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Chapter 1
The Voice in the Wall

Tuesday morning at Maplewood Elementary did not feel like a normal day. At least, not for the four members of The Secret Schoolyard Club. Sunlight streamed through the large windows in Hallway B, but the light couldn’t seem to chase away the cold chill hanging near the row of old lockers.

"Did you hear that?" Ziko asked. He stopped right in front of Locker 103.

The locker looked miserable. Its blue paint was peeling in patches, showing the rusty metal underneath. There was no name tag on the door. This locker had been considered "dead" by students for years.

"I only hear the sound of Toby’s stomach growling," Elara joked. But even though she was teasing, her eyes stayed fixed on the locker door, which was vibrating slightly.

"Hey! That’s not my stomach!" Toby protested. He stood as far away from the locker as possible. "My stomach was just filled with chocolate cereal. That sound... that sound is coming from inside the metal."

Nori Vega stepped forward without a word. She pressed her ear against the cold locker door. She closed her eyes, shutting out every other noise in her head. Other students were running at the end of the hallway, but for Nori, the world in front of her only contained Locker 103.

“...seven... one... nine...”

Nori opened her eyes. "It’s talking again," she whispered.

"Aha! I knew it!" Ziko pumped his fist. He tried to pull the locker handle hard. Creek! Creek! The old metal groaned, but it wouldn’t open. "Come out, hey ghost! We aren’t afraid of you!"

"Ziko, stop!" Elara pulled Ziko’s sleeve. "Let’s think. If there is a person in there, they wouldn’t be able to breathe. And if it’s a ghost... well, ghosts don't need a door to get out, right?"

"Then what is it, Elara?" Ziko asked, frustrated. "You heard it yourself. A whispering voice. That is clearly a human voice."

Elara adjusted her glasses. She started walking around the locker. "The voice doesn't sound like a scream for help. It sounds... rhythmic. Like someone is reading something out loud."

Suddenly, the hallway went silent. The bell for class was going to ring in two minutes. The students who were busy moments ago had disappeared into their classrooms. In that silence, the whispering voice returned. This time it was louder, as if the source was right behind the wall.

“...three... four... don't forget... the key...”

Toby was shaking so hard that his backpack made a clink-clink sound. "Ziko, let’s go. I don't like this. Maybe this locker is a portal to another dimension. A dimension where there are no biscuits!"

"Don’t be silly, Toby," Ziko replied, though he was starting to feel goosebumps himself. "Nori, did you get more numbers?"

Nori nodded. She took out her small sketchbook and wrote down the numbers she heard. 7-1-9-3-4.

"That sounds like a combination code," Elara muttered. She looked around the hallway. Her sharp eyes caught something strange at the top of the locker. "Look at the air vent up there."

At the top of Locker 103, there were small holes for air. But something was stuck in one of the holes. Something silver and shiny.

"Wait a minute," Ziko tried to jump to see, but the vent was too high. "Toby, lend me your shoulders!"

"What? No way! What if the ghost pulls my hair?" Toby refused quickly.

"Just for a second, Toby! We’ve got this!" Ziko urged.

Reluctantly, Toby stood near the locker. Ziko climbed onto Toby’s soft shoulders. Toby panted under Ziko’s weight. "Hurry up, Ziko! You are so heavy! What did you eat this morning? Rocks?"

Ziko ignored Toby’s complaints. He reached his hand toward the vent. "Just a little more... aha! I got it!"

Ziko jumped down just as the school bell rang loudly. Ring!

In Ziko’s palm was a small object. It was a paperclip that had been bent into the shape of the letter 'L'. And at the tip of the clip, there was a faint smudge of white powder.

"A paperclip?" Elara took the object and studied it. "Why is there a paperclip in a haunted locker vent?"

"And why does it smell like chalk?" Nori added after sniffing the object.

The whispering voice stopped completely. A strange silence filled Hallway B once again. Locker 103 now looked like a normal, dead object, as if it had never made a sound at all.

"We have to get to class," Elara said softly. "But this mystery is just beginning. That voice isn't coming from the past. It's coming from someone who is still in this school right now."

