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Trick or Treat: Terrifying Tales from the Creepy Librarian is intended for middle-grade and young teen readers (ages 10–14) but may also be enjoyed by higher elementary readers (ages 8–10) when shared with a parent or guardian. The stories explore themes of courage, friendship, and the power of facing fears, blending spooky suspense with age-appropriate content. While crafted for young audiences, the anthology’s emotional depth and storytelling are designed to appeal to adult readers and families who enjoy thoughtful, atmospheric Halloween tales together.
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Every Halloween, the town’s children gather at the old library for candy, costumes... and stories that bite back.

The Creepy Librarian has dusted off his most twisted tales this year. From International bestselling author J. P. Uvalle come three terrifying stories that slither through shadow and scream. In a haunting debut, child author Daphne Rae delivers The Little Girl, an eerie tale that even the librarian hesitated to read aloud.

With lanterns lit and whispers rising from the stacks, Tricks, Treats, and Terrifying Tales invites readers into a night of fright, delight, and beautifully twisted storytelling. Just don’t stay past closing time...
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The Little Girl

Pg: 13

A ghost story told by the brave.

In 2024, Lilith lived in a quiet cottage with her cruel stepmother and stepsisters. Bullied and broken, she longed for revenge but never got the chance. Lilith died mysteriously, and no one knows how... or why. Some say her spirit still lingers in the cottage, waiting.

Now it’s 2025.

The day before Halloween.

And 13-year-old Bella is determined to uncover the truth.

Armed with flashlights, courage, and two ghost-hunting best friends, Bella steps into the abandoned cottage where Lilith once lived. But the deeper they go, the louder the whispers become. Something is watching. Something remembers.

The Little Girl is a beautifully eerie debut from young author Daphne Rae. It is a tale of friendship, fear, and mystery that only the brave dare solve.
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Every Halloween, one child in Crooked Hollow receives a visit from the Candy Witch—a cloaked figure who offers sweets that grant wishes. Most children ask for toys, pets, or popularity. But when eleven-year-old Milo makes a wish born of grief and rage, the Candy Witch returns with a hunger that no treat can satisfy. As Milo’s world unravels, he must confront the consequences of his wish and the ancient curse that fuels the witch’s magic.

In The Candy Witch of Crooked Hollow, J. P. Uvalle spins a cautionary tale about temptation, loss, and the sweetness that turns sour when wishes go wrong.
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In a town where, by law, everyone must wear a mask, the Mask Maker is revered as a quiet artisan, crafting each disguise with eerie precision. Curious and defiant, his daughter, Sasha, stumbles upon a hidden chamber in their home filled with masks that whisper, twitch, and weep. As she uncovers the truth behind her father’s creations, she realizes the masks aren’t made... they’re taken. Each one holds a soul, a memory, a person who vanished without a trace. Now, the masks are watching, and one of them wants out.

A tale of legacy, identity, and the cost of tradition, The Mask Maker’s Daughter peels back the face of innocence to reveal something far more sinister.
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Before the wrecking crew arrives, college friends Nio, Lizzy, and Theo return to Black Hollow for one last thrill: a midnight investigation of Graves Manor, the decaying estate where Clara Graves vanished decades ago. Armed with cameras and bravado, they hope to capture proof of the haunting whispered about by local kids. But the manor doesn’t want to be seen; it wants to be remembered. And once they step inside, the house begins to recognize them, too.

In this atmospheric tale of ghostly vengeance and buried secrets, J. P. Uvalle invites readers into a place where the walls breathe, the shadows watch, and the truth refuses to stay buried.
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The library doors groaned open at dusk.

Children in costume—pirates, pumpkins, and pint-sized vampires—spilled into the reading room, trailing glitter and candy wrappers. Parents followed, some amused, some uneasy, clutching cider cups and whispering about how “this place always feels colder on Halloween.”

And then, the lantern lit.

The Creepy Librarian stood tall and crooked in the center of the room. His coat smelt faintly of dust and peppermint. His eyes glinted like twin moons, and his smile was too wide.

