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    To every young reader who believes that the greatest adventures often begin with a single unexpected discovery—and that friendship can be found in the most surprising places.
This book is dedicated to the curious explorers who ask brave questions, the kind hearts who choose compassion over fear, and the loyal friends who stand by one another through every mystery.
May Maya, Jonah, and Barnaby remind you that even the oldest secrets can be uncovered with courage, teamwork, and hope. Sometimes the most extraordinary treasures are not hidden in maps or old houses, but in the friendships we build and the kindness we share.
As you wander through the misty streets of Ember Hill, climb dusty attic stairs, and uncover long-forgotten stories, may your imagination soar, your curiosity never fade, and your heart always be open to helping others.
Keep exploring, keep believing, and remember that every act of courage and kindness can leave a legacy that lasts for generations.
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Chapter 1: The Move to Foggy Bottom
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The station wagon smelled of stale salt-and-vinegar chips, damp cardboard, and the suffocating scent of her mother’s lavender air freshener, which was doing a heroic but ultimately failed job of masking the odor of her brother’s wet golden retriever.

Maya pressed her forehead against the cool glass of the passenger window, letting the vibration of the tires rattle through her teeth. Outside, the world was disappearing. It wasn’t a gradual fading of the landscape, either. One moment they were driving past the bright, reassuring neon signs of a highway rest stop, and the next, they were climbing. The road twisted upward like a coiled snake, ascending into a thick, milky soup that swallowed the headlights whole.

"Ember Hill," her father announced from the driver's seat, his voice dripping with an artificial enthusiasm that made Maya want to scream. "Just past the ridge line, kids. Welcome to our new adventure!"

"It looks like the place where cereal mascots go to die," Maya muttered, her breath fogging up the glass. She wiped it away with the side of her fist, only to see the same relentless gray expanse outside.

"Oh, sweetie, come on," her mother said, turning around in the passenger seat to offer a sympathetic, tired smile. "It’s just a little coastal mist. The real estate agent said the microclimate here is famous. It keeps the gardens incredibly green."

"It’s not mist, Mom. It’s a horror movie starter pack," Maya said. She reached into her hoodie pocket and squeezed her phone. No bars. There hadn’t been any bars for the last twenty miles. Her lock screen showed a photo taken just one week ago: Maya, Chloe, and Jasmine, arms linked, covered in blue and yellow powder from the end-of-summer color run. They had promised to text every single day. They had promised that a five-hour drive wouldn't change anything. But looking out at the featureless white void closing around the car, Maya felt like she was being dragged to the dark side of the moon.

In the back seat, her eight-year-old brother, Toby, was oblivious to the existential dread. He was busy making his action figure do backflips off the headrest, while Barnaby, their massive, perpetually damp retriever, panted heavily against Maya’s shoulder.

"Look!" Toby squealed, pointing a sticky finger at the window. "A ghost town!"

The car slowed to a crawl as they passed a wooden sign that loomed out of the fog like a phantom. Welcome to Ember Hill. Founded 1852. A Historic Coastal Community. Beneath the words, someone had spray-painted a crooked smiley face, though the damp air had caused the black paint to run, making it look like it was crying.

The town itself didn't do much to dispel Maya’s theory about the horror movie. Shadows of buildings stretched high into the mist—gabled roofs, sharp steeples, and iron railings that looked like rows of pointed teeth. There were no people on the sidewalks. No kids riding bikes. Just the muffled thump of the station wagon’s tires against the cobblestone streets.

"Here we turn," her dad said, spinning the steering wheel. The car groaned as it began an even steeper ascent. The engine whined in protest. "Up the hill we go. The agent called this section 'The Ridge,' but locals call it Foggy Bottom."

"Fascinating," Maya whispered to herself, plugging in her earbuds even though there was no music playing. She just wanted a physical barrier between herself and her parents' relentless optimism.

The car finally came to a halt with a wet crunch of gravel.

Through the windshield, Ember Hill House materialized. It didn't just sit on the landscape; it seemed to loom over it, a massive, three-story Victorian structure made of dark, weathered wood that had turned almost black from decades of sea fog. It had a wraparound porch that resembled a broken jaw, narrow windows that looked like squinting eyes, and a single, circular tower on the left side that pierced the heavy sky like a blunt needle.

"Wow," her dad breathed, turning off the ignition. The sudden silence of the engine was heavy, broken only by the rhythmic tick-tick-tick of the cooling radiator. "She has character, guys. Real architectural bones."

"It looks like it wants to eat us," Toby said, his action figure suddenly dropping to his lap.

"It does not," their mother insisted, though her voice lacked its earlier conviction as she stared up at the decaying gingerbread trim along the roofline. "It just needs a little TLC. A coat of paint, some landscaping... Maya, what do you think?"

Maya pushed her car door open. The air hit her like a wet blanket. It was cold—not a crisp, winter cold, but a heavy, damp chill that immediately seeped through her denim jacket and nestled into her bones. The air tasted faintly of salt and woodsmoke, but beneath that, there was a strange, sweet smell, like dried flowers kept in a drawer for too many years.

"I think," Maya said, her voice flat, "that my life is officially over."

The inside of the house was no more welcoming than the outside. The entrance hall was cavernous, lined with dark oak paneling that absorbed the meager light filtering through the dust-streaked windows. A grand staircase curved upward into the shadows of the second floor, its banister ending in a carved wooden owl that seemed to glare down at Maya with empty, polished eyes.

