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For all the bumps in the night.

And for those who fancy a scare.
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Prologue - The Calling
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The storm reached St. Lorne the way all bad things did in that town—quiet at first, as if it was trying not to wake anyone.

Ruth Mercer noticed it before the thunder. She stood at her kitchen sink, rinsing the last dinner plate, when the lights flickered and the windowpanes gave a soft, uncertain rattle. The air felt wrong. Too heavy. Too still. Like the sky was holding its breath.

She dried her hands on a dish towel and listened.

There it was again. A sound beneath the storm. Not thunder. Not wind. Not anything she could name. A low, wavering hum.

It vibrated through the floorboards, through her slippers, through the bones in her ankles. She steadied herself against the counter as the hum deepened, threading through the house like a slow exhale.

“Not tonight,” she whispered.

But the sound didn’t care. It grew warmer. Closer. Familiar.

Ruth’s breath caught. She hadn’t heard that tone in years—not since the night her mother died. Not since she’d sat beside the hospital bed, holding a hand already cooling, and felt something in the room that wasn’t grief or fear or anything human.

She stepped away from the sink.

“Okay,” she said softly, her voice trembling. “Okay, I hear you.”

She didn’t know why she said it. She didn’t know who she was talking to. But the moment the words left her mouth, the hum softened, almost pleased.

Outside, the storm cracked open. Rain hammered the roof. The wind bent the pines. Ruth barely noticed. She walked to the front door, unlocked it, and stepped into the night without her coat.

Down the driveway. Toward the street. Toward the shelter.

Two blocks away, Sheriff Thomas Grayson sat in his cruiser beneath a flickering streetlamp outside the old hardware store. Twenty-seven years on duty had taught him storms made the town restless—power outages, fallen branches, the occasional drunk who thought he could outrun lightning.

But tonight felt different.

He sipped lukewarm coffee and watched the rain smear the windshield into streaks of silver. The radio crackled with static. He tapped it, but the interference only grew louder. Somewhere in the static, a voice from dispatch muttered about a new depression forming near the old quarry — “looks like the ’62 sinkhole all over again.”

He remembered that year too well: the night the ground opened behind the elementary school, swallowing half a block of houses and a stretch of asphalt like a mouth closing over a secret. The county called it a geological anomaly, the same as the Winter Park collapse years later, the same as Lake Jackson’s vanishing act. But locals knew better. They said the Earth had moods. They said it remembered.

Then he heard it. A hum. Soft at first. Then stronger.

It vibrated through the cruiser’s frame, through the steering wheel, through his ribs. He set the coffee down, suddenly nauseous. The hum wasn’t mechanical. It wasn’t electrical. It sounded like a voice. No—voices. Layered. Blended. Calling.

“Not again,” he whispered.

He hadn’t heard that sound since he was a boy—since the night his father vanished during the hurricane of ’62. The night the town sealed the shelter and told everyone to forget it. That same week, hunters in Two Egg claimed they’d seen the Stump Jumper crawling out of the mud near the collapsed road—a pale, twisted thing that moved like a man but bent like a snake. The story spread through the Panhandle faster than the storm itself. Some said it was a creature born from the sinkhole, others that it was the sinkhole’s memory given shape. Grayson had laughed at it then. He wasn’t laughing now.

The hum deepened, resonant as thunder trapped underground. He could feel it in his teeth.

Grayson’s hand drifted to the door handle. “No,” he muttered. “Not me. Not this time.”

But his fingers tightened anyway. He opened the door.

Rain soaked him instantly. His boots splashed through puddles as he stepped into the street. He glanced toward the courthouse clock—its hands frozen at 11:47, the same time the shelter had been sealed in ’62.

Movement down the block. A figure. Then another. Then more. People stepping out of their homes. Leaving their cars. Walking into the storm with slow, dreamlike calm. All heading toward the shelter.

Grayson’s breath fogged in the cold air. He could see their faces—vacant, serene, illuminated by lightning. The hum was guiding them, just as it had guided the town before. He thought of the old stories again: the Moss Man rising from the springs, the Skunk Ape seen near the limestone pits, the Bellamy Bridge ghost that appeared before every collapse. Maybe those weren’t stories at all. Maybe they were warnings. Maybe the land had been trying to speak for decades, and no one had listened.

He took one step forward, then another. The rain hissed against the pavement. The hum grew louder, almost human now, almost pleading.

“God help us,” he whispered.

Lightning split the sky, and for an instant he saw the shelter’s rusted door at the end of the street—half-buried, trembling, as if something beneath it was breathing.

Then the ground shifted. A low, rolling vibration passed under his feet, rippling through the puddles, bending the streetlamp’s reflection into a spiral.

Grayson froze. He knew that pattern. He’d seen it carved into the limestone walls beneath the town, the spiral that marked every collapse, every surrender.

The hum rose to a chorus. And the town began to move.

Three houses over, eight-year-old Daniel Haskett sat cross-legged on his bedroom floor, building a tower out of mismatched LEGO bricks. His mother had told him to go to bed an hour ago, but she hadn’t come back to check, and the storm made the house feel alive in a way he liked.

He placed the final brick. The hum reached him. He froze.

It wasn’t scary. It wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even strange. It sounded like someone singing a lullaby. His lullaby.

The one his grandmother used to sing before she died.

Daniel stood slowly.

“Grandma?” he whispered.

He walked to the window. Rain streaked the glass, blurring the streetlights into soft halos. People were outside. Lots of them. Moving in the same direction.

Daniel pressed his palm to the cold glass.

