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Introduction
Maya Quinn had trained herself to love the city’s noise because it didn’t ask questions.
Sirens stitched through the morning like a half-finished seam. Her corner coffee shop
knew her order by the scrape of her boots on tile. In the newsroom, the glow of a half-
dozen monitors felt cleaner than memory; data had edges you could hold. She kept
plants that didn’t need tending—two cacti, a strip of pothos—and her friends were
coworkers who understood that stories ate weekends. Distance felt virtuous when it
was called focus.

Her phone vibrated against the mug, a quiet knock that turned into a relentless
hammering the longer she didn’t touch it. The caller ID was a number from Hollow
Creek she hadn’t saved since she left at twenty-two: home. She let it go to voicemail
and then, heart thudding, pressed play with coffee cooling in her hand. Her mother’s
voice had the papery sound it got when sleeplessness thinned it. “Maya,” Bernadette
began, no hello, just a breathy thread. “It’s your brother. Liam hasn’t come home. He
didn’t show up for his shift at the rec center yesterday. If you—can you call me?”
There was a scrape, a murmur, some other voice in the room, and then the click. Maya
stood very still, the hum of her refrigerator louder than any ambulance.

By noon, Hollow Creek had unspooled itself on her screen in a dozen tabs. A
community page asking if anyone had seen Liam Quinn, last known wearing a gray
hoodie and work boots. A shaky video of the river running high after rain, comments
beneath it turning into speculation because small towns couldn’t help themselves. A
crisp headshot of Mayor Henry Caldwell cutting a ribbon at a park renovation; another
of Evelyn Carver grinning behind a display of honey jars and handmade soaps. Maya
told herself she was only gathering context, that she’d pass it to someone better
placed to help. She typed and deleted texts to Liam that read like curses: Where are
you. You promised. Call me. All the things you can’t unsay if they turn out to be the
last.

She drove back because not going felt like a story she’d already reported on other
families, other towns: the bright ones who leave and mail flowers to funerals. The road
home threaded through fields gone to stubble, past a billboard flogging a development
that would “bring tomorrow to Hollow Creek.” The air shifted as she crossed the
county line, a wet, green smell rising out of ditches. Her mother’s house looked
smaller, as if retreating from the street; the porch swing still complained at the same
note when she brushed it with her hip. Inside, the kitchen held the same chipped blue
bowl, the same jar of pennies and rubber bands, the same silence that had once been
strategy. “You came,” Bernadette said, arms wrapped tight as if to keep her own ribs
from peeling apart. They talked around the important things until the important thing
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pressed its face to the window and fogged the glass.

It was Sam Ortega who met her at the station the next morning—older than she
remembered, the boy two grades up who used to come into the grocery with his
mother now a detective with careful eyes. “There’s no sign of foul play yet,” he said,
the caution of his voice not unkind. “Liam’s an adult.” Adults, Maya thought, could
vanish without anybody having to call it a crime. “He wouldn’t do this,” she said, and
heard how faith and certainty could sound like naiveté if you didn’t know the person
involved. Sam nodded as if he knew something about that, too. “If you think of
anything that seems small but isn’t,” he added, “tell me.” He slid her his card. It felt
like a line thrown across a river running too fast.

Liam’s place—a converted barn he’d fixed up behind the pastor’s house in exchange
for repairs and yard work—smelled faintly of cedar and machine oil. His handwriting
was everywhere: sticky notes with measurements, a grocery list folded into a book of
county history, an index card by the sink that read Fix porch light, call Mom. There was
method in the scatter—Maya could feel the tug of it the way a web hums around a
caught fly. She started at the obvious places, opened drawers like a respectful thief,
and then let her hands find the seams where change hides. The old work coat hanging
by the door was too heavy for the season. In the pocket, stiff as if it had been kept
from air, she felt paper.

The ledger was smaller than she expected, the kind of book you tuck under your arm
on a cold night. Its cover was scuffed black, the corners worried to fur like a child’s
blanket. When she opened it, the odor of old paper rose—mildew threaded with
copper—as if the book itself remembered rain. Names ran down the ruled pages in a
steady, almost schoolteacher hand: columns of dates and initials and symbols that
could have been nothing or everything. At the top of the first page, written with a
heavier stroke as if the pen had been angry that day: NIGHT WATCH. Her heart
nudged her ribs. On a later page, a margin note: keep the books so someone
remembers. She hadn’t seen that phrase since she was thirteen, overhearing talk
about a man who walked Hollow Creek’s streets after curfew when her father still
drank. Arthur Blake, the Night Watcher—the town’s old ghost in suspenders and work
boots, half warning, half myth.

