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They Should

Have Kept Driving

It seemed like the hours were dragging on, and they were still looking for the Robertson Park campground. “Caleb, we have to stop soon.” Emma said. “I told you we should have mapped it out before we left. We’re not going to find it before dark. Even if we did, you know what a hard time you have backing into sites in broad daylight let alone in the dark.”

“We have to be getting close,” Caleb said. Just then he saw an old wooden sign with peeling paint, nailed to a post ahead. “Camping.” It wasn’t the Park they were looking for, but it would have to do for the night.

Emma sensed something foreboding the minute they pulled off the main road. The gravel road seemed to go on forever, twisting and turning. The campground was wrong. Not in any obvious way—not at first. There was no one to check you in, no other campers. The fire pit was intact. The picnic table looked sturdy. The gravel road ended neatly in a loop like most roads in campgrounds do. But the woods pressed too close, crowding the clearing as if they were listening.

“Well Emma,” Caleb snickered. “I don’t have to worry about backing our camper in, look there’s a pull through site. I wonder if any of the hookups still function?” Caleb was concerned about electricity; Emma was having second thoughts about whether they should even park their new camper at what looked to be a rundown campsite at best.

Emma felt it the moment she stepped out of the pickup. “Do you hear that?” She asked.

Caleb paused, keys still in his hand. “Hear what?”

She listened again. Nothing. That was the problem. No crickets. No wind rustling through leaves. Even their footsteps sounded swallowed, like the forest refused to echo them back.

“It’s just quiet,” he said, smiling. Already busy pulling their chairs and lanterns from the basement of the 5th wheel. “You wanted quiet.” Caleb said. “You got it.”

She hadn’t meant this.

As dusk bled into night, that’s when Emma noticed the cemetery. It sat just beyond the tree line, no more than a five-minute walk from the campsite. The iron gate leaned inward; one hinge snapped, so the door never fully closed. A rotted sign hung crookedly above it; letters worn smooth by time. Whatever warning or name it once gave had been erased.

As Emma tried to make out the words on the sign a shiver ran up her spine. “People don’t bury their dead this far out unless they’re hiding something,” she said.

Caleb laughed softly. “Or unless they ran out of space.”

She didn’t laugh back. “Caleb, I just thought of something. Remember when the kids were younger, they talked about Loon Lake and a haunted cemetery? I wonder if that could be the cemetery. It looks creepy enough.”

“Could be.” Caleb answered. “That was nearly twenty years ago. We’ll have to check it out tomorrow. Wouldn’t the kids love to hear their mom and dad were ghost hunting in their old stomping grounds.”

They sat by the fire reminiscing about the past and how lucky they were to be able to travel. Nearing sixty and both healthy, they had decided to buy a camper and travel around the Midwest, starting in Iowa. They met in Spirit Lake, and both loved what the area had to offer, so they decided to settle there and raise their four children.

That night, the fire wouldn’t stay lit. Every time Caleb coaxed the flames higher, the wind died abruptly, like the forest was holding its breath. Then—just as suddenly—the fire would sputter and sink, embers dimming to a dull red eye staring back at them.

“Let’s just call it a night,” Caleb said as he put water on what was left of the fire.

Emma readily agreed as she headed for the camper.

Sometime later Emma woke up to the sound of metal scraping stone. She lay frozen, heart hammering, and listening. Scrape—Scrape.

Caleb shifted beside her. “You hear that too?”

She nodded, afraid to speak.

“It’s probably someone hiking,” he whispered. “Or an animal.”

But animals didn’t move with that kind of purpose. And hikers usually didn’t walk at night.

The sound drifted closer toward the cemetery.

Then came the voices. They were low at first. Indistinct words that couldn't quite be made out.

As Emma peered out through the screened window, she tried to focus her eyes. She thought she saw something pass between the trees—a shape darker than the dark around it, tall and out of place, dragging something heavy behind it.

“Caleb look, there's someone out there.” Emma whispered.

Following Emma's line of vision, he looked out. “I don’t see anything, but to make you feel at ease I’ll go check it out.”

She grabbed his arm. “Don’t.”

“It’s probably nothing,” he insisted, already pulling on his boots. “Go back to sleep.”

