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    To the brave hearts who face the shadows—may you always find the courage to speak your truth, honor the stories of the past, and remember that even in the darkest places, light can be restored.
To the teens who dare to explore, question, and uncover the mysteries of the world—you are never alone in the journey.
And to the whispers of forgotten voices—thank you for reminding us that every story deserves to be heard.
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Chapter 1 — “When the Bell Toll Echoes Back”
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The first night in Raven Hollow smelled like wet rope and old pennies, as if the town had been rinsed in the sea and hung up to dry. Lo Pike stood in the doorway of the rental cottage and watched fog pour down the street like a living thing. It swallowed porch rails and hedges and the last of a pink sky, and when her mother flicked the outdoor light, the beam couldn’t push the fog back more than an arm’s length.

“Okay,” Mom said, turning the key in the deadbolt with a little too much cheer. “We’re officially moved. Mostly. There’s pasta if I can find the pot. How are you feeling?”

Lo adjusted the strap of her backpack, the one with safety pins and patches stitched so tightly together they made a silver constellation on black canvas. In the bag, her sketchbook pressed to her spine like a second back. Her fingers itched for charcoal. “Like we drove inside a cloud and forgot how to drive out again.”

“Very poetic,” Mom said. “Poetic pays rent, right?” She smiled, tired and hopeful. They both pretended the answer might be yes this time.

The cottage sat four blocks from the harbor, on a narrow lane with clapboard houses shouldering together as if conspiring. The listing had described it as “cozy” and “historic,” which turned out to mean “small” and “drafty,” but Lo didn’t mind. Windows were windows, and she’d learned to make a world out of whatever they framed.

Across the street, an overgrown yard dipped toward a swatch of reeds. Somewhere beyond that, the marsh breathed. The realtor had called it “a natural buffer,” which Lo thought sounded like something you used on a manicure. In the fog, the marsh was a darker fog, a negative shape. Lo listened. She listened the way she always did, not just with ears but with the space behind her forehead where patterns hooked themselves together. She heard the glug of water under planks, the distant gull that sounded like a rusty hinge, the small purl of somebody’s wind chimes three doors down playing a tune the air made up.

And she heard—she was sure she did—a bell, far away and low.

She turned, almost saying it aloud, Did you hear that? But Mom had already disappeared into a mountain of cardboard, muttering about bowls and spices and where the good knife had gone.

“Dinner in twenty!” Mom called. “Pasta or... pasta?”

“Pasta,” Lo said, and made it sound like a victory.

She stepped onto the porch, keeping the door wide so the light spilled over her sneakers and onto the first loose board that squeaked hello in a language of its own. The fog beaded in her hair. It threaded chills down the back of her neck, quick and cool as the sketching strokes she loved—light, then darker for emphasis, then that dangerous line, the one that turned a good drawing into a truth.

Another breath of night wind came up the lane, heavy with salt and kelp and something sour, like old rope left in the rain. The bell, she told herself, had been a trick of the brain—metal clank from a harbor buoy, maybe, carried funny by the weather. You could hear strange things in fog. You could hear your own thoughts wearing different shoes.

But then the sound rolled again.

One deep toll, so low it pressed against her teeth. It didn’t seem to be coming from the harbor. It seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.

Lo gripped the railing. The railing gripped back—splinters thinking about it, old paint sticky with damp.

The bell died away.

And then, from the marsh, there were two faint echoes, as if the hollow had a throat and was trying to answer.

Lo didn’t move. Her brain, unhelpful, made a list: (1) That’s not normal. (2) You’re new here; maybe it is normal. (3) Make a drawing. Draw the sound.

The idea steadied her. She pulled her sketchbook out, flipped past a page of gas station faces from the road trip and a truck stop waitress with a smile like a blade, and found a clean sheet. The bell became a circle in her hand. The fog became a smear. The two echoes became smaller circles nested inside, the way ripples move outward if you throw a stone, or inward if you’ve drawn it wrong and the paper knows.

Scritch, scritch.

Something dark whirled overhead.

Lo looked up.

Birds, dozens—no, hundreds—looped in the fog, their bodies slicing the air into measured beats. They weren’t gulls. They were too black, too glossy in the porch light when they cut through it. Ravens, a whole murder of them, turning above the hollow like a clock hand that didn’t care about time, only about circling.

“Hey,” Lo whispered, because no part of her wanted to be the kind of person who waved at an omen and yelled, Cool omen! “You’re dramatic, I respect the commitment.”

A raven veered out of the whorl and dropped lower, a shadow holding another shadow. The thing it carried fluttered loose and fell spinning, spinning, so slowly it looked like it had decided to take its time arriving. It struck the porch rail and hung there, caught on a nail.

Lo stepped forward, careful, because she wasn’t sure whether the bird would object. The raven didn’t. It climbed on air back up to the glassy swarm.

The thing on the nail was a ribbon. It was a very old black that had once been rich and had bled toward brown. It was stitched in white, but not white exactly—not thread Lo had ever seen. The letters curved with a neat hand and the last loop tugged free as if the bird’s beak had pulled it loose. The ribbon smelled like brine.

It had a name on it.

EDDA CALDER.

Lo didn’t know an Edda. She knew exactly two people in Raven Hollow: her mother and the realtor, and now maybe the raven, which she did not think would return her calls.

She thumbed the edge of the ribbon. The stitches had a texture like dried salt. They scraped softly against the pad of her index finger. Her sketchbook lay open on the porch floor, half circles and fog made into charcoal smudge.

