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    To the brave young readers who love ghostly mysteries, hidden tunnels, abandoned towns, and secrets waiting in the shadows.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might exist between the world we see and the darkness just beyond it.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about never being afraid—but about walking forward even when the path disappears into fear and uncertainty.
May Emily and Noah's journey remind you that friendship, hope, and love can guide us through even the darkest places where others have been lost.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some disappearances are never truly forgotten.
Some doors between worlds never fully close.
And some shadows keep waiting for someone to take their place."
— From the hidden legends of Black Hollow
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Chapter 1 — The Missing Girl of Black Hollow
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Rain hammered against the windshield as the old blue station wagon crawled down the narrow road into Black Hollow.

Emily Carter pressed her forehead against the cold window and watched the town appear through the fog. Everything looked gray. Gray sky. Gray trees. Gray houses sitting too close together like they were whispering secrets.

Even the welcome sign looked sad.
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WELCOME TO BLACK HOLLOW
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Population: 2,104

One of the letters had fallen halfway off the sign and dangled crookedly in the rain.

Emily pulled her hoodie tighter around herself.

“This place is creepy,” she muttered.

Her father sighed quietly from the driver’s seat. “It’s not creepy. It’s just old.”

“It looks haunted.”

“Emily—”

“I’m serious, Dad. Look at it.”

The town sat between thick forests and dark hills that seemed to swallow the sunlight. Mist drifted low across the streets even though it was the middle of the afternoon. Most of the buildings looked decades old, with cracked windows and faded paint.

Nobody smiled.

Nobody waved.

People simply stared as the station wagon rolled past.

Emily sank lower in her seat.

Three months ago, her mother had died in a car accident during a thunderstorm almost exactly like this one. Since then, nothing had felt real anymore. Not the funeral. Not the endless casseroles from neighbors. Not the silence that filled their old house afterward.

And definitely not this move.

Her father had accepted a temporary job restoring old records at Black Hollow Historical Museum, claiming they both needed “a fresh start.”

Emily hated the phrase.

There was no such thing as a fresh start after someone died.

There was only before and after.

Before Mom.

After Mom.

Those were the only two parts of Emily’s life now.

The windshield wipers squealed loudly.

Her father forced a smile. “The rental house should be just ahead.”

Emily didn’t answer.

The road curved sharply past an iron fence. Beyond it stood a cemetery filled with leaning gravestones. Dead leaves swirled across the ground like little brown ghosts.

Emily looked away quickly.

Then she saw it.

A girl standing near the cemetery gate.

She looked about Emily’s age. Maybe twelve or thirteen. Pale skin. Long dark hair hanging soaking wet around her shoulders. She wore an old-fashioned white dress that looked dirty at the bottom.

And she was staring directly at the car.

Emily straightened.

“Dad.”

“Hm?”

“There’s a girl out there.”

Her father glanced toward the cemetery.

But the girl was gone.

Only rain remained.

Emily frowned.

“Never mind.”

The station wagon continued deeper into town.

Lightning flashed overhead.

For just a second, Emily thought she saw movement among the gravestones.

Watching.

Waiting.

Then the darkness swallowed everything again.

The rental house sat at the edge of town beside a line of dead pine trees.

It was two stories tall with peeling white paint and a sagging front porch. One upstairs window hung slightly open, tapping softly in the wind.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

Emily hated it immediately.

“You’ve got to be kidding,” she whispered.

Her father killed the engine. “It’s not that bad.”

“It looks like a place where people get murdered.”

“Emily.”

“I’m just saying.”

Thunder rumbled overhead.

The front yard was filled with weeds that reached almost to Emily’s knees. Rusted wind chimes clinked somewhere near the porch.

Her father grabbed boxes from the back of the car. “Come on. Help me unload before the rain gets worse.”

Emily climbed out reluctantly.

The air smelled damp and earthy, like wet wood and old leaves.

As she carried a box toward the porch, she noticed something strange scratched into the wooden railing.

Three crooked lines.

Almost like claw marks.

She touched them lightly.

The wood around them felt splintered and fresh.

“Dad?”

“Yeah?”

“What happened here?”

Her father barely glanced up. “Probably old storm damage.”

Emily wasn’t convinced.

Storm damage didn’t look like fingernails.

Inside, the house smelled dusty and cold.

The wooden floors creaked under every step. Old wallpaper peeled away from the walls in long curling strips. Somewhere upstairs, something thumped softly.

Emily froze.

Her father didn’t seem to notice.

“I’ll take the upstairs bedroom,” she said quickly.

“Good. There’s more light up there.”

Light.

That was funny.

This house didn’t feel like it had seen real light in years.

Emily climbed the staircase slowly.

Each step groaned beneath her sneakers.

At the top of the stairs, a narrow hallway stretched into darkness. Four doors lined the corridor.

One of them stood slightly open.

Emily pushed it wider.

The room beyond was small but decent enough. A bed sat against one wall beneath a dusty window. Faded flower wallpaper covered the room, though parts had dark stains spreading beneath it.

Rain streaked down the glass outside.

Emily stepped farther inside.

Then she stopped.

Someone had written on the wall beside the closet.

The words were faint and nearly hidden beneath peeling wallpaper.
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DON’T LISTEN TO HER.
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Emily stared.

A chill crawled down her spine.

“Dad!” she shouted.

Heavy footsteps climbed the stairs.

“What is it?”

Emily pointed.

But when her father looked, the words were gone.

Only cracked wallpaper remained.

Emily blinked rapidly.

“I swear it was right there.”

Her father rubbed his forehead tiredly. “You’ve had a long day.”

“There was writing on the wall.”

“Probably just old stains.”

“It wasn’t stains.”

He gave her a sad look that made guilt twist inside her chest.

Ever since Mom died, adults kept giving her that look.

Like she might break apart at any second.

“Get some rest,” he said gently. “Tomorrow will feel better.”

Emily doubted that very much.

That night, the storm grew worse.

Wind rattled the windows hard enough to shake the glass.

Emily lay awake beneath unfamiliar blankets listening to the sounds of the old house settling around her.

Creak.

Groan.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

She checked her phone.

11:08 p.m.

Sleep refused to come.

Every time Emily closed her eyes, she saw her mother again.

The rain.

The flashing ambulance lights.

Her father crying in the hospital hallway.

Emily turned onto her side and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Stop thinking about it,” she whispered to herself.

A branch scraped across the window outside.

Scratchhhhh.

Emily sat up immediately.

Another scrape.

Then silence.

Her room felt colder suddenly.

She reached for the lamp beside the bed and clicked it on.

Warm yellow light filled the room.

Nothing there.

Just wallpaper.

Closet.

Desk.
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