The storm swallowed the town in sheets of rain, but the people of St. Lorne walked through it as if it were nothing more than a warm summer drizzle. They moved with the same slow, steady rhythm—unhurried, unbothered, unblinking. The hum guided them like a tide.

At the corner of Willow and Pine, Margaret Ellery stepped out of her house with her hair still in curlers and her robe tied crookedly around her waist. She didn’t bother with an umbrella. She didn’t lock the door. She simply walked into the storm, her slippers soaking through instantly. Her husband, Frank, watched from the recliner, a beer halfway to his lips.

“Margie?” he called.

She didn’t turn.

“Margie, where the hell you goin’?”

Still nothing.

Frank lurched to the doorway, rain already soaking his shirt. Margaret was halfway down the drive, moving with a purpose he hadn’t seen in years. 

“Margie!” he shouted.

She didn’t slow down.

Frank stepped outside, the cold rain slapping his bare arms. “Woman, I swear to God—”

Then he heard it. The hum.

It slid beneath the storm like a warm current, threading through the air, vibrating in his chest. His breath hitched. The sound was beautiful. Terrible. Familiar in a way that made his eyes sting. He hadn’t heard it since the night his brother disappeared.

Frank staggered backward, gripping the doorframe. “No,” he whispered. “No, not again.”

But the hum didn’t care about his fear. It pulsed.

And Margaret kept walking.

Frank watched her disappear into the rain, swallowed by the storm and the sound. He wanted to follow. He wanted to run after her. But his legs wouldn’t move. His body refused. The hum wasn’t calling him. It was calling her.

He sank to his knees on the porch, sobbing into the storm.

Across town, Pastor Elijah Brooks stood at the pulpit of St. Lorne Baptist, staring at the empty pews. He’d been preparing a sermon about forgiveness, but the words blurred as the hum seeped through the church walls. He closed his Bible. The hum grew louder.

He pressed his hand to his chest, feeling the vibration beneath his ribs. It wasn’t painful. It wasn’t frightening. It was... comforting. Like a hand on his shoulder. Like a voice whispering, You’re not alone.

He stepped down from the pulpit. The candles flickered. The stained glass rattled. The panes trembled in a slow, spiraling rhythm, as if the sound itself were turning in circles.

The hum deepened. It oscillated in a slow spiral, rising and falling in a pattern that felt almost intentional.

Elijah walked down the aisle, past the hymnals, past the offering plates, past the wooden cross he’d polished every Sunday for twenty-three years. He reached the doors and pushed them open.

Rain drenched him instantly. He didn’t flinch. He walked into the storm, joining the others moving toward the shelter.

Sheriff Grayson watched the procession grow. Dozens now. Maybe more. People of all ages. All backgrounds. All walking with the same eerie calm. His radio crackled again—but this time it wasn’t static.

It was a voice. A child’s voice.

“Sheriff Grayson,” it whispered.

He froze. He hadn’t heard that voice in decades.

“Tommy,” the voice said. “Come home.”

His father’s nickname for him.

Grayson’s throat tightened. “No,” he whispered. “You’re not him.”

The hum disagreed. It swelled, warm and familiar, tugging at the deepest part of him, the part that still missed his father, still blamed himself, still wondered what would’ve happened if he’d followed him into the storm all those years ago.

Grayson took a step forward. Then another. He joined the procession.

Daniel Haskett slipped on his raincoat—backwards, but he didn’t notice—and ran down the hallway toward the front door. His mother, Sarah, was in the living room folding laundry, singing to herself to drown out the storm.

She didn’t hear him at first. She didn’t hear the door open. She didn’t hear the rain. But she heard the hum.

It slid beneath her own voice, harmonizing without permission. She froze, a sock dangling from her hand. The hum deepened, vibrating through the floor, through the couch, through her bones.

“Daniel?” she called.

No answer.

She dropped the laundry and ran to the door.

Daniel was already halfway down the driveway, hood bouncing with each step.

“Daniel!” she shouted.

He didn’t turn.

The hum wrapped around her like a warm hand.

She stepped outside. The rain soaked her instantly. She didn’t care. She followed her son into the storm. The procession grew. Dozens became hundreds.

All moving toward the same place.

The old civil defense shelter. The door remained sealed since 1962. The door that should have stayed sealed.

The storm hammered St. Lorne with a fury that should have driven people indoors, but the procession only grew. The hum threaded through the rain, through the wind, through the bones of the town itself. It was no longer a sound.

It was a direction. And everyone heard it. Everyone except the ones it didn’t want.

At the edge of town, old Henry Talbot sat on his porch with a blanket over his knees and a transistor radio crackling beside him. He’d been half asleep when the storm rolled in, dreaming of the ocean he hadn’t seen in thirty years. The hum reached him before the thunder did. He opened one eye.

“Oh, hell,” he muttered.

He recognized that sound. He’d heard it once, long ago, when he was a young man with a full head of hair and a bad habit of ignoring warnings. The night the shelter sealed. The night the town changed.

Henry grabbed his cane and pushed himself upright. His joints protested, but he ignored them. He shuffled to the edge of the porch and squinted into the rain.

People were walking. Dozens. Maybe hundreds. All heading toward the shelter.

“Not again,” he whispered. “Not this time.”

He stepped off the porch—and his knee buckled, dropping him into the mud. The hum brushed past him—warm, insistent, but disinterested. He wasn’t part of the pattern anymore. It didn’t want him. It wanted the others.

Henry clawed at the mud, trying to stand. “Stop!” he shouted, voice cracking. “Don’t go down there!”

No one turned. No one slowed. The hum drowned him out.

He pounded the ground with his fist, mud splashing across his blanket. “You bastards,” he whispered. “You’re doing it again.”

