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    To the brave young readers who love dark forests, whispered secrets, hidden tunnels, and mysterious adventures waiting beyond the trees.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might be listening deep within the woods after sunset.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about never feeling fear—but about refusing to let fear control your path through the darkness.
May Emma, Ben, Lily, and Noah remind you that friendship, hope, and bravery can silence even the darkest whispers hidden beneath the forest.
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Chapter 1 — The Edge of Briar Forest


[image: ]


Rain followed Emma Carter all the way to Briar Glen.

Cold gray rain streaked across the car windows while thick fog drifted through the mountains surrounding the narrow road ahead. Endless pine trees stretched across the hills beneath dark clouds, their branches swaying softly in the wind like giant arms reaching toward the sky.

Emma rested her forehead against the glass and sighed.

“This place officially looks cursed.”

From the driver’s seat, Noah snorted quietly.

“You say that about everywhere.”

“Not true.”

Emma pointed toward the woods.

“I don’t usually say it about forests that look like they eat people.”

Noah glanced toward the trees briefly.

Honestly, he looked a little uneasy too.

The forest surrounding Briar Glen looked ancient.

Not just old.

Ancient.

Towering black pines crowded together so tightly that sunlight barely touched the ground beneath them. Fog curled endlessly through the woods while twisted roots stretched across the forest floor like giant snakes.

Even from the road, the trees felt wrong somehow.

Watching.

The car rounded another curve.

And suddenly the town appeared below them.

Briar Glen sat tucked between mountains beside the edge of the massive forest. Small wooden buildings lined narrow streets while smoke curled from chimneys into the rainy sky.

The town looked quiet.

Too quiet.

Most shops appeared old-fashioned, with wooden signs hanging above windows glowing warmly against the gloomy afternoon.

And beyond all of it—

Briar Forest loomed behind the town like a wall of darkness.

Emma frowned.

“That forest is WAY too close to the houses.”

Noah tightened his grip on the steering wheel slightly.

“Aunt Rose said people here are used to it.”

Emma muttered:

“That’s because they’ve probably all been possessed already.”

Normally Noah would laugh.

But this time he only glanced uneasily toward the woods again.

The rain grew heavier as they drove into Briar Glen.

People watched the car pass.

An old man sweeping rainwater off his porch stopped completely.

Two women outside the bakery stared silently from beneath umbrellas.

Even several children standing near the schoolyard fence turned to watch the newcomers arrive.

Emma shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“Okay, why is everybody staring at us?”

“Small-town thing.”

“No,” Emma whispered. “This is horror-movie staring.”

Noah sighed.

“You watch too many scary videos.”

Maybe.

Still—

The people of Briar Glen looked nervous.

Not curious.

Like they were worried about something.

The car finally turned onto a narrow dirt road leading toward the edge of town.

And Emma immediately saw the cottage.

A small gray house sat alone near the tree line beneath towering pines. Moss covered the stone chimney while rain dripped steadily from the roof.

The forest stood directly behind it.

Close enough for branches to scrape softly across the back fence.

Emma stared.

“Oh absolutely not.”

Noah parked the car beside the cottage.

“It’s not THAT bad.”

Emma pointed toward the woods.

“There are literally no other houses back here.”

“That means it’ll be quiet.”

Emma slowly turned toward him.

“That is the opposite of comforting.”

The front door suddenly opened.

Aunt Rose stepped onto the porch wrapped in a dark green sweater and rain boots. Her silver-streaked hair whipped slightly in the wind while a warm smile crossed her face.

“Emma! Noah!”

Emma climbed from the car and hugged her aunt tightly beneath the rain.

“You actually live here now?”

Aunt Rose laughed softly.

“It grows on you.”

Emma glanced toward the forest.

“I feel like the trees are already planning my murder.”

Noah groaned.

“Please don’t start.”

But Aunt Rose’s smile faded slightly as she looked toward Briar Forest.

“People around here stay away from the woods after sunset.”

Emma blinked.

“What?”

Her aunt immediately forced another smile.

“Too easy to get lost.”

Still...

Something about her voice sounded strange.

Almost rehearsed.

Like she’d said those words many times before.

The rain intensified while they carried luggage inside.

The cottage smelled like old books, pinewood, and cinnamon candles. Warm yellow lights glowed softly across wooden floors while rain tapped steadily against the windows.

Everything felt cozy.

Safe.

Yet the forest behind the cottage still made Emma uneasy.

Even indoors.

The trees looked too dark through the kitchen windows.

Too still.

Aunt Rose handed Emma a mug of hot chocolate while Noah unpacked bags upstairs.

“I know moving here suddenly hasn’t been easy.”

Emma shrugged slightly.

“It’s okay.”

That wasn’t completely true.

