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    To those who find beauty in the shadows, and to the friends who stay when the mist rolls in.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "They call them 'The Hollow Ones' because they don't take your life—they take the parts of you that made life worth living."

      

    


Dove Lake

The Hollow Ones

By: Frances Needham

It’s been months since Dove Lake, and the survivors—Ally, Blair, René, and Aidan—have tried to pretend they’re okay. But they’re not. Nothing feels right. Dreams twist into waking visions. Shadows move where there should be none. And Aidan—though He made it back—isn’t quite...him

Aidan doesn’t sleep. Blair sees things in mirrors. Ally sleepwalks and writes words she doesn’t remember. And René hasn’t been able to set foot near a body of water since.

Zane is gone. Taken by the lake. They all know it, but no one wants to say it.

When a stranger shows up asking questions, the past crashes back. His name is Jace, and he’s Zane’s older brother—ex-military, stubborn, and desperate. He’s been tracking strange disappearances near Dove Lake for years, and Zane’s is just the latest.

With him is Lena, a grad student researching local folklore, who believes the lake is a place of thinness—a boundary where something old and hungry presses through. She thinks the survivors may be carrying a piece of it with them.

When Ally vanishes one night—drawn back to the lake in a trance—the group has no choice but to follow. But Dove Lake is different now. It remembers them.

The cabin is gone. The shoreline has changed. Time moves wrong. And Zane’s voice echoes from the water, calling for help.

But it’s not really Zane.
Not anymore.

The pages they once found weren’t meant to break the curse... they were meant to finish the ritual.

Now, a deeper evil stirs beneath the lake, something that was never meant to wake. And this time, running won’t be enough

—
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Chapter One
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The dream started the same way every time.

Ally stood at the edge of the lake, barefoot in the cold mud. The water was black glass, not a ripple in sight, but something moved beneath it—slow, circling. Watching. The sky above pulsed in and out, too bright, then too dark, like a blinking eye. Behind her, the woods were silent. Ahead, in the water, Zane floated.

Not dead.
Not alive.
His eyes were open. His mouth moved like he was whispering her name. But she couldn’t hear it—not over the pounding of her own heart, or the whispering that came from the trees.

She stepped forward. The mud sucked at her feet. Her breath hitched.

“Zane?” she asked.

He lifted his hand. Pointed behind her.

She turned.

Aidan stood on the shore, face pale, eyes hollow. He smiled. That same wrong smile. And then he opened his mouth—

Ally bolted upright in bed, drenched in sweat, heart hammering against her ribs like it was trying to escape.

For a moment, she didn’t know where she was. The motel room swam into view—cheap wallpaper, humming mini fridge, a duffel bag on the floor. René was asleep in the chair by the door, mouth slightly open, one arm curled around a baseball bat.

A knock echoed from the hallway.

Three knocks.
Then silence.
Then another knock—this one lower, slower. Almost like... it had come from the floor.
Ally held her breath.

René stirred, blinked. “What time is it?”

The knocking stopped.

Then the voice came, muffled through the door:

“He’s not dead.”
René was on his feet in a second, bat in hand.

Ally crept to the peephole and looked out.

A man stood there—mid-thirties, buzzed hair, leather jacket, tired eyes. Not a monster. Not a ghost.

Just a man.

“I’m looking for my brother,” he said. “His name’s Zane.”

René opened the door but kept the bat in his hand.

The man didn’t flinch.

He looked like he hadn’t slept in days. His jaw was shadowed with stubble, his boots caked with dried mud. There was something about the way he stood—shoulders squared, like he expected a fight—but his eyes... his eyes just looked tired.

“I’m looking for my brother,” he said again. “Zane Moreau.”

René lowered the bat an inch. “Zane’s dead.”

The man’s jaw tightened. “No. He’s not.”

Ally stepped into view beside René, arms crossed. “Who are you?”

He hesitated. Then: “Jace.”

She blinked. “Zane never mentioned a brother.”

“Yeah, well,” Jace muttered, “Zane didn’t mention a lot of things.”

He looked past them, into the motel room, like he was searching for ghosts. Then his eyes settled on Ally.

“You were with him. At the lake.”

Ally nodded slowly. “You’ve been looking for him?”

Jace nodded once. “Since the day he disappeared. Tracked his phone to the ranger station. Found the wrecked trail. Spent three nights in that forest. I know something happened out there.” His voice got quieter. “I’ve seen things.”

“Things like what?” René asked.

Jace hesitated, jaw working, like the words didn’t want to come out. “Shadows moving the wrong way. Whispers in the trees. Woke up one night with lake water in my lungs. I was nowhere near the damn lake.”

René and Ally exchanged a look.
That was when they heard the voice behind him.
“You forgot to mention the part about the woman in white.”

A girl leaned against the motel railing, arms crossed, notebook tucked under one arm. She looked a few years younger than Jace—sharp eyes, leather boots, hoodie with occult patches stitched across the sleeve.

“This is Lena,” Jace said, almost reluctantly. “She’s the reason I haven’t gone completely insane.”

“Grad student,” Lena added, stepping forward. “Folklore and myth—specializing in regional death lore, which, lucky me, includes this whole cursed-ass lake situation. Jace hired me to help him figure out what happened to Zane. Or... what’s pretending to be him.”

She looked at Ally.
“You’ve seen it too, haven’t you?”

Lena’s question hung in the air like smoke.

Ally didn’t answer. Not right away.

René stepped in instead. “Look, I don’t know what kind of weird ghost-hunting gig you two think you’re on, but we’ve been through enough. We don’t need grad students digging through our trauma for a thesis.”

Jace’s mouth
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