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PROLOGUE
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The lake was always there. ​ Long before the cabins, before the campfires, before the laughter of kids echoed through the trees, Hemlock Lake stretched wide and still, holding its secrets in the depths of its dark waters. ​ The pines whispered to it, the wind danced across its surface, and the stars leaned down to see their reflections in its glassy expanse. ​
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But the lake wasn’t empty. ​ Not really.
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Some said it was haunted, that a ghost lived in the shadows, giggling softly when the moon was new. ​ Others claimed it was just the wind, playing tricks on the reeds and the water. ​ But the truth was harder to find, buried beneath years of stories, whispers, and warnings. ​ The lake had a way of keeping its mysteries close, revealing them only to those brave enough—or curious enough—to listen. ​
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This summer, three kids would hear the giggle. ​ They would follow it into the dark, chasing the echoes of a story that had been waiting for them all along. ​ They didn’t know it yet, but they were about to uncover something bigger than a ghost. ​ Something that would change the way they saw the world—and themselves—forever. ​
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Because at Hemlock Lake, the past is never really gone. ​ And sometimes, the best stories are the ones that refuse to fade. ​
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GIGGLES IN THE NIGHT



[image: ]




By the time the sun shrank behind the pines at Camp Hemlock, the whole world was blue shadows and ember light. Olivia Park bounced on the cold log, her elbows on her knees, eyes fixed on the fire like she could see secrets hidden between the logs. A knot of campers filled the circle, their faces half-glowing and half-dark, shifting each time the wind nudged the flames. Somewhere, tree frogs called, and every so often the lake snapped its own story with a sharp echo off the dock.

––––––––

[image: ]


Maya Rivera balanced her battered notebook on her thigh, scribbling fiercely between each burst of laughter. She pushed her glasses up her nose and, when she thought nobody was looking, flicked her eyes toward the forest’s edge. Her mouth pulled tight each time a twig broke, but she never said a word.
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Ben Carter sat nearest the fire, hugging his knees and gnawing at the string of his hoodie. For a while, he tried pretending he was just cold, but his hands never stopped shaking. Every time a log shifted, every time a spark jumped, he flinched. Still, he didn’t move from his spot; he just huddled closer, eyes huge in the firelight.
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They’d only been at camp for a week, but every kid there knew the story. The counselors started it the first night, telling about the Hemlock Lake Ghost, but tonight, on the last night before the weather was supposed to turn, nobody had to be prompted. One of the older girls, with freckles everywhere and a loud voice, leaned in and lowered her tone for effect. 
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“She only comes out when the moon is new,” Freckles said, making her hands into ghost claws. “They say she’s looking for a friend to play with. If you hear her laughing, you better not go down to the water. My sister said the last kid who heard it never came back.”
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The circle tensed. Someone let out a nervous giggle, which set Ben’s teeth on edge. Olivia looked thrilled, her cheeks bright and her smile just a little too wide.

––––––––

[image: ]


“But what happened to the kid?” Olivia pressed. “Did they find anything? Like...footprints, or—” 
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“Or a body?” someone else added. Laughter, thinner now, rippled around the circle.
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Maya’s pencil stopped. She tucked it behind her ear and cleared her throat. “There are a lot of reasons a person could disappear near a lake,” she said, staring into the fire. “Rip currents. Hypothermia. Even just getting lost in the woods. I mean, statistically—”
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“She’s not a ‘person’ anymore,” Freckles interrupted. “She’s a ghost. And she giggles because she’s still playing her last game of hide and seek. That’s what my mom said.”
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A sharp wind came out of nowhere and sent a scatter of sparks skyward. Ben squeaked and pressed his knees tighter to his chest. Olivia didn’t seem to notice. She was locked in, her gaze bouncing between the storyteller and the thin, pale line of the lake beyond.
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The oldest counselor, Marcus, was tending the fire with a heavy stick. His green Camp Hemlock hoodie was so spotless it looked brand new, even after a week of marshmallows and muddy hands. He gave the fire a jab, sending a wave of heat through the circle. “You’ll hear all sorts of stories about Hemlock Lake,” he said, deep and slow. “But the only thing I ever heard for sure was that the girl’s name was Joy. Joy something. Disappeared on a dare, way back before any of us were born. Some say she drowned. Some say she just ran away. But every so often, late at night, you can hear her giggling down by the shore. If you’re really unlucky, you’ll hear her right behind you.”
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He paused to let it sink in. For a second, only the wind spoke.
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“Doesn’t make sense,” Maya muttered, scribbling again. “Sound travels differently over water, especially at night. And ‘Joy’ is probably just a legend that got changed a million times.” She tapped the pencil against her notebook, but her eyes flicked up to Marcus anyway.
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Olivia grinned, teeth glinting in the firelight. “Bet you can’t make Maya believe in ghosts,” she said.
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Marcus shrugged. “I don’t have to. All you need to know is, after the first full moon of summer, nobody’s allowed near the lake after lights-out. Camp rules.” He pointed the stick for emphasis, and some of the little kids nodded like they were memorizing it for a test.
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Someone behind them tried a spooky laugh. It came out sounding more like hiccups, but even so, Ben’s face went white as marshmallow fluff.
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Maya nudged him with her foot. “It’s fine,” she said, softer than her usual voice. “Ghosts aren’t real. I’ll prove it.”
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“Don’t,” Ben whispered, and even Maya had to smile a little.
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The fire burned lower, and the stories got quieter, looping back on themselves until nobody could remember if the ghost had been a camper, a counselor, or a lost fisherman from the olden days. Olivia let herself slide off the log, stretching her legs out toward the cooling sand. She stared at the water, hoping for a sign.
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“Why would a ghost laugh, anyway?” she asked, mostly to herself.
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“Because it’s lonely,” Ben muttered, not looking up. “Or it’s trying to trick you. That’s what always happens in stories.”
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“That’s what always happens in stories,” Maya echoed, writing it down. “But in real life—”

