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    To the fearless young readers who love hidden mysteries, haunted hallways, forbidden doors, and the thrill of uncovering secrets buried deep in the darkness.
To every curious imagination brave enough to ask what lies behind locked doors and whispered warnings.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about never feeling afraid—it is about stepping forward even when the shadows grow near.
May Caleb and his friends remind you that friendship, hope, and bravery can shine brighter than even the darkest things hiding behind forbidden doors.
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Chapter 1 — The Hidden Door
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Rain hammered the windshield so hard Caleb Mercer could barely see the road ahead.

Dark pine trees crowded both sides of the narrow mountain road, their branches twisting in the storm like giant claws reaching toward the car. Thunder rumbled overhead while flashes of lightning briefly illuminated the woods before plunging everything back into darkness.

In the backseat, Nora pressed her face against the window.

“This place looks haunted,” she announced happily.

Caleb groaned. “Can you please not say that?”

“Why?” Nora grinned. “Scared?”

“I’m not scared.”

“You slept with the hallway light on until last year.”

“That was one time.”

Their mother sighed from the passenger seat. “Can we survive one car ride without arguing?”

“No promises,” Nora said.

Caleb crossed his arms and stared out the rain-covered window again.

He still couldn’t believe they were actually moving to Blackthorne Academy.

Three weeks earlier, their parents had received a letter informing them that Caleb’s grandfather — Headmaster Theodore Mercer — had retired unexpectedly due to health problems. Since Blackthorne Academy had been in the Mercer family for generations, Caleb’s father had agreed to temporarily help run the school.

Which meant leaving Boston.

Leaving friends.

Leaving everything familiar behind.

Now they were driving through endless storm-covered forests toward a boarding school Caleb had never even seen before.

The car rounded a sharp curve.

And there it was.

Blackthorne Academy stood high atop a steep hill overlooking the woods.

Lightning flashed.

The massive stone building appeared for only a second, but that was enough.

Tall towers stretched into the storm clouds while hundreds of dark windows reflected lightning across the mountainside. Ivy crawled over the old gray walls, and narrow bridges connected different sections of the enormous academy like something from an ancient castle.

The place looked less like a school and more like a fortress.

Or a prison.

“Whoa,” Nora whispered.

Even Caleb had to admit it looked impressive.

And terrifying.

Thunder cracked overhead.

For a split second, Caleb thought he saw movement in one of the upper tower windows.

A dark figure standing completely still.

Watching the road below.

Then the lightning vanished.

The window went black again.

“You okay back there?” Dad asked.

Caleb blinked. “Yeah.”

But his stomach tightened anyway.

Something about Blackthorne Academy felt strange.

Like the building itself was watching them approach.

The academy grounds were enormous.

Rain poured over stone pathways and iron fences while giant oak trees swayed violently in the storm. Statues lined the entrance courtyard, their weathered faces streaked dark with rainwater.

Most of the statues looked damaged.

Some were missing hands.

Others had cracked faces.

One near the front steps had no face at all.

Nora noticed it too.

“That’s creepy.”

“Thanks for pointing that out,” Caleb muttered.

Their father parked near the front entrance while thunder echoed across the mountains.

Warm yellow light glowed behind tall stained-glass windows, but the academy still felt strangely dark somehow.

Like the storm couldn’t quite touch it.

The front doors opened before they even reached them.

An elderly woman stood inside holding a lantern.

She wore a dark green sweater and long gray skirt, and silver glasses rested low on her nose.

“You must be the Mercers,” she said warmly.

Dad smiled. “Mrs. Holloway?”

“The very same.” She stepped aside. “Welcome to Blackthorne Academy.”

Caleb entered first.

The warmth hit him immediately.

Not normal warmth.

Heavy warmth.

Like stepping into a room that had been sealed shut for years.

The entrance hall towered above them beneath enormous chandeliers. Portraits lined the walls from floor to ceiling, each showing stern-looking headmasters and students from decades earlier.

The floorboards creaked softly beneath every step.

Rain tapped against tall windows while wind moaned faintly somewhere deep inside the academy.

Nora stared upward wide-eyed.

“This place is HUGE.”

Mrs. Holloway smiled faintly. “Easy to get lost here.”

“Wonderful,” Caleb muttered.

A loud clock somewhere inside the academy suddenly chimed.

The sound echoed through the halls.

Deep.

Heavy.

Ancient.

Mrs. Holloway turned toward the staircase. “Your grandfather is waiting in his office.”

Caleb exchanged a glance with Nora.

Neither of them knew Grandpa Theodore well. He had always seemed distant and strange during family visits, disappearing for long periods into his study or wandering the academy grounds alone.

Now they were apparently living in his school.

As they climbed the staircase, Caleb noticed more portraits lining the walls.

Most looked normal.

