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Introduction
Charlie Rivers had always considered himself a rational man—methodical, thoughtful,
skeptical by nature, which made him good at his job and terrible at letting things go.
He had spent years as a detective sifting through lies, tracking ghosts of the living, but
nothing in his career prepared him for spirits that refused to stay silent. The lines
between truth and memory, reality and nightmare, had begun blurring after the
incident: a case gone wrong, a life lost, and something in Charlie’s own soul broken,
possibly beyond repair.

Seeking a reprieve from the relentless cacophony of his own mind, Charlie left the city
he once called home, chasing rumors of quiet in the forgotten corners of the world. His
journey brought him to Trenton Hollow, a small town shrouded in mist, where whispers
of old wounds lingered in every shadow. Stories flourished here—tales of vanished
townsfolk, decrepit buildings, and restless spirits that haunted the brickwork and
woods alike. Locals had learned not to ask too many questions, and newcomers rarely
stayed long enough to wonder why.

Trenton Hollow was a place where the past felt tangible, heavy enough to alter the air.
The disappearance from a century ago loomed over the town’s collective memory, its
details fading but its effect undiminished. Children grew up with warnings, and families
kept old secrets behind shuttered windows. For Charlie, those unspoken dangers held
a peculiar allure, and when his feet finally crossed the threshold of the long-
abandoned August Rose Inn, he sensed that he was trespassing on history itself.

It was there, amid peeling wallpaper and echoing silence, that Charlie found the
journal—a weathered artifact thick with dust and dread. Its pages whispered of lost
souls, of rituals forgotten and crimes unpunished, and as he read, Charlie felt the
brush of invisible fingers at his shoulder. Every entry suggested that these secrets
weren’t merely relics but festering wounds still infecting the present. The boundaries
between the living and the dead in Trenton Hollow were thinner than he’d imagined,
and something, or someone, was waiting for him to dig deeper.

Haunted by his own guilt and made wary by the persistent watching eyes of the
townsfolk, Charlie couldn’t help but chase the mystery. Each clue unraveled was
another stitch ripped meanly from an old scar, connecting ghostly visitations to living
conspiracies. The spirits that haunted the shadows pressed in, demanding to be heard,
while the town’s oldest families recoiled, preferring silence to the embarrassment of
truth.

What began as an escape became a reckoning. As Trenton Hollow’s secrets beckoned,
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so too did the darkness within Charlie himself—a truth just waiting for the right
moment to emerge. In the pages that follow, the haunting of Trenton Hollow is as
much about the ghosts of the departed as it is about the burdens of the living, and
Charlie Rivers soon learns that redemption is a mystery every bit as elusive as justice
for the lost.
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CHAPTER ONE: Ashes of Yesterday
The last embers of twilight clung to the horizon, painting the sky in bruised purples
and dull grays as Charlie Rivers’ beat-up sedan rattled over the Welcome to Trenton
Hollow sign. The paint on the old wooden board was chipped, the lettering faded, and
a single, dead raven was nailed to the top left corner, its feathers ruffled by the same
wind that carried the scent of pine and damp earth. A shiver, unrelated to the
encroaching chill, traced its way down Charlie’s spine. He’d seen worse omens, but
rarely ones so artfully placed.

He’d chosen Trenton Hollow for its reputation – or lack thereof, from a modern
perspective. No bustling nightlife, no high-profile cases, just a town that felt like it had
been forgotten by time. That was precisely what he needed: a place where the biggest
crime was likely a teenager joyriding or someone stealing apples from an orchard. A
place where the only ghosts were metaphorical, lingering memories of a career that
had taken too much and given back too little.

His previous life felt like a bad dream he was still trying to wake from. The city, with its
sirens and screaming headlines, had become a living monument to his failures. The
incident, as he’d come to call it in his internal monologue, played on an endless loop:
the splintering door, the unexpected gunshot, the life bleeding out on the cold
concrete. He’d frozen, just for a second, but that second had been enough to cost
everything. The official report called it a tragic mishap, a momentary lapse. Charlie
called it a permanent scar.

He’d packed light, leaving behind most of his past in boxes for charity. The essentials:
clothes, a few worn books, his grandfather’s tarnished pocket watch, and a heavy
sense of defeat. The journey had been a blur of roadside diners and endless asphalt,
each mile a physical manifestation of his desperate need to outrun himself. But as the
dense canopy of trees began to thin, revealing the skeletal outlines of houses against
the fading light, he wondered if he’d just exchanged one form of claustrophobia for
another.

Trenton Hollow didn’t announce itself with a flourish. It simply materialized from the
twilight, a collection of tired-looking buildings huddled around a central, empty square.
There was no gas station with neon signs, no brightly lit convenience store. Just a
general store with a single, flickering fluorescent bulb casting an anemic glow through
its dusty window. The silence was profound, broken only by the crunch of his tires on
the gravel road and the distant hoot of an owl.

