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Whispers Before the Hollow

			There is a door deep within the Hollow. It does not open out—only in.

			(Some say it opens inward forever. 

			Daniel knows better. It opens to what waits.)

			No one remembers who built it. No one claims to guard it.

			But the mist hangs heavy there, like it knows.

			Sometimes Daniel passes by, and the door stays quiet.

			Other times, it hums—low and steady.

			Behind it, stories collect.

			Not written. Not told. Just waiting.

			Names too old for memory.

			Cries that never reached the surface.

			Once, Daniel thought he heard his own voice beyond it.

			Calling. Pleading.

			Maybe to be let in.

			Maybe to be let out.

			

			Maybe both.

			He did not open it.

			Not yet.

	
		Prologue

			
What the Hollow Remembers

			Before the boy. Before the key. 
There were others.

			The Hollow has seen many rulers rise and fall, each leaving marks in its mist. These were not heroes or villains, but echoes—the Hollow’s first experiments in memory.

			It remembers them as stories more than souls, for nothing stays whole here for long.

			The Hollow remembers them all.

			Its form was never fixed. Its rivers shift like veins beneath translucent skin. Its walls reshape to mirror the will of those who lingered too long. It has always been a place that learns from those who enter it, changing as they change. 

			The Hollow remembers the girl who came first, in the time when the boundaries were still soft. The girl who stitched a wolf’s name into her sleeve because memory here was currency, and forgetting meant erasure. Her needle moved in careful spirals, thread catching moonlight that had never touched living skin. Fenris, she whispered with each stitch—the name of the creature that had torn her throat in another life, another world. No living creature answers to that name now; only the Hollow remembers it.

			

			The wound she carried from another life had healed in silver threads, raised like embroidery across her throat. Here, she wore the scars like jewelry.

			The Hollow had not yet learned to be cruel in those early days. It simply was—a pocket of existence where the lost could linger, where stories too broken for any other ending might find rest. The girl wandered through its mists for decades, teaching others how to anchor themselves with small rituals. How to hold onto the taste of their first kiss, the sound of their mother’s laugh, the weight of their child’s hand in theirs.

			She taught them that memory was survival.

			The Hollow learned. And grew hungry.

			[image: ]

			The Hollow remembers the fighter, broad-shouldered and grim-faced, whose hands had known the weight of a thousand swords in the world above. Here, he carried only a spade. He dug graves in ground that had never known seasons, marking each mound with stones carved from his own knuckles. At first, he etched names deep into the rock.

			But the names faded. The stone remembered what he could no longer bear to recall.

			By the hundredth grave, he carved only dates. By the thousandth, only marks. Tallies in a language of loss that no living tongue could speak.

			The fighter never stopped digging. Even now, if you listen carefully on the nights when the mist runs thin, you can hear the scrape of metal against stone. The rhythm never changes. Never hurries. Never stops.

			

			The Hollow has learned patience from him.

			The sound endures, but the man is long gone. Only the Hollow keeps his rhythm.
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			The Hollow remembers the scholar, ink-stained and desperate, clutching parchments that crumbled at his touch. He had been writing the rules of the world when death found him—equations of light and shadow, theorems of soul and substance. Here, he tried to continue his work.

			But the Hollow’s mathematics were different. For every law he defined, two exceptions emerged. For every truth he carved in stone, the stone itself would lie. His papers filled with contradictions until ink wept from his eyes instead of tears. His fingers bled from writing words that unraveled as soon as they dried.

			Still, he could not stop. Even as his flesh grew thin and his voice became a whisper, he wrote. He rewrote. He crossed out and began again, convinced that somewhere in the endless permutations of ink and intention lay the secret of escape.

			The pages now blow through the Hollow like autumn leaves, covered in equations that solve for nothing, theorems that prove only their own impossibility. But sometimes a soul will find one of his fragments and understand something new about the nature of this place.

			The Hollow had learned from his obsession how to make hope into torment.

			His name has vanished from even the Hollow’s memory; only the contradictions remain.

			From these, the Hollow learned form and hunger. But what it became under the next soul was something new entirely.

			[image: ]

			

			Last came the one who would call himself Grim, though the name was not yet his own.

			He had been a healer once, in the world of blood and breath. Elias, his name had been. Elias Blackthorne, whose hands could draw poison from wounds, whose voice could call the dying back from distant shores. But when plague swept through his city like wildfire, his skills proved worthless against such scale.

			He watched them die. His patients. His assistants. His students. Those who had trusted him to hold the line between life and whatever lay beyond.

			In his rage and grief, he had tried to follow them. To breach the wall between living and dead, to tear his loved ones back from whatever realm had claimed them. He succeeded, after a fashion. But what he pulled from the void were not his wife, nor his daughter, nor the bright-eyed apprentices who had called him Master.

			What returned wore their faces, spoke their words, carried their memories. But underneath, they were hollow. Puppets of flesh animated by his desperate will, reflecting only what he needed to see.

			When he realized his mistake, the horror drove him deeper into forbidden arts. If he could not restore them, perhaps he could join them. If he could not heal death, perhaps he could master it.

			He succeeded in that, too.

			As he studied death, The Hollow studied him in turn, its mists thickening around his thoughts, shaping themselves to the contours of his grief. When his heart stopped, the realm claimed him, but unlike them, he did not arrive as supplicant or refugee. He came as conqueror. His knowledge of death’s machinery, fused with unending rage at its inevitability, made him something the Hollow had never encountered before.

			A soul that refused to be digested.

			The realm tried to break him as it had broken the others—with forgetting, with endless repetition, with the slow erosion of hope. But unlike them, his defiance became architecture. His will seeded walls and towers, corridors of penance that rose in answer to his hunger for control. The Hollow bent to him as it had bent for others before. Only this time, it did not stop bending. He began to reshape the Hollow to his vision. Where once it had been merely indifferent, he made it cruel. Where it had offered the mercy of forgetting, he created ledgers that remembered every transgression. Where lost souls had once found strange comfort in shared exile, he built hierarchies of suffering.