"Alright, crew!" her dad clapped his hands together, the sound echoing hollowly down the long hallway. "The movers won't be here with the big truck until tomorrow morning, but we’ve got the essentials in the roof rack. Sleeping bags, suitcases, and the cooler. Let's stake out our territory!"

Toby immediately claimed the living room, running toward a massive stone fireplace that looked large enough to roast a wild boar. "I get the big room! I'm making a fort!"

"You're sleeping upstairs with the rest of us, bug," his mother countered, lugging a heavy plastic tote through the front door. "Maya, why don't you go up and pick your bedroom? There are three to choose from on the second floor."

Maya didn't need to be told twice. She grabbed her backpack—the one covered in pins from her old school, her soccer team, and the amusement park she’d gone to with Chloe—and headed up the stairs.

The staircase was loud. Every house had its creaks, but this was different. When Maya stepped on the third riser, it didn't just squeak; it groaned, a deep, resonant whine that vibrated through the soles of her sneakers. She paused, waiting for the sound to die down, but as she took another step, the fifth riser answered with a higher, sharper pitch.

Groan. Creak. Groan.

It was almost rhythmic, like the house was taking a long, slow breath.

The second-floor hallway was lined with doors, all of them painted a peeling, faded white. Maya opened the first one on the left. It was a perfectly fine room, rectangular and bright enough, with a window looking out over the overgrown side yard. But it felt too ordinary, too exposed. The second room was smaller, smelling strongly of old cedar.

Then she saw the door at the very end of the hall. Unlike the others, this door was narrow, almost hidden in a recess beneath the shadow of the staircase that led up to the third-floor attic. It was painted a dark, forest green that was cracked like alligator skin.

Maya pushed it open.

The room inside was a perfect circle—the base of the tower she had seen from the driveway. Three narrow, arched windows looked out in different directions, though right now, they only revealed varying shades of the swirling gray fog. The walls were covered in faded wallpaper featuring a pattern of faded bluebells that had turned a ghostly shade of gray over time. The ceiling sloped upward to a central point, making the room feel like the inside of a wizard's hat.

It was isolated. It was weird. It was exactly where she belonged.

"This is it," Maya whispered.

She dropped her backpack onto the bare hardwood floor. The sound echoed slightly in the circular space. She walked over to the center window and pressed her hands against the glass. The fog outside seemed to press back, tendrils of it curling against the pane like ghostly fingers trying to find a way inside.

Down below, she could hear the distant, muffled sounds of her family—her dad shouting about where to put the cooler, Toby’s laughter, Barnaby’s nails clicking against the linoleum in the kitchen. But up here, surrounded by the circular walls, the sounds felt miles away. It was as if the room existed in its own little pocket of time.

Then, she heard the floorboards.

Maya froze. She hadn't moved. Her feet were planted firmly on the dusty wood.

But beneath her, the floor was shifting. It wasn't the sound of someone walking—there were no footsteps. It was that same rhythmic, deep groan she had heard on the stairs.

Thump... pause... thump... pause.

It was slow, steady, and terrifyingly deliberate. Maya held her breath, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. The sound seemed to be coming from directly beneath her feet, vibrating up through her shoes. It sounded like a giant, wooden heartbeat.

"It’s just an old house," she told herself aloud, her voice sounding small and fragile in the empty room. "Old houses settle. The wood expands in the damp air. Dad said so."

But the floor didn't just settle. It seemed to shift.

Maya stepped backward, toward the door, her eyes locked on the center of the room. The floorboards there were wide and uneven, dark with age. As she watched, the sound stopped. The silence that followed was heavy, thick with the smell of old dust and that strange, lingering scent of dried peppermint.

She stood frozen for what felt like ten minutes, waiting for the house to strike again, but nothing happened. Slowly, her heart rate began to slow. She let out a long, shaky breath and rubbed her arms, which were covered in goosebumps.

"You're losing your mind, Maya," she muttered. "One day in the fog and you're already imagining things."

Determined to prove to herself that she wasn't afraid, she dragged her heavy suitcase into the room and popped the latches. The sound of the metal snaps was loud and reassuringly normal. She began pulling out her clothes, desperate to fill the empty space with things that belonged to her. Her favorite oversized flannels, her worn-out band t-shirts, her sketchbooks, and a stack of mystery novels she’d read three times each.

She needed to set up her desk. The room didn't have one, but she had brought a collapsible wooden tray table that she used for drawing. She dragged it over to the window that faced the front yard, intending to set it up so she could watch the fog roll over the driveway.

As she dragged the table across the floor, the leg caught on something.

Scritch.

Maya stopped. She looked down. One of the long, wide floorboards near the perimeter of the circular wall wasn't flush with the others. It was sticking up by a fraction of an inch, its edge rough and splintered.

"Great," she sighed, kneeling down. "First day here and I'm already going to get a splinter."

She reached out to push the board back into place, intending to stomp on it to level it out. But when her fingers touched the wood, she realized it wasn't just loose. It was entirely detached.

The board was about two feet long, wedged tightly between its neighbors but completely free from the joists beneath. Intrigued, Maya slipped her fingertips into the narrow gap at the edge and pulled upward. The wood resisted for a moment, creaking in protest, before popping
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