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To every soul who has ever felt lost in the shadows, may you find light, love, and hope in the unlikeliest of places.
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In a world where darkness often seems to overshadow light, stories of hope and love remind us of the resilience of the human spirit. In Love with Hope is one such story — a mesmerizing journey through romance, mystery, and supernatural intrigue.

From the forgotten streets of a haunted city to the heartbeats of two souls bound by destiny, this novel explores the power of connection, the courage to face fears, and the enduring force of hope.

Readers will find themselves swept into a world where every shadow carries a story, every light shines with meaning, and every act of love holds the power to transform.
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Chapter 1: The Town That Forgot Its Name
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The bus rattled along a cracked Pennsylvania road, its headlights cutting through the late-October mist. Hope Marlowe sat with her forehead pressed to the glass, watching the trees blur into skeletal silhouettes. The driver hadn’t spoken since Harrisburg, and the handful of other passengers stared blankly ahead, as if lulled by some quiet spell.

Hope pulled her jacket tighter around herself. The envelope in her bag felt heavier than paper should — her mother’s last letter, the one that had arrived with no return address, written in a hurried, slanted hand:

“If you ever loved me, Hope, don’t let them take me. Come home. Find Ashwood Hollow. They’ll tell you it doesn’t exist. But it does. Hurry.”

Her mother had vanished three months ago, and police had shrugged it off as another runaway case. But Hope knew better. Her mother wasn’t running. She was calling.

The bus slowed, brakes screeching. The driver glanced at her through the cracked mirror.
“This is as far as I go,” he said.
Hope blinked. “But... this isn’t on the map.”

The man’s mouth twitched, not quite a smile. “Maps don’t mean much out here.”

He opened the doors. Cold fog rolled inside, swallowing the aisle. When Hope stepped down, her boots sank into damp soil instead of pavement. The air smelled of burnt wood and something faintly metallic — like rust or blood.

She turned back, but the bus was gone. No taillights, no rumble of an engine. Just silence.

Ahead stretched a road lined with lanterns that shouldn’t have been burning — glass globes glowing pale green, as if lit by swamp fire. A crooked sign leaned against a rotting fence post:

WELCOME TO ——

The town’s name had been scratched away, gouged so deeply into the wood it looked like claws had done it.

Hope’s chest tightened. She pulled out her phone. No signal.

A voice drifted from the fog. “You shouldn’t be here.”

Hope spun around. A man stood at the edge of the road, tall, wearing a dark coat that seemed stitched from shadows themselves. His face was partly hidden beneath a wide-brimmed hat, but she caught the gleam of eyes — gray, sharp, studying her.

“I’m looking for Ashwood Hollow,” she said, her voice steadier than she felt.

Something flickered in his expression — surprise, then sorrow. “Nobody looks for Ashwood Hollow. They stumble into it.”

He stepped closer. She caught a faint scar along his jaw, the way his hands clenched as if holding back words.

“Do you know it?” she asked.

He studied her for a long moment, then nodded toward the lantern road. “Walk fast. Don’t answer if someone calls your name. And whatever you do...” His voice dropped to a whisper. “...don’t look back.”

A chill ran through her. “Wait—who are you?”

But he was already walking into the mist, vanishing like smoke.

The road carried her into town. At first, she thought it abandoned: shuttered windows, houses leaning against one another like drunkards, streets littered with leaves that hadn’t been swept in years. Then she noticed movement — curtains twitching, figures standing too still in doorways, eyes glinting before retreating into dark.

Ashwood Hollow was alive, but it watched.

Her mother had grown up here, though she’d never spoken of it. Hope tried to imagine her walking these streets as a girl, carrying books to school or stealing pies from a windowsill. But the town she remembered couldn’t have been like this. No place could decay this much without being cursed.

At the square, she stopped. A dry fountain stood in the center, cracked stone angels weeping without water. Around it, shops displayed faded signs: HOLLOW MERCANTILE. HOLLOW TAVERN. HOLLOW FUNERAL HOME.

Every building bore the town’s name — except none wrote “Ashwood.” Just “Hollow,” like even the word itself had been erased.

Her stomach twisted. She pulled the envelope again, rereading the last line. Don’t let them take me.

“Hope?”

