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    To the fearless young readers who love wandering through foggy forests, uncovering hidden mysteries, and listening for strange whispers after sunset.
To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what secrets might hide in abandoned houses, underground tunnels, or deep within shadowy woods at dusk.
This book is dedicated to those brave enough to face the darkness instead of running from it.
May Caleb and Mia's adventure remind you that courage shines brightest when fear surrounds you—and that true friendship can guide you through even the darkest night.
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Chapter 1 — The Last Bike Ride
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The town of Black Hollow looked different in autumn.

During summer, the streets buzzed with bicycles, barking dogs, and children laughing from sunrise to sunset. But once October arrived, everything changed. Cold winds swept through the narrow roads, rattling old fences and stripping orange leaves from the maple trees. Chimneys puffed smoke into the gray sky. Windows glowed warmly in the evenings while the rest of the town disappeared into mist and darkness.

And beyond Black Hollow stood Hollow Woods.

The forest stretched for miles along the northern edge of town like a giant black wall. The trees grew so close together that sunlight barely reached the ground even during the day. Adults avoided the woods whenever possible. Kids whispered stories about it at school. Some claimed strange lights floated between the trees at night. Others said they heard voices deep inside the forest after sunset.

Caleb Mercer never believed any of those stories.

At twelve years old, Caleb considered himself smarter than rumors and ghost tales. He liked facts, science, and explanations. He spent most afternoons building model airplanes in his garage or fixing old radios with his father. Ghosts and monsters belonged in movies, not in Black Hollow.

Still, even Caleb had to admit there was something unsettling about Hollow Woods at dusk.

Especially on the evening Noah disappeared.

“Race you to Miller’s Bridge!” Noah Bennett shouted as he pedaled his bike down Maple Street.

“You always cheat!” Caleb yelled back, laughing.

“I do not!”

“You took the shortcut last time!”

“That’s called strategy!”

The boys sped down the hill, their bicycle tires crunching over fallen leaves. The cold autumn air stung Caleb’s cheeks, but he didn’t care. Fridays were the best days because it meant no homework until Monday and an entire weekend ahead.

Noah rode several feet ahead of Caleb, standing on his pedals dramatically like he was competing in some professional race. His bright red jacket flapped behind him like a cape.

“Slow down before you crash again!” Caleb warned.

“That happened one time!”

“Three times!”

“Details!”

Caleb laughed harder.

Noah Bennett had been Caleb’s best friend since first grade. They lived only three streets apart and did almost everything together. Noah was fearless, loud, and always searching for adventure. Caleb was more cautious, though Noah constantly dragged him into trouble anyway.

Together, they balanced each other perfectly.

The boys reached Miller’s Bridge just as the church bell rang five times in the distance.

The bridge crossed Black Creek near the edge of town, where the houses grew farther apart and the woods began creeping closer to the roads. The creek water below reflected the darkening sky like black glass.

Noah skidded to a stop.

“I win,” he announced proudly.

“You nearly got flattened by Mr. Holloway’s truck,” Caleb said, catching his breath.

“But I still won.”

Caleb rolled his eyes. “Sure.”

The wind howled softly through the trees nearby.

For a moment, everything became strangely quiet.

No birds chirped.

No cars passed.

Even the creek seemed silent.

Caleb glanced toward Hollow Woods in the distance. The trees swayed slowly under the darkening sky. Shadows stretched across the ground between the trunks like long black fingers.

“You ever think this place looks creepy?” Noah asked suddenly.

Caleb blinked. “You? Saying something’s creepy?”

“I’m serious.”

Noah stared toward the woods.

“My cousin told me there’s an abandoned cabin somewhere in there.”

“Your cousin also thinks aliens built the middle school.”

“Okay, fair point.”

Caleb chuckled, but Noah kept staring.

“They say people hear whispers out there after dark,” Noah continued quietly.

“That’s just wind.”

“What if it’s not?”

Caleb smirked. “Then it’s probably raccoons plotting world domination.”

Noah finally laughed again.

“That would actually explain a lot.”

The church bell rang once more in the distance.

Caleb checked the sky. The sun had already sunk low behind the hills, painting the clouds orange and purple.

“I should head home,” he said. “Mom’s making soup tonight.”

“Lucky.”

“You’re welcome to come over.”

“Nah. Dad wants me back before dark.”

The boys started riding again until they reached the old crossroads near the Bennett farm.

This was where they usually split up.

Caleb’s route continued through town while Noah’s road curved north beside Hollow Woods before reaching his house farther out.

The wind grew colder.

Noah stopped pedaling.

“You hear that?” he asked.