“Welcome, little listeners,” the Librarian said. “Tonight, the books breathe. Tonight, the stories stir. And tonight... I read only to the brave.”

The children giggled. One parent coughed. The Librarian didn’t blink.

“I have four tales for you. Each one darker than the last. Each one stitched with secrets. Shall we begin?”

He raised a bony finger.

“First, a tale from someone very special. A child, like you. Her name is Daphne Rae. Her story is called The Little Girl.”

A hush fell over the room.

“Next, we visit Crooked Hollow, where the Candy Witch offers sweets that grant wishes. But beware—The Candy Witch of Crooked Hollow doesn’t care what you wish for. She only cares what you’ll give up to get it.”

A child dropped their lollipop.

“Then, we meet the Mask Maker’s Daughter. Her father crafts disguises for every child in town. But the masks don’t just hide faces; they hold memories. And some memories don’t want to stay buried.”

The lantern flickered.

“And finally...” He leaned in, voice dropping to a whisper. “We arrive at Graves Manor. A place where Clara Graves vanished. A place that remembers. Three college students return to Black Hollow for thrills and proof in Haunted Night at Graves Manor. But the manor doesn’t want proof. It wants company.”

The children leaned forward. The parents leaned back.

The Librarian smiled.
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By Daphne Rae

Edited by J. P. Uvalle
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“Now hush. This first tale comes from an incredibly special guest. Young Daphne Rae may be small, but her story is... eerily enormous. It’s called The Little Girl. And if you listen closely, you might hear her footsteps behind you...”
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I

have this thing where I always have to be the first one through the door. It’s not an ego thing (okay, it’s an ego thing), but mostly because if something jumps out at us, I’d rather it chew off my face than, say, Anna’s. Her mom is, like, the president of the school board. I doubt she’d take it well...

So, when I reached the iron gate of the old cottage, the first thing I did was shove it open like it was a test of strength on one of those dumb TV game shows. The hinges screamed. Carrie and Anna both jumped at the sound. I grinned, wiggling my fingers in a spooky fashion. Carrie gave me a weak thumbs up. Anna mumbled, “This is a terrible idea,” but followed anyway, because she always did.

The yard looked like Halloween had thrown up all over it: dead leaves, twisty branches, a birdbath full of what might be rainwater or something way more disgusting—bird poop. The wind did that thing where it only howled when you were alone, which was annoying because I was here with my two besties, and we should not be scared—not yet, not until we were inside.

Carrie was the first to break the silence. “If we die here, I want ‘Death by Peer Pressure’ on my tombstone. Maybe with little ghost emojis.” She shivered as she shoved her hands into the pockets of her hoodie. “Seriously, Bella, remind me again why we can’t watch scary movies like normal teens?”

I flicked my flashlight on and wiggled it under my chin. “Because, Carrie, mysteries demand evidence. Netflix has zero evidence. Creepy Cottage, on the other hand...” I waggled my eyebrows. The house loomed over us—three stories, paint peeled to gray shreds, every window either busted out or dust-fogged. It was haunted-house perfection, probably why Principal Abadi threatened suspension if she caught anyone trespassing.

Anna pulled her cardigan tighter. “You know the fire department condemned this place, right? It could collapse. We could, um, get tetanus. Or die of mold inhalation.” She kicked at a chunk of mossy stone on the path. “I did not bring my inhaler.”

“Relax. You’ve survived my mom’s cooking. You’re basically immortal,” I said, and Carrie cackled in a way that bounced off the cottage’s siding and returned to haunt us.

We reached the front porch. The steps were so warped they looked like an X-ray of a spinal injury, but that didn't stop me. I tested each board with my sneakers and led the way, mostly because I wanted the best view when the door swung open to reveal... I don’t know. Ghosts? Zombie raccoons?

Evidence.

The front door had a lion-shaped knocker. I considered the odds of tetanus and decided it was worth it. I banged the knocker twice, and it made a hollow thud.

“That’s definitely the sound of a house that’s seen multiple unsolved murders,” Anna said, voice higher than usual.