			

			Under Grim’s rule, the Hollow learned its most terrible lesson: that some kinds of pain could be made eternal.

			[image: ]

			But the Hollow is older than any single soul, older than any single vision of what it should be. It remembers states of being that existed before Grim’s iron certainty, and it carries within its mists the seeds of other possibilities.

			It does not hope—hope is a living thing, and the Hollow is decidedly not alive. But it remembers what balance felt like, in the time before one soul became dominant over all others.

			And lately, it has begun to stir.

			There are rumors of a sound on the wind, something that carries neither rage nor meaning, yet threatens everything. The old ones—those few who remember the time before Grim—whisper that it sounds like calling. Like a voice reaching across impossible distances, seeking not conquest but connection.

			The chains that bind the ledger in Grim’s Sanctum have begun to sing in harmonies born of hope rather than bondage. Stone itself seems to listen, walls leaning inward as if straining to hear something just beyond the range of perception.

			A raven has been seen circling the spires—black wings cutting through gray mist, eyes reflecting depths that should not exist in any living creature. It does not call as ravens should. It watches with ancient eyes, bearing witness to the first cracks in Grim’s forged dominion.

			

			The Hollow does not hope. But it remembers what happened the last time a key found its lock, the last time someone arrived who carried light instead of shadow, love instead of rage.

			It remembers how Grim’s certainty had wavered when faced with something he could not control through fear or force.

			The realm holds its breath, waiting to see if the pattern will repeat. If another soul will arrive carrying questions instead of answers, compassion instead of judgment.

			If someone will finally challenge not just Grim’s rule, but the very foundations of what the Hollow has become.

			The mist swirls in new patterns. The stones hum with frequencies they have not known for centuries.

			Something is coming.

			And for the first time in longer than memory, the Hollow wonders if it might yet become something other than a monument to one soul’s eternal grief.

			The raven calls once, sharp and clear and strangely hopeful. The silence that follows carries weight, pregnant with possibility. And through that silence comes the sound of footsteps on paths made of starlight and stubborn hope, moving toward a confrontation that has been centuries in the making.

			The boy is coming.

			The key is coming.

			And the Hollow pauses on the edge of transformation, ready to remember what it felt like to be more than a prison.

			Ready to discover what it might become when its long dream finally ends.
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Where the Road Ends

			“Get in, get out. Don’t overthink it. Overthinking gets you caught. You’ve done this a dozen times before.”

			Daniel repeated the mantra under his breath as he stepped into the liquor store, blending into the slow-moving current of customers. With his eighteenth birthday only a couple of months away, he looked nowhere near old enough to buy liquor. But no one paid any attention to him. The disheveled man at the register was thumbing through his crumpled bills. The tired clerk rang up cheap vodka and whiskey without so much as a glance at the buyers. Everyone was too busy hiding their own shame to notice him.

			He moved toward the cases stocked with mid-shelf liquor, where bottles gleamed under fluorescent light. Standing near a man already juggling a few selections, he kept his posture relaxed. Casual.

			“Could you pass me one of those while you’re in there?” Daniel asked, his voice polite, practiced. 

			The man barely looked up, already reaching for another bottle.

			“This one?”

			“Yeah, thanks,” Daniel said, taking the vodka from the stranger’s hand.

			It was too easy. The guy didn’t even pause to wonder if Daniel was old enough to buy it. His mind was somewhere else, just another person lost in the fog of their own voices. That was the trick, really. Disappear into the rhythm of the store, let people assume you belong.

			Daniel followed the man toward the checkout, trailing behind. As the man stepped into line, Daniel moved smoothly, tucking the bottle into the inner pocket of his jacket. His hands slid into his coat pockets. Posture easy, unbothered. Just a kid standing behind his dad, waiting to leave the store. 

			

			By the time the man grabbed his bag and walked out, no one remembered that Daniel had been holding anything at all. No one questioned why his hands were empty. No one spared him a glance as he strolled right out the door behind his unwitting accomplice. 

			“Aw, man! You did it!” One of his friends whooped, throwing the passenger door open. “Knew you would. Get in, we’re about to have some fun.”

			Daniel slid into the back seat, the stolen bottle pressing against his ribs. It was nothing. A cheap bottle of vodka, a drop in the bucket for the shop owner, something easily written off as a loss. No one got hurt. No one even noticed. That was the way he had to think of it.

			So why did his stomach still twist with unease?

			It was a stupid reaction. The guilt would fade, like it always did. That was why the others sent him in. He was still getting used to it, still “toughening up.” They told him it would get easier with time. Maybe they were right. After all, what did he have to lose? Everything that mattered was already gone.

			The boys had skipped school and driven to the next town over, where no one knew their names or their parents. No nosy neighbors. No teachers to catch them loitering in the streets. It was easier to breathe here, easier to disappear into the noise of a bigger city.

			And Daniel thought about disappearing a lot.

			His fingers traced the curve of the bottle through his jacket as he stared out the window. If he vanished, who would even care? Would anyone notice?

			The scream of sirens intruded on his thoughts.

			His head snapped up. Police. They were close.

			Instinct told him to stay still, to keep his hands steady, his face blank. It was just another chase, someone else’s problem. They weren’t doing anything. They hadn’t even cracked the bottle open yet.

			Then the sirens swelled, growing louder.

			Two police cruisers roared into the shopping center parking lot, red and blue lights flashing in the dusk. Tires screeched against pavement as they skidded into position, boxing in the boys’ car before anyone had a chance to react.

			

			“Aw, shit,” someone breathed.

			Daniel’s pulse slammed against his ribs.

			Doors flung open. Officers moved fast, shouting commands.

			Arms went up. His friends froze, too stunned to move.

