharp edges and began to blur. Sleep deprivation. Stress. The disorientation of a new, profoundly isolated place. An auditory hallucination born of grief and exhaustion. My rational mind, trained to seek evidence and precedent, clung to these explanations. They were saner than the alternative.

But another part of me, the part that had felt the cold, yielding soil of the unmarked grave that afternoon, whispered a different truth. The sound had stopped when I entered the room. It had stopped when I knelt to listen. It was not a mindless noise. It was a response.

As the first gray light of dawn began to seep around the edges of the window blinds, a final, unwelcome thought crystallized. The scratching had been a dry sound. A desperate, hollow sound. It was not the sound of something trying to get in.

It was the sound of something already inside, trying to get out.

 


 

Chapter Three

A Clause in the Deed


Dawn did not bring comfort, only a pale, watery light that exposed the dust and the emptiness. I had not moved from the chair. The flashlight, now dead, lay heavy in my lap. My body was a collection of aches, my mind a scratched record replaying the same two grooves: the loose soil and the dry, answering scratch. One was a tangible fact. The other was a phantom. I needed to anchor myself to the tangible.

I made coffee, the ritual of it a small rebellion against the night. The silence of the house was different now, a guilty thing, pretending to be ordinary. I drank the coffee black and too hot, standing at the kitchen window, watching the mist cling to the tree line that hid the cemetery. I needed a task. Something administrative, dry, and human.

The property deed. It was in a thick manila envelope on the oak table, part of the closing documents I had shoved aside in my haste to be done with the process. I had signed everything without reading the fine print. Cash sale, no contingencies. A simple transaction. Now, the weight of that oversight felt significant.

I slit the envelope with a kitchen knife and pulled out the dense packet. The legal language was a familiar enough maze from my academic work with historical land grants and preservation covenants. I skimmed the boilerplate, the metes and bounds description that outlined my five acres of woods and quiet. Then, on the third page, under a subheading titled “Restrictive Covenants and Easements,” I found it.

It was a single, densely worded paragraph, set apart from the others.

“The Grantee, their heirs, successors, and assigns, hereby accept and agree to a perpetual easement and covenant running with the land. Said Grantee shall maintain and preserve in perpetuity the existing memorial garden to the rear of the property, situated approximately one hundred and twenty feet northeast of the primary dwelling as delineated on Survey Plat B-77. This covenant includes the preservation of all existing markers, the general upkeep of the enclosed grounds to prevent total reforestation, and guarantees reasonable right of access for visitation by previous owners or their designated agents. This covenant is binding and may not be severed from the title.”

I read it twice. Then a third time, my finger tracing each word as if it might change.

It was not a suggestion. It was a legal shackle. The “memorial garden” was not a garden. It was a pet cemetery. I was now its eternal caretaker. A cold, professional anger began to burn away the fog of fear. This was not an oversight. This was a trapdoor built into the foundation of my retreat.

The painter could come back. He, or anyone he designated, could walk onto my property, into that clearing, whenever they wished. The privacy I had purchased was an illusion. The quiet was leased.

My hand was steady as I reached for my phone. The realtor, a jovial man named Greg with a too-firm handshake, had given me his personal cell number, calling it a “concierge service” for my transition. The phone rang once, then went straight to a generic voicemail. “You’ve reached Greg. You know what to do.”

“Greg, it’s Ibnul Farabi. I’m at the property on Pet Cemetery Road. I need to speak with you urgently about a covenant in the deed. Regarding the… memorial garden. Please call me back as soon as you get this.” I kept my voice flat, but the word “garden” tasted like ash.

I ended the call and stared at the screen. No service bars flickered to life. I walked to the front door, then to the back deck, holding the phone aloft like a supplicant. Nothing. The isolation was not just atmospheric; it was infrastructural. Greg had mentioned satellite internet could be arranged, but for now, I was cut off.

The anger curdled into something more complex, a scholar’s suspicion. Why? Why would such a clause exist? Historical preservation covenants protected battlefields, architecturally significant homes, ancient burial grounds. Not a collection of mossy stones for dead cats and dogs. Unless the land was deemed historically significant to someone. Or unless the clause served another purpose entirely,to ensure the garden was never neglected, never forgotten, never built over.

To ensure someone was always here to tend it.

The thought connected to the scratching in the night with a click that was almost audible. The clause bound
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