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    To the brave readers who glance over their shoulders when walking through a foggy street, yet keep moving forward anyway.
To those who understand that courage is not the absence of fear, but the decision to face it.
And to every curious adventurer who has ever wondered what might be watching from the shadows—this story is for you.
May you always find the light, even when darkness seems to follow close behind.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Not every shadow disappears when the sun rises.
Some wait quietly at the edge of sight,
watching for the moment you notice them."
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Chapter 1 — The Shape Across the Street
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The town of Dreadmere looked like it had been forgotten by the sun.

As the Hartleys’ car rolled down the narrow coastal road, thick gray fog drifted across the pavement in long twisting ribbons. Dark pine trees crowded the cliffs beside the ocean, their branches swaying in the cold wind like skeletal arms. Somewhere far below, waves crashed violently against jagged black rocks.

Owen Hartley pressed his forehead against the car window and sighed.

“This place looks cursed,” he muttered.

From the front seat, his aunt gave a tired laugh. “What a lovely thing to say about your new home.”

Owen didn’t answer. He kept staring outside.

The farther they drove into Dreadmere, the stranger the town became. The buildings looked old—really old—with peeling paint, crooked rooftops, and windows clouded with salt from the sea air. Rusted signs squeaked in the wind above empty sidewalks. Most of the people walking through town wore long coats and kept their heads down, hurrying through the fog without speaking.

Even the sky looked wrong.

The clouds hung low and heavy, turning everything dull and colorless.

Owen missed sunlight already.

“You’ll get used to it,” Aunt Clara said gently, as if reading his thoughts.

She tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

Aunt Clara looked exhausted. Dark circles rested beneath her eyes, and loose strands of brown hair kept blowing across her face from the cracked driver’s-side window. She had inherited the old house from a distant relative she barely knew, and after losing her job in the city, moving to Dreadmere had become their only option.

Owen still hated it.

Three weeks ago, his life had been normal.

He had friends.

A school he liked.

A basketball team.

Now he was trapped in a gloomy town at the edge of nowhere with crashing waves, endless fog, and a house that probably smelled like dead spiders.

Beside him in the backseat, his younger cousin Sophie hummed cheerfully while drawing shapes on the fogged-up window with her finger.

Unlike Owen, Sophie seemed thrilled by the move.

“Do you think our house has secret passages?” she asked excitedly.

“No,” Owen said flatly.

“A ghost?”

“No.”

“A hidden cemetery in the basement?”

“Why would there be a cemetery in the basement?”

Sophie shrugged. “Old towns have weird stuff.”

“She’s not wrong,” Aunt Clara muttered quietly.

Owen frowned.

“What was that?”

“Nothing.”

The car turned onto a steep hill overlooking the ocean.

At the very top stood a large three-story house surrounded by dead hedges and leaning iron fences.

Owen’s stomach dropped.

The house looked enormous.

And wrong.

Its faded gray paint peeled from the walls like old skin. Narrow windows stared down at the road below. One section of the roof sagged inward slightly, and a rusted weather vane creaked slowly in the wind.

The front porch tilted noticeably to one side.

Aunt Clara parked near the curb and switched off the engine.

For a moment, nobody moved.

The silence outside felt heavy.

Then Sophie whispered happily, “It’s perfect.”

Owen stared at her. “Perfect for what? A vampire convention?”

She grinned.

Aunt Clara climbed out first. “Come on. Let’s get inside before the rain starts.”

The cold hit Owen immediately as he stepped out of the car.

The ocean wind smelled sharp and salty, carrying mist through the air. Somewhere nearby, a loose metal sign banged rhythmically against a building.

Bang.

Bang.

Bang.

Owen grabbed one of the moving boxes from the trunk and followed Aunt Clara up the crooked pathway leading to the front porch.

The wooden steps groaned beneath his feet.

“That’s comforting,” he muttered.

Aunt Clara unlocked the front door after struggling with the rusty key for several seconds.

The moment the door swung open, a wave of stale dusty air rolled out.

Sophie coughed dramatically.

“It smells haunted.”

“It smells old,” Aunt Clara corrected.

But Owen wasn’t so sure.

The house felt strange the second he stepped inside.

Not scary exactly.

Just...watchful.

The narrow hallway stretched into darkness, lined with faded wallpaper covered in tiny gray flowers. Old framed photographs hung crookedly along the walls, their glass cloudy with dust. A grandfather clock stood silently near the staircase.

The entire place creaked constantly.

Even when nobody moved.

Aunt Clara forced a smile. “Okay. New rule. Nobody says the word haunted anymore.”

The grandfather clock suddenly gave a loud metallic CLUNK.

Sophie jumped.

Owen nearly dropped his box.

Then the clock began ticking slowly.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

None of them spoke for a moment.

Finally Aunt Clara cleared her throat awkwardly.

“I’ll...uh...start unpacking the kitchen.”

Owen carried his box upstairs.

The staircase groaned beneath him like something waking from sleep.

At the top floor, a long hallway stretched toward several closed doors. Faded moonlight filtered through narrow windows at the far end.

The air upstairs felt colder.

Much colder.

Owen opened the nearest bedroom door.

The room was bigger than he expected, though just as gloomy as the rest of the house. Dust coated the hardwood floor. Thin gray curtains hung beside tall windows overlooking the street below.

He set his box down near the bed frame leaning against the wall.

Then he noticed something odd.

Scratches.

Long thin scratches covered the inside of the bedroom door.

Owen stepped closer.

There were dozens of them.

Almost like someone had clawed at the wood.

A shiver crawled down his back.

“Probably a dog,” he muttered quietly.

But the scratches were far too high off the ground.

He quickly stepped away from the door.

Outside, thunder rumbled over the ocean.

Rain began tapping softly against the windows.

Perfect.

Owen spent the next hour unpacking while Sophie ran through the house pretending to be an explorer discovering a cursed mansion.

Aunt Clara tried to stay cheerful, but Owen could tell she was stressed.

Every so often he caught her staring blankly at the walls like she regretted moving here already.

By evening, rain poured heavily over Dreadmere.

The fog outside thickened until the entire street disappeared beneath swirling gray mist.

Aunt Clara ordered pizza for dinner since the kitchen was still buried beneath boxes.

The delivery guy arrived twenty minutes later.

He was an older man with a thick beard and tired eyes.

The moment Owen opened the door, the man froze.

His eyes drifted upward toward the second floor.

Specifically toward Owen’s bedroom window.

“You folks moved in today?” he asked quietly.

Aunt Clara nodded from the dining room. “That obvious?”

The man didn’t smile.

“House sat empty a long time.”

“Why?”

The man hesitated.

Then he handed over the pizza boxes quickly.

“Storm’s getting worse,” he muttered. “Best keep your doors locked tonight.”

Before Aunt Clara could ask another question, the man hurried back into the rain.

Owen watched him drive away through the fog.

“That was weird,” Sophie whispered.

“Very,” Owen agreed.

Dinner was quiet after that.

Rain hammered against the windows while thunder rattled the walls.

The old house seemed to groan beneath the storm.

At one point, the lights flickered.

Sophie looked delighted.

Owen did not.

By nine o’clock, Aunt Clara sent them upstairs to bed.

“I know today was stressful,” she said gently, “but things will feel better tomorrow.”

Owen doubted that.

He brushed his teeth in the tiny upstairs bathroom while the pipes rattled loudly behind the walls.

The mirror above the sink was old and spotted with age.

For a
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