			Daniel barely registered the bottle slipping from his pocket, hitting the floorboard with a dull, final thud.

			“Aw, shit,” he whispered.
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			Elizabeth clenched her fists, fighting back the tears she knew would come. There were too many things to do before she could allow herself to drown in grief. Too many preparations, too many responsibilities. Her chest tightened with overwhelming dread. It built and built until she thought she might explode.

			She needed to scream.

			“It’s not fair!” The words tore from her throat, raw and ragged. “What have I done to deserve this? How could you let this happen, God?” She lifted her face to the sky, tears blurring the edges of the world. “I’ve tried! I’ve done my best! And You just let the world shit all over me!” Her voice cracked. “Why?”

			Silence.

			Her throat burned from the force of her screams, her vocal cords raw and aching. The wind whispered, indifferent as ever.

			Her knees buckled. A sob shuddered through her, then another. The fight left her all at once, and she sank to the floor, trembling. She knew there would be no answers. There never were. Life was cruel and unfair. It always had been. And yet, she had tried. She had stayed positive, done what was right. And this? This was how God repaid her? His final fuck you, Elizabeth?

			Shame curled inside her, cold and bitter. She shouldn’t think that way. She knew she shouldn’t.

			

			But deep down, she had known the truth long before the words left the doctor’s lips. She had clung to hope, convinced herself it was just some passing illness. Something she could fight with vitamins, rest, and sheer determination. She would have done whatever it took. Anything so she could stay. Stay for the ones who needed her. For the ones she loved.

			Her fingers curled into the fabric of her jeans as she drew in a shaky breath. “Please, God,” she prayed, her voice barely more than a whisper. “Just give me enough time to take care of them first. Please. That’s all I ask.”

			She wiped her tears away with trembling hands, sniffled, and forced herself to look in the mirror. Her mascara had smudged into dark circles smeared beneath her eyes. She grabbed a tissue, dabbing carefully beneath each one before blowing her nose.

			First things first.

			She had to get home.

			Her mother would be expecting her soon. Dinner needed to be made. She had already been gone too long.

			Elizabeth’s stomach twisted as she thought of the last time she had left her mother alone for too long. The memory still made her throat tighten. The acrid scent of smoke, the flickering orange glow that had filled the kitchen, the panic in her mother’s eyes as she stood frozen before the stove.

			She hadn’t meant to leave the burner on. She had only wanted to make Krissy something to eat after school, knowing Elizabeth was holed up in her office, writing.

			Elizabeth had been lucky that time. Next time, though, who knows what might happen.

			Her mother tried so hard to cling to her independence, but dementia was a cruel thief. And the hardest part wasn’t the forgetting. It was watching her become someone Elizabeth barely recognized.

			Her grip tightened around the steering wheel as she pulled onto the winding mountain road that led home. The late afternoon light filtered through the trees, casting long shadows across the pavement.

			

			She had thought moving back to her hometown would bring comfort. A sense of familiarity, a fresh start for her and the kids after losing Marcus.

			It hadn’t.

			It was struggle after struggle. A never-ending list of responsibilities and no one to share the burden. She had spent years dependent on her husband, his steady income, his presence as a protector, a provider. Without him, she had been left scrambling, desperate to stay afloat.

			There were always offices to clean, churches in need of a caretaker. Small, thankless jobs that most people around here wouldn’t lower themselves to do. But Elizabeth had no room for pride. With four mouths to feed and bills piling up, pride was a luxury she couldn’t afford.

			And then there was her writing.

			Once, it had been a hobby, a passion she indulged in between deployments. A few short stories published in literary magazines. A couple of contests won. Not enough to make a career out of, but enough to spark something inside her. A world of her own making, an escape from reality’s harsh grip.

			Lately, though, it had become more than just a distraction.

			It was survival.

			Because when everything else felt impossible, when life closed in on her from every direction, writing was the one thing that still made sense. The only thing that was hers.

			And God help her; she wasn’t ready to let it go.

			[image: ]

			The drive home was easy enough. There was never any real traffic out there. The sun hung low in the autumn sky, casting long shadows across the road, but the brilliant red and gold leaves of the trees blocked most of the glare of the setting sun. Elizabeth let out a slow breath, willing the tension from her shoulders.

			

			Thirty minutes. That was all the time she had to come up with a plan before she pulled into her driveway.

			She would make some calls on Monday, but until then, there wasn’t much she could do. This weekend would be for organizing, making lists, and weighing options. But mostly, she just wanted to be with her family. To sit at the kitchen table with Krissy, help her with homework, and maybe watch a movie together. Something simple. Something normal.

			When she arrived home, the warmth of the tiny kitchen was a welcome contrast to the iciness outside. Krissy sat at the small table, books spread out in front of her, brow furrowed in concentration. Beside her, Elizabeth’s mother sipped her tea, offering quiet suggestions where she could.

			Elizabeth lingered in the doorway for a moment, watching them. Mom had been a math whiz in her day, adding long columns of numbers in her head faster than most people could punch them into a calculator. These days, elementary math sometimes stumped her. Elizabeth recognized the look on her mother’s face. The way her brows knitted, her lips pressed together in frustration. Reaching for something she knew should be there, but grasping only wisps of smoke.

			“Have you two eaten anything yet?” Elizabeth stepped further inside and set her purse down.

			“Grandma made me ants on a log after school.” Krissy kept her focus on her work. “But that was hours ago.”

			Elizabeth smiled, glancing at her mother. “And what about you?”

			Her mother waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I’ll have whatever everyone else is having.” She paused, then straightened. “Can I help with anything?”

			Elizabeth hesitated. She knew how much her mother needed to feel useful.

			“Sure, Mom. How about making some garlic butter for the bread?”

			Her mother’s face lit up, and she pushed back from the table eagerly. “Of course! I’ll get started.”

