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    To the fearless young readers who love wandering through haunted hallways, uncovering hidden secrets, and facing the shadows hiding behind old doors and forgotten mirrors.
To every curious imagination brave enough to explore mysteries even when the darkness whispers to turn back.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not the absence of fear—it is choosing to keep going despite it.
May Sophie and her friends remind you that friendship, bravery, and hope can shine even inside the darkest house imaginable.
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Chapter 1 — The House on Hollow Hill
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The rain began just as Sophie Bennett saw the town sign.

WELCOME TO RAVEN HOLLOW

Population: 2,103

The faded wooden sign leaned crookedly beside the road, surrounded by dripping pine trees that swayed in the wind like giant dark fingers. Rain splashed against the car windows in silver streaks while thunder rumbled somewhere beyond the hills.

Sophie pressed her forehead against the cold glass and sighed.

“This place looks like it belongs in one of those old horror movies Dad watches,” she muttered.

From the front seat, her father chuckled. “That’s exactly why I like it.”

Her mother groaned softly. “Please don’t encourage her, Daniel.”

Sophie smiled faintly but kept staring outside. Raven Hollow looked nothing like Chicago. Back home, streets glowed with traffic lights and giant billboards. Here, the roads were narrow and cracked, twisting through endless forests that swallowed the sky.

Even the air felt different.

Darker somehow.

The moving truck followed behind them, its headlights glowing weakly through the rainstorm. Sophie’s little brother Max sat beside her in the backseat, fast asleep with his headphones around his neck and his mouth hanging open.

Lucky him.

Sophie couldn’t sleep. Not after everything that had happened so quickly.

Only three weeks earlier, her parents had announced they were moving to Raven Hollow after inheriting a cottage from her great-aunt Eleanor, whom Sophie had never even met. Apparently Aunt Eleanor had lived alone for decades before passing away during the winter.

Now the cottage belonged to them.

And somehow that meant leaving her friends, her school, and her entire life behind.

“We’re almost there,” her mother said.

The car rounded a sharp curve.

And then Sophie saw it.

At first she thought it was part of the mountain itself.

The mansion stood high above the town on a steep hill overlooking the forest. Even through the rain and darkness, Sophie could tell it was enormous. Tall black towers stretched into the storm clouds while shattered windows glimmered in the lightning.

The house looked dead.

Not abandoned.

Dead.

Its steep roof sagged like broken wings. Ivy crawled across the stone walls like veins. One of the towers leaned slightly to the side, making the entire mansion look unstable, as though it might collapse at any moment.

A flash of lightning illuminated the hill.

Sophie froze.

For a split second, she thought she saw faces in the windows.

Pale faces.

Watching the road below.

Then darkness swallowed the mansion again.

“You okay?” her father asked.

Sophie blinked. “What’s that place?”

Her parents exchanged a quick glance.

“The old Vane mansion,” her mother answered carefully. “Nobody lives there anymore.”

“Looks haunted,” Sophie said.

Max suddenly woke up and lifted his head. “What’s haunted?”

“Nothing,” her mother said quickly.

But Sophie kept staring up at the hill until the mansion disappeared behind the trees.

Something about it made her stomach tighten.

Not fear exactly.

More like the strange feeling you get when someone whispers your name in a crowded room.

The cottage sat at the edge of town beside a narrow gravel road.

It was smaller than Sophie expected, with faded blue paint and a crooked chimney. Wildflowers covered the yard despite the heavy rain, and an old wooden swing creaked gently on the porch.

“It’s cute,” her mother said hopefully.

“It’s tiny,” Max complained.

Her father laughed as he climbed out of the car. “Give it a chance.”

Sophie grabbed her backpack and stepped outside. The cold wind instantly whipped her dark hair across her face. The forest behind the cottage stretched endlessly into the darkness, towering pine trees swaying under the storm clouds.

The woods seemed too close to the house.

As if they were creeping toward it.

Thunder cracked overhead.

Max yelped and ran for the porch while Sophie carried boxes inside.

The cottage smelled old.

Not dirty exactly.

Just forgotten.

Dust floated through the air as lightning flickered outside the windows. The wooden floor creaked beneath every step, and somewhere upstairs a door banged softly.

Her mother jumped. “Daniel?”

“Probably the wind,” her father called from the kitchen.

Probably.

Still, Sophie found herself glancing toward the staircase.

The house felt strangely quiet between thunderclaps.

Like it was listening.

By the time they finished unloading the car, night had completely fallen over Raven Hollow. Rain hammered the roof while the wind moaned through the trees outside.