Her breath caught. The voice was her mother’s — warm, urgent, exactly as she remembered.

She spun around. Nobody. Just the whisper of leaves, the faint creak of a weather vane turning overhead.

“Hope,” the voice called again, this time sharper, closer.

Her mother’s voice. But wrong.

Hope’s skin prickled. She remembered the stranger’s warning: Don’t answer if someone calls your name.

The voice came again, louder. “Hope. I need you.”

Her throat tightened. She wanted to scream, to run toward it — but something in her blood told her not to. Instead, she clutched the letter tighter and forced herself forward, past the fountain, down a side street.

The lanterns flickered. Shadows stretched too long across the cobblestones. The air grew heavy, humming with a sound she couldn’t place — like a thousand whispers overlapping.

A rustle came from behind her. She froze.

Don’t look back.

But her body betrayed her. She turned.

At the edge of the square stood figures — dozens of them, pale as wax, their faces blurred as if erased. They didn’t move, but their heads all tilted in unison, watching her.

Hope stumbled backward, nearly tripping. Her breath came ragged.

From the fog, a hand seized her wrist. She gasped — ready to fight — but it was the man from the road, his gray eyes burning.

“I told you not to look,” he hissed.

“What are they?” she whispered.

His grip tightened. “Echoes. They’re what’s left of everyone who answered.”

She followed his gaze back. The figures hadn’t moved closer, but one now raised an arm, pointing directly at her. Its mouth opened, and the sound that spilled out wasn’t human — a chorus of voices, layered and broken.

Hope clung to him. “Why me? Why are they calling me?”

He looked at her as though she carried the answer herself. “Because your blood remembers this place. And because you’ve come back to finish what your mother started.”

The bells rang then.

From somewhere deep in the town, a church bell tolled, heavy and hollow. One. Two. Three. The sound cracked through the fog, shaking the air.

The figures dissolved into mist. The lanterns flickered out.

Darkness swallowed Ashwood Hollow.

Hope stood trembling, hand still in the stranger’s. His name came like a whisper she wasn’t supposed to know, though he hadn’t spoken it.

“Elias.”

His eyes widened, just for a moment.

“You shouldn’t know that,” he said.

But she did. Somehow, she always had.

The silence after the bells was worse than the sound itself. It pressed against Hope’s ears until she thought her skull might crack. Every lantern had gone out, leaving the town drenched in shadows so thick they seemed to move.

Elias still held her wrist. His grip was firm but not cruel, as though he feared letting her slip into the dark. His eyes gleamed faintly in what little light remained.

“You have to keep moving,” he said, voice hushed. “The Hollow watches. And the longer you stand still, the more it remembers you.”

Hope’s throat felt tight. “What does that even mean? Remembers me?”

Elias’s jaw flexed. “It doesn’t matter. Not here. Come.”

He pulled her into a side alley, guiding her with surprising certainty through the maze of streets. Hope’s boots scraped over uneven cobblestones, every echo sounding like footsteps that weren’t hers.

She wanted to ask him how he knew the way, but something about his silence told her not to. Instead, she tried to focus on breathing. In. Out. Don’t think about the eyeless faces. Don’t think about the voice that sounded like Mom.

But she couldn’t stop the letter’s words from burning in her mind: Don’t let them take me.

Finally, Elias stopped in front of a crumbling building with boarded-up windows. The sign above the door was so weatherworn it looked more like scars than letters, but she made out enough: MERCANTILE.

“This isn’t safe,” Elias muttered, scanning the street. “But it’s safer than out there.”

He pushed open the warped door, ushered her inside, and shut it quickly behind them.

The interior smelled of dust and rot. Moonlight leaked through cracks in the boards, striping the shelves with silver. Cobwebs draped across abandoned jars and boxes. Yet there was something unsettling about the place — like it wasn’t quite abandoned, like it had been waiting for them.

Hope drew her arms around herself. “What is this place?”

Elias walked to the counter, brushing his hand over the wood as if remembering something. “A store. Once. People came here for flour, salt, nails. Until there weren’t any people left.”

She flinched. “What happened to them?”

He didn’t answer. His silence was heavier than words.

Hope’s eyes drifted to the shelves. She noticed scraps of paper tucked between jars, like notes someone had hidden. Curiosity tugged at her. She reached for one.