Lightning split the sky. The procession continued.

Near the center of town, the lights flickered inside the diner as the storm surged. The neon sign sputtered, casting a sickly pink glow across the wet pavement. Inside, the last two customers sat in a booth, half-finished pie cooling between them.

Marjorie Lane, who’d run the diner for thirty-five years, wiped down the counter with a rag that had seen better days. She didn’t notice the hum at first. She muttered about the storm until the plates rattled.

Marjorie froze. The rag slipped from her hand. She looked up. The two customers in the booth were staring at the door, eyes unfocused, forks suspended halfway to their mouths. The hum deepened, vibrating through the floor, through the stools, through the chrome napkin holders. The customers stood. Slowly. Silently. They walked to the door.

Marjorie’s voice trembled. “Where are you two going? You haven’t paid.”

They didn’t answer. They stepped into the storm.

Marjorie followed them to the doorway, heart pounding. Rain soaked her instantly, plastering her hair to her forehead. She watched the customers join the procession moving down Main Street.

“What in God’s name...” she whispered.

She felt it now—warm, familiar, curling around her like a memory she’d forgotten she had. She pressed a hand to her chest, steadying herself.

“No,” she said softly. “Not me.”

The hum disagreed. It swelled.

Marjorie stepped backward into the diner, shaking her head. “No. No, I’m not going down there. I’m not—”

The lights flickered. Her knees buckled. She caught herself on the counter, gasping. The hum wrapped around her like a hand on her back, urging her forward. She took one step. Then another. The diner door swung shut behind her as she joined the procession.

Sheriff Grayson reached the corner of Maple and Third just as the crowd thickened. People streamed from every direction—families, couples, teenagers, the elderly. Some wore pajamas. Some wore work clothes. Some carried nothing but the hum in their ears.

Grayson tried to speak. To shout. To command. But every word died in his throat. The hum drowned everything out.

He saw Ruth Mercer walking barefoot through the rain, her hair plastered to her cheeks. He saw Pastor Brooks, still wearing his clerical collar. He saw Daniel Haskett holding his mother’s hand, both soaked to the bone.

Grayson’s heart pounded. He wanted to stop them. He wanted to save them. But the hum pulled at him too, warm and familiar, whispering in a voice he’d spent his whole life trying to forget.

Tommy... come home.

He clenched his jaw.

“No,” he whispered. “Not this time.”

But his feet kept moving.

The procession reached the old civil defense shelter. The door stood at the base of the hill, rusted and sealed with a thick metal bar. No one had touched the bar for decades. The storm raged around it, the wind howling, rain slashing sideways.

The bar slid free. On its own. The door creaked open. A warm, pulsing glow spilled out.

The people of St. Lorne stepped inside. One by one. Calm. Certain. Listening.

The shelter’s interior breathed warm air into the storm, a pulse of heat that fogged the rain and cast the crowd in a soft, golden haze. It shouldn’t have been warm. It shouldn’t have been lit. It shouldn’t have been open.

But the people of St. Lorne didn’t question it. They stepped inside as if returning to a place they’d always known.

Ruth Mercer crossed the threshold first. Her bare feet left wet prints on the concrete floor, each one glowing faintly before fading. She didn’t notice. She didn’t look back. She simply walked deeper into the shelter, following the hum that had wrapped itself around her heart.

Pastor Brooks followed, rain dripping from his collar. He murmured something under his breath—maybe a prayer, maybe a confession, maybe a name—but the hum swallowed the words before they reached the air.

Daniel Haskett tugged his mother’s hand, urging her forward. Sarah stumbled behind him, eyes glassy, hair plastered to her cheeks. She tried to speak once—Daniel thought he heard her say his name—but the hum drowned her voice, smoothing it into silence.

Marjorie Lane stepped inside next, her apron strings trailing behind her like a tail. She still held the rag she’d dropped earlier, fingers clenched around it so tightly her knuckles had gone white. She didn’t loosen her grip. She didn’t blink. She didn’t breathe deeply enough to fog the air.

The procession continued. One by one. Calm. Certain. Listening.

Sheriff Grayson reached the doorway last. He stopped beneath the rusted frame, rain pouring down his face, mixing with the tears he didn’t remember shedding. The hum pressed against him like a warm hand on his back, urging him forward.

Tommy... come home.

He closed his eyes. He saw his father’s silhouette in the storm, the night the shelter sealed. He saw the way the man had turned toward the door, calm and unafraid, as if he’d heard something beautiful in the dark. He saw the way the town had pretended nothing had happened afterward.

He opened his eyes. For a heartbeat, he leaned back against the frame, fighting the pull with everything he had left. Grayson stepped inside. The shelter door swung shut behind him with a soft, final click.

The storm outside raged on, but the sound didn’t penetrate the thick concrete walls. Inside, the air was warm. Too warm. The hum vibrated through the floor, through the walls, through the people standing shoulder to shoulder in the narrow corridor.

They moved deeper. The light grew brighter. corridor widened into a chamber—vast, circular, pulsing with a soft, golden glow that seemed to come from the stone itself. The air shimmered with heat. The walls breathed.

Ruth Mercer reached the center first. She stopped. The others gathered around her.

Daniel let go of his mother’s hand and stepped forward, eyes wide, face lit by the glow. He smiled—a small, peaceful smile that didn’t belong on a child’s face.

Pastor Brooks knelt.

Marjorie Lane dropped her rag.

Sheriff Grayson whispered, “Dad...”

The chamber brightened. The stone pulsed. Light rippled across the floor in a widening spiral, faint but unmistakable. And the people of St. Lorne exhaled as one. A soft, collective sigh. A surrender.