			

			Elizabeth turned toward the stove, pulling out a pot to start dinner. Behind her, Krissy put her pencil down and stretched.

			“What about spaghetti?” Krissy’s voice lifted with hope.

			“Spaghetti it is.” Elizabeth pulled out a larger pot.

			She had just set the pot of water on the burner when a flicker of movement caught her attention.

			“Grandma?” Krissy’s voice was uncertain.

			Elizabeth turned to find her mother at the counter, pouring milk into a glass. Beside her sat a package of cookies, one already unwrapped and resting on a napkin.

			“What are you doing, Grandma?” Krissy’s voice carried that gentleness she had learned to use.

			Her mother hesitated, looking around in mild confusion before setting the milk down.

			“Making you cookies and milk, like you asked.” Her mother’s tone turned defensive.

			Krissy and Elizabeth exchanged a glance.

			Elizabeth moved to her mother’s side, gently taking the milk from her hand and guiding her back toward the table. “That was very thoughtful, Mom. Why don’t you sit down and relax for a little bit?”

			Krissy caught on quickly. “Thanks, Grammy.” Krissy’s voice brightened as she grabbed the cookie and dunked it into the milk. “These are my favorite.” She popped it into her mouth, grinning as she chewed.

			Her grandmother smiled, pleased, and Elizabeth let out a quiet breath of relief.

			She turned back to the stove, stirring the noodles absently. “Has anyone seen Daniel today?”

			Silence.

			Of course, no one had.

			Lately, Daniel came and went as he pleased, slipping in and out of the house like a ghost. He never offered explanations. When she asked where he had been, it usually ended in an argument—one loud enough to get the neighbors’ attention, sometimes loud enough to bring the wrong kind of attention.

			

			Lately, she had stopped asking.

			She knew he was hurting. He had been closer to his father than anyone, and Marcus’s death had gutted him. Elizabeth had tried to reach him, to get him to open up, but Daniel had shut her out at every turn.

			Later, she thought. I’ll figure it out later.

			When dinner was finished, when her mother and Krissy were tucked into bed, Elizabeth finally allowed herself a moment to breathe.

			She curled up on the couch, a book in her lap, fingers brushing over the well-worn pages. It was a historical fantasy novel. A story of forbidden love, of ancient wars, of a heroine on the verge of discovering her destiny.

			Elizabeth lost herself in it, in the richness of the world, the depth of the characters. The heroine stood on the edge of the battlefield, heart pounding, knowing that one wrong move would seal her fate…

			Her phone rang, cutting through the moment.

			Elizabeth blinked, pulling herself back to reality. She frowned at the unknown number flashing on the screen.

			Hesitating for only a moment, she answered, “Hello?”

			“Mrs. Donnelly?”

			The voice was unfamiliar. Steady, professional.

			“Yes, this is Mrs. Donnelly. Who is this?”

			“This is Sergeant Dean. We have your son with us.”

			Elizabeth’s heart nearly stopped.

			“We need you to come to the station, please.”
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Strangers in the Dust

			Daniel sat in the interrogation room, arms crossed, his foot bouncing impatiently against the cold tile floor. The dim overhead light hummed, casting a sickly glow over the dull gray walls. He stared at the one-way mirror across from him, knowing someone was watching from the other side. Assessing. Probably already labeling him as just another punk kid caught up in stupid rebellion.

			His mother was on her way.

			She was going to be furious.

			He told himself he didn’t care. Why should he?

			But the knot tightening in his stomach suggested otherwise.

			Disappointing her had never been his intention. Not really. But he had stopped trying to make things easier for her a long time ago. What was the point? Nothing he did made a difference. What happened to their family? What happened to him? None of it was her fault. But it wasn’t fair either.

			Everything had been fine before his father was killed. No, more than fine. Good. Great, even. His dad had been his hero, the unshakable presence who had held their world together. And when he was gone, everything fell apart. His mom tried to hold on. She tried to keep them moving forward. Daniel saw the exhaustion in her eyes, burdened by responsibilities she never asked for.

			And what had he done to help her? Nothing. He had made it harder for her. Had blamed her, as if she were somehow responsible for his father’s death.

			Guilt twisted in his chest, but he shoved it down, replacing it with anger, an easier emotion to manage.

			His thoughts drifted to the ones who had landed him here—his so-called friends.

			They had voted, and he had pulled the short straw. Simple as that.

			

			“It builds character,” Bud had laughed, clapping Daniel on the shoulder as if they were brothers-in-arms. “Besides, you need the practice.”

			The memory made Daniel’s hands curl into fists. Practice? What the hell was that supposed to mean? Was he expected to take the fall? Was this his sole purpose in their group? To do the dirty work while they skate free?

			They were supposed to be like family, and didn’t families look out for each other? Didn’t they stick together?

			But wasn’t that exactly what he was failing to do for his own mother?

			No. It wasn’t the same thing.

			He hadn’t chosen to be part of his biological family. They were forced on him, bound by blood and circumstance. But his friends? Chosen family should have been different. They were supposed to be closer. Stronger. A family built by choice, not obligation.

			Instead, he had been recruited for a role he hadn’t agreed to—a scapegoat.

			The realization burned, but it also deepened his determination.

			Daniel hated being used.

			He had a new goal now. Revenge.

			A slow smile crept across his lips as he considered what he would do when he saw them next. They had left him to take the fall. Meaning, they believed he was weak. Disposable.

			They were wrong.

			They would pay for abandoning him. They would regret leaving him behind.

			They would never forget his name.

			The door creaked open, breaking his thoughts.

			Daniel forced the smirk from his face just in time to see the officer step inside.

			“Daniel, your mom is here.” The officer motioned toward the hallway.

			Perfect.

			

			He sat straighter, schooling his expression into one of indifference. He could already picture the scene about to unfold: his mother’s voice ringing through the station, the officers exchanging glances, the lingering judgment in their eyes.

