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  Chapter one
The Hidden Door  


Willow Creek’s old town hall was a moldy shoebox stuck between two newer, shinier buildings on Main Street. Alex Zarate trudged up the moss-eaten stairs, each plank groaning as if it was personally offended at being asked to bear his weight. The sign on the splintery door read LIBRARY - OPEN, but the red plastic letters were missing an “R,” which seemed about right for Willow Creek, population 1,132 and falling. Alex thought the town’s motto should have been “Settle for Less,” but there wasn’t enough civic pride for anyone to print the bumper stickers.
He pushed inside, the air thick with that particular aroma of ancient paper, forgotten lunch wrappers, and the desperate attempts of scented candles to wage war against mildew. He slipped between shelves that leaned on each other for support, their contents a patchwork of outdated reference books and dog-eared fantasy novels. Here, at least, Alex could be a ghost. He didn’t have to be the responsible one. He could hide between Dewey decimals and hope, for a few breaths, that no one would find him.
Footsteps echoed behind him, two sets, lighter and quicker than his own. He didn’t turn around. He’d recognize his siblings’ stalking anywhere.
“Where’d you go, Sherlock?” That was Ricky, already winding up a new nickname for Alex. “You disappear in here and Mom’s gonna send out a SWAT team.”
“I don’t think Willow Creek has a SWAT team,” Vanessa put in, her voice flat but still managing a dry punch. She was thirteen but had mastered the sigh of the world-weary.
Alex exhaled slowly, pretending not to notice the pair of them weaving through the stacks, twin crows drawn to his every move. Ricky always wore a t-shirt with something screaming on it-today it was a neon cartoon possum wielding a chainsaw. Vanessa had on a scarf the color of traffic cones, which she claimed brought her “good creative juju.”
“Seriously, Alex, you just left the car,” Ricky said, coming up beside him and flicking his gaze toward a shelf labeled PARANORMAL - LOCAL. “Mom’s gonna lose it.”
“She’ll survive,” Alex replied, his voice quieter than he meant it to be. “I’m just,” he gestured vaguely. “, looking.”
“For what, ancient ghosts?” Ricky’s eyes lit up in challenge.
“For peace,” Alex said. “You should try it sometime.”
Vanessa grinned, dimpling. “No can do. We have Zarate genes. Our options are chaos or caffeine addiction.”
She reached out and tugged on his hoodie sleeve, and Alex felt a rush of warmth, then a familiar ache. He was supposed to be keeping them out of trouble, but his siblings had a talent for finding trouble in even the safest corners of town. He envied them that.
Vanessa’s gaze drifted to a crumbling bookshelf at the end of the aisle. “Can we check that one? It looks like it’s held together with hope and electrical tape.” Her tone made it clear that she didn’t expect a yes, but she asked anyway.
Alex glanced at his phone, pretending there was somewhere else he was supposed to be. “One minute,” he conceded. “Don’t knock anything over.”
The shelf was set at a cockeyed angle against the wall, its top leaning so far forward that it created a triangle of shadow behind it. Vanessa ducked around back, her sneakers squeaking on the dusty linoleum, and Ricky went after her, slipping a hand into his hoodie pocket for the flashlight he always carried. Alex followed last, feeling the peculiar weight of inevitability that always came with his siblings’ schemes.
The triangle of shadow was deeper than it should have been. Alex squinted, then leaned forward, pushing his glasses up the bridge of his nose. The darkness at the base of the shelf looked more like a smudge than an absence, as if someone had spilled ink and it had soaked straight through the floor.
Vanessa crouched and traced the edge of the shelf with her finger. “There’s a gap,” she reported. “Maybe it’s loose?”
Ricky was already bracing himself. “Let’s move it.”
“Don’t,” Alex started to say, but Ricky had the upper edge, and with a grunt, the whole bookshelf shuddered sideways. A small landslide of books crashed to the floor. And the shelf, instead of collapsing, rolled on a hidden hinge and stopped, leaving a yawning rectangle of blackness in the wall.