The floor beneath them rippled like water. The glow rose. And the chamber swallowed them. Not violently. Not painfully.

Gently. Like a mother lifting a sleeping child.

The light dimmed. The stone stilled. When the storm finally passed, the shelter stood silent.

The door sealed itself. The bar slid back into place.

The town above slept uneasily, unaware that hundreds of its people had vanished into the earth.

Only one sound lingered beneath the soil.

A faint, rhythmic thrum. A heartbeat. A memory. A beginning. And far below, in the dark the world had forgotten, something whispered: Follow.

Decades later, the children of those who walked into the ridge would grow up pretending the night never happened. Some would inherit their parents’ jobs, their fears, their silences. And one of them—Mark Grayson—would become sheriff of St. Lorne, never fully remembering what happened to his father beneath the ridge.
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Chapter 1 - The First Sinkhole
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Harrison Hale smelled the ridge before he saw it. The air carried a faint metallic tang—wet stone and old batteries—the same scent he remembered from childhood storms rolling in off the lake. He stepped out of his truck and let the wind hit him, sharp and cold despite the June heat.

The sky above St. Lorne was a washed-out gray, the kind that made the treeline look darker than it was. He hadn’t been back in three years. The ridge hadn’t changed. He had.

Harrison slung his field bag over his shoulder and walked toward the orange barricades blocking the trailhead. A sheriff’s cruiser idled beside them, lights off, engine humming. Pine pollen dusted the hood. Someone had been here a while.

Harrison didn’t need to see the man leaning against the driver’s door to know who it was. Sheriff Mark Grayson—son of the last man to walk into the old shelter and never come back.

Sheriff Grayson straightened as Harrison approached, jaw tightening beneath a week-old beard. He wore the same brown jacket he’d worn the day of Mara’s funeral, the same guarded expression, the same habit of watching Harrison like he was a problem waiting to happen.

“You’re not supposed to be here,” Grayson said.

Harrison stopped a few feet away. “Morning to you too.”

“This area’s closed.”

“I got the call from the county. They asked for a structural assessment.”

Grayson’s eyes narrowed. “I didn’t.”

“You’re not the county.”

“And you’re not welcome.”

There it was—the same brittle hostility, the same unspoken accusation. Harrison ignored it and stepped closer to the barricade. Beyond it, the trail dipped into the trees; the earth torn open in a jagged wound. The sinkhole was larger than he expected—at least thirty feet across, maybe more; the soil slumped inward as if something had pulled it down from below.

Harrison exhaled slowly. “How long ago did it open?”

“Last night.”

“Any injuries?”

“No.”

“Anyone go down there?”

Grayson’s jaw flexed. “No.”

Harrison glanced at him. “That a real ‘no,’ or a St. Lorne ‘no’?”

Grayson didn’t answer.

The wind shifted, carrying a faint vibration—so low Harrison felt it more than heard it. A hum. Subtle. Directional. Coming from the sinkhole. His stomach tightened. He hadn’t heard that sound in years. Not since the night Mara died. 

Harrison stepped past the barricade.

Grayson moved instantly, blocking him with an arm. “I said this area’s closed.”

“And I said the county sent me.”

“I don’t care who sent you. You’re not going down there.”

Harrison met his eyes. “Why? Because you’re worried about me? Or because you’re worried about what I’ll find?”

Grayson’s expression didn’t change, but something in his posture did—a flicker of tension, a tightening of the shoulders, a shift of weight like he was bracing for something he didn’t want to admit.

“Turn around,” Grayson said quietly. “Go back to your truck. Leave this one alone.”

Harrison stepped around him. Grayson grabbed his arm. Harrison froze. The hum deepened—just a fraction, just enough to make the pine needles tremble. A faint metallic shimmer threaded through it, like something vibrating inside hollow stone.

Grayson’s grip tightened. “Don’t you hear that?”

Harrison swallowed. “Yeah.”

“Then you know why you shouldn’t be here.”

Harrison pulled his arm free. “That’s exactly why I should.”

Grayson swore under his breath and followed him down the slope. The ground grew softer as they approached the edge, the soil damp and loose beneath Harrison’s boots. The sinkhole yawned before them—a raw, circular wound in the earth, exposing layers of clay, sand, and fractured limestone. The bottom was uneven, sloped, and darker than it should have been, as if the collapse had peeled back time itself.

Harrison crouched at the rim, running his fingers along the fracture line. The limestone had sheared inward, not outward — a clean, deliberate pull, as if the earth had clenched a fist beneath the surface. Sinkholes didn’t behave like this. They collapsed under their own weight, slumping and sagging. But this one had direction. Intent. The soil displacement numbers forming in his mind didn’t match anything he’d ever seen, and the wrongness of it pressed against his ribs like a held breath.

Harrison crouched, scanning the perimeter. “This isn’t natural.”

Grayson snorted. “No kidding.”

“I mean it’s not just erosion,” Harrison said. “Something pulled the soil down.”

Grayson crossed his arms. “You’re seeing what you want to see.”

“No,” Harrison replied quietly. “I’m seeing what’s here.”

He pointed to the exposed strata—the way the layers curved inward instead of shearing cleanly, the way the roots bent downward instead of snapping, the way the soil looked compacted, not fallen. He brushed away a handful of wet clay, revealing a pale band beneath it—dense, chalk-colored, unnaturally smooth.

“This layer shouldn’t be here,” he murmured. “It’s compacted fill. Backfill from a previous collapse.”

Grayson frowned. “You’re saying this hole’s been patched before?”