			Yes, this should be entertaining.

			He cracked his knuckles and rose to his feet.

			Time to face the music.
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			“In here, please, Mrs. Donnelly.”

			The officer stepped aside, motioning for Elizabeth to enter the room.

			“Wait here. Someone will be in to speak with both of you shortly.”

			“Thank you,” she murmured, though the words were hollow.

			The moment she stepped inside, her stomach tensed. Daniel sat in handcuffs, looking smaller and more fragile than she had ever seen him. How had things come to this? Where had she gone wrong?

			A silent prayer formed in her mind.

			God, please give me the time and wisdom to help my son.

			She forced herself to swallow the knot in her throat and stepped closer.

			“Are you okay, Daniel?”

			He shrugged. At least it was a response.

			“Are you hurt? Do you need anything?”

			Guilt flickered across his face. The hard shell he had built around himself cracked for a short moment.

			“I’m okay, I guess,” he mumbled, his voice barely above a whisper.

			Elizabeth saw it, the way his eyes watered, the way his face flushed as he tried to hold everything in. He was still so young, trying so hard to be tough. He shouldn’t have to carry this kind of burden on his shoulders.

			“I’m sorry,” she muttered.

			Daniel’s eyes snapped to hers, confusion flashing across his face.

			

			“Why are you sorry? You didn’t do anything.”

			Elizabeth let out a slow breath. “I wasn’t there for you when you needed me. It’s my fault it’s come to this.”

			Misery flickered in his expression, and for a long moment, he said nothing. At last, his shoulders slumped.

			“It’s not your fault, Mom. It’s mine. I made the choice to skip school. I made the choice to go joyriding. And I made the choice to steal.”

			The word stopped her cold. Stealing. They hadn’t told her why he was here.

			“You skipped school, huh?” she said, feigning a stern expression.

			Daniel blinked at her and let out a nervous bark of laughter.

			“That’s what you’re worried about right now?” his voice cracked, and the next thing she knew, tears spilled down his cheeks. But he was laughing, and she let herself laugh with him.

			For a brief moment, the world was right again.

			At that moment, the door swung open.

			“I’m glad you both find this amusing,” came a dry voice. “So happy to be your source of entertainment.”

			The sergeant stood in the doorway, arms crossed. The laughter died in an instant.

			“You two are in hot water,” he said, looking between them.

			Elizabeth’s stomach clenched. Surely this was a scare tactic for the kid. But Daniel frowned. “Both of us? What did Mom do?”

			The sergeant let out a short sigh. “You’re a minor, son. Your mother is legally responsible for you. That means she’s on the hook for any damage you cause, any fines the judge imposes, and any costs related to this little stunt of yours. Do you understand that?”

			Daniel paled. It was clear he hadn’t even considered it.

			“I…” He hesitated, his jaw tightening. “I thought I was the one responsible. That it was my mess to deal with.”

			“Well, now you know,” the sergeant said with a note of impatience. He turned to Elizabeth. “Mrs. Donnelly, I have to inform you that you could be held liable for restitution to the shop owner for the stolen merchandise and any other costs the court deems necessary. This includes court fees, legal processing, and, if applicable, incarceration costs should the judge rule accordingly.”

			

			Elizabeth’s head spun.

			“Additionally,” the sergeant continued, his tone softening a bit, “you are entitled to legal representation if you cannot afford a private attorney. Do you understand?”

			Her mouth was dry. She could barely breathe, but she managed to nod once.

			“Yes,” she rasped. “I understand.”

			“Good. There will be paperwork for you to sign, and your son will be released into your custody tonight. You’ll receive a court summons in the mail. Don’t miss it.”

			“I won’t,” her voice cracked.

			The officer left them alone again, but Elizabeth barely noticed. The room was suffocating. Her world was caving in around her, the pressure of responsibility crushing her chest.

			Daniel leaned away from her, looking utterly wrecked.

			She should have been furious. She should have lectured him, demanded to know what he had been thinking. But she couldn’t. Not now.

			Not when she was barely holding it together herself.

			She could fall apart later when she was alone, when no one was watching.

			Right now, her immediate concern was to get them both out of this place.

			To figure out how the hell she was going to fix this.

			[image: ]

			Elizabeth counted to ten and let her breath out. She gripped the steering wheel as she struggled to gather her thoughts. She needed to reach Daniel, but if he felt attacked, he would shut her out without listening to a word she had to say. She knew her son too well.

			Without being aware of it, she ran her teeth over her lower lip, trying to compartmentalize the chaotic storm in her mind. There were so many battles to fight, so many crises demanding her attention. But right now, only one mattered, and that was the boy sulking in the passenger seat beside her.

			

			Daniel sat rigid, arms crossed, leaning into the door, and putting as much distance between them as possible in the cramped space. The car rattled beneath them, ancient and worn, yet filled with memories, ones that were almost foreign now. Memories of Daniel’s father behind the wheel, of family road trips filled with laughter, of simpler times before their world shattered. It was hard to believe those moments had ever existed.

			She glanced at him, her voice gentle as she broke the silence. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

			He huffed, still staring out the window. “I’m good. It’s not like they beat me up or anything. I didn’t even get to go into a cell.” His voice cracked, the bravado faltering.

			Elizabeth seized the crack in his armor. “Didn’t get to? Were you hoping to see the inside of a jail cell?” She tightened her grip on the wheel. “I hope to God not. This isn’t a game, Daniel. This is serious. You might think it was just a stupid prank, but it’s so much more than that. You’re throwing your whole future away. Doesn’t that concern you at all?”

			He scoffed, “What future?” He glared at her, not even trying to rein in his anger. “You dumped us in this godforsaken town that you love so much. Without even asking us what we wanted. It wasn’t fair. And life has sucked ever since. What do you even care about my future, Mom? What kind of future do I even have here?”