For a second, nobody moved. Then Vanessa said, “Whoa. Secret passage,” like she’d been expecting to find one her entire life.
Ricky beamed. “I knew this place was haunted.”
Alex edged forward, unable to stop himself. It wasn’t fear exactly,it was the same sensation he got at the top of a roller coaster, when gravity paused just before the drop. “It’s probably just a storage closet,” he said, but his heart was pounding.
Ricky clicked on his flashlight and aimed it into the void. A spiral staircase corkscrewed down into the dark, the metal steps coated in a century’s worth of dust. “I’ll go first,” Ricky said, because of course he would.
Vanessa followed, her scarf trailing behind her like a cartoon escape rope. Alex brought up the rear, one hand trailing the wall for balance. The light from above faded fast, replaced by the hesitant circle of Ricky’s flashlight bouncing along the steps.
As they descended, the air changed, becoming damp and tinged with iron and rot. The stairs ended in a narrow corridor with stone walls, the mortar between the bricks crumbling to powder. The corridor opened, and a chamber appeared, stopping even Ricky.
The ceiling soared higher than it should have, considering the town hall’s modest size above. Shelves climbed from floor to ceiling, spiraling out from the center like the ribs of some prehistoric beast. Books of every shape and age and size lined the walls, their spines glowing faintly blue, as if lit by bioluminescence. The floor was smooth black stone, etched with symbols that shimmered faintly when Alex’s foot crossed them.
For a moment, none of them spoke. There was a sound, so faint at first, Alex thought it was his own blood rushing, but it grew, a low susurrus like wind over tall grass. It was the books. They were whispering. Not in words Alex could understand, just a rising and falling tide of breathy voices.
Ricky stepped forward, flashlight wavering. “Okay, that’s…not creepy at all.”
Vanessa’s face was pure awe, her eyes huge behind her thick-framed glasses. “This is insane,” she whispered. “It’s a magic library.”
Alex wanted to argue, to suggest they’d found some leftover set from the town’s failed tourist campaign, but there was nothing staged about the dust, the cold, the way the hair on his arms stood up. He could feel the library watching them, waiting.
He moved to the nearest shelf and brushed his hand across a book’s spine. It was slick and cool, the letters embossed in some unfamiliar script. When he touched it, the whispering spiked, a tangle of voices spinning through his head,fragments of stories, memories that didn’t belong to him, strange words that tasted like peppermint and copper. He jerked his hand away, and the noise faded.
“Did you feel that?” he asked, voice tight.
Ricky, not waiting for permission, reached for another book. The instant his fingers grazed it, the blue glow flared, and he staggered back, yelping. “It zapped me!”
“Don’t touch anything,” Alex said, but Vanessa was already reaching for a slim volume with a faded crimson cover. She hesitated, looking at Alex as if to ask, permission or forgiveness?
He nodded, just once. He'd better watch her than let her run wild.
She picked up the book. The glow flickered, then steadied. The whispering funneled into a single, clear phrase: “Open me.”
Vanessa cracked the cover. The air grew sharp and metallic, and the etchings on the floor flared up in a spiral of blue. The room seemed to tilt. Alex grabbed his siblings’ shoulders, but it was like holding onto a boat in a hurricane.
Then, as suddenly as it started, the room went silent. The book snapped shut in Vanessa’s hands. She looked up, eyes shining. “I think we’re supposed to read these.”
Alex’s pulse was a hummingbird in his chest. “Or maybe we’re supposed to leave.”
Ricky grinned, eyes wild. “Not a chance.”
The three of them stood in the center of the secret library, the blue glow painting their faces with strange shadows, and Alex knew,absolutely, irrevocably,that they’d found something extraordinary, and that extraordinary things never came without a price.
But right then, the price didn’t matter. Not with the whole secret world of books sprawled at their feet, waiting for them to open the next page.

