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Chapter 1 – The First Whisper
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The town of Hollowmoor did not announce itself.

There was no sign welcoming newcomers, no bright archway, no cheerful banner fluttering in the wind. The road simply narrowed, the trees leaned closer, and the air grew quieter—as if the world had decided to hold its breath.

Lucy Hartwell noticed that silence first.

She sat by the passenger-side window of the old bus, her forehead resting lightly against the glass. The sky above Hollowmoor was a dull gray, heavy but unmoving, like a painting that refused to change. Not a single bird crossed it.

“Is this really the place?” she murmured.

The driver didn’t answer.

Lucy glanced forward. The man’s hands were tight on the steering wheel, knuckles pale, eyes fixed straight ahead. His radio crackled softly, then fell silent again.

They rolled into town.

Hollowmoor was small—smaller than Lucy had imagined. A few rows of narrow buildings lined the main road: a bakery with darkened windows, a closed tailor shop, a café that looked permanently unfinished. Everything felt... paused.

The bus hissed as it stopped.

“This is Hollowmoor,” the driver said at last, his voice low and strained. “Last stop.”

Lucy stood, slung her bag over her shoulder, and hesitated.
“Um... how do I get to Ashwood Lane?”
The driver stiffened.

“Ashwood Lane?” he repeated.

“Yes. Number thirteen.”

For a moment, Lucy thought he wouldn’t answer. Then he cleared his throat.

“Straight down,” he said. “Don’t wander.”

She blinked. “Don’t—?”

But he was already opening the doors.

The cold air rushed in, sharper than expected. Lucy stepped down onto the pavement. The bus doors closed behind her with a final, heavy thud.

The bus didn’t wait.

It pulled away immediately, tires screeching just a little too loudly, disappearing down the road it had come from.

Lucy was alone.



Ashwood Lane lay at the edge of town, where the buildings thinned and the trees grew dense again. Lucy walked slowly, her boots echoing faintly against the ground. No other footsteps answered hers.

She checked her phone.
No signal.
“Of course,” she muttered.

The houses along the lane were old, but not abandoned. Curtains hung in the windows. Porch lights were off, though it was still afternoon. One house had a rocking chair that moved slightly, creaking, though no wind stirred the leaves.

Lucy stopped.

The chair rocked once more.

She stared at it, heart thudding. After a few seconds, it stopped.

She exhaled.
“Get a grip,” she told herself.
Number thirteen stood at the very end of the lane.

It was taller than the other houses, narrow and crooked, its roof slanting at an awkward angle. Ivy crawled up its sides, and the front door was painted a faded blue that had begun to peel.

Lucy unlocked the door with the key she’d been mailed weeks ago.

The lock clicked open.

The inside smelled of dust and old wood. Sunlight filtered weakly through grimy windows, casting long shadows across the floor.

“Hello?” Lucy called, her voice echoing too loudly.

No answer.

She stepped inside and closed the door behind her.

The house felt... aware.

Not alive. Not moving. Just watching.

Lucy shook her head again, annoyed at herself. She dropped her bag by the staircase and walked through the ground floor: a small living room, a narrow kitchen, a dining table covered in a white sheet.

Nothing unusual.

Upstairs, two bedrooms waited. Lucy chose the one facing the trees. The window there looked out into a dense stretch of forest, dark even in daylight.

She set her bag down and sat on the edge of the bed.

“So this is home,” she whispered.

The word felt wrong.



Night came quickly in Hollowmoor.

Too quickly.

Lucy checked the time twice, convinced her watch was broken. The sun had vanished before evening truly began, leaving the sky thick and colorless.

She cooked a simple meal, though she wasn’t very hungry. Every small sound—the creak of the floorboards, the clink of a spoon—felt amplified.

At exactly nine o’clock, the town went silent.

Lucy noticed it because she had just turned off the tap.

No distant cars.
No wind.
No insects.
Just stillness.

She dried her hands slowly and leaned against the counter.

“This place is weird,” she said aloud, hoping to hear her own voice.

She went upstairs, changed into pajamas, and crawled into bed with a book. She read the same paragraph three times without absorbing it.

