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The Hollow Growing Within

A Dark Humor Thriller — Book 4 of 5


Chapter 1 — The Wrong Kind of Quiet


Morning should feel peaceful.

After escaping a collapsing underground horror maze, defeating an ancient shadow creature, and technically dying for thirty-seven seconds (Caleb counted twice), Silas thinks he deserves at least one normal sunrise.

But the universe—ever petty—disagrees.

Silas sits on the edge of the motel bed, elbows on his knees, staring at the carpet like it personally offended him. A soft humming vibrates beneath his ribs, like something small and alive pacing inside his chest.

He presses a hand over his sternum.

Still there.


Still moving.


Still wrong.

The bathroom door opens with a puff of steam. Caleb steps out, damp hair sticking up in all directions.

“You okay?” Caleb asks.

Silas continues staring at the floor. “Ask again in five minutes.”

Caleb flops on the bed beside him, towel around his shoulders. “I swear, if you say you’re fine one more time when you’re clearly not fine—”

Silas stands abruptly. “I’m not fine.”

Caleb’s eyebrows shoot up. “Whoa. Personal growth?”

Silas shoots him a warning look, then lowers his voice. “Something’s in me, Caleb.”

Caleb’s humor drains instantly. “The Beast? I thought you killed it.”

“So did I.” Silas lifts his shirt. His torso looks normal, except for a faint dark pulse under the skin—like a heartbeat that isn’t synced to his own. “But something stayed behind. A piece. A seed. I can feel it spreading.”

Caleb swallows. “Should I get Lena and Eli?”

“Not yet.” Silas pulls his shirt down. “They’re finally asleep. They deserve one hour of peace before we ruin their lives again.”

Caleb sighs. “So what do we do?”

Silas rubs the back of his neck. “Find answers before this thing grows teeth.”

Caleb steps closer. “You’re not fighting this alone.”

Silas looks at him, softer now. “I know.”

The door bursts open.

Lena storms in, holding a motel coffee pot like a weapon. “WHOEVER WOKE ME—oh. It’s just you two being dramatic.”

Eli shuffles behind her, clutching a cereal box. “There were crunching noises. I thought Silas was eating the walls.”

Silas gestures vaguely at his chest. “No. Just something growing inside me. Everything’s perfectly normal.”

Lena sighs. “See? This is why we don’t take vacations.”

Eli sits on the dresser. “Is it going to talk again? If it talks again, I’m leaving.”

Silas shakes his head. “It’s not talking. It’s watching.”

Everyone goes silent.

Lena slowly sets the coffee pot down. “Okay. Now I’m awake.”

Caleb crosses his arms. “We need help. Somebody who knows things. Somebody who won’t, you know, dissect Silas for science.”

Eli raises his hand. “What about the librarian lady? The creepy one with the eye patch who kept whispering warnings nobody listened to?”

Lena lights up. “Ms. Marrow!”

Silas rubs his temples. “Oh great. The woman who collects cursed objects and taxidermies raccoons. Perfect.”

Eli shrugs. “At this point, she’s basically a medical professional.”

Caleb grabs their backpacks. “Then it’s settled. We go back to Blackwood. Find Ms. Marrow. Let her poke Silas with magical sticks until she figures out if he’s dying or, you know, growing a second head.”

Silas mutters, “Please not a second head.”

Lena pats his shoulder. “Hey, if it happens, we’ll get you a matching hat.”

He glares. “That doesn’t make this better.”

But beneath the sarcasm, fear gnaws at him.

Because the humming beneath his ribs is getting faster.

And colder.

Like something waking up.


Chapter 2 — Ms. Marrow’s House of Mildly Illegal Knowledge


Returning to Blackwood feels like walking back into a haunted refrigerator.


Cold.
Unwelcoming.
And filled with things that should not be moving.


Silas, Caleb, Lena, and Eli trek down the cracked sidewalk toward the crooked, vine-covered Victorian house at the end of the block—the home of Ms. Marrow, Blackwood’s unofficial archive of cursed nonsense and questionable taxidermy.

Eli whispers, “Why are all the windows fogged from the inside? Are we sure she’s not cooking people?”


Lena nudges him. “She’s not cooking people. She’s boiling curses. Completely different skill set.”


Silas mutters, “Both smell like sadness.”

The porch steps creak ominously as Caleb knocks twice on the warped wooden door.

A long pause.


Then—
Click.
Thunk.
Scrraaape.
…Twenty-two more locks.


Finally the door opens just enough for a pale face with one gold eye and one cloudy eye patch to peek through.

Ms. Marrow stares at each of them silently, like she’s taking roll call for a séance.

Then her gaze stops on Silas.

Her good eye widens.

“Well,” she says in her raspy, smoke-soaked voice, “you’re leaking darkness. Again.”

Silas sighs loudly. “Hello to you too.”

The door swings wider.

“Come in,” she says. “Before you drip evil on my azaleas.”

Inside Ms. Marrow’s Home

The house smells like incense, old books, and a hint of embalming fluid—comforting, in a deeply concerning way.


Shelves line every wall. Some contain books with titles like Shadow Anatomy for Beginners and In Case of Demons: Run. Others hold jars full of things that may or may not still be alive.


