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    To the brave readers who wonder what lies beneath the ground, who hear strange sounds in the night, and who never stop asking questions when others are too afraid to look closer.
To every adventurer who believes that even the darkest mysteries can be faced with courage, friendship, and determination.
This book is dedicated to you.
May Tyler, Ruby, and Eli's journey remind you that fear may shake the ground beneath your feet, but true courage helps you stand firm when the world seems to be falling apart.
And if you ever hear a knock coming from below… make sure you know who is knocking.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The earth remembers what was buried.
The darkness below never truly sleeps.
And sometimes, when the ground begins to tremble, something forgotten is trying to find its way back to the surface."
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Chapter 1 — The Crack in the Road
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Rain hammered the windshield so hard Tyler Bennett could barely see the road ahead.

Thunder growled across the mountains while the family SUV crawled slowly through sheets of rain toward the town of Ash Hollow. The wipers squealed back and forth uselessly, smearing water across the glass faster than they could clear it.

“This place looks cursed,” Tyler muttered.

From the front seat, his mother sighed tiredly.

“We’ve talked about this, Tyler.”

“No, seriously.” Tyler pointed out the window. “Look at it.”

Ash Hollow appeared through the storm like a town hiding from the world.

Dark mountains surrounded it on every side. Fog slithered through narrow streets beneath flickering streetlights. Most of the buildings looked old and weather-beaten, with cracked brick walls and rusted signs hanging above empty sidewalks.

Nothing moved outside.

No kids.

No cars.

No people.

Just rain.

Tyler’s younger brother Eli pressed his face nervously against the backseat window.

“Why’s everybody inside?”

“Because it’s pouring,” Tyler said.

But even as he answered, something about the town felt wrong.

Too still.

Too quiet.

The SUV rolled over a loud bump in the road.

THUNK.

Tyler looked down.

A giant crack stretched across the street beneath them.

Not a pothole.

A real crack.

Like the road itself had split open.

The farther they drove into town, the more Tyler noticed.

Cracks spread everywhere.

Across sidewalks.

Parking lots.

Building walls.

Some were thin like spiderwebs.

Others looked deep enough to swallow a bicycle tire whole.

Lightning flashed overhead.

For one split second, Tyler saw something moving inside a large crack beside the road.

A pale shape disappearing underground.

Then darkness returned.

“Did you see that?” Tyler asked quickly.

“See what?” Mom replied.

Tyler stared back at the crack.

Nothing there now except rainwater flowing into darkness.

Probably just shadows, he thought.

Still, uneasiness crawled slowly through his stomach.

A large wooden sign appeared ahead beside the road.

WELCOME TO ASH HOLLOW

Population: 3,209

Beneath it stood another sign painted in faded red letters:

STAY AWAY FROM OPEN GROUND AFTER DARK

Eli frowned immediately.

“What does that mean?”

Their father laughed softly from the driver’s seat.

“Probably old mining warnings.”

“There are mines here?” Tyler asked.

“Used to be,” Dad replied. “Ash Hollow was a mining town years ago.”

Another loud crack of thunder rattled the SUV.

Then came a strange sound beneath it.

Rrrrrrrumble.

The entire car vibrated faintly.

Mom looked up sharply.

“What was that?”

Dad gripped the steering wheel tighter.

“Probably thunder.”

But Tyler noticed the road trembling slightly beneath the headlights.

Like something moved underground.

The rumbling stopped after a few seconds.

Nobody spoke after that.

Ash Hollow’s downtown area looked abandoned beneath the storm. Storefront windows remained dark while old signs creaked softly in the wind.

Tyler noticed something else strange too.

Sandbags.

Many of the buildings had sandbags stacked outside their entrances.

Why would a mountain town need flood protection?

Then he realized something worse.

The sandbags weren’t blocking water.

They were surrounding cracks in the ground.

Lightning flashed again.

Tyler saw another warning sign nailed beside a pharmacy.

REPORT NEW CRACKS IMMEDIATELY

“What kind of town is this?” he whispered.

Nobody answered.

Finally the SUV turned onto a narrow road near the edge of town.

Their new house sat alone beside a steep wooded hill.

It was a tall two-story house with faded green paint and a sagging porch that creaked loudly in the wind.

