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Atmospheric Gothic Romance & Suspense


The Vampire Sheriff of Hollowmere


A cursed sheriff protects a town that fears what he’s becoming.

The Demon Beneath Blackwater Harbor

Something ancient waits beneath the harbor—and it knows his name.




The Wolf Inside of Hollowmere Pines

The forest remembers every monster it ever created.



More Mysteries Await in Hollowmere

The Immortal Woman Who Never Aged


The Widow Witch in Blackwater 



“Some towns bury their dead.

Hollowmere keeps them.”
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The Record Beneath Town Hall

By midnight, fog had pressed itself against the basement windows of Hollowmere Town Hall until the glass turned white with it.

Clara Vale sat alone beneath the green-shaded archive lamp with one gloved hand resting near the edge of an open ledger and the other curled loosely around a coffee mug that had gone cold nearly an hour ago. She had meant to leave before the storm came fully inland. She had told herself she would finish cataloging the east-wall shelves, make a note about the damaged marriage records from 1912, lock the basement archive, and walk the three blocks back to the rented room above Briar & Bell Books before Hollowmere disappeared under weather.

That had been the plan at seven.

At eight, she found the loose floorboard in the records closet.

At nine, she found the rusted metal box beneath it.

At ten, she should have called Sheriff Rowe.

Instead, she found herself still here at midnight, alone in the basement of a town hall that groaned like an old ship whenever the wind pushed hard against the harbor side of the building.

The records room smelled of damp paper, dust, old glue, and salt carried inland from Blackwater Harbor. The storm had dragged the sea into everything tonight. It lived in the walls, in the swollen cardboard of century-old file boxes, in the faint mineral dampness rising from the stone floor beneath Clara's boots. Somewhere overhead, pipes knocked softly and then settled. Radiators clicked inside the walls with the stubborn persistence of things that had survived too many winters and had no intention of giving up now.

Most people had gone home hours ago.

Clara preferred it that way.

She had been like this since graduate school — more comfortable in archives than in offices, more fluent in handwriting analysis than in conversation. Her colleagues in the university's special collections department called her methodical. Her ex-husband had used a different word. She had taken the Hollowmere contract three weeks after the divorce was finalized, which her therapist had characterized as avoidance and which Clara preferred to think of as momentum. There was work to be done. There was always work to be done. Hollowmere's municipal records had been sitting in a state of organized chaos since the 1970s, when the previous archivist retired and the town had simply stopped cataloguing things properly. Six months of contract work, her department head had said. You'll love it. Coastal town. Interesting history. Some unusual gaps in the record we'd like you to investigate.

She had not been warned about the bells.

She had, to be fair, not been warned about much of anything that turned out to matter. The university's briefing notes on Hollowmere were thirty years old and described the town as "a historic coastal community with well-preserved municipal records dating to the mid-1800s." This was accurate in the narrow way that technically true things could be accurate. The records existed. They were well-preserved. They dated to the mid-1800s. The briefing notes simply neglected to mention that some of the records appeared to be maintained by people whose presence in the documents predated the founding of the archive itself, or that certain gaps in the record were not gaps at all but deliberate redactions that had been redacted again by a different hand.

Quiet made restoration work easier. No interruptions, no curious locals wandering downstairs with half-serious questions about whether she had found ghosts in the archives yet. Hollowmere asked that question too often for a normal town, and always with the same careful smile, as though the answer mattered but politeness required pretending it did not.

She adjusted one brittle page with the edge of a bone folder and leaned closer to the faded ink. The archive lamp hummed softly beside her while rain tapped its steady rhythm against the narrow basement windows.

The ledger had been wrapped in oilcloth and sealed inside a rusted box beneath the records closet floor. Someone had gone to considerable trouble to keep it buried, not discarded, not destroyed, but hidden with the grim patience of a person who believed secrets might need to survive longer than shame.

That alone should have convinced her to wait until morning.

Clara had always been good with fragile things. Paper, bindings, damaged family Bibles, water-stained municipal records, torn maps that looked unsalvageable until she coaxed them back into coherence one thread and fiber at a time. She liked the discipline of restoration. The patience of it. The way a document could appear ruined until someone took the time to understand where pressure had warped it, where moisture had eaten through it, where a careless hand had left its damage behind.

People were less cooperative.

Documents, at least, did not pretend not to be wounded.

She shifted the lamp a little closer, and the title at the top of the page darkened beneath the green glass glow.