“Deliberately,” Harrison said. “Florida Geological Survey reports mention this kind of layering—karst collapse filled with imported soil to stabilize the surface. It’s like a scar. The ground failed once, and someone tried to hide it.”

He traced the pale band with his glove. The texture was wrong—too fine, almost powdery, like ash mixed with sand. “This isn’t just erosion. It’s memory.”

Grayson shifted uneasily. “You sound like Lila.”

Harrison ignored him. He studied the curvature of the strata, the subtle spiral pattern where the layers folded inward. “Vertical collapse,” he said. “Like a void opened underneath.”

The sheriff kicked at a clump of mud. “You think it’s connected to the old shelter?”

“Maybe,” Harrison said. “Or something deeper.”

A gust of wind swept across the pit, carrying the smell of wet limestone and rust. The rain had eased, but the air still trembled faintly, as if the ground were breathing. From somewhere down the slope came a low, hollow sound—half vibration, half whisper.

Grayson stiffened. “Hear that?”

Harrison nodded. “Pressure equalizing. The void’s still active.”

The sheriff’s radio crackled, a burst of static followed by a voice from dispatch: “Another depression forming near the quarry—looks like the Two-Egg pit all over again.”

Grayson’s expression darkened. “Don’t start with that nonsense.”

“What nonsense?” Harrison asked.

“Local legend,” Grayson said. “Back in the sixties, hunters claimed a pale creature crawled out of a sinkhole near Two Egg. Said it moved like a man but bent wrong. Every time the ground gave way, folks blamed the Stump Jumper.”

Harrison glanced at the pale layer again. “Maybe they weren’t wrong.”

Grayson gave a short, humorless laugh. “You think monsters dig holes now?”

“I think people invent monsters when they don’t want to admit the land’s alive,” Harrison said. “And this land—this whole basin—has been collapsing for decades. Winter Park, Lake Jackson, Marianna... every one of them swallowed roads and houses overnight. The reports call it karst activity. But look at this.” He gestured toward the compacted band. “Someone filled it. Someone tried to keep the memory buried.”

Lightning flickered across the horizon, illuminating the sinkhole’s rim. The pale layer glowed faintly, almost phosphorescent in the rain.

Grayson stepped back. “You’re saying the ground remembers?”

Harrison stood, wiping mud from his gloves. “I’m saying it never forgets.”

The hum deepened—so low it was felt more than heard. The soil at the edge trembled, sending ripples through the puddles. Harrison looked down into the darkness, where the slope vanished into shadow.

For a moment, he thought he saw movement—something pale shifting beneath the surface, like a reflection caught in water. He blinked, and it was gone.

Grayson turned toward the cruiser. “We’re done here.”

Harrison lingered at the rim, rain dripping from his hood, staring at the compacted layer that marked the town’s buried past. The pale band seemed to pulse faintly, as if the earth itself were remembering the last time it fell.

He whispered to no one, “The ground failed before. It’ll fail again.”

Grayson’s silence was answer enough.

Harrison slid down the slope, boots digging into the loose earth.

“Harrison!” Grayson barked. “Get back up here!”

Harrison ignored him.

The hum grew stronger as he descended—still faint, still low, but unmistakable. It vibrated through the soil, through his boots, through his bones. He reached the bottom and knelt, brushing aside loose dirt.

Something metallic glinted beneath the soil. Harrison’s breath caught. He brushed faster, revealing a curved edge of steel—old, weathered, stamped with a faded emblem he hadn’t seen since he was a kid. A Cold War civil defense seal.

Grayson slid down after him, boots skidding. “Don’t touch that.”

Harrison ignored him and cleared more soil. The metal surface curved downward, forming a circular hatch—a sealed door, half-buried, its hinges rusted but intact.

A Cold War shelter door. Exactly like the one from the stories. Exactly like the one from 1962. Exactly like the one Mara had been obsessed with.

Harrison whispered, “It’s real.”

Grayson’s voice was low, almost pleading. “Cover it back up.”

Harrison looked up at him. “You knew this was here.”

Grayson didn’t answer.

“You’ve known for years.”

Still nothing.

Harrison stood slowly. “What else are you hiding?”

Grayson’s eyes flicked toward the treeline—not at Harrison, but at something deeper, something older, something he didn’t want to name.

The hum deepened again. The soil trembled. And the door beneath their feet warmed. The warmth spread quickly. The warmth rose fast—sun-heated metal turning feverish beneath the soil.

Harrison stepped back instinctively. Grayson remained perfectly still. He froze, eyes locked on the door as if he were seeing something he’d prayed never to see again.

“Don’t move,” Grayson whispered.

The hum deepened. Not louder—deeper. A frequency that lived below hearing, below thought, below instinct. A vibration that settled into the chest and stayed there.

Harrison swallowed hard. “You hear that?”

The sheriff’s face had gone pale, the color draining from his cheeks. A muscle beneath his left eye twitched—small, rapid, involuntary. His breath came shallow and fast, fogging in the air even though the morning was warm. His hand hovered near his holster—not to draw his weapon, but as if he needed something solid to hold onto.

“Grayson,” Harrison said quietly. “Talk to me.”

The sheriff shook his head once, barely perceptible. “It’s not supposed to do that.”

“What isn’t?”

“The door.”

Harrison stepped closer. “You knew it was here.”

Grayson didn’t deny it.

Harrison crouched and pressed his palm to the metal. It was warm. Alive! Pulsing in time. He jerked his hand back.

Grayson swore under his breath. “Don’t touch it.”

“You think that’s what did it?” Harrison asked. “The sinkhole?”

Grayson’s jaw clenched. “I think you need to get away from it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one you’re getting.”

Harrison stood. “What happened here in 1962?”

