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​​Chapter 1: The First Warning
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The GPS lost signal three miles outside Millbrook Hollow, right where the state highway narrowed into a two-lane road that carved through dense forest. Dr. Iris Verne didn't mind. She remembered the way—the succession of hairpin turns, the weathered barn that leaned perpetually to the left, the stone bridge over Blackwater Creek. Fifteen years might have dulled some memories, but the geography of childhood runs deeper than conscious thought.

October had painted the town in shades of rust and gold. Iris slowed her sedan as she passed the hand-carved wooden sign: "Welcome to Millbrook Hollow - Population 847 - Founded 1847." Someone had added a new line beneath in fresh paint: "A Community That Cares."

The town center looked like it had been preserved in amber. Morton's General Store still anchored Main Street, its green awning faded but intact. The Methodist church's white steeple still pierced the sky like an accusing finger. Even the flower boxes beneath the antique streetlamps overflowed with the same burgundy mums her grandmother used to tend.

Nothing changes here, Iris thought, though she wasn't sure if that was comforting or disturbing.

She parked in front of the Millbrook Diner, a chrome-sided relic that served the best coffee for fifty miles and knew it. Through the window, she could see the checkerboard floor, the red vinyl booths, the rotating pie case that had hypnotized her as a child. And there, in the corner booth, sat Colette Laurent, waving.

Iris grabbed her purse and stepped out into air that smelled of woodsmoke and damp leaves. A group of teenage boys loitered outside the general store, their laughter carrying across the quiet street. An elderly woman walking a corgi smiled and nodded. A young mother pushed a stroller past the hardware store, pausing to point out something in the window to her toddler.

Normal. Aggressively, determinedly normal.

The diner's bell chimed as Iris entered. The lunch rush had ended, leaving only a handful of customers scattered among the booths. Dolly Parton played softly from the jukebox. A waitress Iris didn't recognize refilled coffee cups with practiced efficiency.

"Iris!" Colette stood, arms already outstretched.

They embraced with the particular awkwardness of childhood friends reunited—too much history for a handshake, not quite enough recent contact for genuine intimacy. Colette had changed since their last video call. Her hair, once long and wild, was now cut in a sensible bob. Fine lines bracketed her mouth. But her eyes were the same warm brown Iris remembered, though now they carried something else. Worry, maybe. Or exhaustion.

"You look exactly the same," Colette said, settling back into the booth. "How do you do that? What's your secret? Child psychology pays for good moisturizer?"

"Hardly." Iris slid into the opposite seat. "Try fourteen-hour days and a concerning caffeine dependency."

"Well, whatever you're doing, bottle it and sell it. You'd make a fortune in this town alone." Colette's laugh sounded forced, brittle at the edges.

The waitress—Denise, according to her name tag—appeared with a pot of coffee and two menus. "Welcome back, Dr. Verne. Heard you were coming home. Your usual? Chicken salad on wheat, no tomatoes?"

Iris blinked. "You remember that?"

"Honey, you ate the same lunch every day the summer you waitressed here. That was what, sixteen years ago? Some things stick." Denise winked and poured their coffee without asking. "How about you, Colette? The club sandwich?"

"Perfect. Thanks, Denise."

When the waitress left, Iris wrapped her hands around the mug, letting the warmth seep into her fingers. Outside, the afternoon sun slanted through the maple trees, dappling the street in golden light. "So," she said. "Tell me about this counseling program assessment. Your email was pretty vague."

Colette's smile faltered. She glanced around the diner, then leaned forward slightly. "Right. Yes. The program. Well, you know the school board got that grant last year for mental health services, and they want to make sure we're implementing it correctly, and—"

"Colette."

"—and there are some new protocols we need to review, nothing major, but—"

"Colette." Iris set down her mug. "I've known you since we were eight. You're a terrible liar. You were a terrible liar when you told Mrs. Henderson that her cat ran away instead of admitting we accidentally let it out, and you're a terrible liar now. What's really going on?"

