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    To the brave young readers who love creaky hallways, hidden doors, mysterious whispers, and spooky secrets waiting to be uncovered.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might hide behind locked rooms, old mirrors, or forgotten corners of ancient houses.
This book is dedicated to those who dare to ask questions even when the answers may be terrifying.
May Sophie and Ben's adventure remind you that courage grows strongest when fear whispers for you to run away—and you choose to face the mystery anyway.
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Chapter 1 — The House on Ashwood Lane
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Sophie Carter hated Ashwood Lane before she even saw the house.

Rain hammered against the car windows while thunder rolled across the gray evening sky, and the deeper her family drove into the old neighborhood, the more the streets seemed forgotten by time.

Tall crooked trees leaned over the road like giant claws.

Old Victorian houses stood close together behind rusted fences.

Most looked abandoned.

Some had broken shutters hanging sideways.

Others had dark windows covered by heavy curtains.

Everything about Ashwood Lane felt cold.

Quiet.

Watching.

Beside Sophie in the backseat, her ten-year-old brother Ben pressed his face against the window.

“This place looks haunted.”

Their mother sighed from the front seat.

“Not everything old is haunted.”

Ben pointed toward a crumbling house covered in ivy.

“That one definitely murdered someone.”

Their father laughed softly while steering around a pothole.

“Thank you for making your mother feel better about moving here.”

Sophie folded her arms tightly.

“I still don’t understand why we couldn’t stay in Chicago.”

Her father’s smile faded slightly.

“We talked about this, Soph.”

“Yeah. ‘Fresh start.’”

The words tasted bitter in her mouth.

Three months earlier, her father had lost his job, and everything in their lives had changed after that. They sold their apartment, packed their belongings into boxes, and moved across the state to the tiny town of Black Hollow.

Population: small enough to fit inside Sophie’s old middle school gym.

Ben suddenly sat upright.

“There it is.”

Sophie looked through the rain-streaked window.

The house stood at the very end of Ashwood Lane behind tall iron gates.

And immediately, Sophie understood why Ben thought it was haunted.

The house looked enormous.

Four stories tall.

Dark gray wood siding.

Sharp pointed rooftops.

Narrow windows staring out like sleepy eyes.

A wraparound porch creaked softly in the wind while dead vines crawled up the sides of the building.

Lightning flashed overhead.

For one brief second, the entire house glowed pale white against the storm.

Then darkness swallowed it again.

Ben whispered dramatically, “Yep. Ghost house.”

Their mother forced a cheerful smile.

“It’s beautiful.”

“No,” Sophie muttered quietly. “It’s creepy.”

The car rolled slowly through the open gate.

The gravel driveway crunched beneath the tires while rain poured harder around them.

As Sophie stepped out of the car, cold wind whipped through Ashwood Lane.

The old house towered above her like something alive.

The porch floorboards groaned beneath every step.

One of the hanging lanterns swung gently despite the still air.

And somewhere high above the roof—

Something thumped softly.

Sophie froze.

Ben looked up too.

“What was that?”

Their father unlocked the front door.

“Probably branches.”

But there were no trees close enough to touch the roof.

The old front door creaked open slowly.

Cold dusty air drifted out from inside the house.

The smell reminded Sophie of old books forgotten in a basement.

The entry hallway stretched deep into shadows.

Tall ceilings rose overhead.

A giant staircase curved upward toward the second floor.

And everywhere Sophie looked—

Furniture sat covered beneath white sheets like silent ghosts standing in the dark.

Ben stepped inside first.

The floorboards groaned loudly beneath him.

“Oh, this place is absolutely cursed.”

“Ben,” their mother warned.

But Sophie secretly agreed.

The house felt wrong somehow.

Not dangerous exactly.

Just... strange.

Like it had been waiting for them.

Their father switched on the hallway lights.

Several bulbs flickered weakly before finally glowing pale yellow.

The shadows inside the house only seemed to grow deeper.

“Okay,” their father announced brightly, “new beginning.”

Nobody looked convinced.

The first hour passed unpacking boxes and exploring rooms.

The house seemed endless.

Every hallway connected to another staircase.

Every staircase led to another dark corridor.

There were rooms filled with old furniture, rooms completely empty, and even one room lined entirely with bookshelves from floor to ceiling.

Ben called it “the wizard library.”

Sophie wandered mostly by herself.

She couldn’t shake the strange feeling that someone was watching her.

Every mirror made her uncomfortable.

Every dark hallway seemed too quiet.

At one point, she stopped near the dining room after hearing footsteps upstairs.

Slow footsteps.

Heavy.

Creak.

Creak.

Creak.

Sophie looked toward the ceiling nervously.

“Dad?”

No answer came.

The footsteps stopped immediately.

A moment later, her father appeared from the kitchen downstairs carrying dishes.