The paper crackled as she unfolded it. Faded ink read:

“If anyone finds this, don’t listen when it calls. It doesn’t love you. It only wears the voices of those who do.”

Her stomach turned cold. She set the note down quickly, as though it might burn her.

Elias had been watching her. “That’s good advice,” he said.

She bristled. “You talk like you’ve seen this before.”

His gray eyes lingered on her, unreadable. “I’ve seen too much.”

For a long moment, neither spoke. Outside, the town was eerily quiet, as though holding its breath.

Finally, Hope couldn’t contain the questions anymore. “My mother lived here, didn’t she? She wrote to me, told me to find Ashwood Hollow. She said someone was trying to take her.” Her voice cracked despite her effort to sound strong. “Do you know where she is?”

Elias’s expression flickered — pity, maybe even fear. “If your mother called you here, then she’s already deeper in the Hollow than you can imagine. Nobody sends letters out once they’re taken.”

The words slammed into her chest. She wanted to deny them, to scream that he was wrong, but before she could, the boards rattled.

Something was outside.

Elias’s hand went to his coat pocket. He drew out a knife — not shiny or new, but worn, its handle carved with strange markings. He gestured for her to stay quiet.

The rattling grew louder. Then — a slow scrape, like nails dragging across the wood.

Hope froze, every nerve screaming.

The voice came again. Her mother’s. Clearer than before.
“Hope... let me in.”
She covered her mouth with both hands to keep from answering.

The boards creaked as though someone leaned against them. Shadows stretched across the floor in unnatural shapes.

Elias stepped closer to her, his presence steady. “It’s not her,” he whispered. “Remember that.”

She swallowed hard, tears burning her eyes. “But it sounds—”

“That’s how it works. It feeds on love.”

The shadow at the door shifted. A pale hand pressed through a gap in the wood, fingers impossibly long. They curled, searching, reaching.

Hope’s chest heaved. She wanted to scream, but Elias moved fast — slamming the knife through the wood. The hand shrieked, the sound not human at all but layered with countless voices. The boards shuddered, then the shadow withdrew, vanishing into silence.

Hope staggered back, heart racing. “What was that?”

Elias pulled the knife free. “A piece of it. Not all of it. Never all of it.”

Her knees wobbled. She leaned against the counter for support. “Why am I here? Why does it want me?”

He looked at her with such intensity she almost couldn’t breathe. “Because you’re not just a visitor, Hope. You belong to this place. And that means you’re either its salvation... or its feast.”

Later, when the silence settled again, Elias built a small fire in an old tin barrel, the flames barely enough to warm them. They sat across from each other, shadows flickering on their faces.

Hope studied him. He wasn’t just some drifter — not with the way he moved, the way he seemed to know the Hollow like an enemy he’d fought before.

“You know my name,” she said. “But I never told you.”

Elias’s eyes softened. “Your name carries weight here. The Hollow whispers it like a prayer.”

“That doesn’t answer how you knew it.”

He hesitated. “Because I’ve heard it before.”

Her pulse quickened. “From my mother?”

“No.” His gaze held hers, unflinching. “From me.”

The words sent a shiver down her spine. There was something strange in the way he said it — not just recognition, but memory. As though he’d known her long before tonight.

She opened her mouth to press him, but then the fire sputtered. The shadows on the walls lengthened, twisting. The temperature dropped, their breath fogging in the air.

Elias’s head snapped toward the ceiling. “It’s moving again.”

A groan rolled through the building — the sound of beams straining, of something heavy pressing against the roof. Dust rained down.

Hope clutched the letter. “We have to get out—”

The roof cracked open with a sound like thunder. A flood of black mist poured in, swirling, filling the air with whispers. Hope’s vision blurred, shapes writhing in the fog. Faces formed and dissolved — her mother’s, her father’s, friends long gone.

Hope, the voices sang. Hope, Hope, Hope.

She fell to her knees, covering her ears, but the whispers were inside her head. Memories flickered — birthdays, laughter, her mother’s lullabies. One by one, they began to blur, fading like chalk in rain.