Grayson’s eyes snapped to him—sharp, warning, terrified.

“Don’t,” Grayson said. “Don’t start digging into that.”

“You’re the one who told me to stop digging.”

“And I meant it.”

The hum pulsed again—stronger this time, enough to make the metal door shift beneath the soil with a low, grinding groan.

Harrison’s breath caught. “It’s moving.”

Grayson took a step back. “We’re leaving.”

Harrison didn’t move. “It’s opening.”

“No,” Grayson said, voice cracking. “It’s waking.”

The soil around the door trembled, small rivulets of dirt sliding down its curved surface. The hinges—rusted, ancient—twitched as if something beneath them was testing its strength.

Harrison stared. “This shouldn’t be possible.”

Grayson grabbed his arm. “Harrison, listen to me. We need to go. Now.”

Harrison pulled free. “Why? What’s down there?”

Grayson’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Nothing you want to meet.”

The hum surged—a sudden, violent pulse that rattled the entire sinkhole. The ground buckled. A crack split the soil beside them, running like a lightning bolt through the earth.

Harrison stumbled.

Grayson caught him by the jacket and hauled him backward, dragging him up the slope with a strength born of panic.

“Move!” Grayson shouted. “Move!”

The hum struck like a pressure wave, sharp enough to buzz behind his eyes. The door beneath them glowed faintly, a dull red shimmer bleeding through the dirt.

Harrison stared in disbelief. “It’s heating up.”

“It’s opening,” Grayson said. “And we’re not going to be here when it does.”

They scrambled up the slope, dirt sliding beneath their boots. The hum clung to them, tightening like a wire drawn slowly toward tension. At the top of the sinkhole, Harrison turned back. The door pulsed once—a deep, resonant throb that sent a ripple through the soil.

Grayson grabbed his shoulder. “Don’t look at it.”

Harrison tore his gaze away.

Grayson’s voice was low, shaking. “You should’ve stayed gone, Hale.”

Harrison stared at him. “You knew this was coming.”

They reached the ridgeline breathless, boots sliding on loose gravel as they scrambled over the last rise. The trees thinned, opening into a narrow overlook where the land dropped away toward the lake. The wind hit them hard, carrying the scent of pine and cold water. But the hum followed.

Faint at first. Then stronger. Then unmistakably present.

Harrison turned, expecting the sound to fade with distance. It didn’t. The vibration clung to him, threaded through the air like a wire pulled taut.

Grayson stopped a few paces ahead, hands on his knees, breathing hard. Not from exertion—from fear.

Harrison had never seen the sheriff afraid. Not like this.

“Grayson,” Harrison said quietly. “What aren’t you telling me?”

Grayson didn’t look up. “You need to leave town.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one that keeps you alive.”

Harrison stepped closer. “You knew that door was there.”

Grayson straightened slowly, shoulders stiff. “Everyone in this town knows.”

Harrison blinked. “Everyone?”

Grayson’s jaw tightened. “Everyone who’s old enough to remember. Everyone who lost someone. Everyone who heard the stories.”

Harrison felt the wind shift, carrying the hum across the ridge like a low, rolling tide.

“You’re talking about 1962,” Harrison said.

Grayson flinched. It was small—a twitch of the eyes, a tightening of the mouth—but it was enough.

“You know what happened,” Harrison pressed. “You’ve always known.”

Grayson looked away, staring down at the treeline as if expecting something to emerge from it. “I know what we were told. I know what we were told not to say. I know what we were told to forget.”

Harrison’s breath caught. “Forget?”

Grayson’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Some things don’t stay buried. Not forever.”

Birds scattered from the trees below, startled into flight.

Harrison turned toward the sinkhole, though he couldn’t see it from here. He could feel it—a pressure behind his ribs, a vibration in his teeth, a memory he didn’t want to remember.

“Mara heard it too,” Harrison said.

Grayson closed his eyes. “I know.”

Harrison’s chest tightened. “You never told me.”

“You never asked.”

“I didn’t know to ask.”

Grayson finally met his eyes. “And that’s why you should’ve stayed gone.”

The hum surged—louder now, as if responding to the conversation, as if listening.

Harrison took a step back. “What is it, Grayson?”

The sheriff shook his head. “Not here.”

“Then where?”

“Nowhere,” Grayson said. “There’s nowhere safe to talk about this.”

Harrison stared at him. “You’re scared.”

Grayson grabbed Harrison’s arm. “Listen to me. Whatever you think you’re here to do—don’t. Whatever answers you think you’ll find—you won’t. Whatever you think you lost—you won’t get it back.”

Harrison pulled free. “You don’t get to tell me that.”

“I’m trying to keep you alive.”

“Then tell me the truth.”

Grayson hesitated—a long, painful silence.

Then he said, “The truth is buried for a reason.”

Harrison stepped closer. “And I’m going to dig it up.”

Grayson’s face hardened. “Then you’re going to get yourself killed.”

The hum hit again—a sudden, sharp pulse that made the ground tremble beneath their feet.

Harrison turned toward the ridge. The trees below swayed in unison, as if something deep underground had exhaled.

Grayson’s voice was barely audible. “It’s waking up.”

Harrison swallowed. “And it knows I’m here.”

The walk back to the trailhead should have been silent.

It wasn’t. The hum followed them. Not loud. Not constant. But present—a faint vibration threading through the air like a wire pulled tight. Harrison felt it in his ribs, in the back of his teeth, in the soft place behind his ears where memory lived.

Grayson kept glancing over his shoulder, as if expecting the ground to open up behind them.

“Don’t look back,” he muttered.

Harrison ignored him and looked anyway.

