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To the ones who leave the light on — even when they know what's watching.

And to every part of ourselves we tried to bury.
The Hollow never forgets.





















“The mirror does not lie. But it remembers things you do not.”
— Author Unknown, scratched into glass, Black Hollow, 1971
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Chapter 1
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Whispers in the Fog
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THE ROAD TWISTED LIKE a wounded thing, coiling through skeletal pine forests cloaked in mist. Rain streaked the windshield in fine, needling lines as Dr. Mara Ellery guided her aging black Volvo down the narrow asphalt strip, the GPS long since losing signal. Every so often, the headlights caught glints of movement between the trees — deer, maybe. Or something else.

The town of Black Hollow didn’t appear so much as it emerged. One moment, she was surrounded by wilderness; the next, a rusted metal sign materialized on the roadside:

WELCOME TO BLACK HOLLOW — EST. 1871

“Where the shadows fall first.”

Beneath the slogan, someone had scratched a jagged line through the last word and scrawled another over it in faded red spray paint:

last.

Mara's eyes lingered on it as she passed. She didn’t slow. She didn’t need to.

She was here because she had nowhere else to go.
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THE TOWN CENTER WAS barely more than a cluster of weathered brick buildings, a gas station with one working pump, and a diner that looked as though it hadn’t changed since the 1950s. Rows of Victorian homes loomed behind cracked picket fences, their porches sagging, windows shuttered. The fog clung to them like cobwebs.

Mara turned onto a gravel lane overgrown with weeds, tires crunching damp stone. Her rental cabin waited at the top of a small hill, partially hidden by trees. A second floor balcony leaned precariously over the slope, and the roof sagged at the corners, but it was dry, isolated, and more importantly — disconnected.

She killed the engine. Silence, thick and absolute, enveloped her. No sirens. No hum of city life. Just the gentle hiss of rain and wind sliding through pine.

She stepped out, stretched stiff limbs, and pulled her coat tighter around her. Her phone showed No Service.

Perfect.

Inside, the cabin was cold and smelled faintly of old cedar and mildew. Dust coated the furniture like a second skin. She turned on the ancient wall heater and dropped her bag beside the stone hearth. The folder inside — thick, worn, sealed with a black elastic — remained untouched.

She refused to open it. Not yet. Not until she was ready to confront the aftermath of her last case: Julian Keene — the boy genius, the murderer, the monster with eyes like galaxies and a voice that still whispered through her dreams.

She poured herself a glass of wine instead and sat on the back porch, watching as the fog rolled over the hills like a living thing.

That’s when she heard it.

A sound — faint, high-pitched, almost like a scream — drifting from the trees beyond the property.

Mara froze.

Then it was gone.

She listened for a full minute, breath held, but the only thing that came was the wind.
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BY MORNING, THE FOG had thickened.

The local sheriff’s office was little more than a converted post office with peeling paint and a crooked flagpole out front. Inside, it smelled like coffee, gun oil, and something vaguely metallic — blood, maybe. Or rust.

Sheriff Lorna Ashe was tall, lean, with iron-gray hair tied in a tight braid and sharp eyes that hadn’t softened with time.

“You’re the doctor, right?” she asked without looking up from her paperwork.

“Dr. Mara Ellery.”

“You’re early.”

“I didn’t realize a rental had a schedule.”

Ashe smirked faintly. “No one comes to Black Hollow without a reason. Least of all someone like you.”

Mara’s lips curled into a humorless smile. “Maybe I wanted quiet.”

“There’s quiet. And then there are ghosts.”

She was turning to leave when the door burst open. A girl stumbled inside — no older than seventeen, rain-soaked, eyes wide with panic.

“She’s gone,” the girl gasped. “She was right behind me — and then — and then she screamed —”

Ashe was on her feet instantly. “Who’s gone?”

“My sister. Rachel. We were walking near the ridge. I swear I turned around for one second and she— she was just gone.”

Mara felt it before she processed it — the drop in her stomach, the cold spike between her ribs.

The scream. The night before.

She hadn’t imagined it.

Ashe radioed a deputy, already moving. “Mara,” she said sharply. “You want quiet? Stay out of this.”

“I didn’t say I wanted ignorance.”

The sheriff met her eyes. There was a flicker there — something wary, perhaps even respectful.

