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For those who stayed.

Stayed and bore witness.

Stayed and was not believed.

Stayed anyway.

What falls into the abyss does not disappear.

It learns to walk in the dark.

— A Hollow Bend saying

Note

This novel can be read on its own. It takes place in the eight months before the events of The Call of the Abyss, and tells what happened before Ethan Carver received the phone call.

Anyone who already knows Hollow Bend will know where this story ends before it ends. That is intentional.




About the Saga

The Hollow Bend Saga is made up of five books that can each be read on their own — there is, in each, enough to stand alone. But whoever walks through every volume finds layers the single-book reader never reaches. Multiple reading is not a requirement — it is a reward.

THE FIVE BOOKS

I.  The Call of the Abyss
II.  The Keeping of Silence
III.  What Jamie Knew
IV.  Before the Mist
V.  The Daughter of the Abyss

Hollow Bend is a place where the order in which you discover things determines what the things are.
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PROLOGUE

The Road

✦


Hollow Bend never understood what Jamie Carver was hiding.

That was the central dilemma. Not the only one, but certainly the most devastating.

The phone rested in the cup holder with the camera on; the recorder's crimson light pulsed in the half-dark of the car like a terminal patient's monitor. Jamie avoided looking at it. His eyes stayed fixed on the road, where the wet asphalt threw back the glow of the headlights and the mist thickened over the curves. He was trying to organize his reasoning before the chronology of the facts dissolved.

There was a great deal to process after eight months of searching. Discovering the truth about a place is like pulling an endless thread: the more you pull, the more the revelation expands. Jamie had reached the limit; what lived on the other side had already noticed his movements.

He stopped the Pontiac on the shoulder.

He was not a coward — he had learned that the hard way. But there was a distinction between courage and recklessness, and driving into Crow's Bend now, with them somewhere behind him on the road, would be a fatal mistake.

He picked up the phone. The camera was already recording.

✦ ✦ ✦

"Ethan," he said.

The voice came out strange, loaded with exhaustion. Though he had rehearsed this testimony for weeks — ever since he understood the secret was too dangerous to keep and too small for corrupt authorities — the rehearsal had lost its documentary detachment.

But his brother's name was not documentation.

"I know you're not going to want to hear this."

He checked the rearview mirror. The road behind was empty. He was not convinced it would stay that way.

"I know time has put distance between us, and that our last words were marked by accusations. But now I have evidence: photos, notes, and the archive our father hid under the floorboards."

A pause. The Pontiac's engine made the noise it had made for years — an irregular click every hundred revolutions, the kind of thing that isn't a problem until it is. Jamie had learned not to hear that click. That night, he heard it.

"The Children of the Bend are not folklore, Ethan. They're real, they've operated for decades, and they've infiltrated every pillar of this town: the police, the pharmacy, the church. They have become the very structure of Hollow Bend."

He stopped. Considered how to say the next part.

"Dad was the leader. For a long time. I don't know how it began, but I know what he left when he died, and that legacy didn't die with him. It only changed hands."

✦ ✦ ✦

The mist had come down further. The pines along the roadside were dense silhouettes, almost solid, the kind that keep you from being certain whether what you're seeing is trees or something else.

Jamie had lived his whole life in Hollow Bend. He knew the difference between a pine and something else.

That night, he didn't.

"There's a hard drive under the floorboards of my room, in the loose board near the window. You'll know which one — we always knew those flaws, the same way we knew the steps that creaked and the cabinets that jammed in winter. The house has its own languages and we learned them without noticing."

He swallowed.

"There are hundreds of photos and months of honest records. At the end of the files, I worked out a theory. I don't know if it's airtight, but it's the closest to the truth I managed to reach."

Light in the rearview mirror.

They were not conventional headlights. They were whitish, irregular points, floating close to the ground with an organic, unsettling cadence. Jamie had seen them before, around the barn, and had believed physical distance would be his protection.

He had been at this from outside the barn. He had photographed and he had run. He had thought distance was enough.

"Ethan." The voice changed register. Not volume; calm was what he had left, along with very little time. "Forgive me. Not as a favor, but because you'll need mental room when you understand what happens here. Anger burns energy, and what lives in Hollow Bend is colossal."

The lights in the mirror multiplied. Six, seven points.

"Look for Lila Hart. She knows things I didn't discover in time. Be honest with her — she can smell a lie."

