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    To the fearless young readers who love haunted cemeteries, ghostly mysteries, hidden tunnels, and the thrill of uncovering secrets buried beneath the darkness.
To every curious imagination brave enough to wonder what might happen if something forgotten suddenly woke beneath the ground.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about never feeling afraid—but about standing strong even when the shadows rise around you.
May Ethan, Mia, and Lucas remind you that friendship, loyalty, and bravery can shine brighter than even the darkest spirits of Hollow Creek.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The Graveyard Dare
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The rain began just as Ethan Mercer saw Hollow Creek for the first time.

Fat drops splattered against the car windows while gray clouds swallowed the evening sky. Ethan leaned his forehead against the cool glass and stared out at the empty streets as his parents drove slowly through town. Hollow Creek looked nothing like Chicago.

Back in the city, everything had been loud—sirens, traffic, crowds, glowing signs. But here, the roads were almost deserted. Old brick buildings sat hunched beside narrow sidewalks, and crooked streetlamps flickered weakly in the storm.

Even the trees looked strange.

Tall black pines surrounded the town like silent guards, their branches twisting together overhead. Fog drifted between them in pale ribbons.

Ethan swallowed uneasily.

“I still don’t understand why we had to move here,” he muttered.

His mother sighed from the front seat. “We’ve talked about this, Ethan.”

“We inherited the house,” his father added gently. “And with Dad gone...” His voice faded for a moment. “Well, it didn’t make sense to leave it empty.”

Ethan crossed his arms and sank lower in his seat.

He barely remembered Grandpa Mercer. Just a tall man with rough hands, a deep voice, and sad eyes. They’d visited Hollow Creek only twice when Ethan was younger. Both visits had ended early after terrible storms knocked out the power.

Now Grandpa was dead, and somehow Ethan was stuck living in the middle of nowhere.

The car turned onto a narrow road lined with rusted fences.

Then Ethan saw it.

Blackthorn Cemetery.

Rows of crooked gravestones stretched across a hill beside the road. Dark angel statues stood among them with moss-covered wings. Dead flowers lay scattered in the muddy grass.

And at the very center of the cemetery stood a small stone chapel with a broken bell tower.

Lightning flashed.

For one brief second, Ethan thought he saw someone standing near the chapel doors.

A boy.

Pale-faced.

Watching the car.

Then darkness swallowed the figure.

Ethan sat up quickly. “Dad, did you see—”

But the road curved away from the cemetery before he could finish.

A few minutes later, they reached the old Mercer house.

It sat alone at the edge of town behind a wall of enormous pine trees. The house was three stories tall with faded gray paint and a sagging porch that creaked in the wind.

“It looks haunted,” Ethan muttered.

His mother gave him a tired smile. “That’s not helping.”

Thunder rumbled overhead as they climbed out of the car.

The air smelled like rain and wet earth.

Ethan grabbed one of the boxes from the trunk and followed his parents up the porch steps. The front door groaned loudly as his father unlocked it.

The smell hit Ethan instantly.

Dust.

Old wood.

And something else beneath it.

Something cold and damp.

The lights flickered as they stepped inside.

The house felt enormous compared to their old apartment. A chandelier hung above the foyer, covered in cobwebs. Portraits lined the walls, their faded eyes seeming to follow Ethan as he walked past.

“This place needs work,” his father admitted.

“No kidding,” Ethan whispered.

Upstairs, Ethan found his new bedroom at the end of a narrow hallway.

The room overlooked Blackthorn Cemetery.

He noticed it immediately.

Through the rain-covered window, Ethan could see the chapel rising above the gravestones in the distance.

Something about it made his stomach tighten.

He quickly pulled the curtains shut.

That night, Ethan barely slept.

The house groaned constantly around him. Pipes rattled in the walls. Branches scraped against the roof.

Around midnight, he woke suddenly.

At first, he didn’t know why.

Then he heard it.

A faint sound drifting through the darkness.

Clang.

Clang.

Clang.

A bell.

Ethan sat upright.

The sound was distant but clear.

He crept toward the window and slowly pulled the curtain aside.

Rain poured across the cemetery hill.

The chapel stood dark and silent beneath the storm.

But the broken bell tower was moving.

Back and forth.

As if something invisible were ringing it.

Clang.

Lightning flashed again.

And for one terrifying instant, Ethan saw a figure standing among the graves.

The same pale boy from earlier.

Watching the house.

Ethan stumbled backward, heart pounding.

When he looked again, the figure was gone.

The bell stopped ringing.

Only thunder remained.

The next morning, Hollow Creek Middle School was even worse than Ethan expected.