Vanessa was the only one still standing when the echoes of the library’s first secret finally died. Ricky had slouched against a reading table, ashen but grinning, while Alex leaned on a shelf, steadying himself like the ground might drop away if he let go. Vanessa, though, was upright and trembling with possibility.
She looked at her brothers, Alex running the situation through all his overthinking algorithms, Ricky itching to touch every glowing spine in the place, and decided, with a jolt of something like electricity, that she’d be the one to do something first.
A book on the far shelf had started to pulse, blue light leaking out in short, sharp heartbeats. The cover was midnight blue; the letters stamped in gold, the title too blurry to read from here. “I want to see that one,” she said, not quite asking.
“Let’s take it slow,” Alex said, still massaging the back of his neck. “We don’t know what these are.”
“Yeah,” said Ricky, “but isn’t that the fun part?”
Vanessa rolled her eyes. The thing about being the youngest was, you got used to people underestimating you. Even when you had a track record of not dying in freakish accidents (unlike Ricky, who once got a screwdriver lodged in his foot), no one seemed to trust your instincts. Whatever. She darted past Alex, stepping just outside his reach.
The book’s pulse picked up as she drew near. Her fingertips tingled with each beat. She braced herself for a shock,like the one that zapped Ricky,but it was more like the fizz of soda, popping through her skin and into her blood.
“Vanessa, wait,” Alex’s voice sharpened.
Too late. She reached out, and the instant she touched the spine, the book snapped open and a cyclone of light tore out from the center. Vanessa heard herself scream, but it was like listening from underwater; the world tipped, twisted, and then she was falling sideways through the library floor.
The last thing she saw before the darkness swallowed them was Alex’s terrified, furious face.

They landed on something hard and wet and moving.
Vanessa’s vision cleared, and she found herself sprawled across a splintery wooden deck, salty water sluicing over her sneakers. The air was thick with rain and the boom of thunder so close it made her teeth ache. She blinked up into the sky, a roiling bruise of clouds, and then a droplet the size of a grape smacked her in the eye.
Someone landed beside her with a bone-rattling thud. “Son of a,” Ricky spluttered, shaking seawater from his hair. His graphic possum shirt was soaked, and his glasses had fogged over.
Alex materialized a split second later, hitting the deck with a pained grunt. He scrambled up and instantly pulled Vanessa behind him, peering around like he expected to find library shelves instead of...
“Is that…a pirate ship?” Ricky said, awe and terror blended fifty-fifty.
It was. Vanessa saw the mast first, shuddering in the wind, sails ripped and flailing like they wanted to claw the sky apart. The deck was a chaos of barrels, ropes, and half-drowned sailors. Waves crashed over the railings, spraying salt into her nose and mouth. Everything stank of seaweed, sweat, and the kind of rot that had ambitions beyond ordinary decay.
“Get up, get up,” Alex said, yanking at her wrist. She let him. Vanessa was still getting her bearings when the first pirate spotted them.
“Stowaways!” the man bellowed. He had no shirt, more tattoos than skin, and a cutlass that looked like it had tasted blood this morning.
Vanessa’s heart went ballistic. “Um, Alex,”
“We run,” he said, already scanning for cover.
“But where?" Ricky yelped, ducking to avoid a flying mug. Who kept a mug on deck during a hurricane?"
The pirate was coming at them, face twisted in ugly glee. Behind him, more pirates appeared, most looking like they’d eaten more than their share of stowaways over the years.
Alex pointed. “That way. Go!”
The three of them sprinted, feet slapping on the soaked wood, barrels exploding underfoot as more pirates swarmed. Vanessa zigzagged past a coil of rope, nearly wiping out, but Ricky caught her elbow and shoved her on. She could hear the pirates gaining, boots pounding, weapons clanging, a woman’s voice screaming bloody murder.
Then Vanessa spotted it: a little rowboat, lashed to the deck by a snarl of rope. “There!” she yelled, veering hard. “We
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