Colette's shoulders sagged. She opened her mouth, closed it, then took a long sip of coffee as if gathering courage from the bottom of the cup. "I shouldn't have asked you to come. It's not fair. You have your practice in Boston, your life, and here I am dragging you back to—"

"I came because you asked. Because you said you needed help. So help me help you. What's happening at the school?"

Before Colette could answer, the bell over the door chimed. A woman entered with a little girl, maybe six years old, dressed in a purple jacket and clutching a stuffed rabbit. They took the booth directly behind Iris, close enough that she could hear their conversation clearly.

"Can I get the grilled cheese?" the girl asked.

"May I," her mother corrected gently. "And yes, you may. With fries?"

"Yes, please! And can I color? Did you bring the crayons?"

"Right here, sweetheart."

The sounds of a child settling in—the rustle of a paper placemat, the rattle of crayons being dumped from their box, the contented humming of a six-year-old absorbed in creation. Iris felt herself relax slightly. Whatever Colette wanted to discuss, it could wait until—

The humming stopped.

The silence was abrupt enough that Iris noticed. She glanced at Colette, who had gone very still, her coffee cup frozen halfway to her lips.

Then the little girl spoke.

"The hungry earth remembers."

The voice was wrong. Flat. Affectless. Like a recording of a child's voice played at the wrong speed.

"Sweetie?" The mother's tone carried a nervous edge. "What did you say?"

"Seven days until it opens its mouth."

Iris felt the hairs on the back of her neck rise. She started to turn, but Colette's hand shot across the table, gripping her wrist hard enough to hurt.

"Don't," Colette whispered. "Just... don't."

The mother laughed, but it was a hollow sound. "Lily, honey, where did you hear that? Is that from one of your games? Minecraft or something?"

"I don't know, Mommy." The girl's voice was normal again—bright, confused, with the slight lisp of missing front teeth. "What did I say?"

"Nothing, baby. Nothing. Let's order, okay?"

Iris met Colette's eyes across the table. Her friend's face had gone the color of old newspaper.

"How long?" Iris asked quietly.

"Three weeks." Colette released Iris's wrist and looked down at her hands. "It started three weeks ago."

"That's what you brought me here to see."

"That's what I brought you here to see."

They ate their sandwiches in near silence, making small talk that felt obscene given what Iris had just witnessed. Through it all, she could hear the little girl behind her chattering normally about her stuffed rabbit, about Halloween costumes, about her best friend's birthday party. As if nothing had happened. As if she hadn't just spoken in a voice that made Iris's skin crawl.

When they finally left the diner, Iris noticed Colette glance back at the booth where the mother and daughter sat. The girl was coloring, tongue poking out in concentration. She looked up, met Colette's gaze, and smiled—a sweet, innocent smile that should have been comforting.

It wasn't.
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[image: ]


COLETTE INSISTED ON following Iris to her grandmother's cottage, claiming she wanted to make sure the place was "livable." They drove in separate cars down Sycamore Lane, past the neat houses with their neat lawns, until the homes grew farther apart and the forest pressed closer to the road.

The cottage sat at the end of a gravel drive, small and gray-shingled, with a sagging porch and shutters that needed paint. Iris had inherited it when her grandmother died eight years ago but had never had the heart to sell it or the time to visit. A local property management company kept it maintained, but "maintained" apparently meant "prevented from total collapse."

"It's not so bad," Colette said, though her voice lacked conviction. "Kind of... rustic."

"Kind of condemned, you mean." Iris retrieved her suitcase from the trunk. The porch steps creaked ominously under her weight. "I'm amazed the management company didn't recommend demolition."

"Your grandmother loved this place. Everyone knew that. I think the town would riot if someone tried to tear it down."

Iris fit the key in the lock—the same brass key she remembered from childhood visits—and pushed open the door. The smell hit her first: must and old wood and something faintly floral that might have been her grandmother's perfume, impossibly lingering after all these years.

The interior was exactly as she remembered. Worn floral sofa. Brick fireplace with a mantel crowded with porcelain figurines. Kitchen visible through a doorway, its yellow linoleum probably original to the 1950s. Photographs on every surface—her grandmother's life frozen in silver frames.

