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Chapter 1: The House With Too Many Doors
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There were seventeen doors in the new house.

Clara counted them twice.

It wasn't the number that bothered her—it was the feeling. As if the doors had been watching her count them. As if, while she was ticking them off in her notebook, the house was silently rearranging itself, just to see if she’d notice.

The creaky, too-quiet, drafty old house had a name.
Her mother called it “charming.”
Her father called it “an unbelievable deal.”
Clara just called it weird.
They’d only been there three days, and already Clara felt like the walls breathed.

But it was the red door that worried her most.

Number seventeen.

It was at the end of the narrow hallway upstairs, past the bathroom with the sink that gurgled like it was gargling secrets, and just before the guest room no one ever used.

The door was painted the color of dried blood.
It had a brass doorknob shaped like a lion’s mouth.
No keyhole. No frame light. No sound.
Just stillness.

And a note pinned crookedly to the door with a rusty nail:
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“DO NOT OPEN. EVER.”
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Naturally, Clara wanted to open it more than anything in the world.



The first night, she'd lain awake in her new room, listening to the house settle. But the house didn’t creak like normal old houses creaked. It clicked. It sighed. Sometimes it hummed.

Once, just once, around midnight, she heard a knock.

It came from the hallway.
One.
Two.
Three soft taps.
She sat bolt upright in bed.

It wasn’t a dream. She had felt the vibrations through the wooden floorboards. Someone had knocked.

Or something.

Clara slipped out from under her covers and padded barefoot across the carpet to her bedroom door.

She cracked it open just an inch.

The hallway stretched like a tunnel in the moonlight, every door shut, shadows crawling along the baseboards.

At the very end, the red door sat still.

Waiting.



The next morning, Clara asked at breakfast:

"Why is there a red door upstairs?"

Her father barely looked up from his tablet. "Which one?"

"The one with the sign."

Her mother froze mid-spread with the butter knife. "You didn’t go near that one, did you?"

"No," Clara lied.

Her mother cleared her throat. “Good. Just... stay away from it.”

"Why?"

"Because it’s not for us," her mother said, her voice too casual.

"But—"

"Clara," her father cut in sharply. "It’s locked for a reason. Don't go trying to mess with it. Understood?"

Clara nodded.
But inside, something buzzed.
Not fear. Not exactly.

Something more like... curiosity wrapped in electricity.

Something was behind that door.

Something she wasn’t supposed to know.

Which meant—of course—she had to find out.



That afternoon, while her parents unpacked dishes and argued about the broken stove, Clara crept upstairs with her notebook.

She sat cross-legged in front of the red door and stared at it.

The lion’s mouth knob stared back.

She opened her notebook and wrote:

DAY 3 — Red Door Check:
– Still locked.
– No keyhole.
– Note says “Do not open.”
– Nothing behind it? (Not likely)
– WHY the note? Who wrote it?
– Investigate.
She tapped her pen against the paper.

Then she pressed her ear gently to the door.

Silence.

Then—

A whisper.

So soft she almost missed it.

"Hello?"

Clara yanked back, heart pounding.

No one else was home upstairs.

She held her breath, leaned in again.

Nothing.

Maybe it had been the wind.

Or the house settling.

Or maybe—

Another whisper.

"Are you there?"



Clara scrambled backward, knocking over a small picture frame on the wall with a crash.

Footsteps pounded up the stairs.

Her mom appeared around the corner, eyes wide.

"Clara! What are you doing up here?"

Clara pointed mutely at the red door.

"It... talked."

Her mom looked past her, frowning. "The door?"

Clara nodded.

Her mother’s lips pressed into a tight line. "Enough with the games."

"I'm not—"

"Downstairs. Now."

Clara didn’t argue.
But when she passed the red door again, she noticed something new.
The sign had changed.

Same rusty nail.

Same paper.

But the words were now written in smeared ink:
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“Don’t listen. Don’t trust. Don’t open the red door.”
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Clara stared.

It hadn’t said that before.

She looked back at her mom, who was already halfway down the stairs.

When she looked at the door again...

The message was back to the original.

“DO NOT OPEN. EVER.”

Clara blinked.

And for the first time in her life, she wasn’t sure what was real.

The red door haunted Clara all day.

While her parents unpacked endless boxes downstairs, arguing over misplaced spices and tangled lamp cords, she sat on the window seat in her room, notebook open, but she didn’t write a word.

She kept glancing across the hallway.

The door was just visible through the open crack of her bedroom.

Still. Silent. Waiting.

She thought about the whisper.

The voice.

It hadn’t sounded evil, exactly.

Just... scared.

Or maybe lonely.

Or maybe something clever pretending to be those things.

Clara sighed and pulled her knees up to her chest.

The thing was, she wasn’t supposed to believe in ghosts or curses or haunted houses. Her dad was a mechanical engineer. Her mom was a doctor. Science, logic, reason — those were the rules in the Foster household.

But rules had always made Clara itch.

And lately, the rules didn’t seem to be working.



That night, she tried to sleep with her door closed.

She even stuffed a towel under the crack to block out any light or draft from the hallway.

It didn’t help.

At 12:01 a.m., the knocks came again.

One.

Two.

Three.

Soft. Deliberate.

She held her breath.

Nothing followed.

No footsteps. No whispers.

Just that unbearable silence pressing on her ears like cotton.

She squeezed her eyes shut and whispered to herself, “Don’t open the door. Don’t open the door.”

But her heart kept whispering back: What if it needs help?



The next day, Clara did something dangerous.

She asked her neighbor.

The boy next door, Milo, was thirteen and never without his camera — he called himself “a documentarian of things no one else notices.”

Clara liked that about him.

They met on the crumbling stone wall that divided their yards, Milo hanging upside-down from a tree branch, Clara munching dry cereal from a baggie.

“Your house has a red door?” he asked, flipping upright mid-sentence and landing beside her.

She nodded.

He whistled low. “You mean The Red Door.”

Clara’s eyes widened. “You’ve heard of it?”

Milo looked around, then lowered his voice. “Legend says that house used to belong to someone named Ambrose Bell. He collected doors.”

Clara blinked. “Collected them?”

“Yup. Not just normal ones. Doors that went places.”

Clara’s skin prickled.

“Like... secret passages?”

“Like other worlds,” Milo whispered, clearly enjoying the drama.

Clara tried to laugh, but it came out as a cough.

“That’s just stories,” she said. “Right?”

Milo shrugged. “I’m just saying... maybe that door doesn’t lead to a closet.”



That night, Clara brought a flashlight to bed.

And a ruler.

And string.

And a
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