The door shut quietly behind him. Emma listened as his footsteps faded in the direction of the cemetery. She listened until she fell asleep.
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CHAPTER Two
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In Daylight,

things Only Pretend to Be Safe

Morning came reluctantly. The light filtering through the trees was thin and gray, as though the sun itself didn’t want to look directly at the campground. Emma woke up with a dull pressure behind her eyes. The echo of last night’s unease still clinging to her skin. For a moment, she didn’t move. She listened. Birdsong—faint, uneven, but present. The soft hiss of wind moving the curtain. Caleb’s slow breathing beside her. Relief came too quickly. It felt unearned.

“You awake?” Caleb murmured.

“Yeah.” She hesitated. “Did you sleep?”

“On and off.” He paused. “I kept thinking I heard something.”

She turned to look at him. His eyes were open now, alert despite the daylight. “Me too.”

They didn’t say what something meant.

“I fell asleep waiting for you last night. Did you see anything?” Emma asked.

He did, but he wasn’t ready to tell her.

They got up and went outside to have their morning coffee. Outside, the campground looked ordinary again. Too ordinary. The fire pit sat cold and harmless. Their leftover coffee was untouched. No footprints. No signs of anyone else having passed through.

They sat in silence, both glancing occasionally toward the trees.

Toward the cemetery. Except—

Emma frowned. “Was that tree there yesterday?”

Caleb followed her gaze. A thick oak stood just beyond the edge of their campsite; its trunk twisted, roots bulging through the soil like knuckles.

“I think so,” he said. “Why wouldn't it be?” But he didn’t sound sure.

Emma shrugged her shoulders. “You’re right, why wouldn’t it be,” she said feeling as unsure as Caleb was.

Caleb hadn’t meant to go far. Just to the edge of the cemetery. Just far enough to prove to Emma—and himself—that the noises were nothing. That the shadows were tricks of light. That the scraping sound had a rational explanation.

That was what he told himself now, sitting on the splintered bench with a tin cup warming his hands. The coffee tasted weak. Burnt. He didn’t remember making it that way, but everything this morning felt slightly off, like he was a half-step out of sync with himself. Emma sat across from him; knees pulled up beneath her sweatshirt, staring into her own cup as if expecting it to answer her.

“You’re quiet,” she said.

“Just tired,” he replied automatically.

That part was true. He felt hollowed out, as though sleep had skimmed past him without stopping. Every time he’d closed his eyes, the dark had seemed too complete, too heavy. It was pressing in rather than receding.

Last night had replayed itself in his mind whether he wanted it to or not. The moment after the camper door shut behind him. How the air had changed almost immediately, cooling against his face. How the flashlight beam had seemed weaker than it should have been, swallowed by the trees instead of cutting through them. He remembered thinking—It’s just nerves. That’s all this is.

But nerves didn’t explain the silence. Not the way it had dropped all at once, like a held breath finally released. No insects. No wind. Even his own steps had sounded muted, as if the ground were absorbing the noise on purpose.

He took a sip of coffee and grimaced.

Emma was still watching him now, more carefully than she realized. She’d always done that when something bothered her—studied his face instead of asking the question outright.

“You didn’t hear anything else, did you?” She asked.

He shook his head too quickly. “Just the usual woods-at-night stuff.”

But his mind betrayed him. He remembered stopping near the fence line; the rusted iron posts barely visible in the dark. Remembered the way the cemetery had seemed closer than it should have been, as if it had edged forward while they slept. The headstones had caught the flashlight beam in flashes of pale gray, then vanished again.

What unsettled him most wasn’t fear. It was certainty. Standing there, alone in the dark, he’d felt absolutely convinced that if he took one more step forward, something would notice. Not just see him—notice him. Like the difference between being glanced at and being recognized. He hadn’t crossed the fence. He told himself that mattered.

Emma stirred, pulling him back into the present. “After breakfast, maybe we should take a look at the cemetery,” she said, trying to sound casual. “In daylight.”

The word daylight sat between them, fragile as glass.

Caleb nodded. “Yeah. That’s probably smart.”

He didn’t add that part of him didn’t want to go near it again—not because he was afraid of what he’d see, but because he was afraid that whatever unease had followed him back last night hadn’t stayed behind. As if the silence had learned the shape of him. As if it was waiting to see whether he would return.

They ate the scrambled eggs Caleb made them. Both silent, both glancing occasionally toward the trees. Toward the cemetery.
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Chapter Three
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Where the Quiet Watches Back

The iron gate groaned faintly as Caleb pushed it open; the sound echoed longer than it should have.

“People really came all the way out here to bury their dead?” He asked. More of a statement than a question.

“Maybe they didn’t have a choice,” Emma said.