She set the ledger on the table and took photos out of reflex, her journalist’s body
doing what it knew while her mind caught up. The symbols repeated in a pattern that
suggested categories—circles, triangles, slashes. Some names leaped up at her
because they never stopped being said in this town: Carver, Caldwell, the families who
donated bricks with their names on them to the library walkway. Others were people
who had vanished into rumor: a teacher who “moved away in the middle of the year,”
a handyman who “left a note and caught a bus.” The entries stretched decades.
Recent pages bore fresher ink, darker strokes. Someone had touched this book not
long ago. Liam had been obsessed with this, Bernadette had said over dishwater, the
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complaint threaded with fear. He thought it meant something.

Outside, a mower started and stopped. Somewhere in the house the refrigerator
clicked on, the sound irritating as a metronome. Maya flipped to the final pages. The
last entry in Liam’s hand—she knew his hand the way she knew her own—was a date
from a week ago, a name reduced to initials, and a symbol she didn’t yet understand.
Under it, one word she did: watcher. Her chest tightened the way it did when a lead
took on heat. This was either a relic of a town that loved its stories or a map folded flat
enough to miss in a pocket until it cut your finger. She could feel Liam in the margin
notes, in the careful way he’d bracketed a question mark as if not to smudge it.

On the drive back to her mother’s, Maya kept seeing him with this book open under a
lamp, the light making a small, stubborn circle in a room that had more shadows than
it should. She thought of all the times she’d told herself that leaving had been the only
way to become who she needed to be, and how belief calcifies until it keeps you from
bending in the direction of the people you love. Guilt arrived like weather—thick air
that made every breath effort. But there was something else braided through it,
something she recognized from the city when a story’s bones began to show: purpose.

That night, after her mother had gone to bed and the house sighed itself into its old
complaints, Maya sat at the kitchen table with the ledger, a pot of coffee sweating on
a heat ring older than she was, and a legal pad. She started a list—names, dates,
symbols—fighting the urge to go too fast. She texted Sam a photo of the first page
and typed: Do you know this? He didn’t answer right away. It didn’t matter. The
decision had already come for her in the space between one breath and the next, in
the scrape of the chair legs on linoleum, in the way the ledger seemed to warm under
her palm like a living thing.

She would stay. She would find Liam or the truth that refused to let him come home.
And if the Night Watcher’s forgotten ledger was a doorway into the town Hollow Creek
pretended not to be, she would walk through and keep walking until the pages ran out.
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CHAPTER ONE: Homecoming to Hollow Creek
The morning light in Hollow Creek was different. It didn’t slice through the city’s grime
with a surgeon’s precision; instead, it filtered through ancient maples and elms,
dappling the asphalt of Elm Street with a watery, nostalgic glow. Maya gripped the
steering wheel of her rented sedan, the plastic too smooth, too new, for this old town.
Her mother’s house loomed, a familiar silhouette against the brightening sky, its porch
swing still creaking a low, mournful tune as if in memory of a breeze from decades
past. Nothing had truly changed, and yet everything felt utterly, irrevocably altered.

Bernadette Quinn met her at the kitchen door, not with the tearful embrace Maya
might have expected, but with a stiff, almost brittle hug. Her mother’s eyes, usually a
lively, inquisitive blue, were now a dull slate gray, rimmed with purple shadows that
spoke of nights spent chasing sleep through an empty house. “You came,” Bernadette
said again, the words less a greeting and more a statement of disbelief. Maya wanted
to tell her she hadn’t had a choice, that Liam was her brother, but the words caught in
her throat like burrs.

The house was too quiet. Liam’s usual boisterous energy, the clatter of his work boots,
the low murmur of music from his basement room – all absent. The silence was a
palpable thing, a heavy blanket draped over every surface, muffling the already
hushed sounds of the morning. Maya found herself tiptoeing, as if a sudden noise
might shatter the fragile peace, revealing some deeper, uglier truth.

She dropped her small duffel bag by the foot of the stairs, the thump echoing in the
stillness. “Have the police found anything new?” she asked, the question feeling
hollow even as she spoke it. Bernadette shook her head, her lips pressed into a thin
line. “They’re… looking. Sam Ortega is trying, at least. But they keep saying Liam’s an
adult. That he can just… leave.” The unspoken accusation hung in the air: that Liam
wouldn’t just leave, not without a word, not without a reason.

