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    To the brave young readers who love mysterious towns, haunted forests, whispered secrets, and the thrill of exploring the unknown after dark.

To every curious imagination that has ever wondered what might be hiding behind strange rules, silent streets, and shadows moving through the fog.

This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not the absence of fear—but the choice to face the darkness anyway.

May Harper and her friends remind you that friendship, hope, and bravery can break even the oldest curses hidden beneath the silence.
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Chapter 1 — The Town That Never Spoke at Night
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Rain dripped steadily down the car windows as Harper Lane stared out at the endless pine trees.

They stretched across the mountains like dark green walls beneath a gray evening sky, their branches swaying softly in the cold wind. Fog curled through the forest floor while narrow roads twisted endlessly through the woods.

Harper sighed and rested her forehead against the glass.

“I still don’t understand why we had to move.”

Her father kept both hands tight on the steering wheel.

“It’s temporary.”

“That’s what you said three weeks ago.”

“I know.”

The windshield wipers squeaked back and forth while the old pickup truck climbed another steep mountain road.

Harper crossed her arms.

“You could’ve stayed with Grandma without dragging me to the middle of nowhere.”

Her father glanced at her briefly.

“Your grandmother needs help.”

“I know that.”

“And there’s nobody else to take care of the house.”

Harper didn’t answer.

Deep down, she understood.

Grandma Evelyn had gotten sick suddenly two months earlier. Since then, she’d barely left bed, and the doctors wanted someone staying with her full-time.

Still...

Harper missed Chicago already.

She missed noisy streets.

Bright lights.

Friends.

Everything about Hollow Pines felt too quiet.

Too empty.

The truck rounded another sharp curve.

And suddenly the town appeared below them.

Hollow Pines sat tucked deep between the mountains beneath thick clouds and towering forests. Small buildings lined narrow streets while smoke drifted lazily from chimneys into the cold evening air.

The town looked old.

Very old.

Almost frozen in time.

Most buildings appeared made from dark wood and stone, with flickering lantern-style lights hanging outside stores and homes.

A large clock tower rose near the center of town overlooking everything.

Its rusted bells hung motionless beneath the cloudy sky.

Harper frowned slightly.

“There can’t be more than like... fifty people here.”

Her father smiled faintly.

“A little more than that.”

“Wow. Huge city.”

Normally that would’ve earned a laugh.

But tonight her father only looked tired.

Rain continued falling softly as they drove into Hollow Pines.

Something immediately felt strange.

People watched the truck pass.

Not just casually.

Everyone stopped what they were doing to stare.

An old woman sweeping outside a bakery paused completely.

Two men carrying boxes outside a hardware store turned silently toward the road.

Even several children riding bicycles stopped moving to watch the truck roll past.

Harper shifted uncomfortably in her seat.

“Why is everyone staring?”

“Small towns notice newcomers.”

Still...

The staring felt wrong somehow.

Not curious.

Nervous.

Like the people of Hollow Pines already knew something Harper didn’t.

The truck finally pulled beside a large weathered house near the edge of town.

Grandma Evelyn’s house.

The place looked ancient.

Dark ivy climbed the porch railings while tall pine trees crowded close behind the backyard fence. Wind chimes clinked softly beneath the roof despite almost no breeze.

Several downstairs windows had been covered with thick curtains.

And nailed above the front door—

Harper noticed a strange wooden symbol carved into a circle.

“What’s that?”

Her father glanced upward.

“Probably some old town decoration.”

But his voice sounded uncertain.

The front door opened before they reached it.

Grandma Evelyn stood there wrapped in a thick gray sweater despite the chilly weather. Her silver hair hung loose around her shoulders while deep lines marked her tired face.

Still, her eyes lit up when she saw them.

“Harper.”

Harper hugged her carefully.

Grandma Evelyn felt thinner than she remembered.

Fragile.

“You’ve grown.”

“You say that every year.”

“That’s because you keep doing it.”

Harper smiled slightly for the first time all day.

Then Grandma Evelyn’s gaze shifted toward the darkening sky.