Stillness—she felt it the moment they stepped through the gate. The air inside the cemetery changed. Heavier. Cooler. As if sound had farther to travel here, and fewer places to land. The morning fog hadn’t lifted here, clinging low to the ground, threading itself around the headstones like searching fingers, and the trees no longer seemed to crowd the fence line so aggressively. Emma told herself that it was proof of how imagination worked—how easily darkness turned ordinary places into something else.

“Okay,” Caleb said lightly, forcing a smile. “I think it’s just old, not haunted.”

Emma raised an eyebrow. “That’s what people say right before something moves on its own.”

He laughed, but his gaze had already drifted past her, scanning the rows of headstones. Many of the graves were unmarked. Others bore names so worn they were barely legible. Dates stretched back farther than he was comfortable with—some stones didn’t list death years at all, only birth dates, as if no one had been certain when the end came.

They continued walking and followed a narrow dirt path worn smooth by time and rain. Some stones leaned at odd angles, half-sunk into the earth. Others had cracked clean through; their names split and unreadable. Emma noticed how many markers lacked dates—or had only a single year carved into them.

“Maybe records were lost,” she said, more to herself than to Caleb.

“Or they didn’t know,” he replied.

They stopped near a cluster of graves surrounded by low, crumbling stone walls. Something about this section felt older than the rest, like the ground itself had been used too many times and never given a chance to recover.

Emma reached out and brushed the moss from one headstone. The moss came away too easily. Beneath it, the stone was scratched. Not vandalized—scored. Long, shallow lines running vertically down the face, as if something had been dragged against it repeatedly.

“Caleb,” she said, pointing to the stone. He stepped closer.

“Yeah. I see it. Look at this one, it’s been opened,” Caleb said quietly. The grave wasn’t fully exposed, but the soil had sunk inward; the earth collapsed as though something beneath it had shifted.

Emma stepped closer. “Animals?” She offered.

They stood there in silence, both listening. Emma was acutely aware of her own breathing, the soft crunch of gravel beneath her boots. Then she heard it. A whisper. So faint, she almost dismissed it—until she realized it wasn’t coming from around them. It was coming from below. She froze.

“Did you—” she started. “Hear that?”

Caleb tilted his head. “Hear what?”

The whisper stopped.

Emma shook her head slowly. “Nothing. Probably nothing.” She didn’t tell him it sounded familiar.

They moved on. Near the back of the cemetery, the ground dipped slightly, forming a shallow depression. The soil here looked darker, richer, as though it had been turned more recently than the rest. Caleb crouched, pressing his fingers into the earth.

“Still soft,” he said. “After all this time?” He wiped his fingers on his jeans too quickly.

A breeze stirred suddenly, passing through the cemetery in a single slow wave. Headstones creaked. Leaves rustled. Emma felt the unmistakable sensation of fingers brushing the back of her neck. She spun around. Nothing was there.

Caleb laughed nervously. “Okay. I felt that.”

“Me too,” she admitted, relieved by the sound of his voice.

They walked deeper. The cemetery didn’t feel abandoned. It felt occupied. Emma had the strange sensation of being watched—not from one direction, but from many. As if the graves themselves were paying attention. Then she heard it. A soft metallic sound in the distance. Rhythmic. Clink. Clink.

Caleb straightened. “You hear that?”

“Yes.” Emma’s voice quivered.

The sound came from beyond the far row of stones, deeper into the woods. It stopped abruptly, like whoever—or whatever—was making it had realized it wasn’t alone.

Emma swallowed. “Someone’s out here.”

Caleb frowned. “I didn’t see any cars in the camp.”

They stood there for a long moment, listening. No footsteps retreating. No voices. Just silence settling back into place. “We should head back,” Emma said. “I don’t like this.”

Caleb nodded—but his eyes lingered on the trees beyond the cemetery, where the woods were thicker. Where the ground dipped unnaturally, as if the earth itself had been disturbed and hadn’t quite healed.

As they turned away, Emma had the strangest feeling that they were leaving something unfinished behind. Not a place. An introduction. Whatever had made that sound hadn’t left. It was only waiting for the night.
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CHAPTER Four
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It Didn’t Stay Behind

They were supposed to leave. That was the plan when they got up that morning. Figure out where the campground was—drive the rest of the way before noon, stop for lunch somewhere normal, somewhere loud and full of people and bad coffee. Put the campground behind them like a strange but harmless detour. Something they would laugh about with their grandkids someday.

By the time Caleb checked his watch again, it was nearly afternoon.

