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Series Preface

The Willow Hollow Files

Each book in The Willow Hollow Files unearths a different layer of Addison Lane’s past and the secrets buried beneath Willow Hollow. The Morel Murders begins the journey.
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PART I

Spores and Suspicions
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Chapter 1
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The Late Bell

Late again. Great.

I crammed my laptop, notes, and two textbooks into my backpack like a woman defusing a bomb — fast, anxious, and messy. The weight felt heavier today, almost like they were pressing down on my nerves. Slinging the pack over one shoulder, I power-walked out of the David W. Mullins Library, my boots echoing too loudly on the tile, each step a reminder of my urgency.

Lois, the always-chipper work-study at the front desk, waved at me. “Addison, wait—I need to talk to you.”

“Can’t. Running late!” I whispered, throwing up an apologetic hand, my voice barely rising above the library’s hushed atmosphere.

“Again,” she mouthed, grinning, her eyes sparkling with a mix of concern and amusement.

I rolled my eyes but didn’t slow down. This was becoming a pattern. It wasn't like me to be careless, but lately... something felt off. My dreams had been restless, my mornings unsettled, each day blurring into the next. Like I was always running just behind something I couldn’t quite name, a shadow lurking just out of reach.

At the library exit, a herd of sweaty, towering athletes clogged the double doors, their laughter echoing off the walls. I muttered a quick, “Excuse me,” and slipped through a gap, jostling past someone who smelled like turf and testosterone, the scent of competition lingering in the air.

One of them grinned. “Hey, did you hear something?”

He shaded his eyes dramatically, pretending to search for the source of my voice. He was tall. Way too tall to be that amused, his confidence radiating like a beacon.

“Real original,” I said, tapping his gut with my elbow, the contact feeling oddly satisfying in my rush.

“Hey, Blondie!” he called after me as I pushed through the doors. “I like hazel eyes!”

I ignored him and broke into a jog across the quad toward the Chemistry Building. The wind had a chill to it today, sharp and sudden, biting at my cheeks. Spring had arrived, but winter hadn’t quite given up, leaving a cool tension in the air that mirrored my own anxiety.

Classroom 201A was on the second floor. I took the stairs two at a time, my breath short and nerves sharper, the rhythm of my heart pounding in my ears. If Professor Wilkes had already closed the door, that was another five-point demerit. Three late arrivals and my grade would start to slide — and I wasn’t just trying to pass. I was trying to protect my 4.0 like my life depended on it, each point feeling like a fragile thread I couldn’t afford to break.

To my relief, the door stood open. Professor Wilkes was late.

So not like him.

The class was packed. I scanned the rows, spotting familiar faces. A few classmates waved, while others faces reflected anticipation, with just a hint of “let’s go already!” At the back, Calvin Law lifted his hand and gestured to the empty seat beside him, his calm presence like an anchor.

He wasn’t hard to notice — lean, sharp-featured, and calm in a way that made you want to slow down just to match his pace. But it was his eyes — that strange, penetrating green — that had caught me the first time, like emeralds that reflected his emotions.

I made my way to the seat. “Saved me again,” I whispered as I slid in, grateful for his friendship amidst my chaotic class schedule.

“You owe me,” he said, that crooked smile tugging at his mouth, a hint of mischief dancing in his eyes.

“Library ran long. I finally submitted my application for grad school.”

“Good for you. You’ll get in.”

“I hope so.” I dropped my bag at my feet just as the door clicked shut, a wave of relief washing over me.

Professor Wilkes strode in, expression unreadable, his usual confidence replaced by an edge of tension. His briefcase was clutched tighter than usual, knuckles white against the leather. He glanced toward the window, the light catching his features in a way that made him seem more serious than usual and cleared his throat.

“There was... an incident at one of the state parks this morning. You’ll likely hear about it in the news later. But for now, open your textbooks to chapter nine — Forensic Toxicology.”

The room quieted, a palpable shift in the atmosphere. A few students exchanged glances, their curiosity piqued.

I felt Calvin shift beside me. “That’s odd,” he murmured, his voice low but steady.

“Yeah,” I said under my breath, but my pulse had already picked up, an anxious rhythm echoing the unease in the room.

Something about Wilkes’ voice unsettled me. Something about today did.

And I had no idea that this was just the beginning.
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Lattes and Legends

After class, the four of us fell into step automatically — me, Calvin, Sassy Edwards, and Gordon Wallins — walking across campus toward the Starbucks tucked between the Union and the old campus bookstore. It had become a ritual after Wilkes’ class: caffeine, carbs, and nerdy forensic banter, a comforting routine in the midst of our chaotic academic lives.

