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    To the brave young readers who still believe playgrounds can hold mysteries, shadows can hide secrets, and courage can shine even in the darkest places.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might be hiding beneath old swings, empty hallways, or forgotten tunnels after sunset.
This book is dedicated to those who choose bravery over fear and friendship over giving up.
May Liam, Maya, and Theo's adventure remind you that even when darkness feels close, courage and hope are stronger than the shadows watching from behind the playground.
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Chapter 1 — The New School
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The rain began just as Liam Carter saw the sign for Blackwood.

The old wooden sign leaned crookedly beside the road, its faded white paint barely visible through the mist.
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WELCOME TO BLACKWOOD
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Population: 4,312

Below the words, someone had scratched a message into the wood.
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TURN BACK.
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Liam frowned as their car rolled past.

“Did you see that?” he asked.

His mother kept both hands on the steering wheel. “See what?”

“The sign.”

“What about it?”

“Nothing,” Liam muttered.

He looked back through the rain-streaked window, but the sign had already disappeared into the fog.

The town looked strange compared to the busy city they had left behind. Blackwood was quiet. Too quiet. The streets were nearly empty except for a few parked cars and a man in a long brown coat walking his bicycle through the rain.

Most of the buildings looked old, with cracked bricks and faded paint. Even the grocery store looked gloomy under the dark gray sky.

Liam sighed and rested his head against the window.

He already hated it.

“You’ll make friends soon,” his mother said gently, as if reading his thoughts.

“Sure.”

“It’s a good school.”

“That’s what you said about the last one.”

His mother gave him a tired smile but didn’t answer.

Liam immediately felt guilty.

The move had been hard on both of them. Ever since his father got a new job in another state and left months ago, things had changed. His mother worked longer hours now, and they had moved into his late grandfather’s old house in Blackwood because it was cheaper.

Still, Liam missed his old life.

He missed his friends.

He missed his old school.

And most of all, he missed feeling normal.

The car turned onto a narrow road lined with enormous pine trees. Their branches stretched across the street like clawed fingers.

“There it is,” his mother said.

Hollow Creek Middle School stood at the top of a hill surrounded by iron fencing.

The building looked more like a castle than a school.

Dark stone walls.

Tall windows.

Sharp rooftops.

And behind it—

Liam noticed something odd.

An old playground sat near the woods behind the school.

Most middle schools didn’t even have playgrounds anymore.

This one looked ancient.

Rusted swings creaked slowly back and forth.

A merry-go-round tilted sideways.

The monkey bars were covered in orange rust.

And even from the car, Liam could tell something about the playground felt... wrong.

A cold shiver crawled up his neck.

“Mom,” he said quietly.

“Hm?”

“Why does the playground look abandoned?”

His mother glanced at it briefly.

“Maybe they don’t use it anymore.”

The swings moved again.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

Liam stared harder.

The trees were completely still.

No wind.

Yet the swings kept moving.

His stomach tightened.

Then another car honked behind them, and his mother drove forward into the parking lot.

“Ready?” she asked.

“No.”

“That makes two of us.”

She smiled again, but Liam could tell she was nervous too.

They walked together through the front doors.

The inside of Hollow Creek Middle School smelled like wet jackets, old books, and floor cleaner. Students filled the hallways, talking loudly while lockers slammed shut.

Liam instantly felt invisible and exposed at the same time.

Everyone else seemed to know exactly where they belonged.

He didn’t.

A secretary with huge glasses greeted them at the front office.

“You must be Liam Carter,” she said brightly. “Welcome to Hollow Creek!”

“Thanks,” Liam replied.

“You’ll be in Mrs. Delaney’s homeroom. Seventh grade.” She handed him a paper schedule. “And don’t worry. The first day is always scary.”

Liam forced a smile.

The secretary leaned closer suddenly.

“Just remember one thing.”

“What?”

“Stay away from the back playground after dark.”

Liam blinked.

“What?”

But the woman straightened quickly and laughed awkwardly.

“Oh goodness. Listen to me sounding dramatic.” She waved her hand. “Old town rumors. Ignore me.”

His mother chuckled politely, though Liam noticed confusion on her face.

The secretary cleared her throat.

“Mrs. Delaney’s room is upstairs. Second door on the left.”

As Liam and his mother walked away, he glanced back.

The secretary was watching him.

Not smiling anymore.

By lunchtime, Liam already wanted the day to end.

His math teacher talked so fast he could barely follow along.

His science teacher smelled strongly like onions.

And during English class, he accidentally called the teacher “Mom.”

That earned him several laughs from the class.

Perfect.

Now everyone thought he was weird.

When the lunch bell finally rang, Liam grabbed his tray and searched desperately for an empty seat.

The cafeteria buzzed with noise.

Kids shouted.

Chairs scraped loudly.

Milk cartons exploded.

Someone near the back was pretending to sword-fight with breadsticks.

Then Liam noticed something strange.

Almost every table near the windows facing the playground was empty.

Students crowded the opposite side of the cafeteria instead.

Liam carried his tray toward one of the window tables.

A boy passing by suddenly grabbed his arm.

“Don’t sit there.”

Liam stared at him.

The boy was short and pale with messy black hair and nervous eyes.

“Why not?”

The boy glanced toward the windows.

“I just wouldn’t.”

Before Liam could ask more, the boy hurried away.

Weird.

Liam sat anyway.

Rain tapped softly against the windows while he opened his juice box.

From here, he had a perfect view of the old playground.

It looked even creepier up close.

The swings moved slowly.

Creeeak.

Creeeak.

Creeeak.

Liam narrowed his eyes.

Still no wind.

Every tree branch remained perfectly still.

Yet the swings continued moving steadily.

A cold feeling settled into his chest.

Then he noticed something else.

The entire playground was empty except for one swing.

The middle swing.

It moved higher than the others.

Back and forth.

Back and forth.

Almost like someone invisible was sitting there.

Liam swallowed hard.

“Mind if I sit here?”

He jumped.

A girl carrying a lunch tray stood beside him.

She had curly brown hair tied into a messy ponytail and wore an oversized green hoodie.

“Uh... sure.”

She sat down across from him.

“You’re the new kid,” she said.

“Guess it’s obvious.”

“Very.”

Liam smiled slightly.

“I’m
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