I tried the handle. Locked. Of course. I bent down and peered at the keyhole. “Anna, can you give me that bobby pin?”

She sighed, but grabbed one from her bun. “I am not legally responsible for what happens if you actually get us inside,” she mumbled.

I jimmied the bobby pin in. I’m not a safecracker, but I watched about fifty YouTube videos, and the lock was ancient. I messed around for a minute, tongue sticking out the side of my mouth. Then I heard a click, and the door opened inward.

Success.

Carrie leaned in. “I know I’m supposed to be impressed, but I’m too busy planning my ghost defense strategy. You think they can smell fear?” She giggled, but it sounded like a hiccup.

I nudged the door open and shone my flashlight into the foyer. Dust spiraled like tiny galaxies in the beam. The air smelled like old books, rain, and something faintly sweet, maybe rotting wood or maybe rotting something else. The floorboards stretched into a skinny hallway, creaking with every step I took.

We stood in the doorway for a second, crammed together like a three-headed monster. Then I stepped in, holding the flashlight high. “Welcome to the crime scene, ladies,” I announced.

The walls were lined with yellow wallpaper, half-peeled, decorated in some flower pattern that’s probably supposed to be cheerful but just looked like a disease under the flashlight. There was a staircase on the right—railing splintered, carpet runner turned to rags. A busted umbrella sat in the umbrella stand, its ribs poking out like a dead spider’s legs.

Something skittered overhead. I froze, then tilted the flashlight up. Just a squirrel. Or a raccoon. Or, best-case scenario, a fellow detective searching for evidence.

Carrie followed. “If this were a horror movie, we’d split up. You’d go upstairs. I’d get murdered in the basement. Anna would, like, find the actual ghost and reason with it using her savvy analysis skills.”

Anna huffed. “That is... unfair. I would never go off alone. I’d hide in a closet and call for help.” She clutched her phone to her chest as if it were a shield.

“Elementary,” I said. “We stick together. No splitting up. Rule one of amateur ghost hunting.”

We edged into the living room. The windows were streaked with dirt, but I could make out old furniture: a sofa with stuffing coming out, a coffee table warped into a banana shape, and, in the far corner, a rocking chair with something slumped in it. I zoomed my flashlight in. It was a doll—one of those Victorian ones. Her porcelain face cracked in a permanent frown, her glass eyes wide, as if she had just seen her reflection and was deeply disturbed by it.

Carrie saw it and made a noise that was half laugh, half scream. “I’d like to formally request a different mystery,” she said. “Maybe a nice insurance fraud. With, like, spreadsheets instead of haunted dolls.”

I walked over to the chair and tilted the doll forward. Her back was hollowed out. Inside was a dusty, yellowed scrap of paper. I fished it out and squinted at the writing. Its name was “Lilith.” There was no last name, just Lilith. I stuck it in my notebook. “Clue number one,” I said.

Anna hovered in the doorway, chewing her thumbnail. “They say most ghosts are either angry children or betrayed spouses. This is, um, maybe both?” She wasn't kidding. She really read ghost studies for fun. Her comfort zone was so far from here that it was probably in another dimension.

Something slammed in the kitchen. We all froze. Carrie grabbed my sleeve, which was rare because she didn't do physical contact unless she was in full panic mode.

I flicked the flashlight toward the sound, but the kitchen was pitch black. The door was half off its hinges, hanging like a broken jaw. I stepped forward, and the floor groaned like it was warning us. The smell here was even worse mold, maybe, but also a sweet, sticky scent like old fruit. The fridge was green avocado and probably older than all three of us. The window above the sink was busted and taped together with old duct tape.

There was a trail of glass on the floor, leading toward the back of the house. And—wait—footprints. Not, like, shoe prints. Bare feet. 

Tiny. 

Like a kid’s.

I crouched down, tracing the pattern with my light. The glass glittered blue in the beam. I counted six, seven, eight little prints, then they vanished at the kitchen threshold. “Either there’s a barefoot toddler squatter, or—” I paused, “—we are about to make the front page of the Mapleton Gazette.”