The ridge was still. The trees are unmoving. The sinkhole hidden behind the rise. But the hum was there—a low, steady pulse that didn’t belong to the wind or the earth or anything natural. It belonged to the door. And the door belonged to something deeper.

They reached the sheriff’s cruiser. Grayson stopped beside it, hands braced on the roof, head bowed. His breath fogged in the air again, even though the afternoon had warmed.

Harrison frowned. “You’re shaking.”

Grayson didn’t deny it. “You shouldn’t have touched that door.”

“I barely brushed it.”

“That’s enough.”

“For what?”

Grayson finally looked up. His eyes were bloodshot, the skin around them tight with a fear Harrison had never seen in him—not during storms, not during search-and-rescue calls, not even the night Mara died.

“For it to know you,” Grayson said.

Harrison’s stomach tightened. “Know me?”

Grayson straightened, wiping his palms on his jacket. “It remembers everyone who gets close. Everyone who listens. Everyone who hears it.”

Harrison swallowed. “You’re talking like it’s alive.”

Grayson didn’t blink. “It is.”

Harrison turned toward the ridge. The trees shivered. Not from wind. From something deeper.

Grayson opened the cruiser’s door. “Get in. I’m taking you back to town.”

“I drove myself.”

“You’re not going back alone.”

Harrison hesitated. “You think it’s dangerous.”

“I know it is.”

Harrison didn’t argue. He got in. As they drove down the gravel road, the hum faded—slowly, reluctantly—like something watching them leave. But it didn’t disappear. It lingered at the edge of hearing, a low, steady vibration that followed them all the way to the outskirts of St. Lorne.

Grayson pulled into the Pine Lantern’s gravel lot and killed the engine. The hum stopped instantly, as if cut off by a switch.

Harrison exhaled. “Finally.”

Grayson didn’t move. “It’s not gone.”

Harrison looked at him. “Then where is it?”

Grayson stared straight ahead. “Listening.”

Harrison opened the door and stepped out. The air felt normal again—warm, still, quiet. People moved along the sidewalk. A couple laughed outside the bar. A dog barked somewhere down the street.

Normal. But Harrison felt the hum inside him—faint, like a memory he couldn’t shake. He slung his bag over his shoulder and started toward the bar.

Behind him, Grayson called out, “Hale.”

Harrison turned.

Grayson leaned out the cruiser window, face grim. “If you hear it again... don’t answer.”

Harrison frowned. “Answer?”

Grayson’s voice dropped to a whisper. “It calls people.”

Harrison’s breath caught.

Grayson put the cruiser in gear. “And it remembers who listens.”

He drove off, gravel crunching beneath the tires.

Harrison stood alone in the parking lot, the afternoon sun warm on his face. Then—faint, almost imagined—the hum brushed the back of his mind. A single pulse. A heartbeat. A greeting. The caverns had noticed him. And they weren’t done.
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Chapter 2 - The Pine Lantern
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The Pine Lantern hadn’t changed. Same warped wooden steps. Same flickering neon sign that buzzed like a dying firefly. Same smell of fried onions, spilled beer, and pine-sap varnish drifting through the cracked door. Same low murmur of voices from the regulars who’d been coming here since before Harrison was born.

But the moment he stepped inside, the room went quiet. Not silent—just... aware. A few heads turned. A few whispers started. Someone muttered his name under their breath.

Harrison Hale. Back again. Back when he shouldn’t be.

He ignored them and headed for the bar.

The walls were cluttered with decades of St. Lorne’s history—yellowed photographs, rusted license plates, a mounted bass caught in ’78, and a row of framed newspaper clippings. Most were harmless nostalgia, but two caught Harrison’s eye immediately.

The first was a Cold War headline printed in bold black type:


LOCAL FAMILY BUILDS PRIVATE FALLOUT SHELTER — INSPIRED BY MOUNT DORA CATACOMBS June 3, 1961 – St. Lorne Gazette


A grainy photo showed a family of five standing proudly beside a concrete hatch half-buried in the earth. Harrison remembered hearing about the Mount Dora Catacombs as a kid—how a group of families had carved out a sprawling bunker system beneath their land, convinced the Cuban Missile Crisis would end Florida. St. Lorne had followed suit, building its own shelter in a hurry, sealing it even faster.

The second clipping hung crookedly beside the first:


SKUNK APE TRACKS FOUND NEAR ST. LORNE BASIN – 1974 Wildlife Officer Reports “Unusual Stride Length”


Someone had circled the headline in red pencil. Beneath it, a handwritten note read: “Tracks led toward the limestone pits.”

Harrison felt a chill. The Skunk Ape stories had been a joke when he was young—Panhandle folklore, campfire nonsense. But the clipping was real. The officer’s report was real. And the pits were close to the ridge where the sinkhole had opened that morning.

He tore his gaze away and approached the bar.

Lila was wiping down the counter, her dark hair pulled into a loose knot, sleeves rolled up, a pencil tucked behind one ear. She looked up when she heard the door, and for a moment her expression softened—relief, maybe, or something close to it.

Then she saw Grayson behind him.

“Of course,” she said. “You two together. That can’t be good.”

Grayson didn’t rise to the bait. He walked past her without a word and took a seat at the far end of the bar, shoulders hunched, eyes fixed on nothing.

Lila watched him go, then turned back to Harrison. “What happened?”

Harrison slid onto a stool. “Sinkhole on the ridge.”

“I heard.” She set a glass of water in front of him. “You okay?”

He hesitated. “Not really.”

Lila studied him—really studied him—the way she used to when they were kids and he came home scraped up from climbing the quarry walls. She saw more than he wanted her to.