He released the parking brake.

"That's all. Take care."

✦ ✦ ✦

The Pontiac pulled off the shoulder with the engine still making its irregular click every hundred revolutions.

The stretch to Crow's Bend was familiar. Jamie had driven those curves countless times, seeking refuge or simply trying to escape the town's claustrophobia. He knew every imperfection in the asphalt, but that night the road felt hostile.

He knew every curve. Every stain on the asphalt.

The lights were no longer behind him; they now appeared in the opposite lane. They pulsed at a frequency he had noted down as ancestral, something that preceded human language itself.

The wheel turned.

The wheel wrenched around, indifferent to his command. Jamie fought the movement until his tendons protested, but the steering had a cold, non-negotiable determination.

The last thing Jamie Carver saw was the abyss.

The last thing he thought was that he had spent eight months learning to name what was down there, and that now he wasn't going to need the name.

The phone's camera recorded thirty-seven more seconds. It showed only the sky: black, still, and a pine in the left corner of the frame that moved slightly — with no wind at all.





Part One · The Hard Drive

The observer who can still leave.

✦







CHAPTER

1

The Smell of the Basement

✦


I know the Carver house the way you know the things that were never a choice — by habit and by necessity and because at no point in your life did a real alternative exist. I know the third step of the staircase that always creaks along its left edge. I know the kitchen cabinet that jams in winter and springs open when you let go of the handle. I know the smell of the basement.

Mildew, mostly. Mildew and damp wood and the specific quality of air that has been shut in long enough to develop a personality. You go down into the Carver basement and the air receives you like something that was waiting, that has no option but to wait, and that has grown denser with impatience with every passing year.

I went down once a year, at the start of fall, to check the foundations and the pipes and the things basements keep that nobody asks them to keep. My father had done the same before he died, and his father before him, and I had the feeling that if you asked the town who had gone down into the Carver basement before all of them, the town would probably point at the ground.

That September I went down with the small flashlight, the rubber gloves, and a handkerchief around my nose because of the mildew, and I wasn't thinking about anything specific. I was thinking I needed to check the water-pump pipe before the cold arrived. I was thinking there was lasagna in the freezer and that it had been long enough of freezer lasagna, that maybe next week I would make something real to eat. I was thinking about the creak of the step, which for five years I have been promising to fix and which will keep creaking because the creak is part of the house's sound architecture and I don't quite know what takes the place of a sound when it goes.

I wasn't thinking about my father.

I almost never was, by then. I had reached, in the second year after his death, an agreement with the memory: it stayed quiet, I didn't provoke it, and the two of us coexisted reasonably civilly. It's the kind of agreement most people with difficult fathers learn to strike sooner or later. The alternative is staying angry forever, and permanent anger burns an energy I didn't have to spare.

✦ ✦ ✦

The board was loose.

It wasn't the first time. The basement boards were always at some stage of looseness — humidity, contraction, expansion, the natural cycles of old wood that doesn't get enough attention. I had fixed at least four in the last two years. This one was loose in a different way: not lifted at the edge the way swollen wood lifts, but sunk slightly at the center, as if the weight beneath it had given way.

I knew it. It was the board on the left side of the back wall, second from the corner. My father had fixed it when I was about twelve, I had watched, and I remember thinking he swung the hammer harder than he needed to, with the character of someone nailing something into place rather than simply repairing it.

I knelt. Flashlight on the floor, beam aimed.

The board gave without resistance when I pulled at the edge. Underneath was packed earth, like under all the other boards — the Carver basement had no concrete subfloor, never had, and that had been the subject of a fight between my father and the town hall at some point prior to my awareness. But under this one there was also something wrapped.

A shirt. My father's red-and-blue plaid shirt, the one he wore to work in the yard, the one I saw every week hanging on the bathroom rail with the character of an item that belongs to its place more firmly than most things belong anywhere.

It was no longer on the bathroom rail. It was here, folded with care, wrapping something that had the weight and shape of a thick book or a mid-sized electronic object.

I stood looking at it for a while.

Then I picked it up.

✦ ✦ ✦

It was an external hard drive. Black plastic casing, the cheap model you buy at any electronics store for a price that neither prevents nor facilitates the purchase — the middle price, the price of people who need storage but don't need much. There was a strip of white tape stuck


