The building looked ancient, with cracked brick walls and long dim hallways that smelled faintly of mildew.

Kids stared openly at him as he walked into class.

The new kid.

Ethan hated being the new kid.

His teacher, Mrs. Holloway, introduced him with forced cheerfulness. “Class, this is Ethan Mercer. Please make him feel welcome.”

Nobody answered.

A few students nodded politely, but most returned to their work.

At lunch, Ethan sat alone near the windows.

Outside, clouds gathered over the pine forest again.

“You moved into the Mercer house, right?”

Ethan looked up.

Three kids stood beside his table.

The tallest was a boy with messy blond hair and a grin that looked more annoying than friendly.

“I’m Tyler,” he said. “That’s Ben and Kara.”

Kara crossed her arms. “My cousin says your house is cursed.”

Ben snorted nervously. “People say your grandfather used to walk through the cemetery at night.”

“Cool,” Ethan said flatly.

Tyler slid into the seat across from him.

“So... you ever been inside Blackthorn Chapel?”

Ethan shook his head.

“Not scared, are you?”

Kara rolled her eyes. “Tyler dares every new kid to go there.”

“Because nobody lasts five minutes,” Tyler said proudly.

Ben leaned closer. “Seriously. People hear voices in there.”

“Shut up,” Kara muttered, though she looked uneasy herself.

Tyler smirked at Ethan. “Spend one night inside the chapel, and everyone at school will stop treating you like the weird new kid.”

Ethan frowned.

It was obviously stupid.

But he already hated eating lunch alone.

“What exactly do I have to do?” he asked.

Tyler grinned wider.

“Meet us at the cemetery tonight.”

Rain began falling again after school.

By evening, Hollow Creek was wrapped in thick fog.

Ethan zipped up his hoodie and quietly climbed out his bedroom window after his parents went to sleep.

The cemetery hill loomed in the darkness ahead.

Every step toward it made Ethan feel colder.

The iron gates of Blackthorn Cemetery stood slightly open when he arrived.

Tyler, Kara, and Ben waited nearby with flashlights.

“You actually came,” Kara said, sounding surprised.

“I told you he would,” Tyler replied.

Ben glanced nervously toward the chapel. “Can we hurry?”

The old chapel looked even worse up close.

Its stone walls were cracked with age, and vines crawled across the roof. Most of the stained-glass windows were shattered.

The broken bell tower rose above them like a jagged tooth.

Tyler handed Ethan a flashlight.

“You stay inside until midnight.”

“That’s two hours,” Ethan protested.

Tyler shrugged. “That’s the dare.”

“What if he chickens out?” Ben asked.

“Then he owes me twenty bucks.”

Kara shoved Tyler’s shoulder. “You bet money on this?”

Tyler ignored her and pointed toward the chapel doors.

“Well? Go on.”

Ethan hesitated.

The cemetery felt wrong somehow.

Too quiet.

No insects.

No wind.

Nothing.

Then, somewhere deep among the graves—

A whisper.

Ethan turned sharply.

“What was that?”

The others looked confused.

“What was what?” Kara asked.

Ethan swallowed hard.

Maybe he imagined it.

Trying not to look nervous, he climbed the chapel steps and pushed open the heavy wooden doors.

The smell inside nearly made him gag.

Dust and rotting wood filled the air.

Moonlight streamed faintly through broken stained glass, casting strange colored shadows across the floor.

The chapel pews sat crooked and decaying.

At the far end stood a cracked stone altar.

Ethan turned back toward the entrance.

Tyler gave him a mocking salute before shutting the doors.

Darkness swallowed the room.

Ethan clicked on the flashlight.

The beam trembled slightly in his hand.

“Relax,” he whispered to himself.

“It’s just an old building.”

Still, the silence pressed against him heavily.

He wandered slowly through the chapel, shining the flashlight across peeling walls and collapsed benches.

Something scratched loudly nearby.

Ethan froze.

A rat burst from beneath one of the pews and disappeared into the shadows.

Ethan let out a shaky laugh.

“Okay,” he muttered. “Definitely just rats.”

Then he noticed the floor.

Behind the altar, faint scratches marked the stone tiles.

As though something heavy had been dragged repeatedly across them.

Curious, Ethan knelt down.

One of the tiles looked different from the others.

He pushed against it carefully.

To his surprise, the stone shifted.

A hidden trapdoor creaked open beneath the altar.

Cold air rushed upward from below.

Ethan stared into darkness.

Stone stairs descended deep underground.

“Nope,” he whispered immediately.

Then he imagined Tyler laughing at him tomorrow.

Taking a deep breath, Ethan aimed the flashlight downward and started descending.

The stairs groaned beneath his feet.

The
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