Three months earlier, Emma and Noah’s parents had accepted temporary jobs overseas. Instead of dragging the kids across the world during the school year, they arranged for Emma and Noah to stay with Aunt Rose in Briar Glen until summer.

At first Emma thought it sounded exciting.

Now she wasn’t so sure.

Especially after seeing the forest.

Aunt Rose sat carefully at the kitchen table.

“There’s one important rule here.”

Emma raised an eyebrow immediately.

“That already sounds suspicious.”

Her aunt ignored the comment.

“Never enter Briar Forest after dark.”

Emma blinked.

“That’s the rule?”

Aunt Rose nodded seriously.

“The woods become dangerous at night.”

Emma laughed nervously.

“Dangerous how?”

But Aunt Rose didn’t smile back.

“People disappear.”

Silence filled the kitchen.

Rain drummed softly against the roof.

Emma stared at her aunt.

“You’re joking.”

“No.”

The warmth inside the cottage suddenly felt much smaller somehow.

Emma glanced toward the dark windows overlooking the forest.

“What kind of people disappear?”

Aunt Rose hesitated too long before answering.

“Mostly children.”

A cold feeling slid slowly into Emma’s stomach.

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked as Noah moved around unpacking.

Emma lowered her voice.

“What’s actually in those woods?”

Aunt Rose looked toward the forest.

Then quietly whispered:

“Something that whispers.”

That evening the rain finally stopped.

Fog drifted low across Briar Glen while the sky darkened into deep blue above the mountains. The forest behind the cottage looked even larger at night, its black trees swaying softly in the wind.

Emma stood beside her bedroom window unpacking books and clothes while Noah blasted music from the room across the hall.

The cottage creaked softly around her.

Outside, Briar Forest rustled endlessly.

Emma glanced toward the woods again.

Something about the forest bothered her deeply.

Not because it looked spooky.

Because it felt alive.

As if the trees themselves watched the cottage from the darkness.

A knock startled her.

Noah leaned against the doorway holding a flashlight.

“You hungry?”

“Maybe.”

He tossed her the flashlight.

“Aunt Rose says the power goes out sometimes during storms.”

Emma caught it awkwardly.

“Good to know.”

Noah looked toward the forest outside her window.

“You think Aunt Rose was serious?”

Emma crossed her arms.

“About disappearing children?”

“Yeah.”

Silence lingered briefly.

Then Noah shrugged.

“Probably just old-town ghost stories.”

Maybe.

Still...

Emma couldn’t stop thinking about the way Aunt Rose said it.

Something that whispers.

Dinner passed quietly.

Aunt Rose asked about school and Emma’s friends back home while wind rustled the trees outside.

But several times Emma noticed her aunt glancing nervously toward the windows.

Especially after sunset.

By 9:00 p.m., every curtain in the cottage had been closed.

Every door locked.

Emma frowned.

“Okay, now it definitely feels haunted.”

Aunt Rose forced a small smile.

“People in Briar Glen are careful after dark.”

Noah stretched tiredly.

“I’m going to bed.”

Emma followed soon afterward.

But sleep refused to come.

The cottage remained too quiet.

Only wind moved through the trees beyond her bedroom window.

And every few minutes—

Emma thought she heard whispering.

Very faint.

Almost impossible to hear.

At first she assumed it was just the wind brushing through pine branches.

Then she heard it clearly.

“...Emma...”

She froze instantly.

Silence followed.

Emma slowly sat upright in bed.

Moonlight filtered softly around the curtains while shadows shifted across her bedroom walls.

Then the whisper came again.

“...Emma...”

A child’s voice.

Very faint.

Outside the window.

Emma’s pulse quickened painfully.

Someone stood outside.

Maybe Noah messing with her.

Or local kids trying to scare the new girl.

Still...

The voice sounded wrong somehow.

Too soft.

Too stretched.

Like several whispers speaking together.

Emma climbed carefully from bed.

The wooden floor creaked beneath her feet while wind rustled the trees outside.

Then came another whisper.

“...come outside...”

Emma swallowed hard.

Noah’s flashlight rested beside the bed.

She grabbed it instinctively.

The whisper drifted through the darkness again.

“...Emma...”

Slowly, carefully, Emma pulled back one corner of the curtain.

Fog drifted across the backyard beneath pale moonlight.

The forest stood motionless beyond the fence.

And something moved between the trees.

Emma’s breath caught painfully in her throat.

Pale figures stood silently at the edge of Briar Forest.

At least five of them.

Tall thin shapes partly hidden by fog and darkness.

Watching the cottage.

Watching her.

Emma raised the flashlight shakily.

The beam illuminated the nearest trees.

And for one horrifying second—

She saw one of the figures clearly.

A child.

Pale
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