HOLLOWMERE HARBOR DEATHS — 1891.

Rain tapped steadily against the narrow basement windows while Clara's eyes moved down the list of names. Overhead, the pipes knocked once and fell silent.

Dockworkers.

Fishermen.

A woman found beneath Blackwater Cliff after a nor'easter.

Two children lost during a winter storm.

The handwriting was precise, almost beautiful, every name entered with the same careful pressure of pen against paper. No grief. No explanation. Just lives reduced to ink, dates, occupations, and brief notes in the margin where the writer had felt permitted to include them.

Found after tide.

No body recovered.

Bell rung three times.

Clara turned the page carefully. Another year. Another list of names, shorter this time but carrying the same careful handwriting, the same absence of emotional register. She had catalogued death records before — it was not uncommon work in her field — and she knew the difference between administrative record-keeping and something else. Administrative records had no relationship with what they documented. They were transactions. Name, date, disposition.

But whoever had kept this ledger had held each name for a moment before writing it. She could feel it in the slight inconsistency of pressure, the way certain entries had faint impressions around them as though a thumb had rested there. Not a scribe. A witness.

She turned another page.

And another.

The deaths ran through decades. Some years had only two or three entries. Others had entire columns. The storm years were the worst. 1898. 1912. 1931. The years when the harbor had apparently decided it was owed something.

Clara frowned slightly at that last phrase and made a note on the legal pad beside her. The archive lamp flickered briefly, then steadied.

Hollowmere loved its bells.

The church bell rang at odd hours, according to nearly everyone she had met since arriving six days ago. The woman who owned the bookstore told Clara not to worry if she heard it after midnight. The diner waitress said the bell carried strangely in fog. A man repairing the front steps of Town Hall had laughed when Clara asked whether it was automated and told her, "Depends what you mean by automated."

Hollowmere locals did that often.

Answered questions sideways.

Made warnings sound like customs.

Smiled as if they had said nothing unusual at all.

Clara turned another page with careful hands, her gloves catching slightly on the brittle paper edges.

Then she stopped.

ELIAS ROWE — SHERIFF — DECEASED.

The words sat motionless beneath the archive lamp.

For several seconds, she only stared at them, waiting for her tired mind to supply a correction. There were several Rowe families in the older records. Elias might have been a grandfather, a great-grandfather, some local ancestor whose name had been passed down through the generations. Small towns did that. They recycled names the way they recycled grief.

But the entry did not read like an ancestor.

ELIAS ROWE — SHERIFF — DECEASED. OCTOBER 17, 1891.

Clara leaned closer until the lamp warmed her cheek.

Sheriff Elias Rowe was not dead.

He had carried a stack of archive boxes downstairs for her that morning without wrinkling his black wool coat despite the rain outside. Tall. Quiet. Distractingly calm in the manner of men who did not need to fill silence in order to control a room. He had set the boxes on the table, glanced once at the basement windows where fog had already begun to gather, and told her she should not stay after dark.

Not flirtatious.

Not joking.

Certain.

At the time, Clara had smiled politely and kept unpacking files.

She had assumed it was another Hollowmere warning. This town had dozens of them, each delivered with the mildness of local preference. Don't walk the lower docks in fog. Don't follow singing near the harbor. Don't leave your curtains open during storm tide. Don't ask why the oldest graves at Blackwater Cemetery faced the sea instead of the church.

Small towns protected their strangeness by dressing it as habit.

What distinguished Hollowmere was how specific the warnings were. Not just don't go out after dark, but don't go out after dark during spring tides, as though the distinction mattered. Not just be careful near the water, but don't stand at the edge of the seawall when the fog comes in low, only when it comes in low, as if the harbor had preferences. The woman at Briar & Bell Books had pressed a cup of tea into Clara's hands on her second day and said, very quietly, that the records beneath Town Hall went back much further than the official founding date. "The town council knows," she'd said. "Most of them. They just don't talk about it." Then she had rung up Clara's purchase and asked if she was enjoying the weather.

Six days in, Clara had stopped expecting the warnings to make sense. She had started writing them down instead. She had two pages of them now in her field notebook, organized by source and specificity. The most specific ones were the most interesting — the ones that suggested the warnings were operational rather than traditional, living instructions rather than inherited superstition. Don't follow singing near the harbor during ebb tide. Not just don't follow singing. The qualifier mattered. Whoever had originally issued that warning had known the conditions under which the singing was dangerous, which implied they had also known the conditions under which it was merely strange.