"The management company airs it out monthly," Colette said, moving to open the curtains. "And they had someone clean last week when they heard you were coming."

Iris set down her suitcase and wandered through the living room, running her finger along surfaces. Clean enough, though dust motes danced in the sudden sunlight. The cottage was smaller than she remembered, the way childhood places always are. How had her grandmother lived here for forty years? How had it not driven her mad, this tiny box at the edge of town, surrounded by trees that pressed close like curious neighbors?

She walked to the bookshelf, scanning the spines. Romance novels. Mysteries. A whole shelf of books about mining history and geology—her grandfather's, probably. She'd forgotten he'd worked in the mine before the collapse.

Something white caught her eye, tucked between two books.

She pulled it out. A piece of paper, folded in half. Child's construction paper, the kind used in elementary school art classes.

"What's that?" Colette asked.

Iris unfolded it. A crayon drawing, crude but unmistakable: a large black circle in the center of the page, surrounded by stick figures. The stick figures were falling into the circle, their mouths open in O's that might have been screams or songs. At the bottom, in shaky child's handwriting: "They're waiting."

"Jesus." Colette moved closer. "Where did that come from?"

"Between the books." Iris's hands felt cold. "How old is this?"

"I don't know. Could be old. Could be—"

"Recent." Iris moved to the fireplace mantel, her psychologist's eye now engaged, looking for patterns. She lifted a porcelain cat. Another drawing underneath, this one showing the same black hole but with something emerging from it—long lines that might have been arms or tentacles or roots. She checked behind picture frames, inside decorative boxes, underneath couch cushions.

Seven more drawings. All different, all the same. Black holes. Stick figures falling. Things climbing out.

The last one she found was tucked inside her grandmother's Bible, marking the book of Revelation. This drawing was more detailed than the others. The black hole had faces around its rim, crude circles with gaping mouths. And at the bottom, in red crayon: "Grandma hears them too."

Iris sank onto the sofa, the drawings spread across the coffee table like tarot cards predicting disaster.

"The management company said they cleaned," Colette said softly. "They would have found these."

"Unless whoever drew them came after the cleaning." Iris looked up. "How many children in Millbrook are having these episodes?"

Colette's face was pale. "Last count? Twenty-three."

"Out of how many students?"

"Hundred and twelve. Kindergarten through sixth grade."

"Jesus Christ." Iris stared at the drawings. In her years of practice, she'd seen childhood anxiety manifest in art countless times. But this was different. This was too consistent, too specific. "What do their parents say?"

"Most think it's some kind of game. Kids pick up things online, share them at school, act them out. Like that Slenderman thing a few years back, remember? Creepypasta gone viral." Colette sat beside her. "But Iris, I've been teaching for twelve years. I've seen kids go through phases. This isn't that. When they have these episodes, they're not playing. They're not in control. And afterward, they don't remember. Not clearly."

"You're describing dissociative episodes."

"I'm describing something that scares the hell out of me."

Iris gathered the drawings, stacking them carefully. Her mind was already working, categorizing, analyzing. Mass hysteria? Environmental contamination? Some kind of shared trauma response? But from what? Millbrook Hollow was the definition of sleepy small town. Nothing happened here. Nothing ever happened here.

"Tomorrow," she said. "I'll start interviewing the children tomorrow. I'll need files, medical histories, family backgrounds—"

"I'll have everything ready." Colette stood, relief evident in her posture. "Thank you, Iris. I know I shouldn't have dragged you into this, but I didn't know who else to call. The school board thinks I'm overreacting. The parents think I'm stirring up panic over nothing. But you'll see. You'll see what I'm seeing."

After Colette left, Iris unpacked mechanically, her mind elsewhere. She made up the bed with sheets that smelled of lavender sachets. She checked the plumbing (functional, barely) and the heating (questionable). She found her grandmother's teacups in the kitchen cabinet and made herself chamomile tea she didn't drink.

As darkness fell, the cottage seemed to shrink around
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