Lena nudges Caleb. “That jar moved.”

Caleb whispers, “Don’t make eye contact with anything that floats.”

Ms. Marrow leads them into her cramped sitting room, where a stuffed badger wearing a top hat occupies the only armchair.

She gestures at Silas. “Sit.”

Silas looks at the badger.

“Not there, dear. The couch.”

He sits.

The badger judges him silently anyway.

Ms. Marrow kneels in front of Silas and grabs his chin with bony fingers. Her good eye glows faintly gold as she examines him.

“Hmm.”

“‘Hmm’ what?” Silas asks.

“Hmm don’t interrupt me.”

She presses two fingers to his chest.

Silas gasps sharply as cold spreads outward beneath his skin.

Caleb steps forward. “Hey—take it easy!”

Ms. Marrow holds up a finger. “Hush. Your boyfriend will survive.”

Caleb freezes. “He’s not— I mean— We’re not— I mean— Why does everyone assume—”

Lena coughs loudly. “Focus.”

Ms. Marrow closes her eyes.

Silas feels something slither under his breastbone.

His pulse stutters.

Her voice drops, gravel-dark.

“You killed the Beast. But its hunger… its essence… its root… lives on inside you.”

Silas grimaces. “Yeah. Felt that.”

She opens her eyes.

“It is not growing,” she says.

Silas exhales in relief.

“Yet.”

Silas’s relief dies instantly. “…Fantastic.”

Ms. Marrow stands, brushing dust off her long black skirt.

“It is dormant for now. But as long as that seed remains inside you, it will try to finish what its predecessor started.”

Caleb inhales sharply. “Meaning?”

Ms. Marrow looks at Silas with quiet severity.

“It will try to take you.”

Lena crosses her arms. “Okay. So how do we remove it? Exorcism? Surgery? Explosive ritual fireworks?”

Ms. Marrow shakes her head.

“No. Removing it would kill him.”

Caleb pales. “How about we don’t do that?”

Silas leans forward, jaw clenched. “Then how do we stop it?”

Ms. Marrow studies him for a long, uncomfortable moment. She then walks to her shelf and pulls down an ancient book bound in cracked black leather.

She tosses it onto the table. Dust explodes.

Eli sneezes so hard he knocks over a jar. Its contents, thankfully, are dead. He hopes.

Ms. Marrow says, “There is one way.”

Silas meets her gaze. “Tell me.”

She opens the book to a sketch of a monstrous tree whose roots dig into a skull-shaped pit.


“The seed can be contained. Starved. Bound.
But only if you confront its origin.”


Silas frowns. “I killed the origin.”

“No.” She taps the page. “You killed the avatar. Not the source.”

Caleb murmurs, “The Maw…”

Ms. Marrow nods.

“Yes. The beast was not the beginning. It was a guardian. The Maw is older. Deeper. And now that its guardian is dead…” She glances again at Silas. “It is looking for a new host.”

Eli drops his cereal box. “Please tell me she doesn’t mean Silas.”

Silas closes his eyes.

Ms. Marrow answers anyway.

“She means Silas.”

Lena curses under her breath.

Caleb’s face hardens. “Then we stop it.”

Ms. Marrow raises a brow. “Do you understand what that means? You must descend into the Maw again.”

Silas exhales, exhausted. “It collapsed.”

“The entrance collapsed.” She smirks. “Not the Maw.”

Caleb looks at Silas. “If we go back… you could lose control.”

Silas’s chest pulses painfully, the dark heartbeat fluttering.


He whispers, “If we don’t go back… I lose myself anyway.”


The room falls silent.

Ms. Marrow closes the book.

“Well,” she says lightly, “make your decision quickly. Before you sprout fangs from your lungs.”

Eli raises a finger. “That can happen?”

Ms. Marrow shrugs. “I dunno. Probably.”

Silas stands slowly.

“We go back.”

Lena nods. “Then pack snacks. We always forget snacks.”

Caleb puts a steady hand on Silas’s shoulder. “We’ll face this. Together.”

Silas doesn’t smile, but he nods once.

Ms. Marrow grins, revealing one gold tooth. “Wonderful. I’ll get my shovel.”

Silas blinks. “For… digging?”


“For curses, dear.”
She winks.
“They bury themselves.”



Chapter 3 — The Ground That Remembers


If Blackwood Forest had any sense of self-preservation, it would’ve packed its trees, uprooted itself, and moved to a quieter zip code far away from these people.

Instead, it just looms.


Dark.
Twisted.
Still holding its breath after everything Silas stirred up.


The group hikes through weeds and brambles as Ms. Marrow marches ahead like an elderly goblin general, wielding her rusted shovel like a machete. Her cloak has pockets full of clinking jars, twine, dried bones, and something that squeaks occasionally.


Eli whispers, “Are we sure she’s not a cryptid?”


Lena whispers back, “She’s a cryptid with a mortgage.”

Caleb scans the trees. “Feels different. Heavier.”

Silas says nothing.

Because the closer they get to the destroyed entrance of the Maw, the louder that second heartbeat inside him becomes—tapping beneath his ribs like a creature knocking from the wrong side of a door.
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