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PROLOGUE
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In the quiet town of Willowbrook, there was a street that didn’t exist on any map. ​ It wasn’t marked by signs or streetlights, and no one ever spoke of it. ​ It was a place that seemed to vanish when you weren’t looking, a place where the air felt heavier, the shadows stretched longer, and the houses whispered secrets only the brave could hear. 
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​

Ghost Lane wasn’t like other streets. ​ Its five houses stood in a perfect line, each painted in colors so vivid they seemed to hum with life. ​ But the Lane was more than just a collection of homes—it was alive, pulsing with a magic that had been forgotten by the world outside. ​ The Lane had stories to tell, memories to share, and mysteries waiting to be uncovered. ​ But it was fading, its light dimming with every passing year, as the people of Willowbrook turned their backs and forgot. ​
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Until one stormy afternoon, when three kids—Jina, Jesse, and Victor—decided to follow the map that no one else believed in. They didn’t know what they’d find at the end of the road. ​ They didn’t know they’d meet ghosts who weren’t scary, but lonely. ​ They didn’t know they’d face shadows that wanted to erase everything. ​ And they certainly didn’t know they’d become the keepers of a promise that would change their lives forever. ​
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But that’s the thing about magic—it doesn’t wait for you to be ready. It finds you when you least expect it, and it asks you to believe in the impossible. ​
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This is the story of three friends, five houses, and one forgotten Lane. ​ It’s a story about courage, curiosity, and the kind of friendship that can bring a whole street back to life. ​
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Welcome to Ghost Lane. The adventure is just beginning.
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THE SECRET OF GHOST LANE
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Jina Marlowe pressed her map flat against her bedroom desk, both palms spreading the wrinkled paper so its borders nearly drooped off the edge. The hand-drawn streets and backyard fences of Willowbrook fanned outward in marker, traced with a precision that would have made her geometry teacher beam. Five houses, clustered in the far corner of the map, were circled with careful lines—one in blue, one in red, one in yellow, one in purple, and one in a jagged, mossy green.
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Jesse Calder hovered at her left, his elbows propped on the chair’s back, eyes squinting at the map like he was searching for a hidden cheat code. He fidgeted with the chinstrap of his bike helmet, clicking and unclipping it, never leaving it off for long.
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Victor Ames stood to the right, silent and stone-faced, but his hands fluttered restlessly in his pockets. Every so often, he’d tug out a flashlight, test the power with a quick strobe into the desk drawer, then slip it away and cross off something on his own scrap of paper. Next to him, a Ziploc bag bulged with backup batteries, granola bars, and a plastic poncho that looked thin enough to dissolve in a sneeze.
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Jina tapped the green house with the eraser end of a mechanical pencil. “Forest-Green Chalet. See?” She pointed to the next. “Sunny Yellow Villa. Lavender Lane Rowhouse. Crimson-Shingled Bungalow. Blue-Topped Cottage. All in a straight line, all at the end of—” she stabbed at a squiggle at the paper’s margin, where the cartography lost patience and gave way to kid-wild legend— “Ghost Lane.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Victor shifted his weight and glanced out the window. The clouds churned, fat and mean, smudging the sky like a thumbprint. “We’re actually doing this during a storm?”
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“It’s not even raining yet.” Jina craned her neck, double-checking the street outside as if her confidence could will the clouds to behave. “We’ll be back before my mom notices.”
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Jesse snorted, but it didn’t sound brave. “Maybe you’ll be back,” he said, “but I’m definitely getting haunted. You two are gonna have to visit me at my ghost job or whatever.”
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Jina flipped open her notebook, its pages dense with handwriting and yellowed tape where she’d scavenged clippings from The Willowbrook Gazette’s classifieds: Lost Cat; Found Cat; Suspicious Noises Near Old Water Tower; STRANGE LIGHTS—SEE PAGE B4. Next to each rumor, she’d made notations in a spidery hand, cross-referencing each one with times, dates, and names of the kid or adult who’d reported it.
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She ran a finger down her compiled list and read aloud, “Three kids last year said they saw a shadow person cross Ghost Lane at dusk. Mrs. Healy in room 403 says her son’s bike tires always go flat near the yellow house. There’s a rumor the green one grows back its vines every night, even in the winter. Oh, and the mailman refuses to deliver past the blue house.” She grinned. “You can’t make this stuff up.”
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Victor, hands now busy tightening the drawstring on his backpack, didn’t look convinced. “You ever think maybe there’s a reason nobody goes down there?”
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“That’s what makes it interesting!” Jina grinned wider, flashing the gap where her baby tooth still hung on by a thread. She pushed the map toward Victor, almost daring him to tear it in half. “We’re not like everyone else. We ask questions. We find answers.”
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Jesse peered over Jina’s shoulder at the notebook, eyebrows inching upward as he read the scribbled notes. “There’s a reason people call it Ghost Lane, Jin. Not like ‘funny name’ reason, like... ‘bad stuff happens’ reason.”
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A bolt of lightning scratched the clouds; three beats later, thunder wobbled the glass of Jina’s bedroom window. Victor jumped, but to his credit, so did the pencil in Jina’s hand. Jesse’s helmet went right back on his head.