But today, the air felt different, heavy with an unspoken tension that hung in the air like fog.

“That was intense,” Sassy said, her brow furrowed. “Did you notice how weird Professor Wilkes was acting?”

“Yeah,” I said, still processing the professor’s behavior. “He’s usually all crisp lines and tight agendas. Today he looked... shaken, like something had rattled him to the core.”

“He said there was an ‘incident’ at a state park,” Calvin added. “That’s pretty vague.”

“Could’ve been anything,” Gordon offered. “Maybe someone got lost or fell off a bluff. Happens all the time.”

“But the way he said it...” I trailed off, my mind on Wilkes’ clipped tone, his jitteriness, and his eyes constantly drifting to look out the window.

Calvin opened the door to Starbucks, and the rich smell of espresso wrapped around us like a comfortable blanket. Familiar. Safe. Normal. The chatter of other patrons buzzed in the background.

I felt strangely disconnected, like I wasn’t sure I trusted normal anymore.

Sassy ordered first, her voice chipper, the façade of cheerfulness almost jarring against the backdrop of our earlier conversation. “Caramel Ribbon Crunch Frappuccino and a double chocolate brownie.”

Gordon followed with a dark roast and a muffin. I stepped up and ordered the Strawberry Crème Frappuccino and one of the Jalapeño Chicken Pockets, a choice that felt bold yet reckless.

“You’re brave,” Sassy said, wrinkling her nose. “Spicy food gives me nightmares.”

Calvin ordered last. “Salted Caramel Cold Brew and a cookie. For Addison.”

I blinked at him, momentarily taken aback. “I didn’t order a cookie.”

“You’ll want one,” he said with a shrug, that knowing smile playing at the corners of his mouth.

We grabbed a table near the back wall, seeking refuge from the bustling crowd. Through the wide windows, campus buzzed like usual — students walking, laughing, phones glued to hands, the vibrant life of college continuing outside our bubble. But inside our small circle, things were quieter than usual, the laughter muted and the atmosphere thick with unspoken thoughts.

“You know what’s strange?” Gordon said, lowering his voice, glancing around as if checking for eavesdroppers. “I looked up Wilkes last semester. He worked homicide cases for the L.A. County Medical Examiner’s Office before moving to Fayetteville. Specialized in poisonings.”

“Seriously?” Sassy asked, her eyes widening in disbelief. “Why would someone leave a job like that for teaching?”

“Maybe he saw something he couldn’t forget,” Calvin said, his eyes drifting toward the window, a shadow passing over his features.

A silence settled over the table. I unwrapped my sandwich and tried to ignore the chill inching up my spine, the remnants of Professor Wilkes unsettling demeanor in class lingering in my mind.

“Anyway,” Calvin said, breaking the tension, “tomorrow’s Saturday. I was thinking we could go hunting for morel mushrooms. Supposed to be perfect weather.”

“You and your mushroom obsession,” I teased, glad for the distraction, the lightness of our usual banter bringing some relief.

“Sorry, I’ve got my cousin’s wedding tomorrow,” Sassy said. “And Gordon is my very platonic plus-one.”

“Awfully specific word choice,” I said with a smirk, raising an eyebrow at their dynamics.

Gordon gave me a tight smile. “We’re just friends,” he asserted, but the way he said it sounded like a door quietly closing, a boundary drawn that felt thicker than air.

Sassy glanced away quickly and stood to collect her order, her unease palpable.

“They’re weird today,” I said under my breath, concern creeping into my tone.

“Something’s going on,” Calvin agreed, his voice steady, but his eyes betrayed a flicker of worry.

I leaned closer to him, keeping my voice low. “Do you think whatever Wilkes was talking about... it could be serious?”

He met my gaze; seriousness etched on his face. “I think we’ll find out soon enough.”

When we left Starbucks, the breeze had turned sharp again. I zipped my jacket a little higher, a futile attempt to ward off the chill that had settled not just in the air but in my bones. I glanced back through the window. Professor Wilkes was inside now, standing alone at the counter, speaking to the barista, his posture rigid. He looked like a man carrying something heavy, a burden that weighed not just on his shoulders but on his spirit, too.

As we walked away, I had the oddest feeling that someone was watching us. I glanced over my shoulder.

No one there, but the feeling lingered, a ghost of unease trailed behind us like a shadow.
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