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​Introduction: What the Cave Already Knows
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The cave has always known something humans have not.

This is not a metaphor. It is a geological fact dressed up in philosophical clothing, which is the cave's preferred aesthetic. The cave exists in the dark before the torch arrives and continues in the dark after the torch goes out. It holds the bones of things that no longer have names. It holds the water table, the mineral record, the seismic history of the land above it, the accumulated silence of millennia during which nothing about the cave required human awareness or human language or human categorization of any kind. The cave was not waiting to be discovered. The cave was simply there. It continues to simply be there, with or without the headlamp, with or without the survey map, with or without the yellow caution tape that arrives when something has gone wrong and the surface world has sent people down to determine what.

Something goes wrong in caves with a frequency that the adventure tourism industry has learned to acknowledge carefully and the paranormal research community has learned to acknowledge enthusiastically, and somewhere between those two responses the actual complexity of what happens when people go underground and do not come back has largely been left to fend for itself.

What actually happens is this: people enter caves. Some of them come out. Some of them do not come out, or do not come out where they entered, or do not come out for a length of time that the search teams and the families and the investigators cannot account for using the maps they have. The documented cases are real. The geological record of the cave systems is real. The regional creatures who have been associated with these systems in oral traditions, in colonial-era folklore, in Indigenous accounts dating back further than any European survey — those are real too, in the specific sense that real things do not require the approval of a particular epistemological framework in order to have been here the whole time.

Franki and Franny Lynn are not spelunkers. This needs to be said clearly before the book proceeds, because the word spelunker carries with it a set of implications about people who voluntarily descend into the earth with carbide lamps and emergency whistles and the kind of cheerful confidence that the underground environment has historically treated as a provocation. They are not those people. They are people who sit in a booth with good coffee and ask the things that have been in the cave longer than the tourists have been a concept to please, if they are willing, explain themselves in terms that can be transcribed and published.

Franny Lynn has the pharmaceutical kit. It is fully stocked and organized by region, by case, by entity. The selections in this volume are, she notes, among the more specific she has made in any series to date. Something about the cave frequency, she says. The entities here are old in a way that requires a more precise tuning than anything she encountered in the time slip research or the initial cryptid interviews. The cave does not operate on the same temporal register as the surface. She has adjusted accordingly.

About This Volume

This is the second book in the FrankiVerse Cafe Backrooms series. The first volume, Don't Trust Time Edition, investigated documented cases of temporal anomaly — the places and incidents where time behaved in ways the clock could not account for — and covered those cases through the verified record, the lore layer, and the Coffee & Cryptids transcript format. The structure here is the same. What changes is the terrain.

Every chapter in this volume is anchored to a real documented missing persons case connected to a cave or cave system. The cases span the United States geographically. They span decades of documentation. They range from nationally covered disappearances that deployed military search teams to cases so locally contained that the only surviving record is a filing cabinet in a county sheriff's office that nobody has asked to look at in thirty years. Each case is treated with the care it deserves, which means the verified record comes first, the lore layer is clearly identified as such, and the distance between the two things is examined rather than collapsed.

The regional cave entity associated with each location then gets its own section — the folkloric and oral tradition record of what has been understood to live in or around these systems, how that understanding has shifted as colonial and popular culture processed it, and what the internet has done with the resulting material, which is as variable as the internet always is and occasionally significantly worse.

Then Franki and Franny Lynn set up the booth and see who shows up.

A Note on the Entities in This Volume

Every cave entity in this book has been gotten wrong in roughly the same way. The monster read. The danger read. The thing-that-takes-people read. It is a natural projection — humans go underground and do not return, and something has to account for the absence, and the accounting humans reach for first is almost always predator. Something in the dark that takes.

What the entities in this volume have in common, across geographic regions and cultural traditions and species distinctions that are not always easy to articulate in a single transcription, is that they are not primarily predators. They are primarily witnesses. They have been in these systems for longer than the missing persons cases and longer than the legends and longer than the geological surveys. They have watched. They have opinions about what they have watched. Several of them have been waiting, with varying degrees of patience, for someone to come and ask.

They did not, on the whole, take the people. This will be elaborated upon chapter by chapter. The elaboration is specific and occasionally pointed and in at least two cases constitutes the most precise piece of investigative clarity this series has produced. The cave entities are not interested in vagueness. They have been mischaracterized at length and they would like the record corrected, if it is not too much trouble, and sometimes even if it is.