––––––––

[image: ]


Jina set her jaw. “Look, if you guys want to bail, I’ll go by myself. I’m not scared.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Victor’s eyebrows shot up. “I never said I was scared,” he said, but his voice thinned at the end. “I just... think it’s smart to be prepared.”
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“We are prepared,” said Jina. “You have, like, forty pounds of batteries. Jesse has his helmet. I have the map. We’ll check out the houses, document what we see, and get back before dinner. Science. Evidence. Adventure.”
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Jesse thumped his helmet with a knuckle. “I’ll haunt you if you leave me behind,” he said. Then, after a pause: “What if we get, like, actually lost? Or something happens to our bikes?”
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Jina answered instantly. “We follow the sidewalk. If anything goes weird, we cut through the soccer field and circle back to Maple Avenue. That’s, what, five minutes max?”
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Victor nodded, already mentally mapping the escape route. “We bring walkie-talkies,” he said. “If something happens, we can split up but still talk.”
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“Good thinking, Ames,” Jesse said, a little too loudly. He grabbed the walkie-talkies from Victor’s bag, clipped one to his hoodie, and made static noises into it. “Breaker breaker—this is the Ghost Patrol, do you copy?”
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Jina rolled her eyes but felt a spark of pride. “You two ready or what?”
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The room went quiet, except for the tap of rain now beginning to spatter the window. Outside, the neighborhood’s streetlights flickered on, making the whole world look like it was submerged in aquarium water.
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Jina felt the familiar squeeze in her chest: fear, yes, but also that nervous-bright certainty that something big waited just beyond the next corner. She wasn’t sure if her friends felt the same, but maybe that’s why she liked them—they followed her, even when her ideas got strange.
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She gathered up the map, careful to fold it so the Ghost Lane houses sat square at the top. She snapped her notebook shut and tucked it into the crook of her elbow. “Last chance to back out,” she said. “No hard feelings.”
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Victor looked at the clouds, at the bag, at the map, and finally at her. “We’re doing this.”
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Jesse exhaled, the fog of his breath making his helmet’s visor momentarily opaque. “We’re all going to die, aren’t we?” he said, but this time he smiled, and Jina knew he was coming, too.
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She led the way out of her room, three sets of footsteps echoing through the empty house. Outside, the rain hit harder, but their bikes stood ready by the curb, glistening with promise—or, maybe, warning.
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Jina swung a leg over her handlebars and felt the first cold drops splatter on her cheek. She looked back at her friends: Victor, checking and re-checking the zippers on his raincoat; Jesse, helmet snug and eyes just a little too wide, but still with her.
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She kicked off, tires squealing on the wet pavement, and the three of them rolled into the storm, into the shrinking pool of yellow light at the end of her street, and straight toward the most haunted road in Willowbrook.
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The rain did its best to chase them home. At first, it fell in lazy spatters, dotting Jina’s glasses and collecting at the edges of her map, now folded with reverent care into her jacket pocket. But within two blocks, the drops sharpened, converging into a sheet of cold that stung through her sleeves. By the time they reached Elm Street, the storm was no longer interested in subtlety.
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Still, Jina pedaled at the front, teeth clenched in a stubborn half-smile. Her front wheel sliced the puddles, throwing a wake onto Jesse’s shins. She did not look back, not even when the wind punched at her face so hard she had to squint to see the curb.
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They passed the old stone church, then the pale blue mailbox where the postmaster’s truck sometimes parked in the shade. Up ahead, Mrs. Grieves—the block’s self-appointed sentry—stood on her porch in a pink bathrobe, clutching a mug and eyeing them as though she could command the sky to behave itself if only she scowled hard enough.
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“Where do you think you’re going in this weather?” she called, her voice warbling over the drizzle.
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Jina didn’t slow down. Neither did Victor, who ducked his head, letting his hood obscure the edges of his vision.
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Jesse, never able to leave a line unanswered, shouted, “To our doom, obviously!” and waggled his fingers in a spooky jazz-hands motion.
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Mrs. Grieves’s mug hovered uncertainly in the air as they swept past.