“You okay?”

Sophie frowned.

“Were you upstairs?”

“No.”

A cold shiver crawled down her arms.

Then Ben appeared at the top of the staircase.

“You guys have to see the attic.”

Their mother looked horrified.

“Absolutely not.”

“Why?”

“Because attics in houses like this are where bad decisions happen.”

Ben grinned.

“That’s exactly why we should go.”

Later that evening, while their parents unpacked downstairs, Sophie and Ben climbed the narrow staircase leading toward the attic.

The farther upward they climbed, the colder the air became.

The attic door waited at the very top beneath a hanging lightbulb.

The bulb flickered softly.

Ben whispered dramatically, “This is how horror movies start.”

Sophie rolled her eyes.

But her stomach still tightened nervously.

She opened the attic door slowly.

The hinges groaned loudly.

Dust drifted through flashlight beams as they stepped inside.

The attic stretched wider than Sophie expected.

Old trunks lined the walls.

Broken furniture sat covered beneath sheets.

Spiderwebs filled the ceiling corners.

Rain tapped softly against the slanted rooftop overhead.

Ben shined his flashlight around excitedly.

“This place is awesome.”

“It smells weird.”

The attic air felt thick somehow.

Heavy.

Like no one had entered for years.

Then Sophie noticed something strange near the far wall.

Several old dressers had been pushed tightly together in one corner.

Not randomly either.

Almost like they were blocking something.

“Ben.”

He looked over.

“What?”

Sophie pointed toward the furniture pile.

“Why would someone shove all that over there?”

Ben immediately grinned.

“Secret passage.”

“You watch too many movies.”

But curiosity pulled at her anyway.

The two siblings crossed the attic carefully while floorboards creaked beneath their feet.

Dust coated everything.

The old furniture looked ancient.

And scratched across one dresser’s surface—

Sophie noticed strange marks.

Long narrow scratches.

Almost like claw marks.

Ben saw them too.

“Uh...”

Sophie touched one carefully.

The wood beneath felt splintered and rough.

Then lightning flashed outside the attic window.

For one split second, shadows leaped across the room.

And Sophie thought she saw movement behind the stacked furniture.

She jumped backward instantly.

“What?”

“I thought someone was there.”

Ben swallowed nervously.

“You’re not funny.”

“I’m serious.”

Together they pushed against the old dressers blocking the corner.

The furniture scraped loudly across the attic floor.

Dust exploded into the air.

Then finally—

The hidden wall behind them became visible.

Ben’s flashlight beam landed on something immediately.

A door.

A narrow wooden door hidden deep in the attic corner.

Sophie’s pulse quickened.

The door looked different from the others in the house.

Older somehow.

Its dark wood was covered in faded scratches.

A heavy iron lock hung across the handle.

And strange symbols had been carved faintly into the frame surrounding it.

Ben whispered softly, “That’s definitely haunted.”

Sophie stepped closer carefully.

The air around the door felt colder than the rest of the attic.

Very cold.

She touched the old wood lightly.

The surface almost felt damp.

Then she noticed something else.

The door wasn’t completely still.

It trembled slightly.

Like something had bumped it from the other side.

Both kids froze.

Ben looked at her slowly.

“Did you see that?”

Before Sophie could answer—

THUMP.

A soft sound came from inside the locked room.

Sophie stumbled backward instantly.

Ben nearly dropped the flashlight.

Silence followed.

Only rain tapping softly against the roof.

Then another THUMP echoed from behind the door.

Something was inside.

Ben whispered shakily, “Mom?”

No answer came from downstairs.

The attic suddenly felt much darker.

Much smaller.

Sophie stared at the lock.

Rust covered most of it.

Except one part.

One small section looked newer.

Like someone had touched it recently.

Ben noticed too.

“Why is the lock clean?”

A cold chill crawled through Sophie’s body.

Then came the whisper.

Very faint.

Almost impossible to hear.

From behind the door.

“...help...”

Sophie’s blood turned ice cold.

Ben grabbed her arm instantly.

“Nope.”

Another whisper drifted softly through the wood.

“...please...”

The voice sounded like a little girl.

Sophie backed away slowly.

“Did you hear that?”

Ben nodded rapidly.

“Let’s go downstairs right now.”

Neither argued.

The siblings practically ran from the attic.

By the time they reached the kitchen, both breathed hard.

Their parents looked up immediately.

“What happened?” their mother asked.

“There’s a locked room upstairs,” Ben blurted out.

Their father froze slightly.

Sophie noticed immediately.

“You know about it.”

Their father exchanged a quick glance with their mother.

Then sighed heavily.

“The attic room.”

Sophie frowned.

“You’ve seen it before?”

Their mother nodded slowly.

“The previous owner told us about it.”

Ben
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