“That’s on me,” he said, glancing toward the tree line. “We should’ve left earlier.”

But time had slipped away. First, it was the cemetery. Then the long walk back, talking in circles about what they’d felt, what they almost heard. Then the argument about why they ended up here in the first place. Whether the map app was wrong or the signal was just weak out here.

Emma nodded. She felt strangely reluctant to say anything else, as though naming the delay might give it weight—might make it intentional.

They finished packing quickly after that. Too quickly. Emma noticed it while folding the last blanket. “Did we move the cooler?”

Caleb frowned. “No. Why?”

“It’s farther from the fire pit than it was.”

He shrugged. “Maybe we dragged it when we were loading the camper.”

Maybe. Still, Emma paused before putting it in the truck, scanning the clearing. Everything looked the same—the same trees, the same dirt, the same quiet. But the silence had changed. It wasn’t empty anymore. It felt occupied. “Let’s just go,” she said.

Caleb didn’t argue as they headed for the truck.

The engine turned over on the first try. Gravel crunched beneath the tires as they pulled onto the narrow road threading through the woods. Sunlight flickered through the branches in irregular patterns, too slow, like the forest was blinking.

Emma watched the campground disappear in the sideview mirror. For a few minutes, nothing happened. Her shoulders loosened. She let herself believe the unease had been nothing more than imagination layered on old stones and bad sleep.

Then the radio crackled. Caleb frowned and tapped the dial. Static surged, sharp and loud enough to make Emma flinch.

“Didn’t realize we were that far out,” he muttered.

The static thinned. For a moment—just a moment—Emma thought she heard something beneath it. Not words. Breath. Slow and close, like someone leaning toward a microphone that wasn’t there.

The radio went dead.

“Okay,” Caleb said lightly while fiddling with the buttons. “That’s annoying.”

Emma glanced out the window. The trees were wrong. Not different exactly—but repeated. She watched the same split trunk pass twice. Then the same boulder. Then the same crooked fence post leaning at a familiar angle.

“Caleb,” she said carefully, not wanting to further annoy him. “We should have come to the main road by now, did you turn?”

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes Emma, I’m sure.” Caleb answered, trying not to let the uncertainty show in his voice.

“Then why does everything look like we just drove by it?”

The road curved gently ahead of them. And then the campground sign emerged from the trees. Same peeling paint. Same rusted bolts. Same arrow pointing inward.

Emma’s stomach dropped.

“That’s not possible,” Caleb said, gripping the wheel tighter. “I didn’t—”

Before he could finish his answer, the engine coughed. Once. Twice. Then it settled again, idling too quietly. They rolled to a stop at the edge of the clearing. Neither of them moved. Neither of them spoke.

Caleb turned the key to start the truck. Waiting for the satisfying rumble he expected... instead... click-whir-whir-click. He tried again praying for some spark of life. Nothing.

“I didn’t take a wrong turn,” Caleb said, more to himself than to her.

“I know,” she whispered.

From somewhere in the cemetery—closer now—came a sound Emma recognized. Metal scraping stone. Slow. Deliberate. She watched intently, trying to make something out of the shadows, trying to discern where the noise was coming from.

Something shifted at the edge of the clearing. Not stepping into view.
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CHAPTER Five
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What Follows When

You Pretend Nothing Did

By the time they were back at the campground, the sun was already leaning west. Late afternoon light slanted through the trees, warmer than it had any right to be. The clearing looked almost welcoming now—familiar, unchanged, as if it hadn’t just swallowed them whole and spit them back out again.

“Well,” Caleb said, forcing a laugh as he gave up trying to start the truck. “Guess we just saved ourselves a night’s drive. I’ll look at it more in the morning. Maybe the battery cables are loose.

Emma exhaled, slower than she meant to. “Guess so, but I hope it is only the battery cables. Otherwise, we’re stuck in the middle of who knows where miles from nowhere.”

They got out of the truck and stood for a moment; neither of them eager to say the obvious—that turning around again felt worse than staying. That leaving tomorrow, in full daylight, made more sense. That people made wrong turns all the time.

Given the other choices they had, the camper seemed like their only choice. It looked solid. Safe.

“That cemetery really got in our heads,” Caleb continued, unloading the chairs with exaggerated normalcy. “Old places do that. You expect something to happen, so everything feels off.”

Emma nodded. She wanted to believe him. She almost did, but she couldn’t get that sound of metal scraping stone out of her head. “Let’s make dinner,” Emma
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