––––––––

[image: ]


A block later, the windows glowed with the blue haze of evening TV and the yellow of kitchen lights. Jina glimpsed her own mother through the kitchen window, already bent over her laptop and unlikely to notice Jina’s absence until well past dark. She felt a twinge of guilt—then pushed it down, replaced it with the thrill that she was, for this one hour, not just a kid but an explorer.
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The rain changed from vertical to horizontal. Water ran in rivers along the gutters, churning up the loose leaves that hadn’t yet been corralled into neat autumn piles. Jina could hear Victor behind her, grunting at each sharp gust, the squeak of his brakes as he feathered them on the slick downhill.
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At Oakwood Circle, a man in a mesh tank top shook his head as they zipped past, a garden hose hanging limp in his hand. He didn’t even bother to call out—just watched them with the resigned look of someone who’d seen too many dumb things to be surprised anymore.
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By the time they turned down Willow Lane, the houses were farther apart and the streetlights less eager to pierce the mist. Jesse swerved in a wide zigzag, avoiding the biggest puddles but aiming straight for the mini-lakes whenever he thought it might get a laugh. The waterlogged squeal of his tires rang out again and again.
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“Race you to the cemetery!” Jesse hollered, even though no one had ever wanted to do that, ever.
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“Careful, you’ll hydroplane,” Victor snapped, but his own voice was muffled by the scarf he’d wrapped over his mouth.
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Jina said nothing. She just peddled harder, head bowed against the downpour, counting in her head the blocks remaining.
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It was only when they reached the final cross street—Briar Patch Road—that Victor’s resolve started to crack.
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He pulled up next to Jina at the stop sign, brakes squelching. Rain streamed down his nose, clinging in bulbous drops to his lashes. “I still think this is a bad idea,” he said. “It’s not too late to wait. Storm’s only gonna get worse.”
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Jina used the back of her glove to wipe water from her face. “Exactly. If we wait, the lanes will flood and it’ll be impossible to get through the woods. We’re already soaked. We might as well finish.”
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Jesse skidded to a stop beside them. “If I get struck by lightning and become a ghost, I’m going to haunt your map for eternity, Jin.”
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She allowed herself the smallest smile. “You can be the first entry in my notebook,” she said.
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Victor grunted, either in agreement or defeat. The three of them coasted down the last slope, tires hissing on wet blacktop, past the broken fence and onto the trail where the houses gave way to wild overgrowth.

––––––––

[image: ]


Here, the path was barely more than a pair of parallel ruts, hemmed in by trees hunched low and wet, their branches knitting together above to make a tunnel of green gone almost black with rain. The air was colder, somehow, the smell of wet earth and old wood crowding out any hint of the neighborhood they’d left behind.
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Jesse’s jokes died here. The only sounds were their breathing, the crunch of wet leaves under tire, and the far-off artillery of thunder working its way across the sky.
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Jina’s heart pounded—not from exertion, but from something electric that was less fear and more wild possibility. She forced herself to focus on details: the pattern of raindrops bouncing off her front wheel, the way Victor’s backpack glowed slightly under the reflective tape, the fact that the map—her map—was still tucked safe in her pocket. The familiar rhythm of data and pattern calmed her.
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The path took a sharp turn, and suddenly, the ground fell away. At the bottom of the slope, half-buried in mud and weeds, waited the battered sign she’d only seen in her dreams: GHOST LANE, the paint so faded it was almost a whisper.
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Jina braked hard, slipping a little in the gravel before steadying herself. Victor coasted to her side, then Jesse, who skidded so close that mud spattered across Jina’s sneakers.
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They stopped, breathing hard, as the rain finally slackened. The storm seemed content to hover overhead now, the downpour reduced to a mist that made the air shimmer.
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For a moment, none of them spoke. They just stared down the empty lane.
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Even in daylight, Ghost Lane would have been strange. Five houses, perfectly spaced, each painted in a color so bright it looked out of place against the sagging oaks and mossy fenceposts. Now, under the shadow of the storm, the colors seemed to pulse faintly, almost as if they were generating their own light.
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At the far end of the lane, the green house—her Forest-Green Chalet—was almost impossible to see. The vines that covered it were so thick they blurred the outline, making the house seem like part of the woods itself. In the center, the yellow villa’s windows glowed as if the lights inside were always on, despite the fact that Jina’s research said no one had lived there for at least thirty years.
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