Carrie gagged. “Please don’t say that. The only thing worse than being murdered by a ghost is having my sixth-grade photo in the newspaper.”

“Focus, team,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “The ghost child probably died tragically. She might want to tell us something. We are the only ones brave enough to listen.”

Anna shook her head, then peered over my shoulder. “Is that... writing?” she whispered, pointing to the bottom of the fridge. Someone’s finger-scratched something into the layer of dust. The letters are shaky, but legible: “STAY.”

“Great, the ghost can spell,” Carrie said. “Should we leave now? Because I would like to leave now.”

I checked my phone. It was 5:23 p.m. Sunset is at 5:56 p.m. That gave us what, thirty minutes of daylight? “Let’s check the rest of the downstairs, then we bail. Deal?”

Carrie nodded so fast I thought her head would unscrew. Anna, predictably, was calculating escape routes.

We pushed through the kitchen to the back hallway. There was a bathroom, half caved-in, and a utility closet that smelled like cat litter and bleach. The air grew colder as we moved. I caught a glimpse of myself in a cracked mirror. I looked like I always did when I was nervous: hair frizzy, eyes cartoon-wide, chin tilted up like I dare the world to call me scared.

The hallway ended in a parlor. I braced myself and stepped in first. The room was huge—with a vaulted ceiling and a faded chandelier hanging by a single wire. The walls were lined with bookshelves, and all the books were tipped over in messy piles. There was a fireplace, and above it was a framed photo, so warped by time that you could only see the outlines of two people—a tall woman and a little girl. Their eyes were blacked out, maybe by marker, maybe by fire. There’s no way to tell.

Carrie edged in behind me, wringing her hands. “Okay, new plan,” she whispered. “If anything moves, we scream and run. No shame.”

Anna stood just inside the doorway. “Guys,” she says, “I think I know why Lilith’s name was in the doll. In the census records, there was a Lilith Foster. She, um, died here in 2024. They say she never left.”

I loved this stuff. I beamed at Anna, who looked like she was regretting her own research. “See? She’s probably lonely. We’ll say hi, maybe leave her a note. Classic ghost etiquette.”

Then the crash happened.

It was so loud it swallowed the room. Something shattered behind us—glass, for sure—and for a split second, I thought it was the chandelier coming down. But it didn't come from overhead. The sound came from the foyer. I spun around, shining the flashlight down the hall.

Carrie and Anna slammed into each other trying to turn, and Anna made a weird, high-pitched noise like a smoke detector. She bolted for the front door, but it slammed shut with a force that shook the floor. Carrie grabbed my arm, fingers digging in so hard it hurt.

We stood frozen, my heart was going nuclear. I took a deep breath and shouted, “It’s okay, Lilith! We come in peace!” I felt like a total dork, but also, what else do you say to a possibly murderous ghost child?

The wind rattled the windowpanes. There was no answer. I crept down the hallway, flashlight sweeping every corner. The glass in the front room was everywhere, sparkling in the beam. And in the center of the foyer, something stood very still—a silhouette, faint but there—like a person drawn in fog.

I blinked. Gone.

I wanted to say it was my imagination, but Carrie saw it too. She whispered, “Tell me that wasn’t a person. Please.”

Anna peeked out from behind the umbrella stand. “Let’s go,” she hissed. “Now.”

For once, I didn’t argue. We backed out of the parlor, keeping our eyes on the foyer. My hands shook, but I held the light steady. The cold in the house felt like it was alive, pressing against my skin.

When we hit the porch, I exhaled so hard my lungs ached. Anna sprinted down the path. Carrie was practically welded to my side. We didn't stop until we were back on the sidewalk, the wind slapping at our faces.

Nobody spoke for a long minute. Then Carrie said, “If you tell anyone I screamed, I’ll hack your Instagram and post baby pictures.”

Anna wiped her nose and said, “You screamed first.” Then she grinned, and the tension broke like a popped balloon.

I looked back at the cottage. The third-story window lit up, just for a second, like someone was holding a candle in the dark. Then it flickers out.