“Home sweet home,” Dad announced.

Eli looked horrified.

“It looks dead.”

Tyler almost agreed.

The house stood too close to the hillside behind it. Thick mud covered the yard, and rainwater streamed through long cracks in the driveway.

One crack stretched all the way beneath the porch itself.

As they climbed out of the SUV, the ground rumbled again.

This time Tyler definitely felt it.

A deep vibration beneath his shoes.

Eli grabbed his arm immediately.

“The ground’s shaking.”

Dad forced a smile.

“Tiny earthquake. Nothing serious.”

“You say that like it happens a lot,” Tyler muttered.

Their father didn’t answer.

The house smelled old inside.

Not rotten exactly.

Just forgotten.

Dust floated through the dim yellow lights while floorboards creaked under every step.

Rain pounded the roof overhead.

Tyler explored while his parents unpacked downstairs.

The second floor held three bedrooms connected by a narrow hallway. Tyler chose the room facing the mountains while Eli picked the smaller room beside his.

At the end of the hallway sat a tiny door leading to the attic.

Tyler immediately pointed at it.

“Haunted.”

Eli groaned.

“Can you not?”

“It definitely has ghosts.”

“You say that about everything.”

“Because ghosts are everywhere.”

Eli rolled his eyes, but Tyler noticed him staring nervously toward the attic door anyway.

Their rooms felt strangely cold despite the storm outside.

Tyler unpacked slowly while thunder rattled the windows.

Every few minutes he heard faint creaking sounds beneath the floorboards.

Not the normal kind.

Deeper.

Almost like movement underground.

At one point he knelt beside the floor and listened carefully.

Silence.

Then—

Knock.

Tyler jerked backward.

The sound came from beneath the floor.

A single knock.

Three seconds later it came again.

Knock.

“What the heck?”

He pressed his ear cautiously against the wooden floorboards.

Nothing.

Then his mother shouted from downstairs.

“Dinner!”

Tyler stood slowly.

Maybe pipes, he thought.

Old houses make weird noises.

Still...

The knocking sounded too deliberate.

Dinner was awkward.

Rain hammered the windows while the family ate takeout pizza around boxes still waiting to be unpacked.

Eli barely touched his food.

“You okay?” Mom asked.

Eli nodded uncertainly.

Then he said quietly, “Do earthquakes happen here all the time?”

Dad took a long sip of coffee before answering.

“Small ones.”

“That sounds bad,” Tyler said.

“It’s a mountain town. Minor tremors happen.”

Another low rumble shook the dishes slightly.

Everyone fell silent.

The chandelier above the table swayed gently.

Then the shaking stopped.

Tyler noticed his parents exchanging worried looks.

“You knew this place had earthquakes before we moved here?” he asked.

Mom forced a smile.

“They’re harmless.”

Outside, lightning illuminated the backyard.

Tyler thought he saw a long crack splitting through the mud near the tree line.

And for one brief second—

He thought he saw fingers reaching upward from inside it.

Then darkness swallowed everything again.

After dinner, the storm worsened.

Thunder boomed so loudly it rattled windows throughout the house. Wind howled against the walls while rainwater streamed down the glass.

Eli appeared in Tyler’s doorway around nine o’clock clutching a blanket.

“I can’t sleep.”

“You’re nine.”

“I know.”

Tyler glanced toward the storm outside.

“Bad dreams?”

Eli hesitated.

“Sort of.”

Tyler sighed dramatically.

“Fine. But if you drool on my bed, you’re sleeping outside.”

Eli climbed onto the floor beside Tyler’s desk instead.

For a while they played video games while thunder crashed overhead.

Then the lights flickered.

Once.

Twice.

The room darkened briefly before returning.

Eli looked nervous again.

“I hate this town.”

“Same.”

The house creaked loudly around them.

Then came the rumbling.

Much stronger this time.

The floor vibrated beneath their feet.

Tyler paused the game immediately.

The walls rattled softly.

A picture frame fell downstairs with a loud crash.

“Mom?” Eli called.

No answer.

The rumbling deepened.

Not like thunder anymore.

This sounded lower.

Closer.

Like giant machinery grinding beneath the earth.

Then—

KNOCK.

Both boys froze.

The sound came from beneath Tyler’s floor again.
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