The diner waitress, when Clara had asked about the church bell, had said: it's not automated, exactly. That exactly had occupied her for an entire afternoon. Not automated, exactly, meant automated by some definition. Just not the usual one.

Now Clara looked at the entry again, and the basement seemed to draw closer around her. The overhead fluorescent lights buzzed faintly while condensation gathered slowly along the cold window glass.

Elias Rowe.

Sheriff.

Deceased.

October 17, 1891.

One hundred and thirty-four years ago.

Her first instinct was professional. Check ink age. Compare handwriting. Verify whether the page had been altered, whether a later hand had copied older entries, whether some previous clerk had transcribed incorrectly from a damaged source. Her second instinct, quieter but stronger, remembered the way Sheriff Rowe had looked at the basement door that morning before leaving.

As though he expected something below Town Hall to answer him.

Clara sat back slowly, her fingers cold despite the gloves.

Rain continued ticking against the windows, patient and soft, but the room no longer felt like a workspace. It felt like somewhere she had entered without permission.

The archive lamp flickered once.

She looked up.

The hallway beyond the closed door remained quiet. The frosted window set into the upper half of the door showed only pale darkness and the faint suggestion of shelves reflected behind her.

Clara listened for a moment, then let out a slow breath she had not realized she was holding.

"Old wiring," she murmured.

Her voice did not carry far.

She had spent enough time in archives to understand that basements had their own acoustic character. Sound died differently underground. The quality of the silence that followed her voice was specific — absorptive, total, the kind of silence that didn't echo because there was nothing to reflect sound back. She had catalogued buildings where the architecture itself told you something about how people inside them had lived and worked. This basement told her that whoever had worked here had not wanted to be heard from outside.

She looked back at the ledger and reached for her phone, intending to take a photograph of the page before common sense returned and made her close the book. The phone screen lit her palm with hard modern brightness.

No signal.

Of course.

The basement had swallowed reception all evening. That had seemed inconvenient at eight-thirty and annoying at ten. At midnight, with a death ledger open beneath her hands and fog pressing white against the glass, it felt deliberate.

Something scraped softly in the hallway outside.

Clara went still.

The sound was faint enough that she could almost explain it away. A pipe shifting. A branch against stone. One of the old radiators dragging heat through the walls. She waited, one hand still hovering over the phone, while the archive lamp hummed beside the ledger.

For several seconds, only rain answered.

Then the sound came again.

Slow.

Light.

A careful drag along plaster.

Not pipes.

Not branches.

Clara sat very still with one gloved hand resting near Elias Rowe's impossible death entry. The radiators had gone silent. Even the rain seemed to have retreated into muffled distance.

"Hello?"

The word sounded too loud in the basement and too small to be useful.

No one answered.

She waited.

This was, she had learned in two decades of archival work, a skill most people did not develop and she had developed to a degree that sometimes alarmed her colleagues. Waiting in archives. Sitting in the particular silence of places that held the preserved traces of time and letting that silence become informative. Old buildings communicated through their sounds — the differential expansion of materials, the movement of trapped air, the complaints of foundations under seasonal pressure. She had learned to hear the difference between a building settling and a building responding to something inside it.

This was not settling.

The fluorescent lights overhead gave a faint electrical buzz. Dust moved lazily through the green pool of lamplight. Somewhere upstairs, water dripped with steady precision into what might have been a metal bucket.

Another scrape moved along the hallway wall.

Closer now.

She had a choice. She could attribute this to the reasonable explanations she had listed and act accordingly. She could stay in her chair and continue working and see what happened. Or she could stand up, which at least gave her options.

She had spent ten years sitting in chairs making careful professional decisions.

Clara stood slowly from the chair.

The room seemed colder once she was on her feet. It settled around her ankles first, then rose beneath the hem of her skirt and into the sleeves of her cardigan. The smell of salt sharpened beneath the dust until the records room no longer smelled like paper at all but like low tide, wet stone, and something dredged from deep water.

She gathered the ledger instinctively, then stopped herself before lifting it.

No. Evidence stayed where it was. Fear did not get to make her careless.

The overhead lights snapped off.

Darkness folded across the records room so completely Clara's breath caught.

Only the archive lamp remained, casting its green glow over the open ledger and turning the rows of shelves into long, narrow shadows. File boxes rose around her in dim columns. The basement windows were blind with fog. The door stood closed at the far side of the room, its frosted glass pale as old bone.

