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The ground listened before anyone else did.

It was subtle at first. A tightening, almost like a held breath beneath the soil. The kind of movement you might mistake for settling earth, or the slow sigh of roots shifting far below the surface. No one noticed it, because grief has a way of narrowing attention. It pulls the living inward, away from the world’s quieter warnings. I have learned that sorrow can make even the most alert eyes miss what is directly beneath them.

Elara stood at the edge of the open grave with her hands folded tightly in front of her, fingers pressed white against one another. The morning was overcast, the sky the color of old ash, low clouds dragging themselves across the hills like something wounded and tired. Black Hollow’s cemetery lay on a gentle slope behind the chapel, its headstones crooked and leaning, inscriptions softened by time and lichen. The air smelled of damp earth and wilted flowers, a scent that lingered longer than it should have.

She had been asked to sing.

That alone was strange. Elara did not sing in public. She rarely spoke above a murmur. Most of the village knew her only as the quiet girl who kept her eyes lowered and her mouth closed, the one who moved through streets as if trying not to disturb the air around her. But the dead man’s sister had insisted, her voice trembling when she approached Elara two days earlier.

“He liked your songs,” the woman had said. “He used to stop by your mother’s house just to hear you practice.”

Elara had nodded, though she could not remember the man ever standing near their door. She remembered only a feeling, a faint awareness, as if someone had paused at the edge of her voice and listened from far away. It was the sort of knowing that does not arrive with memory, only with sensation.

Now the coffin rested below, polished wood darkened by moisture, ropes stretched taut along its sides. The gravediggers stood back with their hats in their hands. The priest murmured the final prayers, his words thin and fragile in the open air, as if they might dissolve before reaching the ground.

When he finished, silence settled over the gathered mourners.

All eyes turned to Elara.

Her throat tightened. For a moment she considered shaking her head, stepping back, refusing. Her mother stood a short distance away, face pale, lips pressed into a line that was not quite anger and not quite fear. It was something older than both. Elara had seen that expression before, in moments when answers were withheld not out of cruelty, but out of caution.

Elara inhaled.

The first note left her gently, almost reluctantly, as if unsure it should exist at all. It was low and soft, a simple melody without words. A lullaby shape. Something meant for comfort rather than display. The sound barely carried beyond the nearest row of mourners.

The earth shifted.

Not visibly. Not yet. But Elara felt it through the soles of her shoes, a faint vibration that traveled upward into her legs, into her chest. Her breath faltered for half a second, but she continued. The melody flowed on, steady and restrained, shaped by instinct more than intention. I have known moments like that, when stopping feels more dangerous than continuing, even when you do not understand why.

A second note joined the first, then a third. The air seemed to thicken, each sound lingering longer than it should have, refusing to fade. Elara’s voice did not echo. It pressed.

Several people glanced around, unsettled, as if they too had sensed something moving just out of sight. A woman in the front row clutched her shawl tighter around her shoulders. One of the gravediggers shifted his weight, boots scraping softly against the ground.

Elara’s chest felt warm. Not painfully so, but noticeably, like the slow spreading of heat near a fire. Her voice grew fuller without her meaning it to. The melody deepened, threading itself into something heavier, something that pulled instead of soothed.

The ropes creaked.

Someone frowned, eyes dropping to the coffin.

Elara felt the resistance then. A pressure beneath her voice, like a current pushing back against her song. She swallowed, her throat suddenly dry, and softened the note. Tried to ease it away. The melody wavered but did not break.

The earth answered anyway.

A low sound rose from the grave, not a voice, not quite a noise, more like the groan of soil disturbed after a long rest. A ripple passed across the mound of dirt beside the coffin. A tremor, unmistakable now.

The priest stopped breathing.

Elara stopped singing.

For one fragile instant, everything held still.

Then the coffin shifted.

It was slight, just a fraction of an inch, but enough. Enough to shatter denial. Enough to tear the breath from every chest gathered there. The polished lid scraped softly against the wood supports, a sound far too loud in the sudden silence.

A murmur spread through the crowd, sharp and frightened.

“No,” someone whispered.

Elara’s heart hammered. Her vision blurred at the edges, the cemetery tilting as if the ground itself had begun to slope away from her. She tried to step back, but her feet would not move. The warmth in her chest flared, surging upward into her throat.

The coffin jolted again.

This time there was no mistaking it.

A scream tore through the air.

Several mourners stumbled backward, colliding with one another. The gravediggers rushed forward, hands raised as if they might press the coffin back into stillness by sheer force of will. The priest dropped his prayer book. It landed in the dirt with a dull thud, pages splaying open.