			Elizabeth kept her voice steady, though she chose every word carefully. “Your future isn’t here, Daniel. Your present is here. And you don’t get a better future handed to you. You work for it. We all do.” She glanced at him, gauging whether he was still listening. “But you can’t do that from a jail cell. And that’s exactly where you’re headed. Skipping school. The bad attitude. Poor grades. Stealing. And those…” she clenched her jaw, inhaling to keep her frustration at bay, “… those damn hoodlums you call friends. You keep this up, and you’ll be stuck here forever in a town you hate, with no way out. You want to be treated like an adult? Be included in decisions? Then stop acting like a spoiled child.”

			

			Daniel sat straighter, his shoulders squaring. His anger sparked, igniting resentment deep inside him. He leaned toward her, closing the distance between them, his face twisted in fury.

			Elizabeth flinched.

			For the first time, she was afraid of him.

			“Me?” he spat, voice rising. “I’m acting like a child? You treat me like one! You want respect, but you don’t respect me enough to include me in decisions that affect my life! You didn’t even warn us. You just packed us up, and we were supposed to blindly follow whatever hair-brained idea you pulled out of your ass!”

			Elizabeth’s grip on the wheel tightened, her knuckles white. The road ahead blurred, the spectral fingers of the fog thickened, twisting through the mountain pass. She could barely see the dividing lines; the headlights lit a few feet ahead. Her body was so tense, she jerked the wheel when the wiper blades skidded across the damp glass. If a deer darted into the road, she would never see it in time.

			She needed to focus. But Daniel’s voice was hammering at her temples.

			“Watch your tone,” she snapped.

			Daniel sneered. “See? You’re still telling me what to do! You tell me to act like an adult, but you treat me like a kid. Pretty hypocritical of you, isn’t it, Mother dear?”

			Elizabeth’s chest constricted. The venom in his voice was foreign, unrecognizable.

			Where had this hate come from?

			The rain thickened, hammering against the windshield. Her pulse pounded in her ears as she switched the wipers to full speed. The air in the car suffocated her, Daniel’s words forming a noose that wrapped around her throat.

			“Are you done yet?” she bit out. “Or do you have more hate to spill?”

			Daniel didn’t answer. He slumped against the door, arms crossed, his breath fogging the window.

			

			Elizabeth swiped the back of her hand across her damp cheeks, wiping it dry against her jeans. She was beyond caring about feelings. She was done walking on eggshells.

			“You want the truth?” she said, voice unemotional. “Fine. Here it is. We’re broke, Daniel. There was nothing left of your father’s benefits. Our choices were to live in this damned car on the streets or move somewhere we could afford to survive.”

			Daniel stared at her, the words sinking in.

			“You think this town is miserable?” she continued. “Try living in this car during the winter.”

			Daniel’s mouth opened, but no words came.

			She pressed on. “And what about Grandma? What do we do with her? You think she belongs in a home?”

			“Maybe,” he muttered. “At least they could take care of her.”

			“Would they?” she shot back. “Do you know anything about those places? Have you done any research?”

			His expression faltered. “No. But I can.”

			“Good. Do your research. Find out the cost. Then come back and tell me what we give up to afford it. Your phone? Gas? Food?” She glanced at him without turning her head away from the road, her tone edged in steel. “Nothing is free, Daniel. Nothing.”

			He groaned, rubbing his hands over his face. “So now everything is my fault?”

			Elizabeth let out a humorless laugh. “Why do you think I picked you up? You are my responsibility. I didn’t have a choice. Don’t you think adults have to follow rules? That we get to do whatever we want? You’re wrong.”

			Daniel snapped.

			“Well, you won’t have to worry about me anymore!” he shouted. “I’ll find my own way! I don’t need anything from you!”

			Elizabeth let out a bitter laugh. “Oh, really? That’s why we’re sitting here, in this fucking weather, having this fucking conversation?”

			His jaw clenched. His breath fogged the glass, and his voice dropped into a vicious whisper.

			“I hate you.”

			

			Elizabeth felt nothing.

			The words should have crushed her. But she was already numb.

			“I hate you,” he spat. “And I hope you die.”

			Her hands trembled.

			Her foot pressed the gas pedal.

			The car surged forward.

			“Mom! Slow down!”

			She spoke as though she couldn’t hear him.

			“I’m dying,” she whispered. “I’m dying, and my whole world is shit. I don’t fucking care anymore.”

			The car crossed the centerline, swerving into the oncoming lane. Wind howled through the mountain pass, battering the car like invisible fists. Headlights burst through the fog and darkness, twin blazes cutting through the rain-soaked night, close enough to illuminate the terror in the other driver’s face.

			Elizabeth jerked the wheel at the last second, missing the other vehicle by inches. But the road was slick with rain, treacherous in the mountain cold. The tires lost traction, sliding sideways as the wind caught the car. The guardrail exploded in a shower of sparks that lit the darkness, twisted metal shrieking as the storm swallowed the sound.

			A wall of water slammed over the windshield as they broke through. The night swallowed them whole. For a moment, weightlessness engulfed them. The car hung suspended in black space while rain turned to a deafening roar. Wind rushed through the shattered windows, carrying the sharp scent of pine and mountain cold. Elizabeth’s stomach lurched into that terrifying free-fall sensation, her hands still gripping the wheel as they plummeted into the void.

			Time stretched through the black tumble of metal and breaking glass. The storm claimed them. Rain, wind, and night converged into something less like weather and more like the mountain’s judgment. Then, as if the darkness itself had extinguished the storm, everything went silent.

			In the shattered silence that followed, a raven landed on the twisted guardrail, its oily feathers gleaming in the moonlight. It cocked its head, studying the wreckage below with eyes too knowing for a mere bird. It opened its beak, and the emerging sound was neither caw nor cry, but a single word that echoed through the empty air.

			

			“Come.”