A shadow crossed that glass.

Too tall.

Too thin.

Clara's throat tightened.

"Sheriff Rowe?" she asked before she could stop herself.

The doorknob turned slowly.

She stepped backward, and this time fear did make her careless. Her hip struck the archive table, rattling the lamp and shifting the open ledger beneath it. The green light trembled across the page.

The knob turned farther.

She had locked that door.

She knew she had.

The basement went unnaturally quiet.

The pipes stopped knocking. The radiators stilled. Even the rain against the windows seemed to retreat until Hollowmere Town Hall held its breath around her.

A voice came through the door.

Low, calm, familiar.

"Clara."

Relief struck first, bright and irrational enough to make her knees weaken.

Fear followed immediately after.

Because the voice had come from directly outside the door, but the shadow behind the frosted glass had not changed shape.

"Sheriff?" she said.

"Step away from the door."

His voice remained even, but something underneath it tightened the air in the room.

Clara obeyed before pride could interfere with instinct. She moved back past the table, one hand braced against its edge, and the ledger lay open between them like an accusation.

The archive-room door slammed inward a second later.

Cold air swept into the room carrying rainwater, harbor fog, and the mineral smell of wet stone.

Elias Rowe filled the doorway.

Tall shoulders beneath a rain-dark coat. Black gloves. Wet hair pushed back from his forehead. His attention moved past Clara and fixed on the hallway behind him with a stillness that made every other movement in the room feel reckless.

For one terrible second, she saw what stood there.

A shape bent wrong in the darkness.

Wet-looking skin.

Long fingers pressed against the wall.

A mouth opening wider than any human mouth should.

Elias shoved the door closed hard enough to rattle the shelves.

Something struck the other side immediately.

The impact shuddered through the wood and into the frame. Dust drifted down from the upper hinge while the archive lamp swayed slightly on the table.

Clara stumbled back against the archive table. The ledger slipped under her hand and fell to the floor, pages spreading open beneath the lamp.

Elias looked down.

Everything stopped in his face.

Not his body. His body remained braced against the door, controlled and ready, one gloved hand pressed hard against the cracked frame while the thing outside shifted with horrible patience.

But his face changed.

It emptied first.

Then something old and carefully buried moved behind his eyes.

"What did you find?" he asked quietly.

Another impact hit the door. A thin crack split near the frame, and dust sifted down from the upper hinge.

Clara looked from the ledger to him, then toward the door where something dragged its nails slowly across the other side. The sound moved through the cold basement air like fingernails on stone.

She had been afraid before.

Now she understood that Elias was afraid too, and that was infinitely worse.

She swallowed hard.

"Your death certificate."

The room went still except for the thing beyond the door.

Scratching.

Slow now.

Patient.

The archive lamp flickered again, throwing green shadows across Elias's face. He looked too pale beneath the light, too controlled in the narrow space between Clara and whatever waited in the hall.

Something tightened along his jaw.

Then he looked at her fully.

His eyes were dark enough to swallow the lamp glow.

Not angry.

Not hungry.

Afraid, but held beneath such brutal restraint that Clara felt the shape of his control before she understood the reason for it.

"Clara," he said softly, "listen to me very carefully."

The scratching on the other side of the door stopped.

Rain resumed against the basement windows, soft and persistent.

Somehow, the sudden silence felt worse.

"Do not open that book again."

He had not looked away from the ledger when he said it. He was still looking at it now, at the pages spread open on the floor — and in his face was something she could not name. Not fear of the creature outside. Something older. Something that had been waiting for this exact night for a very long time.

Clara's pulse thudded in her ears.

She looked down at the open page.

Beside her own name in the ledger — she had not seen it before, had not gotten that far — someone had written two words in a different hand, darker ink, added later.

She arrives.

The job had not been supposed to feel like this. Restoration work was supposed to be the thing that kept feeling at arm's length. Documents didn't look back. She had chosen this field partly for that reason — after a marriage that had required too much of a particular kind of being-seen, she had retreated into a profession that asked only for her skill and her patience and let her keep the rest. Hollowmere was taking the rest anyway. It was taking it gently, and without announcement, and she was not sure yet what she thought about that.
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SHE CAME TO FIND THE TRUTH.
SHE FOUND THE HEART
THAT COULD RUIN HER.
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