Then she heard it.

At first, she thought it was the house settling. A soft sound, barely there.

She held her breath.

The sound came again—clearer now.

A whisper.

“Lucy...”

Her name.

She sat upright so fast the book fell to the floor.

“Hello?” she called, her voice trembling despite her effort to stay calm.

Silence.

Her heart pounded. She listened carefully, straining to catch any movement.

“Lucy...”

The whisper was closer this time. Not loud. Not urgent.

Patient.

Her throat tightened.
“Who’s there?” she asked.
No reply.

Lucy swung her legs off the bed and stood, her hands cold. She crossed the room and opened the door slowly.

The hallway was dark, stretching long and narrow.

“Is someone here?” she asked again.

The house answered with a soft creak.

She stepped into the hall.

The whisper came from behind her.

“Lucy...”

She spun around.

Nothing.

Her breath came fast now. She backed into her room and slammed the door shut, locking it.

“That’s enough,” she whispered to herself. “I’m tired. I’m imagining things.”

She crawled back into bed, pulling the blanket up to her chin.

The whisper did not return.

Eventually, exhaustion pulled her under.



Lucy dreamed of the forest.

She stood among the trees, their trunks towering above her. Mist curled around her ankles. Somewhere deep within the woods, something moved.

“Lucy...”

She turned, but saw no one.

“Lucy, listen.”

She woke with a sharp inhale.

Morning light filtered weakly through the curtains. Her heart still raced, but the house was quiet.

“Just a dream,” she said, rubbing her eyes.

She checked the time.

6:13 a.m.

Lucy got dressed and headed downstairs, determined not to let fear win on her first day.

Outside, Hollowmoor looked almost normal in daylight. The fog had lifted slightly, and the buildings seemed less oppressive.

She locked the door and walked back toward town.

The bakery was open now. Warm light spilled onto the street. Lucy stepped inside, grateful for the smell of bread.

Behind the counter stood a young man with dark hair and tired eyes.

“Good morning,” he said.

“Morning,” Lucy replied. “Um... is this Hollowmoor Bakery?”

He smiled faintly. “Only one we’ve got.”

“I’m Lucy,” she said. “I just moved here.”

The man paused, his smile faltering for a fraction of a second.

“William,” he said. “Welcome.”

“Is it always this quiet?” she asked, trying to sound casual.

William hesitated.
“Depends on the day.”
Lucy frowned. “I thought I heard someone last night. In my house.”

William’s hands stilled on the counter.

“You live on Ashwood Lane,” he said slowly.

“Yes. Number thirteen.”

He looked away.

“Houses make noise,” he said. “Old ones especially.”

“That’s what I thought,” Lucy replied, though her unease remained.

Another man emerged from the back of the bakery, older, with glasses perched low on his nose.

“Who’s this?” he asked.

“New in town,” William said. “Lucy.”

The man studied her carefully.

“Albert Finch,” he said. “You chose a quiet place to start over.”

Lucy smiled. “That was the idea.”

Albert nodded, but his eyes held something unreadable.

“Be careful what listens,” he said softly.

Lucy blinked. “What?”

Albert cleared his throat. “Nothing. Habit.”

William handed her a loaf of bread.
“On the house,” he said. “Welcome gift.”
“Thank you,” Lucy said. “That’s really kind.”

As she turned to leave, she thought she heard it again.

Very faint.
Almost playful.
“Lucy...”

She froze.

William noticed.
“You okay?”
She forced a smile. “Yeah. Just... jet lag.”

Outside, the street remained empty.

Lucy clutched the bread to her chest and walked back toward Ashwood Lane.

Behind her, Hollowmoor watched quietly.

And somewhere, beneath the stillness, something whispered her name again—
not aloud,
but deep within the town itself.
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Chapter 2 – A Town That Listens

[image: ]


Lucy learned quickly that Hollowmoor did not like to be rushed.

She noticed it in the way doors resisted when pushed too hard, in how streets seemed longer when she tried to hurry through them. Even the air felt thicker when she walked too fast, as if the town itself pressed gently against her shoulders, encouraging patience—or warning her.