			And from his lair deep in the Hollow, Grim raised his head, sensing the arrival of souls that didn’t belong to him—yet.
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Rules of the Dead

			Elizabeth was free-falling. Arms and legs flailed as the world spun in a disorienting blur. The impact came fast and hard—face-first into wet, sucking mud. The force of it knocked the wind from her lungs, leaving her stunned, gasping. She lay there for a moment, the cool sludge seeping into her clothes, rain pattering against her back. The night tilted around her, distorted and unreal.

			Instinct kicked in. She forced herself to move, fingers digging into the slick ground, checking for pain, for broken bones. Nothing. Just the dull ache of bruises that would make themselves known soon enough.

			With a groan, she pushed herself upright, hands trembling as she wiped at the muck coating her face. But the effort was useless. Her palm smeared the filth deeper. She angled her body, trying to find a solid footing, but her knee slid into a freezing puddle. A shiver racked her body as she clenched her teeth, her lungs too tight to draw in air.

			

			This wasn’t where she was supposed to be.

			She tugged her gritty lashes apart, blinking against the murky dark. Nothing looked familiar.

			“Where am I?” she murmured, her voice hoarse and lost beneath the whisper of the rain.

			She strained to listen, hoping for the hum of passing cars, for headlights piercing through the night. What she heard instead was nothing. Complete, unnatural silence. The kind that didn’t belong anywhere near a roadside crash.

			Too quiet.

			Her skin prickled, and it had nothing to do with the rain soaking through her clothes.

			Her breath came in short, sharp bursts as her mind scrambled to piece together fragments. The road. The car. Daniel sitting next to her in the passenger seat. 

			Where was he now?

			Her eyes moved up the hillside, scanning the dark trees for crumpled metal caught in the branches, for headlights still burning. Nothing. Just bare branches reaching toward a starless sky. As if the car had simply… vanished.

			Behind her, another path wound into the black void of the valley, disappearing into dense trees. Something about it made her stomach curdle, but she didn’t have time to dwell on why.

			“Daniel?” she called, her voice cracking, but the night swallowed her words.

			She had to get to the road. Had to get to him.

			Digging her fingers into the earth, she climbed. Rain slicked the mud beneath her palms, making every motion a battle. The slope was steep, and the loose soil gave way beneath her weight. She grasped at saplings, gripping their thin trunks, using them to haul herself higher. Her muscles screamed in protest, but she ignored them.

			Higher.

			She had to go higher.

			

			Her pulse pounded in her ears, drowning out everything else. She wheezed as she reached for another hold—and the ground crumbled beneath her feet.

			With a startled cry, she slid backward, hands clawing at the sliding earth. Rocks and roots scraped against her arms, her legs. The hill tilted at a steep angle, and gravity yanked her back toward the ground.

			Then she was tumbling.

			Down, down, down.

			She landed hard, skidding through the mud before coming to a jolting stop on the lower path. Pain shot up her arms, her ribs throbbing with the impact. Blood mixed with rain as she tasted iron on her lips.

			A strangled sound escaped her throat, half frustration, half fear.

			She couldn’t even climb a damned hill.

			Tears burned in her eyes, but she forced them back. She had to try again. Had to get to Daniel.

			Her limbs were like lead. Her soaked clothes turned icy against her skin, stealing what little warmth she had left. Her body had limits, and it was reaching them fast.

			Teeth chattering, she turned her attention to the only other option—the trees.

			She forced herself upright, every muscle protesting. If she couldn’t go up, she had to move forward.

			With slow, stumbling steps, she trudged toward the thick line of pines, their heavy branches stretching outward. The canopy was dense enough to block out most of the rain, giving her a momentary reprieve.

			She collapsed beneath the shelter of the largest one, pressing her back against its rough bark. The scent of damp earth and pine needles surrounded her, grounding her in the moment.

			For now, this was all she could do.

			Elizabeth curled her arms around herself, drawing her knees close to her chest. She pulled loose needles over her lap in a feeble attempt to trap warmth, but the cold burrowed in deep. She couldn’t stop shaking. Couldn’t stop thinking.

			

			Daniel was out there. Somewhere.

			Her eyelids grew heavy, exhaustion dragging her limbs. But sleep wouldn’t come.

			Her mind refused to quiet, whispering the worst possibilities in the dark.

			At some point, exhaustion must have claimed her, because without warning, she was in another place, standing in a hazy field of swaying grass. A figure stood with his back to her in the distance.

			“Daniel?” she called, her voice sounding strange to her own ears.

			The figure turned, but it wasn’t her son. A man in dark clothing, his face obscured by shadow despite the brightness all around. A bird perched on his shoulder: a raven, its black feathers gleaming in the strange light.

			“He’s not yours anymore,” the man said in a gravelly voice.

			“The boy belongs to the Hollow now.”

			The raven spread its wings, and Elizabeth jolted awake with a gasp, heart pounding against her ribs. Dawn was breaking through the branches above her.

			Just a dream. Little more than a nightmare born from fear and cold.

			Yet the words lingered in her mind. He belongs to the Hollow now.

			[image: ]

			A ray of light filtered through the pine branches, coaxing Elizabeth from her restless sleep. She stirred, stretching cautiously, wincing as stiffness crept into her aching limbs. Blinking against the soft orange glow of the rising sun, she took a slow, deep breath. The night’s bitterness had faded at long last, leaving only the damp earth and the lingering ache in her muscles as proof of her ordeal.

			Pulling herself from beneath the tree’s shelter, she stepped into the sunlight, feeling its weak warmth against her skin. Her body protested with every movement. Her legs hurt, her hands were scraped and raw from her desperate climb the night before. But as she took in her surroundings with fresh eyes, the morning light did little to ease her anxiety. The valley stretched before her, vast and untouched, the golden hues of autumn masking the reality of her predicament.

			

			She turned back toward the hill where she believed the crash had happened, her pulse quickening. Daniel. The car. She had to find them.