The case of the haunted cottage just got its first real clue.
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N 

obody expected their mom to go full crime scene investigator over missing Fun Size Snickers, but mine always did. I learned early: I had to do it at night with the most distractions if I wanted to sneak out. Lucky for me, Halloween in Mapleton was a city-wide candy stampede, every parent outnumbered by tiny goblins and inflatable dinosaurs. I’d mapped my route, timed the porch light patterns, and even packed a decoy pillow in my bed (classic move, but effective if you add a snoring app under the covers). So, by 9:34 pm, I was hopping my backyard fence in black leggings and a hoodie with the sleeves stuffed in my pockets for maximum ninja vibes.

Carrie was already waiting at the corner, shivering on the curb under a broken streetlamp. Her hair glowed whitish blonde in the moonlight, and her backpack made her look like a nervous turtle. Anna sat beside her, cross-legged and fidgeting with a first-aid kit. You’d think we were waiting for a very uncool school bus if you didn't know us.

“Late, as usual,” Carrie said, but her voice was shaky, and she was hugging herself. “I’ve almost frozen to death. My toes are, like, actual ice cubes.”

“I had to wait for my mom to get obsessed with the neighbor’s fog machine,” I said. “And you know my house is a literal panic room.” I glanced at Anna. “Did you bring the stuff?”

Anna nodded, pushing up her glasses. “Protein bars, gauze, a flashlight, and... um, this.” She pulled out a single latex glove. “For evidence. If there is any more. Not that I want there to be.”

Carrie unzipped her backpack and shook it. The contents rattled—chips, a bottle of orange soda, and at least six types of candy. “I was told this was an overnight stakeout,” she said. “And I don’t want to be the first person to die of hypoglycemia in a haunted house.”

I grinned. “Elementary, Carrie. Shall we?”

We crossed the street. The air had that late-October chill, cold enough to bite through my hoodie, and every footstep crunched the leaves like we were walking on cereal. As we turned onto Maple, the houses thinned out. The Foster cottage squatted at the end of the block, dark and hunched, the windows jagged.

For a second, none of us talked. It looked so much worse at night—like someone had cranked up the Shadows and set the porch to maximum creak. The yellow police tape from last spring was still tangled in the fence, fluttering like warning flags.

Carrie made a choking noise. “So, is it a group vote if we want to bail again?”

Anna checked her phone. “We’re already trespassing once,” she whispered. “Which is a misdemeanor. And if someone calls the cops, my mom will probably—”

“Relax,” I said, even though my heart was racing. “We’re just here to finish looking around. We survived yesterday, didn’t we?”

Carrie scuffed her foot. “We survived because we ran away screaming, not because we’re genius investigators. You saw the thing in the window last time, right? Tell me you saw it.”

I didn’t answer, because I had seen a flicker of white, like a face, framed in the attic glass. The rational part of my brain (Anna’s favorite part) said it was a trick of the light. The rest of me wanted to see it again, but it was closer.

We reached the gate. It groaned when I pushed it open, the hinges extra dramatic now that it was dark. I led the way up the path, the weeds grabbing my ankles. I could hear Anna’s quick breaths behind me and Carrie’s constant mutter: “Nope.”

The porch steps wobbled under our weight. The front door still had the lion knocker, but someone had graffitied a smiley face over its mouth in red paint. I fished the bobby pin from my ponytail, wiped it on my sleeve, and crouched down, unlocking it.

The door opened with the slowest, most dramatic squeal I’d ever heard.

“Ladies first,” Carrie whispered. Then, realizing what she’d said, added, “Not it. I mean, you go, Bella.”

I sucked in a lungful of air and stepped inside. My flashlight's beam did nothing against the dark, but I swept it around anyway. The entryway was like last time—wallpaper curling off in strips, dust so thick it looked like snow. But now, every shadow felt alive, twitching just out of reach.

My shoes stuck to the floorboards with every step. The air inside was colder than outside; the cold made you want to hug yourself and made you afraid to move. I aimed the flashlight at the side table, and my stomach flipped: the doll was there. Same Victorian dress, same chipped porcelain cheek, same cracked eyes staring up at the ceiling like it was waiting for something to happen.