“Hear what?”

Noah frowned.

For a second, Caleb thought he looked nervous.

Then it came again.

A faint sound drifting from the woods.

Not quite a voice.

Not quite the wind.

It sounded almost like whispering.

Caleb strained his ears.

The noise vanished immediately.

“Probably leaves,” Caleb said, though his voice sounded less confident now.

Noah stared toward the forest edge.

The shadows between the trees looked unusually dark.

“Yeah,” Noah muttered. “Probably.”

Neither boy moved for several seconds.

Then Noah shook his head and forced a grin onto his face.

“See you tomorrow?”

“Definitely.”

Noah saluted dramatically before pedaling away down the narrow road beside Hollow Woods.

Caleb watched him disappear around the bend.

That was the last time he saw Noah Bennett.

That night, the storm arrived.

Rain hammered against Caleb’s bedroom windows while thunder shook the house. He sat cross-legged on the floor assembling a small airplane model while an old detective movie played softly on television.

His mother knocked gently before entering.

“You’re still awake?”

“Almost done,” Caleb said.

“You said that an hour ago.”

“I’m close this time.”

She smiled. “Don’t stay up too late.”

As she turned off the hallway light, Caleb glanced at the clock beside his bed.

9:47 PM.

Outside, tree branches scraped against the roof.

Then lightning flashed brightly across the room.

For a split second, Caleb thought he saw something standing near the trees outside his window.

A tall shape.

Motionless.

Watching the house.

His stomach tightened.

Another flash of lightning came seconds later.

Nothing was there.

“Just shadows,” Caleb muttered to himself.

Still, he closed the curtains tightly before climbing into bed.

Sleep did not come easily.

The storm worsened through the night. Wind howled outside like distant crying. Several times Caleb woke suddenly, certain he had heard strange noises outside.

At one point, he could have sworn someone whispered his name.

But every time he looked, there was only darkness.

The next morning, Black Hollow felt wrong.

Caleb noticed it immediately while walking downtown with his father.

People stood in small groups whispering nervously. Several police cars rolled slowly through town. Mrs. Green from the bakery looked pale and frightened.

“What’s going on?” Caleb asked.

His father frowned. “Not sure.”

Then Sheriff Donnelly stepped out of the diner across the street.

The sheriff looked unusually serious.

“Morning, Tom,” he called to Caleb’s father. “You seen Noah Bennett today?”

Caleb’s stomach dropped instantly.

“Noah?” he asked. “Why?”

Sheriff Donnelly looked at him carefully.

“He never made it home last night.”

The world suddenly felt cold.

“What do you mean?” Caleb asked.

“He left town around sunset yesterday,” the sheriff explained. “His parents thought he stayed over at your house.”

Caleb shook his head quickly.

“No. We split up near the crossroads.”

“What time?”

“Maybe a little after five.”

The sheriff exchanged a glance with Caleb’s father.

“Did you notice anything unusual?”

Caleb hesitated.

The whispering.

The strange silence near the woods.

But saying it aloud sounded ridiculous.

“No,” he said quietly. “Nothing.”

Sheriff Donnelly rested a hand on Caleb’s shoulder.

“We’ll find him.”

But the sheriff’s eyes looked worried.

Very worried.

By afternoon, the entire town had joined the search.

Volunteers combed the roads near Hollow Woods while police officers searched nearby trails. Caleb rode his bike through town anxiously, hoping someone had found Noah safe somewhere.

Instead, the rumors spread quickly.

Someone claimed Noah had run away.

Someone else insisted a bear attacked him.

Others whispered darker things.

Near sunset, Caleb spotted a crowd gathered beside the northern road near Hollow Woods.

His heart pounded as he approached.

Noah’s bike lay in the grass near the ditch.

Bent sideways.

Covered in mud.

And scratched badly.

Caleb pushed through the crowd.

The damage looked wrong.

Deep marks gouged across the metal frame like claws had raked against it. One handlebar twisted completely backward. The front tire spun slowly in the cold wind.

Mrs. Bennett stood nearby crying while Noah’s father spoke urgently with Sheriff Donnelly.

Caleb stared at the bike.

“Noah would never leave this,” he whispered.

The sheriff crouched beside the bicycle with a flashlight.

“No sign of blood,” one deputy said.

“That’s good, right?” another volunteer asked nervously.

Nobody answered.

Caleb slowly approached the edge of Hollow Woods.

The trees towered overhead, dark and silent.

Something about them made his skin crawl.

Then he heard voices behind him.

Old Mrs. Grayson stood speaking quietly with another woman near the road.

“I told
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