His destination was the old August Rose Inn. Not as a guest, but as its new, temporary
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resident. He’d bought it sight unseen, a bargain basement price that should have set
off alarms but hadn’t. He was beyond caring about leaky roofs or faulty wiring. All he
wanted was a roof over his head and four walls to keep the world out. The real estate
agent, a perpetually cheerful woman named Brenda who spoke in exclamation points,
had warned him about its state of disrepair, but also mentioned its "historic charm."
Charlie suspected the charm was entirely dependent on one’s tolerance for dust and
decay.

The Inn stood on a slight rise at the edge of town, a hulking Victorian structure with
more gables and turrets than seemed strictly necessary. Its once-grand facade was
now peeling, like a forgotten canvas. Windows, dark and vacant, stared out like the
eyes of a blind man. A rusted iron gate hung half-open, groaning a protest as he
nudged it further with his bumper. The gravel driveway was choked with weeds, the
path to the front door all but swallowed by overgrown bushes.

A faint light, possibly from a distant streetlamp, illuminated a weathered sign swinging
precariously from two rusty chains: "August Rose Inn – Est. 1888." Below it, barely
legible, was a slogan: "Where Every Stay is a Memory." Charlie scoffed softly. He
hoped, for his sake, that wasn’t true. He’d had enough memories to last a lifetime.

He killed the engine, and the silence descended again, thicker this time, almost
oppressive. He sat for a moment, hands gripping the steering wheel, just listening. The
wind rustled through the dying leaves, a low, mournful sigh. A floorboard creaked
somewhere within the inn, or perhaps it was just the house settling. Or perhaps, he
thought with a dry chuckle, it was the mice celebrating their new tenant.

Retrieving a small duffel bag and a box of non-perishable food items from the trunk,
Charlie walked towards the front door. The air grew colder as he approached the
house, heavy with the smell of damp wood and something else… something faintly
metallic, like old blood, or perhaps just rust. He shook his head. His mind was already
playing tricks on him. He was a detective, not a ghost whisperer.

The front door, a heavy slab of dark wood, was stubbornly locked. Brenda had given
him a key, a tarnished brass skeleton key that felt ancient in his palm. It slid into the
lock with a reluctant scrape, and with a grunt, he turned it. The mechanism groaned,
protesting its long slumber, and then, with a click that echoed unnaturally loud in the
still night, the latch gave way.

He pushed the door open, revealing a cavernous foyer plunged into almost complete
darkness. The scent of decay was stronger here, mixed with the cloying sweetness of
dust and mothballs. A grand staircase, its banister intricately carved but now draped
in cobwebs, spiraled upwards into the gloom. Moonlight, slicing through a grimy
window, cast ghostly patterns on the cracked marble floor.
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Charlie fumbled for his phone, activating the flashlight. The beam cut through the
darkness, revealing more of the inn’s faded glory. Heavy, velvet drapes, once a rich
burgundy, now hung in tattered strips, their color bleached by time. An enormous,
dust-shrouded chandelier dangled precariously from the ceiling, its crystals dull and
lifeless. The furniture, what little remained, was draped in white sheets, transforming
the room into a macabre gallery of forgotten shapes.

He moved cautiously, his footsteps echoing in the vast space. The air was thick and
still, as if the house had held its breath for decades. He passed what looked like a
reception desk, piled high with yellowed ledgers and a broken bell. Beyond that, a
dining room, its long table set with phantom guests under their shrouds. Every object
seemed to hum with a faint, unseen energy, a lingering whisper of lives once lived
within these walls.

He found a light switch near the reception desk, but when he flipped it, nothing
happened. The power, it seemed, was as defunct as the bell. Not surprising. He’d have
to get that sorted in the morning. For tonight, his phone’s beam would have to suffice.

His gaze drifted to a small, unassuming table tucked away in a shadowed corner, next
to an armchair draped in a heavy canvas. It was the only piece of furniture not entirely
covered. On it, partially obscured by a thick layer of dust, lay a leather-bound book.
Not a ledger, not a guestbook, but something older, smaller. Something that looked
like a personal item.

Curiosity, a professional habit he couldn't quite shake, pulled him towards it. He
reached out a hesitant hand, brushing away the dust. The leather was dry and brittle,
the corners dog-eared, the spine cracked. It was a journal, its pages yellowed and
uneven. A faint, almost imperceptible tremor ran through the table as his fingers
brushed the cover. Or perhaps it was just the wind, playing tricks.

He picked it up, the weight of it surprisingly substantial. It felt heavy, not just with age,
but with something else—a silent, unspoken history. The cover was unmarked, save
for a series of intricate, almost indecipherable symbols pressed into the leather. They
looked ancient, perhaps occult. Or maybe just an elaborate monogram from a bygone
era.

As he turned the journal over in his hands, a loose page fluttered free from between
its brittle leaves and drifted silently to the floor. It landed face up, directly at his feet.
The handwriting was elegant, looping script, faded but still perfectly legible. His eyes,
trained to absorb details, instantly locked onto a single, chilling phrase.

“They will never find her here.”
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