Maya knew that hollow feeling. She'd reported on enough missing persons cases to
understand the frustrating dance between anxious family and overstretched law
enforcement, especially in small towns where budgets were tight and every
disappearance was first considered a runaway. But this was Liam. Her brother. He was
meticulous, dependable, a creature of habit. The idea of him simply walking away was
absurd, a narrative spun by people who didn't know him.

She spent the day in a purgatory of inactivity, sorting through old photo albums with
her mother, each snapshot a fresh stab of longing. Liam as a gap-toothed boy,
grinning wildly on a swing set. Liam at high school graduation, looking uncomfortable
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in a cap and gown. Maya kept looking for clues in their faces, some premonition of
what was to come, but found only the innocent joy and mundane anxieties of a life
lived.

Later, as the sun began to dip below the horizon, painting the sky in bruised purples
and fiery oranges, Maya stepped out onto the porch. The air was cool, carrying the
scent of damp earth and distant woodsmoke. Hollow Creek was preparing for evening,
a scattering of lights blinking on across the valley. From this vantage point, the town
looked idyllic, a postcard image of rural America. But Maya knew, with the weary
certainty of a journalist who had seen too much, that even the most picturesque
settings could harbor rot beneath their charming facades.

Her phone buzzed, a sudden, jarring intrusion into the quiet. It was Sam Ortega,
calling to check in. “Still nothing concrete, Maya,” he said, his voice a low rumble.
“We’ve talked to his girlfriend, some of his coworkers. Everyone says the same thing.
No enemies, no debts, no known reason to disappear.” He paused, then added, “It’s
like he just… vanished.”

“He didn’t,” Maya insisted, the force of her conviction surprising even herself. “Liam
doesn’t just vanish. He was planning something. He was excited about something,
wasn’t he? My mother said he was obsessed with some old book, some 'ledger'.”
Sam’s silence was heavy. “We’ve heard that too. Haven’t found it.”

After she hung up, the porch swing groaned under her weight. The town settled into its
evening rhythm. A dog barked in the distance. The hum of a car passing on the main
road was a fleeting whisper. Maya felt the creeping dread that often accompanies
investigations: the feeling of being just a step behind, of missing the one crucial detail
that would unlock everything. Liam was a ghost in his own town, and the quiet of
Hollow Creek felt less like peace and more like a conspiracy of silence.

She went back inside, drawn by the faint smell of brewing tea. Her mother was in the
kitchen, carefully arranging teacups on a tray. “He left his phone, you know,”
Bernadette said, her voice barely a whisper. “On his bedside table. He never goes
anywhere without it.” It was a small detail, but it hammered home the impossibility of
Liam’s departure being voluntary. Liam was glued to his phone, always documenting,
always researching.

Maya felt a fresh wave of unease. Why would he leave his phone? Unless he hadn't left
at all, not in the way they imagined. Unless he'd been taken. She pushed the thought
away, focusing on the practical. “Where did he work again, Mom? And where was he
volunteering?”

Bernadette gestured vaguely. “He had a few odd jobs. Helped out at the rec center,
did some handyman work for Mrs. Henderson, up on Sycamore Street. He was helping
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Pastor Davies fix up that old barn for community events, too. Said he was going to
make it into something special.”

“The barn,” Maya repeated, a flicker of something in her mind. Liam loved that barn.
He’d spent countless hours there, restoring its ancient timbers, envisioning its future.
If he was working on something, some project he was excited about, it would be there.
And if he had left a clue, it would be there too.

She excused herself from the tea, feigning a sudden need to check emails. In the
privacy of her old bedroom, a space now filled with the ghosts of her teenage self,
Maya pulled out her laptop. She found Liam’s last text message, sent to her exactly
one week ago. It was brief, almost cryptic. “Big things stirring in Hollow Creek. Been
digging into the old stories. You wouldn’t believe it. Found something. Watcher.”

The word hit her with the force of a physical blow. Watcher. It was the same word
scrawled on the first page of the ledger. The connection, faint as it was, sent a jolt of
electricity through her. Liam hadn't just been idly curious; he had been investigating.
He’d been pulled into the same murky waters that the Night Watcher, Arthur Blake,
had navigated decades ago.

Maya stared at the screen, the glowing letters a beacon in the gathering gloom. Her
brother wasn’t just missing; he was a potential victim of whatever secrets the Night
Watcher’s ledger held. And now, so was she. The quiet, idyllic town of Hollow Creek
suddenly felt less like a sanctuary and more like a trap, its ancient trees casting long,
ominous shadows. The air grew heavy, not with the scent of woodsmoke, but with the
chilling promise of impending revelations. Maya knew then, with a cold certainty, that
her homecoming was only just beginning.
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