But one painting near the landing caught his attention.

It showed Blackthorne Academy during winter sometime long ago.

Snow covered the grounds while students stood outside beneath the towers.

Except one figure stood inside an upper window.

Tall.

Dark.

Watching.

Caleb frowned.

The figure almost looked painted over afterward.

As though someone had tried hiding it.

“You coming?” Nora asked.

Caleb quickly followed her upstairs.

Grandpa Theodore’s office smelled strongly of old books and fireplace smoke.

The old man sat behind a massive oak desk near the windows, wrapped in a thick gray blanket despite the warmth of the room. His white hair looked thinner than Caleb remembered, and deep shadows lined his tired eyes.

Still, when he smiled, he looked genuinely happy to see them.

“Caleb. Nora.”

Nora hugged him immediately.

Caleb followed more awkwardly.

“You’ve both grown.”

Dad sat across from the desk. “How are you feeling?”

Theodore waved dismissively. “Old.”

Lightning flashed outside the windows.

For a moment the office seemed darker than before.

Caleb noticed strange things immediately.

Ancient maps covered one wall.

Heavy iron keys hung from hooks beside the fireplace.

And directly behind Theodore’s desk stood a locked cabinet covered in scratches.

Long scratches.

Like something had clawed at the wood.

Theodore noticed Caleb staring.

“Curiosity runs in the family,” he said quietly.

Caleb looked away quickly.

Mrs. Holloway handed everyone steaming cups of tea before leaving the office.

Thunder rolled again outside.

Nora wandered toward the bookshelves while the adults discussed academy schedules and dormitory repairs.

Caleb drifted toward the windows.

The storm looked worse now.

Rain lashed the academy grounds while fog crept through the trees surrounding the hill.

Then lightning flashed again.

And Caleb saw something standing near the woods.

A figure.

Tall.

Motionless.

Watching the academy.

He blinked.

The figure vanished.

“You saw it too, didn’t you?”

Caleb jumped.

Grandpa Theodore stood beside him now.

“What?”

The old man studied the storm silently for several seconds before answering.

“This school has strange corners.”

Caleb frowned slightly.

“What does that mean?”

Theodore’s expression darkened.

“Some doors should stay closed.”

Before Caleb could ask another question, Nora suddenly called from across the office.

“Grandpa, what happened to this picture?”

She held an old black-and-white photograph.

Theodore moved faster than Caleb expected for someone his age.

He took the photo immediately.

His face changed.

Fear flashed briefly across his eyes before disappearing.

“Where did you find this?”

Nora pointed toward the bookshelf. “It fell out of one of the books.”

Theodore stared down at the photo silently.

Then he slid it into his desk drawer.

“Some things are better left forgotten,” he said quietly.

Nobody spoke after that.

But Caleb noticed something strange.

His grandfather locked the drawer afterward.

Their dormitory room sat on the third floor overlooking the eastern woods.

Unlike most boarding students, Caleb and Nora had a private room because of their family connection to the academy.

The room looked old but comfortable.

Two beds.

Tall bookshelves.

A fireplace.

And a large circular window overlooking the storm outside.

Lightning flashed constantly now.

Nora unpacked cheerfully while Caleb sat on the windowsill watching rain pour across the grounds.

“You think this place is haunted?” Nora asked casually.

Caleb rolled his eyes. “You ask that about every building.”

“Yeah, but this place actually looks haunted.”

She wasn’t wrong.

Even from inside, Blackthorne Academy felt strange.

The hallways seemed too quiet between thunderclaps.

The shadows stretched oddly beneath the flickering wall lamps.

And every few minutes Caleb heard sounds echoing faintly through the academy.

Distant footsteps.

Doors creaking.

Something metallic scraping far away.

Old buildings made noise.

That was normal.

Probably.

A sudden knock made them both jump.

Mrs. Holloway entered carrying extra blankets.

“Storm’s getting worse,” she said. “Power may go out tonight.”

Nora looked interested immediately.

“Has anyone ever died here?”

Mrs. Holloway paused.

Just slightly.

Then smiled too quickly.

“Children always ask that first.”

“So?”

The old woman carefully folded blankets onto the beds.

“Blackthorne Academy has stood for over a hundred years. Many things have happened here.”

“That sounds like a yes,” Caleb muttered.

Mrs. Holloway looked toward the hallway before speaking again.

“If you hear strange noises tonight, ignore them.”

Nora grinned. “Definitely haunted.”

But Mrs. Holloway didn’t smile back.

“Stay out of the lower basement,” she added quietly.

Caleb frowned. “Why?”

The old woman hesitated.

“Unsafe wiring.”

Then she left.

The moment the door closed, Nora whispered dramatically, “That is absolutely where ghosts live.”

Caleb laughed nervously.

Yet something about Mrs. Holloway
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