Elara could hear her own pulse roaring in her ears.

The lid of the coffin lifted.

Not all the way. Not violently. It rose just enough to break the seal, to allow a thin line of darkness to show beneath it. A hand emerged, pale and stiff, fingers trembling as if uncertain how to exist again.

Someone retched.

Elara’s knees buckled. She caught herself on the edge of the grave, fingers digging into damp soil. Her breath came in shallow gasps, each one scraping painfully against her throat. She could feel the pull now, unmistakable, a force tugging at her voice, urging it forward even as she fought to remain silent.

The hand tightened.

The coffin lid creaked wider.

The dead man sat up just enough for his face to be seen.

His skin was gray, stretched tight across the angles of his skull. His eyes were open, clouded but focused, fixed on something beyond the ring of horrified faces. His mouth opened.

The sound that came out was not a groan.

It was speech.

“Elara.”

Her name fell into the cemetery like a stone into water.

The effect was immediate and violent. Panic erupted fully, no longer restrained by shock. People screamed and ran, trampling flowers, knocking over headstones in their haste to flee. One of the gravediggers fell to his knees, crossing himself over and over, lips moving in frantic prayer. The priest staggered backward, face drained of color, eyes wide with a terror that went beyond faith.

Elara could not move.

The dead man’s gaze found her.

She knew him then, not by memory, but by recognition. The same way she knew certain melodies before she ever learned them. The same way she knew when the ground was listening. Some knowledge does not belong to the mind. It settles deeper, waiting.

“You sang,” he said.

His voice was rough, unused, but steady. It carried without effort, every syllable clear.

Elara shook her head weakly. “I did not,” she tried to say, but no sound came out. Her throat burned as if she had swallowed fire.

“You always do,” the dead man continued. “Even when you are quiet.”

Her vision darkened. The cemetery swayed, headstones blurring into gray smears. The warmth in her chest surged one last time, then vanished abruptly, leaving a hollow cold behind.

She collapsed.

The last thing she heard before the world went black was the coffin lid closing itself, wood meeting wood with a final, terrible certainty.

When Elara woke, the sky was darker.

She lay on her back on the chapel floor, the smell of incense heavy in the air. Candles flickered along the walls, their flames unsteady, as if the building itself were breathing. Her head throbbed. Her throat felt raw and bruised, every swallow a sharp reminder of what had passed through it.

Her mother sat beside her.

For a moment, neither of them spoke.

The silence stretched, thick and fragile. It was the kind of silence that carries weight, the kind that presses questions into the space between breaths.

“They saw,” Elara whispered finally.

Her voice came out thin, barely audible.

Her mother closed her eyes. Her hands trembled where they rested in her lap. When she opened them again, there were tears there, but also something firmer. Something resigned.

“Yes,” she said. “They did.”

Elara turned her head slowly, staring at the darkened rafters above. “He knew my name.”

Her mother’s jaw tightened.

“You never met him,” Elara continued. “I am sure of it.”

“I know.”

The word landed heavily between them.

Elara swallowed. “Then how?”

Her mother did not answer right away. Instead, she reached out and brushed a strand of hair from Elara’s forehead, her touch gentle but hesitant, as if she feared what might happen if she pressed too firmly.

“There are things,” she said at last, “that listen when you speak.”

Elara’s breath caught.

“And there are things,” her mother continued, “that remember your voice even when you do not.”

Outside, beyond the thick stone walls of the chapel, Black Hollow shifted uneasily. Doors slammed. Voices rose and fell in frightened bursts. Somewhere in the distance, a bell rang once, then stopped.

Elara closed her eyes.

In the darkness behind her lids, she felt it again. The faint pull beneath the ground. The waiting.

The dead man had spoken only one sentence.

But it was enough.
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The village did not speak of the funeral.

By morning, Black Hollow had decided what it always decided when confronted with something it could not name. It closed its mouth. Windows opened as usual. Doors creaked on their hinges. Smoke rose from chimneys in thin, obedient lines. Chickens wandered the road. The bell atop the chapel remained still.

Elara woke to the sound of sweeping.

Her mother was already up, moving through the front room with a stiff, purposeful rhythm, pushing the broom across the wooden floor as if dirt were something that could be forced into submission. The sound scraped against Elara’s skull, sharp and relentless.

She tried to speak.

Nothing came out.

Her mouth opened. Her throat tightened. Air moved, but sound did not follow. She swallowed and tried again, panic flaring as the silence held.

“El...” The shape of the word formed, but it vanished before it could exist.