Behind me, Anna stopped dead. “There’s no way that’s the same doll,” she said. “It was in the living room before. I remember.”

“It’s a haunted house,” Carrie said. “They have to move the props around. For ambiance.”

I put a hand on the doll. The skin felt sticky, like it had absorbed the humidity of a hundred summers. I turned it over. This time, there was nothing in its back—no clue, no slip of paper—just a ragged hole stuffed with cotton.

Anna made a noise. “We really shouldn’t be here,” she whispered. “It’s not safe.”

“Nothing good ever happens in a haunted house,” Carrie agreed. “Unless you’re, like, the ghost.”

I couldn’t argue with that, but I was already moving deeper into the house, my flashlight jittering as my hands tried to stop shaking. I heard the others fall in behind me, the sound of Anna’s kit rattling and Carrie’s breath coming in little bursts.

Under the dust and mildew in the hallway, something smelled sweet, almost syrupy. I stepped carefully, flashlight bouncing off the peeling wallpaper and the framed pictures hanging at crooked angles. All the faces in the photos were scratched out, intentionally or from years of neglect. The closer we got to the living room, the heavier my chest felt—like the whole house was holding its breath.

We reached the doorway. I swung my light around, expecting something to jump out. Nothing did. The couch was still overturned, and the coffee table was split down the middle like a busted wishbone. But now, the rocking chair in the corner was empty. The doll must have moved. Or someone had moved it.

I edged into the room. My foot crunched on broken glass, probably a picture frame. In the far corner, under the sagging window, something glittered. I wanted to go for it, but Anna grabbed my sleeve.

“Bella,” she said, her voice almost too quiet to hear. “This is breaking and entering. They’ll call it B and E in the report.”

“Then we don’t get caught,” I said. I sounded way more confident than I felt. “Just five minutes. In and out.”

Carrie snorted. “That’s what everyone says before they get murdered in these movies.”

Weirdly, that helped. I crossed to the window, the glass crunching louder now. I crouched and held my flashlight up to the glittery patch. It was a necklace, caught on the splinters of the broken frame. I picked it up, turning it over in my hand. The pendant was shaped like a heart, but half was blackened, as if it had been burned.

I shoved it into my pocket, figuring it might be another clue. The last time we’d almost left empty-handed, and it bugged me.

Something rattled upstairs. Not loud—a soft bump, like furniture sliding, or a door closing. All three of us looked up at the same time.

“Nope,” Carrie said, backing away. “Nope, nope, so much nope.”

I started toward the staircase before I could think too much about it. My head told me it was probably just the wind or an animal. But my gut said it was something else. I felt Anna and Carrie hang back, then reluctantly shuffle after me.

The stairs were a death trap, each step groaning louder than the last. I gripped the railing with one hand and held the flashlight in front, fighting the urge to run back down to safety. The upstairs hallway smelled darker and worse—like old lady perfume mixed with mold.

At the end of the hall was a half-open door. The light from my flashlight barely touched the edges. I could see something inside—a shadow or a person. My heart hammered so hard I was sure the others could hear it.

Anna caught up to me, her voice trembling. “Should we... I mean, do you really want to go there?”

“I have to,” I said, not even sure why. “We all do.”

Carrie groaned but didn’t argue.

I pushed the door open. The room was empty except for a bed frame, a broken dresser, and a pile of what looked like kids’ clothes in the corner. But on the wall, written in jagged, smeared ink, was a single word:

“BELIEVE.”

My breath caught. For a second, I couldn’t move.

Behind me, Anna said, “Let’s go. Please.”

I didn’t argue. I let her take my arm, and we hurried back down the hallway, Carrie bringing up the rear with her snack backpack. The air felt thicker as we made our way toward the stairs.

We barely reached the entryway before the front door slammed shut behind us, echoing through the house. Anna let out a squeak. Carrie nearly dropped her backpack.