Ziko grinned wide. His fear was gone, replaced by a new spark of adventure. "The detective club is back in action. Our target: Locker 103."

The four of them ran toward their classroom, but their minds stayed behind in that dark hallway. Behind the wall where Locker 103 leaned, something else was moving—something waiting to be found.

 




Chapter 2
Ghost Hunter Rumors

The cafeteria was much noisier than usual that afternoon. Usually, the main topics were the lunch menu or basketball scores. But today, the words "Locker 103" could be heard at every table.

"They say it’s the spirit of a student who got trapped there in 1990 because he forgot his locker code!" a fourth-grader shouted to his terrified friends.

"No!" someone else argued. "My mom said there was a chemistry teacher who did secret experiments in Hallway B, and now his voice haunts the school pipes!"

Toby sat at a corner table, clutching a bag of potato chips like a protective shield. His face was pale. He hadn't even touched his chocolate biscuit.

"Ziko, Elara... I want to go home," Toby whispered. "My mom must miss me. My cat must miss me. Even the spinach in the fridge must miss me!"

Ziko rolled his eyes while biting into an apple. "Don’t be silly, Toby. Ghosts don’t use paperclips. You saw the thing I found this morning, right?"

"Maybe it’s a ghost paperclip!" Toby shot back.

"Did anyone notice... them?" Nori interrupted softly. She pointed toward a group of sixth-graders carrying phone cameras and large flashlights. They called themselves the "Maplewood Ghost Hunters."

The leader of the team was Jax—the Red Team captain whom Ziko had accused in the first book. Jax looked very excited. "We’re going back to Hallway B this afternoon. We’re going to record the voice and upload it to the internet! Anyone brave enough to go in there will be famous!"

Elara, who had been quiet while scribbling in her notebook, suddenly put her pen down. The thud on the table made her friends turn their heads.

"All these rumors..." Elara began, her voice calm but firm. "That doesn’t add up."

"What doesn’t add up?" Ziko asked.

"First," Elara held up one finger. "If it’s a ghost from 1990, why is it only talking now? Why not last year, or last month?"

"Maybe he just woke up from a nap?" Toby suggested weakly.

"Second," Elara continued, ignoring Toby. "The whispering voice Nori heard was numbers. Ghosts in legends usually moan or cry. The numbers 7, 1, 9, 3, and 4... those are too specific. That is data."

"And third," Elara pointed to the paperclip, which was now in a small plastic bag on the table. "This paperclip was bent in a very deliberate way. This is a tool, Ziko. Someone is using this for something."

Ziko nodded slowly. "So, you don't think it's a ghost?"

"Statistically, the chance of this school being haunted is 0.001%. The chance of someone trying to send a secret message through the vent? Much higher," Elara explained.

"But the whole school is already scared," Nori said. "If Jax and his team go there this afternoon, they will ruin all the clues."

Ziko stood up from his chair. "We can’t let 'Show-off Jax' ruin our investigation. We have to get there first."

Toby almost choked on a chip. "What? Go there again? When everyone says there’s a ghost? Elara, didn’t you say you’re a logical leader? My logic says we should run in the opposite direction!"

Elara looked at Toby. This time, it wasn't a look of annoyance. It was a look of total confidence. "Toby, precisely because I am a logical leader, we must prove the ghost isn't real. That way, you won’t have to be scared every time you walk through Hallway B."

Toby went quiet. He saw the bravery in Elara’s eyes, the calmness on Nori’s face, and the explosive energy coming from Ziko. He took a long breath and popped one last chip into his mouth.

"Fine," Toby muttered. "But if the ghost happens to like eating kids who hold potato chips, I’m blaming all of you."

"Aha! That’s the spirit!" Ziko cheered.

"But we need better tools," Elara said, staring at Locker 103 from a distance. "We can’t just rely on Nori’s ears. We need a way to hear what’s behind that wall without opening the locker."

Nori looked at her school bag. "I have an idea. But we have to borrow something from the nurse's office."

Ziko grinned. "Mission number two starts now. Target: Investigation gear."

 

 