“Lo?” Mom’s voice came from inside, boxed in by cardboard. “Eat now or unpacking consequences.”

“Coming,” Lo said. Her eyes stayed on the ribbon.

From the marsh, a lone frog chimed. Somewhere beyond, a buoy light pulsed. The bird clock kept turning.

Lo slid the ribbon into the back pocket of her jeans, and the metal of the nail scraped her knuckle. A pinprick of blood welled up, surprising and red. She made a noise in her throat without thinking. The fog breathed in, breathed out. The bell did not ring again.

Inside, the house felt smaller. Steam from the pasta fogged the kitchen window, and Lo swiped a smiley face into the condensation and then felt silly for it. They ate at the narrow table they’d set up in the front room because the kitchen only had room for two people if one of them was on a stool and the other was paper. Mom told her about the school—a few blocks away, built of red brick with ivy that was permitted only up to a tasteful line on the second story. The librarian had left a welcome packet, and apparently on Wednesdays the town held “Raven Lore Night” at the library.

“It’s town history,” Mom said. “Which is better than town rumors. You should go.”

“I’ll bring my skepticism and a pen,” Lo said.

After dishes—there were plates, though not the pot Mom preferred—Lo helped stack boxes into a corner as if they were playing a game with gravity. When Mom yawned, it pulled Lo’s own yawn out like a scarf. “Go to bed,” Mom said, flapping a hand. “Your first day tomorrow. Make a friend. Flee from any boys wearing puka shells.”

“What year do you think it is?”

“I’m evergreen on good advice.”

In her room, Lo unpacked the urgent things: pillow, blanket, the cheap plastic lamp shaped like a moon that had followed her through three moves and two phases of her life. In the glow, the walls turned the color of a pearl. The window looked out at the street and the deeper darkness that was the marsh.

She took the ribbon out of her pocket and laid it on her desk. Even dry, it looked damp. The stitching gleamed a little where the lamp hit it. EDDA CALDER.

“Who were you?” she asked the name.

It was something she did in new places—the same way other people took photos, she talked to objects. To doors and coins and bus tickets. She liked the idea that the world held conversations even if you weren’t always on the right frequency to hear them.

She opened her laptop to search, but the Wi-Fi, which had been a miracle earlier, had gone sullen. The little fan icon searched, and searched, and then gave up.

Right. Tomorrow, lore night. She’d take the ribbon and ask, and if the librarian threw her out for bringing in cursed accessories, at least she’d have tried.

Lo lay down. The house ticked as it settled. The fog folded and unfolded against the window like someone ironing it from the other side. Her eyes closed, opened; the moon lamp hummed; her brain drew circles and circles inside itself.

Sometime after midnight, a sound woke her. Not the bell—it wasn’t the bell. It was a murmur, a low crowd sound, as if a hundred people stood outside the house and tried to decide whether to knock. Lo sat up. The ribbon lay on the desk, a stroke of midnight.

The murmur faded.

In the morning, the town looked almost cheerful, a New England postcard with the saturation down by one notch. Lo could see the harbor from the corner of the street: white hulls and gray docks and the lighthouse on the cliff like someone had cut it out of a storybook with very sharp scissors. A boy was biking uphill with a crate strapped to the back of his bike and a helmet so scuffed it told its own story. He took the hill slow, like the bike and the hill had an old argument he was tired of losing. When he glanced over, Lo raised a hand. He nodded, polite, and kept pedaling.

School at midyear felt like stepping into a play after the actors had already learned each other’s lines. Lo slid through first period and sketched the teacher’s hands when he wrote on the board, because there was something kind in them, and through second period, where the girl behind her introduced herself by whispering, “I’m Maeve, like the queen, and if you want to survive your first week, sit at my lunch table.”

Maeve had copper hair that wasn’t red so much as a secret the sunlight told only at noon. Her nails were ink-stained. Her smile looked like it had practiced on a thousand jokes and kept only the ones worth using.

At lunch, Maeve smacked a flyer down in front of Lo. “Wednesday,” she said. “You’ll meet half the town. Raven Lore Night. They serve disappointing cookies and one scandal per month.”

“I was told it’s history, not rumors.”

“Rumors are just history with better shoes.”

“Sold,” Lo said.

When Lo mentioned the ribbon—because she could not not mention the ribbon—Maeve leaned forward so fast her soda sloshed. “Black ribbon? With a name? Where?”

“At my house. On the porch. A bird dropped it.” It sounded unhinged when she said it like that, as if the sky were a post office. “It says Edda Calder.”

Maeve blinked once, twice, then pretended the name meant nothing to her. “Weird,” she said, in a tone that meant, I know more than I’m saying. “Bring it tonight.”

That evening, the fog came early, as if the town made it on purpose to serve with gatherings. Lo and Maeve walked to the library in a pocket of their own breath, sneakers silent on the damp sidewalk. The library was a brick building that looked like it had been a church in another life. The greeter at the door stamped the air with a smile and many teeth and said, “Welcome, welcome! Put your coats over there and your skepticism over there,” pointing to a pair of coat racks.

In the reading room, folding chairs had been set in respectful rows. A woman of sixty or so stood by a table of old documents and one of those tiny bell call buttons you press when you want to annoy a receptionist. She wore a black cardigan and a string of pearls that knew how to behave. Her hair was the kind you could build a life under. Her name tag read MRS. BLACK.

Maeve leaned in. “Town historian,” she said. “And bouncer.”

Mrs. Black cleared her throat and the room hushed, the way rooms do for people whose voices have weight. “Tonight,” she said, “we’ll be discussing town legends that
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