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    For the curious hearts who dare to explore the foggy shores and shadowed waters,
May you always find courage when the unknown whispers your name, and may friendship and bravery guide you through the darkest nights.
To every young adventurer who believes that even in fear, hope can light the way—this story is for you.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The lake keeps what it cannot forget.
Some secrets sink into the darkness below.
Others wait beneath the water, listening for a name to call."
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Chapter 1 — The Boy in the Water
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The fog swallowed the road ahead.

Mason Reed pressed his forehead against the cold car window and stared into the gray nothingness surrounding them. Pine trees drifted past like giant shadows while rain tapped softly against the windshield.

Everything about Black Hollow looked dark.

Dark trees.

Dark sky.

Dark water stretching endlessly beside the road.

And the lake—

The lake looked wrong.

Even from the car, Mason could tell there was something strange about it. The water seemed almost black beneath the cloudy evening sky, smooth and still despite the wind moving through the trees.

His mother tightened both hands on the steering wheel.

“We’re almost there.”

Mason didn’t answer.

He kept staring out the window at the enormous lake beside them.

Dark Lake.

Even the name sounded creepy.

Another road sign appeared through the fog:

WELCOME TO BLACK HOLLOW

POPULATION: 2,413

Someone had scratched strange words beneath it.

THE LAKE REMEMBERS

Mason frowned.

“Mom?”

“Hm?”

“Did Grandpa really disappear?”

The car became very quiet.

Rain hissed softly across the windshield while the wipers squeaked back and forth.

Finally, his mother sighed.

“We talked about this.”

“I know, but—”

“He’s probably just lost.”

Mason looked at her.

“You don’t believe that.”

Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel again.

Grandpa Walter Reed had lived in Black Hollow for nearly forty years.

Everybody knew him.

He repaired fishing boats, told ridiculous ghost stories, and never once got lost walking around town.

Then three weeks ago, he vanished near Dark Lake.

The police searched everywhere.

The woods.

The shoreline.

The water.

They found nothing.

No footprints.

No boat.

No sign he’d ever existed at all.

After that, Mason’s mother decided they were moving into Grandpa’s old lakeside cabin temporarily until things got sorted out.

Mason hated the idea already.

Not because he disliked Grandpa’s cabin.

Actually, he loved it.

But moving to Black Hollow permanently meant leaving behind his school, his friends, and normal life.

And worst of all—

It meant living beside that lake.

Thunder rumbled faintly across the sky.

The fog thickened around the road.

Then suddenly the trees opened.

Grandpa’s cabin appeared near the shoreline ahead.

The small wooden house sat atop a rocky hill overlooking Dark Lake. Warm yellow porch lights glowed faintly through the mist while an old dock stretched out over the black water below.

Mason’s stomach tightened.

The dock looked familiar.

He remembered fishing there with Grandpa during summers when he was younger.

Back then, the lake felt peaceful.

Now it looked enormous.

And watching.

His mother parked beside the cabin and shut off the engine.

Silence settled around them immediately.

No city sounds.

No traffic.

Only wind moving through trees and distant water lapping softly against the shore.

Mason climbed from the car reluctantly.

Cold damp air wrapped around him instantly.

The fog smelled strange.

Like rainwater and wet wood and something older beneath it all.

The lake stretched endlessly beyond the cabin, disappearing into gray mist.

Mason stared at it uneasily.

“You okay?” his mother asked.

“Sure.”

A complete lie.

The cabin itself looked exactly the same as he remembered.

Small.

Weathered.

Cozy.

Except now it felt emptier somehow.

Lonelier.

The porch creaked beneath their footsteps as they carried bags inside.

The moment Mason entered, the familiar scent hit him.

Old books.

Coffee.

Firewood.

Grandpa.

For one painful second, Mason expected him to appear from the kitchen grinning beneath his gray beard.

“About time you got here!”

But the cabin remained silent.

Dust coated parts of the furniture.

Unopened mail rested near the door.

And Grandpa’s favorite fishing jacket still hung beside the fireplace.

Waiting.

Mason swallowed hard.

His mother noticed him staring.

“We’ll figure out what happened.”

But her voice sounded uncertain.

That night, rain rolled heavily across Black Hollow.

Mason unpacked quietly in the small upstairs bedroom overlooking the lake. The room felt colder than the rest of the cabin, and the old windows rattled constantly beneath the wind.

Outside, fog drifted across the shoreline beneath pale moonlight.

The dock stretched into darkness over the black water.

Mason tried not to look at it too long.

Downstairs, his mother moved around the kitchen while talking quietly on the phone with someone from the sheriff’s office.

Mason caught pieces of the conversation drifting upstairs.

“No new leads?”

“...searched the southern shore already...”

“...he wouldn’t just disappear...”

Mason sat heavily on the bed.

His grandfather was gone.

Actually gone.

And somehow the lake felt connected to it.

He couldn’t explain why.

But every time he looked toward the water, cold unease settled in his chest.

At around nine-thirty, the power flickered.

The bedroom lights dimmed briefly.

Then steadied.

Thunder rolled across the lake again.

Mason wandered toward the window.

Fog swallowed most of the shoreline now.

Only pieces of the dock remained visible beneath weak moonlight.

And standing at the very end of it—

Was someone.

Mason froze instantly.

A figure stood motionless at the edge of the dock facing the water.

Tall.

Still.

“M-Mom?”

No answer drifted upstairs.

Mason stepped closer to the glass carefully.

The figure looked like a person wearing a dark raincoat.

Maybe somebody from town?

Then lightning flashed across the lake.

The dock stood empty.

Mason’s pulse quickened painfully.

He stared harder into the fog.

Nothing there now.

Only drifting mist above black water.

He pulled the curtains shut immediately.

“Nope.”

Sleep came slowly that night.

The cabin made too many noises.

Floorboards creaked constantly.

Pipes groaned softly.

Wind scratched tree branches against the walls.

And several times, Mason became certain he heard footsteps outside near the dock.

Slow footsteps.

Splashing through shallow water.

At one point, he even sat upright in bed listening carefully.

Splash.

Splash.

Then silence.

Mason grabbed his flashlight and aimed it toward the window.

Nothing.

Only fog.

The next morning, Black Hollow looked gloomy beneath low gray clouds.

Fog drifted lazily across the streets while cold wind blew fallen leaves through town.

Mason sat silently in the passenger seat while his mother drove toward Black Hollow Middle School.

The town looked old.

Most buildings were brick or dark wood, and nearly every street seemed to slope toward the lake somehow.

Even the people looked tired.

A group of fishermen stood near the harbor talking quietly beside tangled nets and old boats.

Several glanced toward Mason’s car as it passed.

One old man made the sign of the cross while staring toward the lake.

Mason noticed.

“What’s wrong with everyone here?”

His mother forced a smile.

“Small towns get weird after tragedies.”

But her eyes flicked briefly toward the water too.

Black Hollow Middle School sat atop a hill overlooking Dark Lake.

Which honestly felt unfair.

Mason climbed from the car and immediately noticed the smell.

Lake water.

The entire town smelled faintly damp.

Like rain and mud and deep cold water.

Students crowded the front steps beneath cloudy skies while gulls circled overhead screaming loudly.

Mason already hated everything.

“You’ll do fine,” his mother said.

“Sure.”

“Try making friends.”

He shut the car door without answering.

The school hallways felt dim despite morning light filtering through tall windows. Old trophies lined dusty display cases while faded photographs of graduating classes covered the walls.

Several students stared openly at Mason as he walked past.

New kid.

Wonderful.

A voice startled him near the lockers.

“You’re Walter Reed’s grandson.”

Mason turned.

A girl about his
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