Her chest felt hollow, as if something essential had been scooped out during the night and not yet returned. The warmth she had felt at the cemetery was gone, replaced by a dull ache that settled deep behind her breastbone.

“Elara,” her mother said without turning around. “You’re awake.”

Elara pushed herself up on her elbows, heart pounding. She tried to answer, but her voice refused her completely. Her throat burned faintly, raw and tender, like skin scraped too many times in the same place.

Her mother stopped sweeping.

Slowly, she turned.

Their eyes met.

For a long moment, neither of them moved.

Elara lifted a hand to her throat, shaking her head. Her eyes stung. She had not realized until that instant how much she depended on her voice, how easily she trusted it to appear when called.

Her mother’s face softened, just barely. Relief flickered there, quick and fleeting.

“Good,” she said.

The word landed heavily.

Elara frowned, confusion cutting through her fear. She reached again for sound, forcing breath upward, shaping the effort carefully. Still nothing.

Her mother crossed the room in three strides and crouched beside the bed. She took Elara’s hands in her own, gripping them firmly.

“You must not speak,” she said.

Elara stared at her.

“Not today,” her mother continued. “Not tomorrow. Not until I say otherwise.”

She tightened her grip. Her hands were cold.

Elara tried to protest, her mouth forming silent questions. Why? How long? What happened to me?

Her mother shook her head sharply.

“No,” she said. “You listen now. You do not speak.”

Elara’s throat constricted painfully. She nodded, more from shock than agreement.

Her mother released her hands and stood. She resumed sweeping, movements brisk and controlled.

Outside, the village went on.

Elara watched through the small front window as neighbors passed by. Some glanced toward the house and quickly looked away. Others stared too long, their expressions carefully blank, as if curiosity itself might betray them.

No one knocked.

No one asked how she was.

By midday, the story had already begun to change.

At the market square, people spoke in low voices, eyes darting, words chosen with care. A coffin lid had shifted, they said. Settling earth. Old wood. The dead man had not spoken. Someone must have imagined it. Grief did strange things to the mind.

By evening, the dead man had never moved at all.

Elara heard it from the window as two women paused in the street below.

“Poor girl fainted,” one said. “Too sensitive, that one.”

“Yes,” the other agreed. “Always been fragile.”

Elara pressed her fingers into the windowsill until her knuckles ached.

She wanted to scream.

Her mother cooked in silence. They ate in silence. The absence of Elara’s voice filled every corner of the house, heavier than any sound she might have made. Plates clinked softly. The clock on the wall ticked with exaggerated insistence.

When Elara reached for her cup, her hand trembled.

Her mother noticed.

She set her own cup down slowly. “You are safe if you are quiet,” she said.

Elara looked up, eyes burning.

Her mother met her gaze steadily. “They forget what they cannot name.”

Elara swallowed hard.

That night, sleep did not come easily.

When it did, it was shallow and restless, filled with dreams that were not quite dreams. She stood in the cemetery again, mouth open, voice spilling out in thick, dark waves. The ground beneath her feet cracked, splitting open to reveal faces pressed against the surface, eyes wide and waiting.

She woke gasping, fingers clutching at the blanket.

Her throat hurt more than before.

By the second day, the whispers began.

Not openly. Never directly. They slipped through the village like damp air, seeping beneath doors and into corners.

“It’s starting again.”

Elara heard it from the baker’s wife as she passed the shop window.

“I heard her singing,” someone murmured near the well. “Just like her grandmother.”

“No,” another voice hissed. “Worse.”

Elara kept her head down as she walked, her mother’s hand firm on her arm. She was not allowed out alone. Not allowed to linger. Not allowed to respond when her name was spoken behind her back.

Her voice did not return.

It sat just out of reach, a presence rather than a tool. She could feel it when she breathed, a pressure low in her chest, dormant but not gone. It frightened her more than the silence itself.

On the third day, the priest came.

He stood in the doorway, hat in his hands, eyes darting nervously toward the street before settling on Elara. His smile was thin and strained.

“I came to check on the girl,” he said.

“She is resting,” her mother replied.

The priest nodded too quickly. “Of course. Of course. A shock like that.”

Elara frowned. Shock. The word slid too easily from his mouth.

“She is quiet,” he added, peering past her mother into the room. “That is good.”

Her mother stepped forward, blocking his view. “We will handle this.”

The priest hesitated, then nodded again. “Yes. Best to keep matters... settled.”

He left without another word.

That night, Elara stood at the window and watched the cemetery lights flicker in the distance. Lanterns moved slowly between the headstones, their glow bobbing like cautious eyes.

She felt the pull again.