––––––––

[image: ]


“Real life is just stories with more boring parts,” Olivia said, and it was the kind of thing her mom would’ve called philosophical, even if Olivia only meant it to be funny.
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The last log collapsed, sending a final flare of sparks up into the velvet sky. Most of the campers started to drift away, guided by the counselors and the promise of warm sleeping bags. Olivia didn’t move, and neither did Ben or Maya. The three of them just sat, watching the flames shrink and the night thicken.
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Then, without warning, a giggle cut the air. It was small and sharp, just a puff of sound from the direction of the lake. Not a camper. Not a bird. Not the wind.
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All three froze. Ben’s hand shot out and clamped onto Olivia’s wrist. Maya stood up so fast her notebook dropped, pages fluttering on the log.
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“Did you hear that?” Ben hissed, his voice paper-thin.
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The second giggle was clearer. And this time, it was closer.
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Ben shrank back so hard he nearly tumbled off the log. “Let’s go,” he whispered, already half-standing. “Let’s just—let’s go back to the cabin, okay? Please?” His eyes darted toward the line of sleeping-bag silhouettes moving up the hill, then toward the glossy black strip of the lake. He looked, for a second, like he might cry.
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Maya’s reaction was the opposite. She scooped up her notebook and marched a few steps toward the sound, shoes crunching in the sand. “It’s probably just a prank,” she said, waving her flashlight at the reeds. “Or some weird echo. Or maybe an owl—barn owls make all kinds of creepy noises. If we go look, we’ll see it’s nothing.”
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She didn’t mention how her heart fluttered under her windbreaker, or how the tiny hairs on her arms prickled. Instead, she shined the beam methodically along the shore, as if expecting to catch someone crouched behind the canoes with a tape recorder. 
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Olivia didn’t hesitate. She was up and off the log in a flash, cheeks burning with delight. “We have to check it out!” She said it loud enough for the counselors to hear, but Marcus was already shepherding the youngest campers toward their bunks, barely glancing back.
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Ben swallowed hard. “Are you kidding? You guys want to go toward the laughing?”
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“Ghosts aren’t real,” Maya said, but there was a small catch in her voice. She started for the path anyway, flashlight bobbing in front of her.
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“Then what’s making that sound?” Ben’s hands twisted the strings of his hoodie until they were nearly knotted. The next laugh drifted out—higher, thinner, unmistakably not a human voice pretending.
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Olivia scooped her own flashlight from the sand and clicked it on. The beam cut through the dark like a sword. She turned to Ben and grinned. “Come on, you two. Don’t you want to know what’s really out there?” She gave his shoulder a friendly punch, the kind that was meant to hurt just enough to be reassuring.
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Maya tucked her notebook into her jacket pocket. “I’ll document everything,” she said, more to herself than to anyone else. She let Olivia take the lead, but she kept her flashlight up, eyes scanning for anything that might explain the giggle. Her mind ticked through possibilities: frog? raccoon? wind through the reeds?
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Ben hesitated, bouncing on the balls of his feet, then scurried to catch up. “What if it’s actually a ghost this time?” he squeaked.
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