A Note on What the Cave Holds

The cave is the oldest archive on the planet. It holds the Paleolithic art. It holds the bears that chose it for hibernation and never woke up, whose bones are still there. It holds the underground rivers that existed before the surface rivers had names. It holds the acoustic properties — the resonance, the way certain chambers amplify and certain chambers absorb — that the people who painted on those walls understood as something, though the precise something has been argued about since the first archaeologist lowered a lamp into the chamber and started taking notes.

The cave holds the missing too, or what the missing left. Personal effects. Distress signals scratched into limestone. The particular silence of a passage where a search dog lost the scent and the handlers stopped and looked at each other and could not explain what they were not finding. The cave does not explain these things to the surface world. The cave does not owe the surface world an explanation. The cave has been here longer than the concept of owing anything to anyone.

What this book does is go in and ask anyway.

A Note on FVC Vortex Infrastructure for Underground Operations

The FrankiVerse Cafe vortex system has always operated on frequencies adjacent to the locations under investigation. For surface locations this is a relatively straightforward calibration — a frequency adjacent to a mountain road, a signal layer below a pedestrianized shopping street, a dimensional register just below the power grid of a small Missouri town. For cave systems the calibration is different. The cave has its own frequency. It has several, layered, corresponding to depth and mineral composition and the age of the formations and the presence or absence of underground water. Franny Lynn's supplier has been thorough about this. Each FrankiVerse Cafe Backrooms location in this volume operates on the cave frequency specific to its chapter rather than on the surface frequency adjacent to the entrance. This is a meaningful distinction. The entities respond better to it. The coffee is still good. The BooBerry K Muffins are on every menu across every layer, which is non-negotiable and which has, on three separate occasions in the production of this book, appeared to be a point of genuine interest to entities who were not expected to have opinions about baked goods.

Some of them do. The record reflects this.

A Note on How to Read These Cases

The verified record comes first in every chapter. What was documented, by whom, under what circumstances, according to which official or institutional source. This is the baseline. Everything else in the chapter is understood against this baseline, which means the baseline must be as clean and honest as possible even when — especially when — the verified record is thin, or contradicted by subsequent research, or ends in a way that is simply not satisfying and cannot be made to be.

People are still missing. The families of those people are still alive in many cases. The cave systems are still there. This is worth saying plainly at the beginning of a book that is also funny, because both things are true simultaneously and neither one diminishes the other, but the sequence matters: the real thing first, and then the other things.

Franny Lynn's kit is ready. The locations have confirmed they are operating on the correct frequency. Something underground is already aware that the inquiry has begun, because that is the nature of these particular entities and because Franny Lynn's supplier sent a heads-up as a professional courtesy. The response, she says, was generally positive. One entity sent back what she describes as a resonance she interpreted as cautious approval. One sent nothing, which she is choosing to read as interest rather than indifference, because the pharmaceutical selection for that chapter took considerable work and she is committed to the interpretation.

One sent back something she has not described in detail to anyone including Franki. It is in her notes. The notes are locked.

Let's go in. ☕🕳️

The FrankiVerse Cafe Backrooms locations for this volume operate on cave frequencies specific to each chapter's geological system. The surface entrances are not marked. The booths are further in than the tours go. The BooBerry K Muffins are on every menu. The coffee is always the right temperature. Nobody has satisfactorily explained the last part and nobody is pushing.
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​Chapter 1: Great Smoky Mountains, Tennessee The Boy Who Ran Behind a Tree
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What the Record Shows

On the afternoon of June 14, 1969, a six-year-old boy named Dennis Martin vanished in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park in a manner that was witnessed, more or less, by his family, and which nevertheless left no trace that any of the resources subsequently deployed to find him were able to locate or explain.

The Martin family had come to the Smokies for the weekend from Knoxville. Dennis was traveling with his father William, his grandfather Clyde, his brother Douglas, and a family friend named Robert Elmore. They were experienced campers who knew the park. On the afternoon of the fourteenth, the boys devised a small game — they would split up, sneak around the adults from different directions, and surprise them by appearing simultaneously from the woods. Dennis went left. The other boys went right. The other boys appeared. Dennis did not.

The search that followed was one of the largest in the history of the national park system. It began within hours of the disappearance and expanded rapidly through the following days to include the National Park Service, local law enforcement, the Tennessee Valley Authority, volunteer searchers numbering in the hundreds, and eventually a Special Forces team from Fort Bragg, North Carolina — Green Berets deployed to a Tennessee mountainside to look for a six-year-old boy, which tells you something about the scale of what was being attempted and perhaps something about the pressure being applied by people who understood that the normal channels were not producing results. At its peak the search involved more than fourteen hundred people covering terrain across multiple drainage systems and ridge lines in conditions that ranged from difficult to genuinely dangerous.