Her expression changed immediately.

“Come inside quickly.”

Something about her tone made Harper glance around.

The town suddenly looked quieter than before.

Shops closed early along the streets while people hurried home carrying groceries and bags. Several store owners locked doors despite it barely being evening.

One man near the corner repeatedly checked the large clock tower downtown.

He looked frightened.

Harper followed her grandmother inside.

The front door locked immediately behind them.

Not just locked.

Bolted.

Three separate locks clicked into place.

Harper blinked.

“Uh... expecting burglars?”

Grandma Evelyn didn’t smile.

“It gets dangerous after dark.”

Silence filled the hallway.

Harper looked toward her father.

But he suddenly seemed very interested in unloading luggage.

The inside of the house smelled like old books, pinewood, and something cooking slowly in the kitchen. Family photographs lined the walls beside antique lamps and faded paintings of forests and mountains.

Everything felt warm.

Safe.

Yet underneath that comfort, Harper sensed something strange.

The house almost felt sealed shut from the outside world.

Heavy curtains covered every window.

Every door had extra locks.

And oddly—

Every mirror Harper passed had been draped with cloth.

She noticed immediately.

The hallway mirror.

The dining room mirror.

Even a tiny mirror near the staircase had been hidden beneath dark fabric.

“Why are the mirrors covered?”

Grandma Evelyn froze briefly.

Only for a second.

Then she walked toward the kitchen.

“Old habit.”

Harper frowned.

That wasn’t really an answer.

Dinner felt uncomfortable.

Rain tapped softly against the windows while wind rustled the pine trees outside. Grandma Evelyn barely touched her soup, and Harper’s father kept checking the clock every few minutes.

Finally Harper set down her spoon.

“Okay. Somebody explain what’s going on.”

Her father looked up.

“What do you mean?”

“Everybody in town acts weird.”

“They don’t act weird.”

“They absolutely act weird.”

Grandma Evelyn stared silently at the table.

Harper leaned forward.

“And why does everyone keep staring at the clock?”

No answer.

The grandfather clock near the staircase ticked loudly through the silence.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Then Grandma Evelyn finally spoke.

“You must never go outside after nine.”

Harper blinked.

“What?”

Her grandmother’s expression remained serious.

“Not under any circumstances.”

Harper laughed nervously.

“Why?”

Neither adult answered immediately.

Then her father sighed.

“It’s just a town rule.”

“That’s not a thing.”

“In Hollow Pines it is.”

Harper stared at both of them.

“You’re joking.”

Grandma Evelyn suddenly looked frightened.

“We never joke about the Quiet Hours.”

The room fell silent again.

Harper frowned.

“Quiet Hours?”

Her grandmother folded trembling hands together.

“At nine o’clock every night, everyone stays indoors.”

“Why?”

Grandma Evelyn looked toward the dark windows.

“Because it’s safer.”

A cold chill crept slowly down Harper’s arms.

Safer from what?

Before she could ask, the grandfather clock chimed softly.

Eight-thirty.

Immediately her father stood.

“I should finish bringing things inside.”

Grandma Evelyn nodded quickly.

“Hurry.”

Harper watched him leave through the front door.

Outside, the entire town had changed.

Streetlights flickered on across Hollow Pines while people rushed home beneath umbrellas and coats. Shops closed rapidly one after another.

A woman nearly ran across the street carrying groceries while repeatedly glancing toward the clock tower.

Harper frowned.

This wasn’t normal.

Nobody acted this afraid over a curfew.

Then she noticed something else.

The streets were emptying incredibly fast.

Like everyone wanted indoors before something happened.

Grandma Evelyn suddenly moved toward the windows.

Without a word, she pulled every curtain shut.

The house darkened instantly.

Harper stared at her.

“Grandma...”

“Please trust me.”

Her voice shook slightly.

That scared Harper more than anything else so far.

—-
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By 8:55 p.m., the entire town looked abandoned.

Harper stood upstairs in her bedroom watching through a narrow gap in the curtains while rain drifted softly through the streets outside.
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