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For my loving parents—keepers of my stories, my courage, and my heart.
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E. M. Graves is the pen name of the author Elisha May. Drawn to the eerie intersections of memory, myth, and place, the Author's work explores what lingers beneath the surface of small towns and quiet lives. This is the second haunting tale from the Author's growing body of folk horror fiction.
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Bellwether looks ordinary enough—but the truth lies beneath the soil, coiled like a spiral. When Iris, a wandering documentarian, arrives in the forgotten town for a story no one will speak aloud, she uncovers 'the Keeping,' an ancient ritual that shapes—and swallows—the community. As the summer solstice approaches, the silence breaks... but some truths come at a cost. From the author of *The Hollow Field* comes a new folk horror novel that asks: What happens when the whole town is in on the secret, and you’re the only one left to remember?
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Chapter One: The Forgotten Hymn


[image: ]


Iris Calloway arrived in Bellwether with nothing but a backpack, a voice recorder, and a question no one seemed to want answered.

The town sat tucked in a green basin surrounded by hills that folded into each other like hands in prayer. Fog clung to the treetops as if reluctant to let go, and the single road leading in curved unnaturally, as though guided by an old instinct to avoid something. Her cell signal dropped five miles back and hadn’t returned.

At first glance, Bellwether looked like the kind of place old postcards were based on—gingerbread porches, hand-painted shop signs, a chapel bell that rang for no discernible reason at noon and six. But there was something about the silence between footsteps, about the way people paused mid-sentence before finishing a thought, that made Iris feel as though the town were waiting.

The innkeeper, Emory Caldecott, was kind enough, with eyes like damp slate and a habit of finishing Iris’s sentences before she did. He gave her the key to Room Three and warned her about the “flickery bulbs”—but said nothing about the faint hum she would hear at night.

She unpacked quickly, laying out her field notebook and the thin sheaf of yellowed pages that had brought her here. The hymn was called "The Roots Remember", attributed to an Ezra Grieves and written in a dialect she couldn’t place. A haunting melody clung to the edges of the page, sketched in notes like whispers. It had been pulled from a burned archive in rural Indiana—but the final verse was missing.

And someone had written in the margin: “It must never be sung whole.”

Her first stop was the church. Bellwether’s chapel was small, made of stone bleached pale by wind and time. Pastor Eli Roark greeted her with that same measured kindness everyone seemed to have, as if they’d all rehearsed it together.

“Yes, we do have old hymnals,” he said. “But most of them aren’t in use anymore. Some are... best left in the past.”

He allowed her to browse the dusty shelf behind the altar, where hymnals sat in orderly rows—except for one, its spine broken and binding frayed. Hymn #47 had been torn from most copies. In the one that remained, it was heavily marked: circled notes, words underlined, a verse scrawled out in thick ink.

When she asked about Ezra Grieves, Pastor Roark grew quiet.

“Some stories,” he said slowly, “were never meant to be written down.”

That night, Iris played a humming version of the partial melody into her recorder. When she played it back, the sound was warped. Muffled. As if someone had hummed along—slightly behind her—off-key.

The recorder clicked off by itself.
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Chapter Two: The Map of Vanishing Things
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The next morning, Iris woke to the scent of lavender and something faintly metallic—like wet stone. A small linen sachet had been placed on her windowsill overnight, tied with twine. She hadn’t left the window open.

She held it between her fingers. Dried petals, maybe chamomile and fennel, mixed with a pungent resin she didn’t recognize. It wasn’t from the inn’s bathroom soaps. It wasn’t from any modern shop at all.

Downstairs, Emory greeted her with his usual quiet efficiency. “Sleep well?” he asked.

“You left something in my room,” Iris said, holding up the sachet.

He gave a bland smile. “Just tradition. It helps with dreams.”

“And if I don’t want help with my dreams?”

He paused mid-pour of coffee. “Then you might not want to sleep in Bellwether.”

The local general store was the oldest building in town, save the chapel. Delilah Fitch ran it with a cheerfulness that Iris found suspiciously performative—though the woman seemed oddly delighted when Iris asked about old maps.

“You’re not the usual kind of visitor,” Delilah said, flipping open a dusty drawer behind the counter. “Most folks come for the foliage and leave before the ground gets too loud.”

“Too loud?”

“Sorry,” she said, smiling. “Metaphor. Things shift around here in winter. You’ll see.”

The map she handed over was decades old, drawn by hand on thick paper that smelled faintly of mildew and tobacco. Certain areas were circled in faded red—The Hollow Grove, Three Cleft Rock, and an unlabeled quadrant near the north woods where the forest line bled into bog. That area had been scratched over heavily in pencil.

“No one goes up that way anymore,” Delilah added. “Weather gets weird. Paths vanish.”

Back at the inn, Iris laid the map over a digital topography from her laptop. Something was off—landmarks didn’t match, paths twisted in directions inconsistent with known satellite routes. The Hollow Grove, which should have been accessible by trail, had no modern mention online. Like it had been erased.

She decided to follow the red circles.

The Grove was easy enough to find if you didn’t think too hard about the path. It narrowed sharply, closed in by mossy limbs that hung low and moist. The trees whispered—not in some poetic sense, but literally. Leaves rustled without wind, as if responding to her presence. She thought she heard humming again, thin and slow and carried through the roots under her feet.

And then she found the first tree.

It stood alone, older than the others, its bark split wide and wrapped in cloth. A shroud, knotted at the base, like an offering. Burn marks dotted the roots. Around its base were coins, teeth, and a melted candle.

She stepped closer and felt a tightness in her throat, as if something beneath the soil had briefly acknowledged her presence.

When she reached down to pick up the candle stub, her fingertips brushed something hard—bone white, narrow, smooth.

A child’s tooth.

Suddenly, the wind stopped.

Not died down—stopped. No rustling, no bird call, no distant hum of insects. Just a moment of nothing.

And then the faintest vibration under her boots, like the land was exhaling.

Iris stood frozen. Not from fear exactly, but the certainty that she’d crossed a line. That the silence she’d entered wasn’t empty at all.

She left the grove in a rush, heart hammering, the map now folded and jammed into her coat. Back in her room, she replayed the field audio she’d taken.

It was normal for a few seconds.

Then a child’s voice whispered, barely audible:

“That verse isn’t yours.”

Click.

The recorder stopped again.
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