Dennis Martin was never found. No remains, no clothing, no physical evidence of any kind that could be definitively attributed to him was ever recovered. The case remains open. The National Park Service lists it as an ongoing investigation. The family spent years continuing to search independently, returning to the mountains, following leads, attempting to apply pressure to institutions that had largely moved on. Dennis would be in his early sixties now. He has been missing for longer than most people reading this book have been alive.

There is one additional piece of the documented record that tends to get treated separately from the main case file, though it belongs in the same chapter. On the day Dennis disappeared, a family named Key was hiking in the Smokies several miles from the Martin campsite. Harold Key reported hearing a terrible scream from somewhere in the woods — a sound he described as not quite human, not quite animal, coming from a direction he could not fully place. He reported it to park rangers. The rangers noted it. The note is in the record. What made the sound and whether it had anything to do with what happened to Dennis Martin are questions the record cannot answer, though it has been asked them consistently for over fifty years.

The Lore Layer

The Dennis Martin case became, in the years following the disappearance, a recurring reference point in Missing 411 research — the body of work associated with former lawman David Paulides documenting clusters of unusual disappearances in national parks and wilderness areas that share characteristics resisting conventional explanation. Paulides has covered the Martin case at length. The details he emphasizes are the ones the official record also cannot explain: the speed of the disappearance, the density of the subsequent search, the complete absence of remains or physical evidence despite terrain coverage that should statistically have produced something, the Harold Key scream report.

The internet has processed the Martin case with its characteristic energy. The scream gets particular attention, and the particular attention has produced particular embroidery — in the content cycle version the scream becomes more dramatic, more proximate, more definitively connected to the disappearance than the record supports. Harold Key reported a sound. He could not place its direction with precision. He did not claim to have seen anything. The distance between what Key actually reported and what the thumbnail versions of his report claim he reported is measurable and worth measuring, not because the original account is uninteresting but because the embroidered version makes the account seem less credible by association, which is the specific irony of a content cycle that is ostensibly trying to make you believe something.

The Wampus Cat arrives in the Martin case through the regional folklore connection rather than through any documented claim that she was specifically responsible. The Smokies and the wider Appalachian region have a long and dense relationship with the entity. She predates the national park. She predates the European settlement. She predates most of the categories that have been subsequently applied to her, which is something she has noted, when asked, with the specific weariness of someone who has been mislabeled so many times that the mislabeling itself has become a kind of background noise she has learned to live with.

The Cherokee tradition from which the Wampus Cat originates is specific and human in a way the monster-read versions are not. A woman, in some tellings, who witnessed what she was not meant to witness and was transformed as a consequence — not as punishment exactly, but as a kind of permanent marking, a before and after, a threshold crossed that could not be uncrossed. She became something that moved between worlds because she had already crossed the line between them and the line had not opened back up. She has been in the mountains since. She has watched a great many things happen in them. She has been, in the popular imagination, blamed for a great many more things than she has done, which is a situation she finds neither surprising nor particularly interesting to discuss at length, though she is willing to address it once and would like the record to reflect the correction clearly.

The cat-screaming connection — the Wampus Cat as the source of the mountain screams that frighten campers and send search teams in the wrong direction — is one of those folkloric attributions that is technically plausible and almost certainly overstated. She does not deny the screaming. She declines to take responsibility for every scream in the Appalachian range, which covers a great deal of territory and contains a great deal of wildlife and also, she points out, a significant number of humans who scream for reasons that have nothing to do with her.

Coffee & Cryptids: Smoky Mountains Frequency

Recorded from the FrankiVerse Cafe Backrooms outpost operating on a frequency adjacent to the Appalachian ridge system, in the dimensional layer that sits below the park boundary and above the root systems of the oldest hemlocks. The booth here is set into a granite formation that has been here longer than the mountains have had their current name. The coffee arrives already poured, which the staff noted in the location log and have stopped questioning. KC and Maurice drove up from Texas because Maurice said she needed to smell these particular trees and nobody argued with her. Franny Lynn's pharmaceutical selection for this session: the deep amber ones, which she describes in her notes as mountain-sourced, Cherokee-frequency calibrated, and specifically intended for entities who have been patient for a very long time and deserve the acknowledgment of a careful preparation. The entity arrived before they did. She was already in the booth. She had not touched the coffee.

