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    To every brave reader who loves mysterious places, ghostly legends, and the thrill of turning pages late at night beneath a blanket with a flashlight nearby.
To the curious kids who wonder what secrets hide beneath dark waters, abandoned islands, and thick midnight fog.
This book is dedicated to the fearless imaginations that dare to explore the unknown.
May Ava's journey through Midnight Lake remind you that courage shines brightest when facing shadows, and that even the darkest mysteries can be confronted with friendship, determination, and hope.
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Chapter 1 — The Lights on the Water
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Ava Turner hated thunderstorms.

Not normal thunderstorms.

Those were fine.

She hated the kind that made the sky turn greenish-gray and swallowed the world in strange silence before the rain finally arrived. The kind where the wind seemed to whisper through trees like someone trying to warn you about something.

The kind currently rolling over Blackwater Cove.

Ava sat in the passenger seat of her mother’s car watching dark clouds gather above the lake as rain splattered against the windshield.

“This place is creepy already,” she muttered.

Her mother sighed for probably the tenth time that afternoon.

“It’s a lakeside town, Ava. Not a haunted castle.”

Ava wasn’t convinced.

Blackwater Cove sat tucked between steep forested hills beside the largest lake Ava had ever seen. Midnight Lake stretched endlessly beneath the storm clouds, its dark water rippling violently beneath the wind.

Even during daylight, the lake looked wrong somehow.

Too dark.

Too still.

Like the water swallowed light instead of reflecting it.

The town itself looked old. Weathered fishing houses lined narrow roads while rusted boats bobbed beside wooden docks along the shore. Fog drifted faintly across the water despite the warm summer air.

Ava pressed her forehead against the window.

“I still don’t understand why I have to stay here all summer.”

Her mother glanced at her sympathetically.

“Because Grandma Nora shouldn’t be alone after her surgery.”

“She seems perfectly capable of terrifying people by herself.”

Her mother laughed softly.

“Your grandmother is not terrifying.”

Lightning flashed across the clouds above Midnight Lake.

At the exact same moment—

Ava thought she saw something moving far out on the water.

A blue light.

Small.

Flickering.

Then thunder rolled overhead and the light vanished instantly.

Ava frowned.

“What was that?”

“What was what?”

“Nothing.”

The car turned down a narrow road winding along the lake’s shoreline. Tall pine trees crowded close beside the pavement while waves crashed softly against dark rocks below.

Then Grandma Nora’s house appeared ahead.

The old house stood perched on a hill overlooking Midnight Lake. Wide windows faced the water while thick ivy climbed the gray wooden walls. A weather vane creaked atop the roof beneath the darkening sky.

It looked exactly like the kind of house where ghost stories began.

Ava stepped from the car moments later into cold lake wind.

The air smelled like rain and wet wood.

And beneath that—

Something older.

Something deep and strange rising from the lake itself.

The front door opened before Ava reached the porch.

Grandma Nora stood framed in warm yellow light wearing a thick knitted sweater despite the summer weather.

“Ava Rose Turner,” she said warmly. “You got taller.”

“You say that every year.”

“Because you keep doing it.”

Despite everything, Ava smiled slightly and hugged her grandmother tightly.

Grandma Nora smelled like cinnamon, old books, and fireplace smoke.

Safe smells.

Comforting smells.

But when Ava glanced past her grandmother toward Midnight Lake again—

She felt cold all over.

Because far across the dark water...

She saw another blue light flicker briefly beneath the storm clouds.

Rain hammered Blackwater Cove all evening.

Thunder shook the windows while wind rattled tree branches against the roof. Ava unpacked slowly upstairs while her mother and grandmother talked downstairs in the kitchen.

The bedroom overlooked Midnight Lake directly.

That should have felt peaceful.

Instead it made Ava uneasy.

The lake stretched endlessly beyond the rain-streaked windows like a giant black mirror beneath the storm clouds. Fog drifted low across sections of the water while distant docks creaked in the wind.

Ava sat beside the window watching lightning flash across the horizon.

Then she saw them again.

Blue lights.

Three this time.

Small glowing orbs drifting silently across the lake surface far from shore.

Ava sat upright immediately.

“What?”

The lights moved slowly through the storm.

Not boats.

Not reflections.

The glowing blue shapes floated inches above the water itself.

Lightning flashed again.

And for one horrifying second—

Ava thought she saw a boat moving beside the lights.

A long narrow rowboat drifting silently through the rain.

Then darkness returned.

The lights vanished instantly.

A knock startled her badly.

Grandma Nora stepped into the room carrying folded blankets.

“You alright?”

Ava pointed toward the lake.

“There were lights out there.”

Her grandmother froze.

Only for a second.