“Then come,” Ashe said.
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THE RIDGE OVERLOOKED a vast drop into the forest valley. Rain had turned the dirt trail into sludge. They found Rachel’s footprints — and then they stopped.

Vanished.

No sign of struggle. No drag marks. Just a single scrap of fabric snagged on a branch — and something else.

Mara knelt by the tree, gloved hands brushing aside wet leaves.

A small silver locket, its chain tangled in moss.

Inside: a photograph so old it had nearly faded — a young woman with curled hair and sad eyes.

Not Rachel.

She turned to Ashe. “This looks antique.”

Ashe’s face paled.

“That... shouldn’t be here,” she said slowly. “I know that locket. That belonged to Clara Dempsey.”

“Who?”

“Girl who went missing in 1978.” Ashe swallowed hard. “One of the Hollow Six.”

Mara’s blood turned cold.

“The Hollow Six?” she repeated.

“Six women. All vanished over fifteen years. Never found. No suspects. No leads. Except one thing.”

Mara waited.

“They all disappeared... in fog.”
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THAT NIGHT, MARA COULDN’T sleep.

The wind howled like something alive, slithering around the edges of the cabin, and in her mind, she saw Rachel’s footprints ending in nothing. Like she had been lifted from the world.

She poured another glass of wine. Sat in the dark. Watched shadows move.

Her phone lit up, briefly flickering as if grasping for signal. A message appeared.

One she hadn’t sent. One from no number.

You never left him, Doctor.

He’s still with you.

She dropped the glass. It shattered on the floor.

Outside, somewhere beyond the trees, something laughed.
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Chapter 2
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The Mirror Tree
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THE LOCKET WAS HEAVIER than it looked.

Mara turned it over in her palm again and again as she sat in the sheriff’s office later that morning, staring at the grainy photograph inside. The woman in the image — Clara Dempsey — had an expression that seemed unfinished. Her mouth was set, but her eyes were lost in something just beyond the camera.

Ashe poured herself a coffee and leaned on the desk, jaw tight. “Clara went missing the summer I graduated high school,” she said. “We were in the same class.”

“You said there were six.”

“Yeah. The Hollow Six. The town didn’t call them that until the third girl vanished. The press started using it after the fourth.”

Mara lifted her eyes. “What connected them?”

“Only three things.” Ashe held up her fingers. “They were all women. They all disappeared during heavy fog. And none were ever found — no bodies, no signs of struggle. Just... gone. Except sometimes, a personal item turned up days or weeks later.”

“Like this locket.”

“Exactly like it.”

Ashe hesitated, then opened a drawer and withdrew a yellowed folder. She slid it across the desk.

Mara opened it slowly. Inside: black-and-white crime scene photographs, missing posters, press clippings. Six girls. Six names. Six blank spaces where answers should’ve been.

The images told a story the words never could. A brooch left in a church pew. A scarf tied neatly around a tree limb. A ring placed on a windowsill where no one could have reached.

Each object presented like an offering.

“What happened to the investigation?”

“Went cold,” Ashe said bitterly. “State police assumed the killer moved on. Or died. Case was buried with the last girl — Melanie Cross. That was '95. Town tried to forget.”

“And now it’s happening again.”

Ashe didn’t reply.

Mara glanced back at the photograph of Clara Dempsey, and a strange thought lodged in her mind: the woman’s eyes... they reminded her of someone. Not in appearance, but in the look behind them.

Hollow.

Like Mara’s own, in the mirror.
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BY LATE AFTERNOON, the weather had worsened. Sheets of fog slithered down the hills, consuming the roadways. Ashe called off the search teams.

“It’s too dangerous,” she muttered. “And we won’t find her like this. If she’s alive, she’s not wandering.”

That word — if — hung between them like a hook.

Mara didn’t return to the cabin. Instead, she wandered. She walked the ridge trail again, following Rachel’s last steps. Something about the spot clawed at her — not the locket, not the footprints, but something less tangible. A wrongness in the air.

Then she saw it.

Just off the trail — a tree unlike the others.

Black bark, gnarled and twisted, its trunk split wide into two halves that spiraled upward like open jaws. A large shard of mirror was nailed to its center, catching the last gray light of day. Mara stepped closer, heart stuttering.
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