Not strong. Not urgent. Just a gentle tug, like fingers brushing against her ribs from the inside.

She pressed a hand to her chest and shook her head, silently begging whatever waited beneath the soil to leave her alone.

It did not answer.

On the fourth morning, Elara found the dirt.

It sat neatly on the doorstep, a small mound no larger than a loaf of bread. Dark, damp, unmistakable. Grave dirt.

Her breath caught sharply.

Her mother froze behind her.

For a long moment, they stared at it together.

Then her mother knelt and brushed it aside with her bare hands, scattering it into the street. Her movements were quick, angry.

“Inside,” she said.

Elara obeyed.

Behind them, a neighbor closed her window.

From somewhere down the road, a voice whispered, “It’s starting again.”

And this time, no one argued.
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The second time it happened, Elara was not singing.

The realization came to her afterward, sharp and cold, cutting through the haze that followed. It had not been a melody. It had not even been a sound she chose. It had been something closer to a break, a fracture in her chest where feeling pressed too hard and spilled out.

It began with the boy.

His name was Tomas Reed, though no one used his surname anymore. He had been found dead three months earlier at the edge of the river, face down in the reeds, pockets filled with stones. The village called it a drowning and said little else. Mothers pulled their children closer for a week, then loosened their grip. Men shook their heads and muttered about foolishness.

Elara remembered Tomas clearly. He had laughed loudly, without restraint. He had once told her she looked like someone who listened too much.

“You should be careful with that,” he had said, grinning. “People notice.”

Now his grave sat near the river path, marked by a simple stone already streaked with moss.

Elara tried not to think about him as she walked past the cemetery that afternoon. Her mother’s rules were strict. No lingering. No stopping. No speaking.

Silence had become a discipline.

But grief was not something that obeyed rules.

They were returning from the baker’s shop when they heard the shouting.

A small crowd had gathered near the river bend. Voices overlapped, sharp with agitation. Elara felt the tension before she understood it, a familiar tightening in her chest, the faint stir of pressure beneath her ribs.

Her mother’s hand tightened on her arm. “We are going home,” she said.

Elara nodded, but her eyes were already drawn toward the sound. She could see the river from where they stood, its surface dull and slow. Two men were arguing near the bank, faces flushed. A woman stood apart from them, arms wrapped around herself, rocking slightly.

Elara recognized her.

Mrs. Reed.

Tomas’s mother.

Something twisted painfully inside Elara’s chest.

She tried to look away. She truly did. But as Mrs. Reed’s sob broke loose from her throat, raw and uncontrolled, Elara felt it.

The pull.

It surged upward without warning, a sudden pressure that stole her breath. Her steps faltered. Her mother cursed softly and stopped, turning to her.

“No,” her mother said. “Not here.”

Elara clutched at her own coat, fingers digging into the fabric as if she could hold herself together by force alone. Mrs. Reed cried out again, a sound torn straight from her lungs.

“My boy did not fall,” she screamed. “He did not.”

The words hit Elara like a blow.

Something inside her snapped.

The sound that escaped her was not a word.

It was a gasp, sharp and involuntary, edged with pain.

The world responded.

The ground beneath them trembled.

It was unmistakable this time. Stones rattled against one another. The river’s surface rippled violently, as if something large had shifted beneath it.

The shouting stopped.

Every head turned toward the cemetery.

Elara’s knees buckled. She dropped to the ground, palms scraping against the dirt path. Her mother fell with her, gripping her shoulders.

“No,” her mother whispered fiercely. “Do not.”

But it was already happening.

A cry rose from the cemetery, not human, not animal, but something older and rougher. The sound of soil tearing free.

People screamed.

Elara lifted her head just enough to see.

Tomas’s grave had split open.

The earth cracked down the center, collapsing inward as if the ground itself had grown tired of holding him. Dirt slid away, spilling into the cavity. A hand emerged, slick with mud, fingers curling weakly.

Mrs. Reed screamed her son’s name.

Elara’s throat burned. Tears streamed down her face as the warmth returned, blazing up from her chest into her neck. She tried to press her lips together, to swallow it back, but it surged forward relentlessly.

The body rose.

Not fully. Never fully. The dead did not come back whole.

Tomas’s upper body pulled itself free of the grave, elbows braced against the earth. His face was gray and bloated, waterlogged, hair plastered to his skull. His eyes were open.

They were not empty.

They searched.

When they found Elara, something like relief crossed his ruined features.

His mouth opened.

“She knows,” he said.

The words were thick but clear.

Mrs. Reed sobbed, crawling toward him. “My
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