I forced myself to turn around. The doll was back on the side table, with its face pointed at us.

“We shouldn’t be here,” Anna whispered, and her voice was so small it almost didn’t reach my ears.

Carrie’s teeth were chattering so hard I thought they'd crack.

I stared at the doll, the house, and the closed door. My hands clenched around my notebook and the burned heart necklace in my pocket. For a second, I wondered if maybe we’d gone too far. Then I remembered the word on the wall:

Believe.

We were in deeper than ever. And the night was just getting started.
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I used to think I was brave. Compared to most people, I am. But there’s a difference between being fearless and being the stupid that gets your face on a “remember when” poster in the gym. I tried not to think about that as we stepped into the pitch-black hallway, my flashlight, the only thing between us and whatever had just slammed the front door.

For a second, the cottage was so quiet I thought it had swallowed the noise. Even Anna and Carrie froze, like the house, couldn’t see us if we hadn’t moved. I flicked my wrist, and the flashlight beamed down the hall, lighting up chunks of ceiling crumbling onto the warped floor. We started to move, shoes sticky with dust and whatever else lived on hundred-year-old wood.

The living room came first. I expected it to look the same as last time, but the overturned couch was upright now, propped against the far wall. The coffee table was gone. A single folding chair sat in the middle of the room, waiting for someone to sit and watch the empty TV stand. The air felt sour, like it had been waiting, too.

Carrie shone her phone flashlight around, stopping at a cluster of old family photos. “Who keeps pictures of themselves in a haunted house?” she whispered, voice cracking. “Like, are you supposed to haunt it after you die? Is that the plan?”

Anna pushed up her glasses and squinted at the frames. “Actually, some studies suggest ghosts linger in places of emotional resonance. Or unfinished business.” Her words sounded calm, but her hand was shaking so badly she accidentally kept clicking her flashlight on and off.

I drifted to the photos, holding the beam steady. The faces were old-fashioned—high collars, blank stares, everyone looking about as happy as you’d expect from people forced to stand still for ten minutes. But in every picture, someone had scratched out the youngest kid’s face. Sometimes a pen, occasionally, deep gouges.

I scanned the photos, my light steady. The faces were vintage—high collars, vacant expressions, the usual cheerless look of those enduring a long exposure. Yet, in each photograph, the youngest child's face had been defaced, some with pen marks, others with deep scratches.

“Lilith,” I said, pointing. “They erased her. Out of every photo.” I felt a pang in my chest. Maybe she was already invisible to them, even before she died.

Carrie tugged my sleeve. “Can we just go to the room, grab the clue, and leave? Like, why do we have to do the full Scooby-Doo tour?”

“Because it’s a mystery,” I said, trying to sound brave. “And the answer is always in the details.”

The next room was the kitchen. The glass from last time was swept into a pile near the door, and the fridge door was open, like someone had needed to check one last time for food. I let my light rest on the dirty linoleum, on the faint trails of something sticky and dark near the baseboards. My stomach twisted.

Carrie hovered by the door, eyeing the windows. “Just saying, if a head rolls out of there, I’m out. You can find clues without me.”

Anna ignored her and went to the fridge, peeking inside. “It’s empty,” she said, which should’ve made me feel better but didn’t. She closed it, and the sound echoed through the room and down the hall. It felt like we’d just rung a dinner bell for every ghost within five miles.

The door to the back staircase was propped open with a bloated and rusty can of cat food. We followed the creaking steps to the second floor, my light bouncing off the water-stained walls and the collapsed ceiling above. I counted the steps, trying not to think about what waited at the top.

The landing was smaller than I remembered. At the end was a door with chipped white paint and a knob stained green from years of sweaty hands. “Lilith’s room,” I said, and swallowed hard.

Anna said, “Last time, we heard something in there. Remember?”

I remembered running away and feeling like something had chased us down the stairs. But this time, the hallway was silent, except for our breathing.

I turned the knob and pushed the door open.

I first noticed the smell—not musty but sweet—like rotting flowers and perfume. The wallpaper was peeling, and the bed was stripped down to the
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