By midmorning, the fog had returned.

It rolled in low and slow, slipping between buildings, curling around streetlamps that were still lit despite the sun being up. Lucy stopped on the sidewalk, staring at one such lamp.

“That can’t be right,” she murmured.

The light flickered once, then steadied.

She moved on.

Hollowmoor’s streets formed a loose web rather than a grid. Every turn felt familiar, yet slightly off, as though the town rearranged itself when no one was looking. Lucy found the library by accident—an old stone building tucked behind a row of shops, its sign worn nearly blank by time.

HOLLOWMOOR PUBLIC ARCHIVE, the remaining letters read.

Inside, the air was cooler. Dust motes floated lazily in pale shafts of light. Rows of shelves stretched farther than the building looked capable of holding.

A woman sat behind the front desk.

She was elderly, with silver hair pulled tightly into a bun and eyes so pale they seemed almost translucent. She looked up the moment Lucy stepped inside.

“You’re new,” the woman said.

Lucy blinked. “I—yes. I just moved here.”

The woman nodded slowly, as if confirming something to herself.
“Lucy Hartwell,” she said.
Lucy’s stomach dropped.
“How did you—?”
“People announce themselves,” the woman replied calmly. “Even when they think they don’t.”

She stood and extended a hand.
“Eleanor Blythe. Librarian. Caretaker of what remains.”
Lucy shook her hand, unsettled by the firmness of her grip.
“Nice to meet you.”
Mrs. Blythe gestured toward the shelves.
“Feel free to browse. Just... put things back where you found them.”
“I will,” Lucy said.

As she walked deeper into the library, she felt the same sensation she’d felt in the house—being observed, quietly and without malice. She trailed her fingers along the spines of books, many of them bound in cracked leather.

One shelf was labeled LOCAL HISTORY.

Lucy pulled a book at random.

Hollowmoor: A Chronicle of Founding and Loss.

She flipped through the pages. Names repeated often—families that appeared again and again across decades, sometimes centuries. Births, marriages, disappearances.

Disappeared.

Lucy paused at a page where several names had been scratched out, the ink dark and angry.

“Mrs. Blythe?” she called softly.

“Yes?” The voice came from behind her.

Lucy jumped.

The librarian stood far closer than Lucy expected, peering at the open book.

“Why are some names crossed out?” Lucy asked.

Mrs. Blythe studied the page.
“Some stories end better forgotten.”
“That doesn’t erase them,” Lucy said.

Mrs. Blythe’s eyes met hers.
“No,” she agreed. “But it quiets them.”
Lucy closed the book.

As she turned away, she felt it again—a subtle pressure in her ears, like the beginning of a headache.

A whisper brushed against her thoughts.

Lucy...

She pressed a hand to her temple.

“You alright?” Mrs. Blythe asked.

“Yes,” Lucy lied. “Just tired.”

The librarian watched her go, her expression unreadable.



Lucy spent the afternoon wandering town, trying to build a mental map. She passed the bakery again, saw William through the window kneading dough. He looked up and caught her eye.

She hesitated, then stepped inside.

“Back so soon?” William said, attempting a smile.

“I wanted to thank you again,” Lucy said. “For the bread.”

“Anytime.” He wiped his hands on his apron. “You settling in okay?”

Lucy leaned against the counter.
“Is it just me, or does this town feel... strange?”
William’s jaw tightened almost imperceptibly.
“Depends what you mean by strange.”
“It feels like it notices things,” she said carefully. “Like when I walk too fast, or linger somewhere.”

William laughed softly, but there was no humor in it.
“People say that about small towns.”
“I’ve lived in small towns,” Lucy replied. “None of them felt like this.”

A voice spoke from behind her.
“That’s because most towns don’t listen.”
Albert Finch stood near the back, holding a stack of old newspapers.

Lucy turned. “Listen to what?”

Albert approached slowly.
“To people. To footsteps. To thoughts.”
William shot him a warning look.
“Albert.”
Albert sighed. “She’s already hearing it, isn’t she?”

Lucy
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