“You heard it again,” she said quietly.

Harrison didn’t answer. Not because he was hiding something—because the words wouldn’t form. The image of the frost, the pattern, the face in the ice pressed against his thoughts like a weight he couldn’t lift.

Lila’s expression darkened. “How bad?”

A muscle in Harrison’s jaw tightened. “Bad enough.”

She exhaled slowly, bracing her hands on the counter. “And Grayson?”

A flicker of memory—Grayson’s eyes, wide and unfocused, fixed on something Harrison couldn’t see. “Worse.”

Lila glanced toward the sheriff. “He looks like he’s seen a ghost.”

Harrison swallowed. “He saw something. We both did.”

Lila leaned in. “Tell me.”

He opened his mouth—then stopped. Because the hum brushed the back of his mind again. Not a sound. A sensation. A thin, crystalline overtone shimmering beneath it, like glass vibrating in a distant room. Faint. Soft. Almost gentle.

Like a fingertip tracing the inside of his skull. A cold ripple moved down his spine.

Lila saw it instantly. “Harrison?”

He forced a breath, trying to steady the tremor in his chest. “It’s nothing.”

Her eyes narrowed. “It’s not nothing.”

He shook his head, but the motion felt sluggish, like the hum had weight. “It’s just... lingering.”

Lila’s voice dropped. “It doesn’t linger.”

Harrison met her eyes. “It is now.”

Before she could respond, the door opened behind them. A gust of warm air swept in, carrying pine and dust.

The regulars turned.

A man stepped inside—soaked, pale, shaking. Harrison recognized him: Daniel Harper, the county surveyor. He’d been on the ridge earlier, taking soil readings.

His eyes were wide. His clothes were streaked with clay. And his boots were covered in the same pale, compacted soil Harrison had seen in the sinkhole. Daniel looked straight at Harrison.

“It’s happening again,” he said.

The neon sign flickered overhead. The hum pressed against Harrison’s skull. And the Pine Lantern held its breath.

Harrison turned. And for a split second—just a heartbeat—he saw her.

Mara

Standing in the doorway. Hair damp from the lake. Eyes bright. Smiling, the way she used to when she caught him staring. The faint trace of lake water and cedar hit him—the exact scent she carried the night she died.

His breath stopped. The hum sharpened. Then she was gone. Just a woman in a rain jacket stepping inside, shaking off the heat. Harrison blinked hard.

Lila’s voice was soft. “You saw something.”

He didn’t answer. Grayson did.

From the far end of the bar, without looking up, he said, “It’s starting.”

Lila shot him a glare. “You’re not helping.”

“I’m not trying to.” Grayson rubbed his temples. “I’m telling him the truth.”

Harrison swallowed. “What truth?”

Grayson finally looked at him—eyes hollow, voice low.

“It knows you now.”

The hum pulsed again—faint, but unmistakable. It carried a faint granular hiss, like sand shifting deep underground.

Lila stepped closer to Harrison, her voice barely above a whisper. “You need to tell me exactly what happened out there.”

Her fingers tightened around the edge of the bar — a small, involuntary grip she didn’t seem to notice.

Harrison stared at the bar, hands trembling slightly.

“I touched the door,” he said.

Lila froze.

Grayson swore under his breath.

And the hum—the one only Harrison could hear—answered with a soft, resonant throb. A greeting. A claim. A beginning.

Lila slid onto the stool beside him, close enough that Harrison could feel the warmth of her shoulder. She lowered her voice, but the urgency in it sharpened every word.

“Start from the beginning.”

The words landed heavier than they should have. Not a request. Not even a command. More like a verdict being handed down. Harrison rubbed his palms against his jeans, trying to ground himself, but the motion only reminded him how badly his hands still trembled. The skin there felt tight, raw, as if the memory of the sinkhole had sunk into the nerves themselves.

“The sinkhole wasn’t natural,” he said.

Lila didn’t flinch. She just watched him with that steady ranger stare of hers—the one that said she’d already run through three possible explanations and dismissed all of them. “I figured.”

“No,” Harrison said, shaking his head. “I mean it wasn’t just erosion. It wasn’t subsidence. It wasn’t anything geological. Something pulled the ground down.”

Lila’s eyes flicked toward Grayson, quick and sharp. “And he saw it too?”

Grayson didn’t look up. He sat hunched over the bar like a man trying to fold himself into the wood grain, staring at the lacquered surface as if it held answers he didn’t want to say out loud. His jaw worked, but no sound came out.

Harrison continued, because stopping felt worse. “There was a door under the soil. A Cold War shelter door.”

Lila’s breath caught—not loud, but enough. “Like the one from the stories?”

“Exactly like that.”

“And it was... open?”

“No.” Harrison swallowed, throat tight. “But it was waking up.”

Lila stared at him, searching his face for exaggeration, for metaphor, for anything that made sense. “What does that mean?”

Harrison hesitated. The memory rose in his mind—the heat, the vibration, the sense of something alive beneath the metal. “It was warm.”

Lila blinked. “Warm?”

“Hot,” Harrison corrected. “Like something was heating it from the inside.”

Grayson flinched. Not big. Not dramatic. Just a tiny, involuntary jerk of the shoulders — but Lila caught it instantly.

“Sheriff?” she asked.

Grayson didn’t respond. His fingers tapped a jittery rhythm against the bar, the kind of rhythm that belonged to someone trying very hard not to panic.

Harrison pressed on. “And the hum—”

Lila grabbed his wrist before he could finish. Her grip was firm, almost desperate. “You heard it again?”

He nodded.

“How strong?”

“Stronger than before.”

Lila’s
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