Sophie unpacked her room slowly.

The wallpaper was pale yellow with tiny faded flowers. An antique mirror hung beside the bed, and old books filled the shelves near the window.

Most of them belonged to Aunt Eleanor.

Sophie ran her fingers across the dusty spines.

Bird Watching for Beginners.

The History of Raven Hollow.

Wild Plants of New England.

Boring.

She opened one drawer and found dozens of old black-and-white photographs tied together with string.

Curious, Sophie sat on the bed and looked through them.

Most showed the town decades ago—snow-covered streets, smiling families, old shops. But one photograph caught her attention immediately.

It showed the mansion on the hill.

Unlike the others, this picture had been taken at night.

Lightning illuminated the dark towers while shadows crowded the windows.

Sophie leaned closer.

Were those people standing inside?

A sudden knock made her jump.

Max peeked into the room. “Mom says dinner’s ready.”

Sophie quickly slid the photograph back into the drawer.

“Coming.”

But as she stood, she could have sworn the faces in the photograph had moved.

Dinner was canned soup and grilled cheese sandwiches eaten among half-unpacked boxes.

The lights flickered constantly during the storm.

“This place definitely has ghost vibes,” Max announced.

Their mother sighed. “No ghost talk tonight.”

“Why not?” Max grinned. “Afraid something’s listening?”

Right then the kitchen light went out.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Max screamed.

Dad burst out laughing while Mom groaned.

“Oh, very funny,” she muttered as the lights flickered back on.

But Sophie noticed something strange.

Her father wasn’t laughing anymore.

He was staring out the kitchen window toward the distant hill beyond the trees.

Toward the mansion.

“You alright?” Sophie asked.

Her father blinked. “Yeah. Thought I saw something outside.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

But he closed the curtains after that.

Later that night, Sophie couldn’t sleep.

Rain tapped steadily against her window while tree branches scraped softly across the roof. Every unfamiliar sound made the cottage seem older and stranger.

She rolled over and checked her phone.

11:47 PM.

No signal.

Perfect.

Sophie groaned and sat up. Moonlight filtered weakly through the curtains now that the storm had mostly passed.

That was when she noticed something glowing outside.

Frowning, she climbed from bed and walked to the window.

The hill overlooked the entire town, rising above the forest like a giant shadow.

And at the very top stood the mansion.

One light glowed faintly from an upper window.

Sophie stared.

“That’s impossible,” she whispered.

Her mother had said nobody lived there.

Another flash of lightning illuminated the hill.

This time Sophie saw them clearly.

Faces.

Dozens of pale faces staring from the windows.

Tall windows.

Small windows.

Tower windows.

Every face motionless.

Watching.

A loud crack of thunder shook the cottage.

The lights inside the mansion vanished instantly.

Sophie stumbled backward from the window, heart pounding.

“Nope,” she whispered. “Absolutely nope.”

She forced herself to laugh nervously.

It was probably reflections.

Or curtains.

Or her imagination.

Still, she locked her bedroom door before climbing back into bed.

And for a long time afterward, she kept staring toward the window, afraid to look outside again.

Morning arrived gray and foggy.

Raven Hollow looked even stranger in daylight.

Mist drifted through the streets while crows perched silently on telephone wires. Most of the buildings downtown looked decades old, with faded brick walls and wooden signs hanging above shops.

The townspeople stared openly at Sophie and her family as they walked into the diner for breakfast.

Not in a rude way exactly.

Just curious.

Like outsiders rarely came here.

The diner smelled of pancakes and coffee. A waitress with curly gray hair smiled warmly as they entered.

“You must be the Bennetts,” she said.

Dad nodded. “That obvious?”

“News travels fast around here.” She handed them menus. “I’m Martha.”

Sophie slid into a booth near the window.

Across the street stood an old bookstore with boarded windows. Next to it sat a tiny movie theater with peeling paint. Everything in Raven Hollow looked frozen in time.

“Starting school tomorrow?” Martha asked Sophie.

“Unfortunately.”

Martha laughed. “You’ll do fine. Folks here are friendly once they get to know you.”

An old man sitting nearby lowered his newspaper.

“You staying in Eleanor’s cottage?” he asked suddenly.

Dad nodded again.

The man frowned slightly.

“House sat empty a long time.”

“Needs work,” Dad admitted.

The old man glanced toward the fog-covered hill visible beyond town.

“So does that place.”

Nobody spoke for a moment.

Finally Sophie asked, “The mansion?”

Martha immediately stiffened.

The old man folded
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