Franki: Okay. Hi. Thank you for being here.

Wampus Cat: I've been here. You came to me.

Franki: That's — fair. Yes. Can we start with the name? Wampus Cat. How do you feel about it.

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn translates: a sound that registers on the recording as something between a long exhale and the specific tone of a person who has answered this question so many times that the answering has become its own small indignity] She says it is fine. She says the name is not the problem. She says the name is the least of several problems and she would like to use the time efficiently if possible.

Franki: Absolutely. Let's talk about the case. June 1969. A six-year-old boy in the Smokies.

Wampus Cat: [a pause that the audio renders as a shift in the ambient sound of the booth — the birds outside the granite formation go quiet for a moment] [Franny Lynn: she's asking that we be clear about what we are and are not saying. She says she did not take the child. She would like that stated first, plainly, before anything else is discussed, because she has been in this conversation many times in many forms and she is tired of arriving at that clarification after ten minutes of implication.]

Franki: Stated plainly. You did not take Dennis Martin.

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn: correct. She says she was in the mountains that day. She is in the mountains every day. She says she is aware of what happened and she does not know what happened, which are two things that can both be true and which the surface world finds more uncomfortable than she finds it.]

FrannyLynn: Can you tell us what you did see?

Wampus Cat: [long pause] [Franny Lynn: she says she saw a child. She says the child was at the tree line. She says after that the child was not at the tree line. She says the mountains have passages that do not appear on the survey maps and have not appeared on any survey map produced by any institution that has surveyed these mountains, because the passages are not the kind of thing that registers on the instruments being used, and she does not say this to be cryptic but because it is accurate and she would rather say the accurate thing than the comfortable thing even when the comfortable thing would be easier for everyone.]

Maurice: [quietly, to KC] The passages.

KC: [equally quiet] I heard.

Franki: When you say passages —

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn: she says she has given what she has to give on that particular question and would like to move on. Her tone on this is not unkind. It is the tone of someone closing a cabinet that does not need to be opened any further in this particular conversation.]

FrannyLynn: Okay. Let's talk about the scream. Harold Key reported a sound that day. The internet has been very interested in that sound for fifty years.

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn: she says the internet is welcome to be interested in whatever it likes. She says she is aware of what the internet has said about her specifically with respect to that sound and she would like the record to reflect that she has better things to do than stand in the woods screaming at hikers. She says this with what I can only describe as the energy of someone who has repeated this particular clarification so many times that it has ceased to produce any emotion in her whatsoever beyond a faint, general fatigue.]

Franki: For the record — was that sound you?

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn: she says no. She says the mountains make sounds. The mountains have always made sounds. She says attributing every unexplained sound in the Appalachian range to her specifically is like attributing every unexplained light in the sky to one particular star, which is not how any of this works, and she would have expected better from a species that has had several thousand years to think about it.]

Maurice: [trying not to smile] She's not wrong.

Wampus Cat: [Franny Lynn: she says she heard Maurice and she appreciates it.]

FrannyLynn: Can I ask about the transformation? The origin. The woman who saw what she was not meant to see —

Wampus Cat: [the quality of the silence in the booth shifts. Not heavy — more like a door being considered.] [Franny Lynn: she says yes and no. She says the versions of that story that are in circulation are not entirely wrong and are not entirely right and that is about as much as she is going to say about it today because it is her story and she decides how much of it travels and how far.] [pause] [Franny Lynn: she does add — and I want to transcribe this accurately — she says she understands what it is to be seen as something you are not because of what was done to you rather than what you did. She says this is not a complaint. She says she made her peace with it a very long time ago. She says very long ago in a way that suggests a timeline I am not going to attempt to specify because I don't think my numbers go back that far.]

Franki: [after a moment] Yeah.

KC: Can I ask what you want people who come to these mountains to understand?

Wampus Cat: [immediately, no pause] [Franny Lynn: she says the mountains are not a backdrop. She says people arrive here with their equipment and their schedules and their permitted campsites and they treat the mountains like a location rather than a presence, and the mountains are a presence, and the presence includes things the permitted campsite map does not cover, and this has always been true and will continue to be true regardless of how many surveys are commissioned.] [another pause] [Franny Lynn: she says she would also like it noted that she does not appreciate the yard decorations. She says this with enough specificity
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