But Ava noticed.

“What kind of lights?”

“Blue ones.”

Silence settled heavily through the room while thunder rolled outside.

Grandma Nora slowly placed the blankets on the bed.

“You stay away from the lake after dark, understand?”

Ava frowned.

“Why?”

“Because I said so.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Another flash of lightning illuminated the room briefly.

Grandma Nora looked toward Midnight Lake with an expression Ava couldn’t quite understand.

Fear.

Real fear.

“You hear me, Ava?”

Ava swallowed slightly.

“Okay.”

Her grandmother hesitated near the door.

Then quietly added, “Some places change after sunset.”

The hallway floor creaked softly as she left.

Ava looked back toward the stormy lake immediately.

But the blue lights were gone.

Blackwater Cove felt strangely quiet the next morning.

The storm had passed overnight, leaving the town damp and gray beneath heavy clouds. Water dripped from rooftops while fog rolled lazily across Midnight Lake.

Ava walked beside Grandma Nora through town carrying grocery bags while gulls cried overhead.

The townspeople seemed nice enough.

But strange.

Several people stopped talking entirely when Ava mentioned seeing lights on the lake.

At the bakery, an old fisherman nearly dropped his coffee mug.

“The lights?” he repeated carefully.

Ava nodded.

“Blue ones.”

The man immediately looked toward Grandma Nora.

Neither adult spoke for several uncomfortable seconds.

Then Grandma Nora answered sharply.

“She imagined them.”

The fisherman did not look convinced.

Later, while leaving the grocery store, Ava finally whispered, “Why is everybody acting weird?”

Grandma Nora tightened her grip on the grocery bags.

“Blackwater Cove has too many stories.”

“What kind of stories?”

“The kind people should leave alone.”

That answer only made Ava more curious.

As they crossed the town square, Ava noticed something else strange.

A large wooden sign stood near the lakeshore covered in faded warnings.

NO SWIMMING AFTER SUNSET

KEEP OFF THE WATER AFTER DARK

Someone had scratched deep marks across the bottom of the sign.

Almost like claw marks.

A cold breeze swept across the square from the lake.

Then a teenage boy passing nearby muttered something under his breath.

“The lights are back.”

Grandma Nora stiffened immediately.

The boy quickly hurried away without another word.

Ava stared after him.

“What lights?”

But her grandmother grabbed her arm firmly.

“We’re going home.”

That afternoon, Ava explored the property behind the house while gray clouds drifted low overhead.

The backyard sloped down toward Midnight Lake through patches of pine trees and tall grass. An old wooden dock stretched into the dark water below the hill.

The dock looked abandoned.

Several boards had rotted badly while thick moss covered the posts. Wind rattled loose chains hanging beside an old rusted rowboat tied near shore.

Ava walked carefully onto the dock.

The lake looked enormous up close.

Black water rolled softly beneath the wood while fog drifted across the surface farther out.

Everything felt strangely quiet there.

Even the gulls stopped crying near the dock.

Ava crouched beside the edge and stared into the water.

The lake looked impossibly dark beneath the cloudy sky.

Like there was no bottom.

Then something moved below the surface.

Ava jumped backward instantly.

A pale shape drifted beneath the water deep below the dock.

Human-sized.

She stared hard trying to see clearly.

The shape vanished immediately.

Her pulse quickened.

Probably a fish, she thought.

A very large fish.

Then she noticed the carvings.

Strange symbols had been scratched into several dock posts near the waterline. Circles surrounded by crooked lines branching outward like cracks in ice.

Ava traced one carefully with her finger.

The wood felt cold.

Ice cold.

Despite the warm summer air.

Then she heard someone behind her.

“You shouldn’t be down here.”

Ava spun around sharply.

A boy stood near the shore watching her.

He looked around thirteen with messy brown hair and a faded rain jacket several sizes too large.

He carried a fishing pole over one shoulder.

“You scared me.”

“Sorry.”

The boy glanced nervously toward the lake.

“You staying at Nora’s house?”

Ava nodded slowly.

“I’m Ava.”

“Mason.”

He pointed toward the dock.

“People don’t use that anymore.”

“Why not?”

Mason hesitated.

Then shrugged awkwardly.

“Bad stuff happened.”

Ava immediately became interested.

“What kind of bad stuff?”

Mason looked toward Midnight Lake again.

“You really don’t know the stories here?”

“No one will tell me anything.”

“That’s because adults in Blackwater Cove pretend weird things don’t exist.”

A cold wind swept across the water suddenly.

The old dock creaked softly beneath Ava’s feet.

Mason lowered his voice.

“You ever hear about Midnight Lake?”

Ava looked around.

“We’re literally standing beside it.”
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