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    To the brave readers who wonder what waits at the top of dark staircases, who hear strange footsteps in empty houses, and who still choose to keep climbing.
To every curious imagination that has ever feared getting lost in the dark—but refused to stop searching for the way home.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not the absence of fear, but the strength to take the next step anyway.
May Caleb, Lily, and Mia's journey remind you that even in the darkest places, hope can still guide the way upward.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Some staircases lead upward.
Some lead into darkness.
And once a house learns your grief, it may never stop calling you to climb higher."
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Chapter 1 — The House on Hollow Hill
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Rain tapped softly against the car windows as Caleb Mercer stared out at the dark trees rushing past.

Everything outside looked gray.

Gray sky.

Gray road.

Gray forests stretching endlessly beneath heavy clouds.

Even the town sign they passed looked tired and forgotten.

WELCOME TO BLACKRIDGE

POPULATION: 4,231

The paint was chipped so badly some of the letters were barely visible.

Caleb leaned his forehead against the cold glass and sighed.

“I hate this place already,” he muttered.

From the front seat, his father tightened both hands on the steering wheel but said nothing.

He had barely spoken during the six-hour drive.

Beside Caleb, Lily rolled her eyes dramatically. At sixteen, she had become an expert at looking annoyed by everything.

“You said that about the last town too,” she said without looking up from her phone.

“The last town didn’t look haunted.”

“It’s not haunted.”

“It definitely looks haunted.”

The road curved through thick woods. Tall pine trees crowded close to the car like silent watchers. Their branches bent in the wind, scratching against one another with long whispering sounds.

Caleb swallowed hard.

Everything felt wrong here.

Ever since Mom died three months ago, everything everywhere had felt wrong.

His father finally spoke quietly.

“We’re almost home.”

Home.

The word hurt.

Their real home had been a small blue house in Oakwood with warm lights in the kitchen and Mom’s sunflowers growing outside the porch. Caleb could still remember her laughter echoing through the hallways. Sometimes he could almost smell her vanilla perfume if he closed his eyes long enough.

But then he would remember the hospital room.

The machines.

The silence afterward.

And suddenly nothing felt warm anymore.

The car turned onto a narrow uphill road lined with crooked fences and ancient trees. Houses appeared farther apart here, old and shadowy beneath the rain.

Then Caleb saw it.

At the very top of the hill stood a massive Victorian mansion surrounded by dead trees.

Its dark windows stared down over the town like empty eyes.

Lightning flashed across the clouds.

For one second the mansion lit up bright white.

Caleb froze.

The house looked enormous.

Sharp rooftops.

Broken chimneys.

Long twisting iron fences.

And at the center of the roof stood a narrow tower that disappeared into the storm clouds above.

“What is that?” Caleb whispered.

Lily finally looked up.

“Oh wow,” she breathed.

Even she sounded unsettled.

Their father glanced toward the mansion for only a second before returning his eyes to the road.

“That’s Hollow House,” he said flatly.

“You know it?” Caleb asked.

“Everybody in Blackridge knows it.”

“What happened there?”

His father hesitated.

“I don’t know.”

But Caleb could tell immediately that he was lying.

The car continued farther down the road until they reached a smaller two-story house near the edge of town.

Their new home.

It wasn’t ugly exactly.

Just old.

The porch sagged slightly on one side, and vines climbed the walls like tangled fingers. Wind chimes rattled softly beneath the roof.

Caleb climbed out of the car into cold rain.

The air smelled like wet earth and pine needles.

Somewhere far away thunder rumbled.

“This is it,” his father said quietly.

Lily stared at the house.

“Please tell me we’re not staying here permanently.”

“We are.”

“For how long?”

His father opened the trunk and grabbed a box.

“For as long as we need to.”

That ended the conversation.

The silence that followed felt heavier than the rain.

Caleb picked up one of the smaller boxes and carried it inside.

The house smelled dusty and closed-up, like nobody had lived there in years. Wooden floors creaked beneath every step.

A grandfather clock stood in the hallway.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

The sound echoed strangely through the empty rooms.

Caleb hated it instantly.

His bedroom was upstairs at the end of a narrow hall. A small circular window overlooked the woods behind the house.

And from that window—

He could still see Hollow House standing on the hill above town.

Even through the rain.

Watching.

A chill crawled slowly down his spine.

That night the storm grew worse.

Rain hammered against the roof while thunder shook the windows.

Caleb lay awake staring at the ceiling.

He missed Mom.

The thought came suddenly, painfully, like always.

At night it became hardest.

During the daytime he could distract himself sometimes.

But nights were different.

Nights were quiet.

And quiet made room for memories.

He remembered sitting beside Mom in the kitchen while she baked chocolate chip cookies.

He remembered her reading mystery novels aloud in funny voices.

He remembered the last thing she ever said to him.

Be brave for me, okay?

Caleb squeezed his eyes shut.

A lump formed painfully in his throat.

Across the hall he could hear Lily moving around in her room.

Even she cried sometimes now, though she tried hiding it.

Their father mostly stayed silent.

Like part of him had disappeared too.

Lightning flashed outside.

For a brief second Hollow House appeared again through Caleb’s window.

Tall.

Dark.

Waiting.

Then the light vanished.

Caleb pulled his blanket tighter around himself.

And somehow, though he couldn’t explain why—

He felt certain the house was looking back at him.

The next morning Blackridge looked completely different.

Fog rolled through the streets in pale waves while the forests glistened from the rainstorm. The town itself was small, quiet, and strangely old-fashioned.

Most buildings were brick.

Most signs looked decades old.

And nearly everybody Caleb passed seemed to stare at him just a little too long.

Especially when they realized he was new.

His father dropped him and Lily off at school shortly before eight.

Blackridge Middle and High School shared one large building near the center of town.

Students crowded the sidewalks talking loudly beneath cloudy skies.

Caleb instantly wanted to leave.

“I’m gonna die here,” Lily muttered beside him.

“You say that everywhere.”

“Because school everywhere is terrible.”

She shoved his shoulder lightly before heading toward the high school entrance.

“Try not to make any weird friends.”

“Too late. I’m related to you.”

Lily smirked despite herself and disappeared inside.

Caleb took a deep breath before walking toward the middle school hallway.

The entire day passed slowly.

Too slowly.

Teachers introduced him repeatedly.

Students whispered about the new kid.

And every classroom smelled faintly like old books and floor cleaner.

At lunch Caleb sat alone near the cafeteria windows.

Outside, Hollow Hill rose above town in the distance.

And at the top—

There it was again.

Hollow House.

Even during daytime the mansion looked wrong somehow.

Like it didn’t belong there.

A shadow falling across the town.

“You’re staring at the hill.”

Caleb jumped.

A girl slid into the seat across from him carrying a lunch tray.

She had dark curly hair tied into a messy ponytail and sharp green eyes that seemed far too curious.

“I’m Mia,” she said. “You’re the new kid.”

“Caleb.”

“You’ve been staring at Hollow House all morning.”

Caleb glanced back toward the window.

“You know about it?”

“Everybody knows about it.”

“What happened there?”

Mia leaned closer slightly.

“That depends who you ask.”

Caleb immediately felt interested.

“My dad says it’s abandoned.”

“It is.”

“Then why does everybody act weird about it?”

Mia lowered her voice dramatically.

“Because people disappear there.”

Caleb blinked.

Then laughed nervously.

“You’re joking.”

“Nope.”

“You seriously expect me to believe people
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