“No,” she gasped. “Don’t—”

Strong arms pulled her up. Elias pressed his forehead against hers, his voice cutting through the noise. “Listen to me. Hold on to something real. Anything. Don’t let it take you.”

Hope’s chest heaved. Her hands trembled, clutching his coat. “I—what do I hold on to?”

He didn’t hesitate. “Me.”

For a moment, everything else dimmed. His eyes — storm-gray, steady — locked onto hers. The whispers faltered, as though uncertain. The mist recoiled slightly, hissing.

Hope felt a surge of warmth, a tether anchoring her. She clung to it, clung to him.

The fog screamed, then withdrew, pouring out the hole in the roof as quickly as it had come. Silence crashed down once more.

They both stood gasping, the fire nearly out, ashes swirling around them.

Hope staggered back, shaking. “What was that?”

Elias sheathed his knife. His expression was grim, but his voice carried something gentler. “The Hollow. Testing you. And you fought it off.”

“I didn’t fight,” she whispered. “I barely—”

“You held on,” he interrupted. “That’s more than most manage.”

Her eyes stung. She looked at him, really looked, and felt the strange weight of destiny pressing closer. Whoever he was, Elias wasn’t just a man. He was part of this place, just as she was.

And whether she wanted it or not, their fates were tangled now.

Outside, the bell tolled again. Once. Twice.

Elias’s hand hovered near his knife. “It knows you’re here. And it won’t stop until it has you.”

Hope swallowed, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Then we don’t let it.”

For the first time, Elias almost smiled. Not a full smile — just a shadow of one. But in a town that had forgotten its own name, even a shadow of hope was enough.
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Chapter 2: Her Eyes Like Lanterns
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Hope sat huddled near the dying embers of the tin barrel, her hands wrapped around her knees. Elias was scanning the shadows, every muscle in his body taut, alert. Ashwood Hollow had swallowed the night, and the town didn’t feel empty anymore — it felt like it was breathing, waiting for the next mistake.

“I can’t believe this is real,” Hope whispered. “How does a town just... disappear off maps?”

Elias didn’t answer immediately. Instead, he picked up a shard of broken glass from the floor, examining it. “Maps aren’t about reality,” he said finally. “They’re about what people want to see. Ashwood Hollow isn’t meant to be seen. That’s why it’s hidden. That’s why the Hollow exists.”

Hope’s stomach twisted. “Hidden from who?”

“Everyone who isn’t... like us.” His eyes met hers, sharp, storm-gray, unyielding. “And that includes your mother.”

She shivered. Her mother’s face, smiling softly in old photos, rose unbidden. That gentle voice that had led her through childhood nightmares now echoed from the fog outside, taunting, desperate.

Hope shook her head. “I—I have to find her. I can’t just... wait.”

Elias set the shard down and turned toward her. “You’re not waiting. You’re surviving. And survival comes first. After that...” His gaze softened slightly, the first hint of warmth she had seen on him. “...then we fight.”

The warmth was fleeting, replaced instantly by the chilling echo of footsteps outside the boarded-up walls. They weren’t ordinary steps. They weren’t human.

Hope froze. “They’re back.”

Elias gestured for her to stay low. “Follow me.”

He led her through a narrow passage at the back of the store. The floorboards groaned, the scent of mildew thick in the air. Every shadow seemed to writhe with intent, reaching toward them as if it could snatch them from reality.

Hope’s heart pounded. “Why is it always testing me? Why can’t it just leave me alone?”

Elias didn’t answer. They emerged into a narrow street that twisted like a snake between leaning houses. Lanterns flickered faintly above, glowing a soft amber. But there was something strange about them — not just the color, but the way they seemed to watch her.

Hope stopped dead. “Those... the lanterns. Why do they feel alive?”

Elias followed her gaze. “They’re not lanterns. Not really. They’re eyes.”

Her head jerked toward him. “Eyes?”

“Eyes that belong to the Hollow. The same way the town watches, the Hollow watches. Every corner, every street, every window. It learns who enters, what they fear, what they love... and it uses it against them.”

Hope’s stomach lurched. She looked up at one of the lanterns swaying in the cold night air. It pulsed, a soft light that shifted from green to gold, then to red — almost like a heartbeat. For a moment, she thought she saw a face inside the glow: a little girl, eyes wide
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