			Bracing herself, she forced her legs into motion and limped toward the slope. Now, in daylight, she could make out the details of her surroundings, and what she saw drained the last of her hope. The landscape was unblemished. No car. No snapped branches, no tire tracks, no shattered glass. Just unbroken sandstone where she had expected to see wreckage.

			Her throat tightened as she took a step back, scanning the area with growing panic. This isn’t possible. She had fallen. The car had been there. It had to be. But there was no sign of it, as if the accident had never happened at all.

			“Daniel!” she called, her voice echoing in the still morning air. There was no answer. Even the birds ignored her cry. She tried again, louder. “DANIEL!”

			The silence that followed sent ice through her veins. Last night. She remembered it with vivid clarity: the argument, her confession, his cruel words. Then the headlights, the swerve, the guardrail giving way. The car had tumbled down this very hillside. She was sure of it.

			So where was the wreckage? Where was her son?

			A terrible thought seized her. What if they had found him but stopped looking for her? What if rescue workers had come in the night, taking Daniel but missing her in the darkness? Or worse, what if he had been thrown from the car, injured where she couldn’t see, couldn’t reach?

			No. She couldn’t think like that. She had to focus.

			Elizabeth looked down at herself. Her clothes were torn and mud-caked, but they were still her clothes. The same jeans and sweater she wore yesterday. This was real. She wasn’t dreaming.

			

			But this couldn’t be real, either. The light was softer, more golden than the harsh clarity she was used to. And the air smelled cleaner, but with unfamiliar undertones. Woodsmoke. Herbs. Mustiness.

			Frustration welled inside her. She turned toward the valley below, searching for a sign. A road. A house. Anything that could lead her to help. In the distance, faint plumes of smoke curled into the sky from what must have been a hidden settlement. Farmhouses, maybe.

			With no road in sight and no other option, she set her focus on the winding path that descended behind the hill. The only direction she hadn’t yet tried.

			The narrow trail curved downward, edged by jagged rock and dry underbrush. It was smoother than she expected, as if it had been traveled in the not-too-distant past. Small tracks marred the dirt. Narrow, parallel marks, maybe from a wagon. Against all logic, the idea reassured her. At least she wasn’t alone here.

			She moved forward, her steps slow and deliberate, every muscle in her body protesting the descent. The deep silence of the valley was broken only by the occasional rustle of wind through the trees. No distant hum of traffic, no birdsong. Just an unnatural stillness that made her skin crawl.

			It still didn’t feel right.

			She forced herself forward, gripping her arms around her torso against the morning crispness. There has to be someone. Somewhere.

			As the path leveled off, a well-kept shed, with thick plumes of smoke curling from a stone chimney, sat nestled between the trees. The scent of cooked cured meat drifted toward her, rich and mouthwatering. Her stomach clenched. She hadn’t realized how hungry she was.

			Relief surged through her, and she hurried forward, stumbling in her eagerness. She reached the door and knocked hard, her fist rattling the wood.

			“Hello?” she called, breathless. “Please, I need help! I just need to use your phone!”

			

			All was quiet until she heard a sudden thump inside, followed by the startled cry of a child.

			Elizabeth stepped back as hurried footsteps approached. A second later, the door swung open, revealing a large, barefoot woman blocking the threshold.

			The woman’s piercing gaze swept over her, lingering on her mud-streaked pants and torn jacket. Her mouth tightened into a thin line of disapproval.

			“Lost yer cart, have yuh?” she muttered, shaking her head.

			“Strange woman, dressed like a man.” She huffed. “It ain’t proper, a lady wearin’ britches like that.”

			Elizabeth blinked, her mind struggling to catch up. Cart? Dressed like a man? What was she even talking about?

			A small-faced child with dirt-smudged cheeks and wide, curious eyes peered around the woman’s skirts. The woman shooed the child back inside with a firm hand.

			“Go on now, Ellie. Mind the porridge.”

			The child vanished, but not before Elizabeth caught a glimpse of her clothing, a rough-spun dress that looked like it was from a historical museum or a period film. Not a T-shirt or jeans in sight.

			“I don’t have a cart,” Elizabeth said with hesitation, trying to make sense of the situation. “I was in a car accident. My son…” her voice strained with pent-up emotion. “My son might be hurt. Please, I need to find a phone to call for help.”

			The woman’s brow furrowed deeper, eyes narrowing with suspicion and perhaps confusion.

			“Phone?” she repeated, the word strange in her mouth, like she was testing out a foreign language. “What manner of thing is that?”

			The world tilted beneath Elizabeth’s feet. A sweat broke across her forehead as understanding dawned. The clothing. The language. The lack of power lines or paved roads. The absence of any modern sounds, no distant highway, no airplanes overhead.

			“What…” Elizabeth swallowed hard, her mouth going dry. “What year is it?”

			

			The woman eyed her as if she had sprouted a second head. “Year? It’s the harvest season.” She paused, then added with obvious suspicion, “Eighteen and ninety-three, as any God-fearin’ soul would know.”

			Elizabeth’s knees threatened to buckle. Eighteen ninety-three? That was impossible. She had just been in 2023, hadn’t she? The woman spoke with such certainty, as if she truly believed it was still 1893. But how could that be? This wasn’t her world, Elizabeth realized with growing unease. This place followed different rules entirely.

			“I…” she stammered. “Look, if you don’t have a phone, I just need directions to someone who does. Please. Can you tell me where the nearest house is? Anyone who can help?”

			The woman squinted at her, considering. Then, after a pause, she jerked her chin toward the trail.

			“Parson’s stead,” she said without kindness. “‘Bout an hour that way.” She hesitated, then added, “But he don’t have none o’ them… them phones.”

			Elizabeth’s stomach dropped. An hour? In her condition, that might as well have been a lifetime. And even if she made it there, what then? No phones. No hospitals. No way to find Daniel.
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