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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 like 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 He slipped between shelves that leaned on each other for support, their contents a patchwork of outdated reference books and dog-eared fantasy novels.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 and quiet,” 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.


The air changed as they descended,damp, tinged with iron and something sweetly rotten. The stairs ended in a narrow corridor with stone walls, the mortar between the bricks crumbling to powder. The corridor opened into a chamber, and even Ricky stopped short at the threshold.


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 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. Better he 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, making sure to step 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 as a thrown mug (who had a mug on deck during a hurricane? pirates, obviously) whipped past his head.


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 can hide in that!”


Ricky, always the wild one, didn’t bother with subtlety. He flung himself into the rowboat, grabbed the nearest oar, and started bashing at the ropes holding it down. Vanessa dove in beside him, and together they rocked the boat until it started to break free.


Alex was a step behind, wrestling with the knot. “Hurry, they’re almost,” He didn’t finish, because a pirate lunged for him, cleaver raised. Alex ducked, twisted, and slammed the pirate’s hand with the butt of the oar Ricky had just liberated. The pirate howled, and Alex scrambled into the rowboat, hauling Vanessa after him.


More pirates crowded in, some shouting, some laughing. The rowboat finally tore free, and for one horrifying instant, it skidded toward the edge of the ship, teetering on the lip.


“Hold on!” Ricky yelled, and all three clung to the sides as the boat tipped, hung in midair, and then plunged off the deck into the storm-black sea.


*


They hit the water like a sack of bricks.


Salt spray blinded Vanessa. The rowboat cracked but didn’t splinter, bobbing wildly between waves that looked ready to swallow the world. Above them, the pirate ship loomed, a dark wall against the lightning. Pirates lined the rails, shaking fists and weapons, but none seemed eager to dive in after them.


Vanessa choked on seawater, coughed, and then, once she was sure her stomach was in the same place as her body, started laughing. High, wild, unstoppable.


Ricky joined in, manic. “Dude, we are SO not in Kansas anymore.”


Alex, for once, didn’t say anything. He just watched the ship recede, jaw clenched and eyes wide, and Vanessa thought he might be rethinking every moment of his life that led here.


But the sea was not done with them. The next wave lifted the boat, spun it, and slammed it sideways. Vanessa screamed, grabbing Alex’s hand. He gripped back, and she could feel him counting every possible variable, every plan, every possible escape.


They spun, spun, and then,


*



They were back in the library.


The crash was so abrupt that Ricky’s momentum carried him halfway across the stone floor, where he landed, gasping, against a reading table. Vanessa collapsed on her knees, clutching the rowboat’s oar (which she somehow still held), and Alex landed in a heap, glasses askew, hair dripping saltwater.


For a long moment, nobody moved. Then Ricky started laughing again, a single bark, followed by a groan.


Alex crawled over and checked Vanessa’s arms for splinters. “Are you hurt?” he asked, not quite making eye contact.


She shook her head, too out of breath to speak.


He turned to Ricky. “You?”


Ricky looked at his hands, flexed them, then looked up. “This is the greatest day of my life.”


Alex took a shaky breath. “The books are portals,” he said, voice reverent and terrified. “They’re…they’re stories. But real.”


He wiped a sleeve across his face, left a streak of brine, and gave the shelf of blue-lit books a look somewhere between respect and open dread.


Vanessa stood, a little unsteady, and pointed at the next glowing book, its light flickering hungrily.


“Who’s next?”






It took Ricky all of twenty seconds to decide he wanted back in.


“Come on, that was amazing!” he shouted, practically vibrating. “It was like Pirates of the Caribbean except real, and none of us even lost an eye!”


Vanessa, hair still crusted with sea salt, just shook her head. “I don’t know how Mom would feel about you joining an actual pirate crew, dude.”


Alex said nothing. He was running logistics in his head: the time lost inside the book versus the time passed in the library, whether anyone had heard their collective scream, and whether it was a better idea to destroy the portals or to map them out and then destroy them.


Ricky, undeterred, made his way back to the shelf, dripping on the stones. He found the pirate book,still pulsing, as if hungry for another round,and tapped the cover with two knuckles. “Let’s do it again. But this time, we go prepared.”


He unzipped his hoodie and produced his phone, which had survived the dunking only by virtue of his compulsive ziplock-bag method. “For science,” he declared, holding the phone up to snap a picture of the book’s glowing title. The instant he clicked, the book yanked itself open, and the three siblings were sucked in with a flash of blue light.


*


They landed in a cramped room that smelled of rum, old sweat, and an undertone of things that had once been alive. The walls were festooned with yellowed maps, some scribbled over with red lines and little skulls. A parrot squawked from a perch near a circular window that revealed nothing but roiling black sea and flashes of lightning.


Alex steadied himself, blinking. They were in the captain’s quarters,the nerve center of the pirate ship, judging by the gold coins and jeweled goblets scattered across the desk.


“Should we, like, knock?” Ricky whispered, voice half-giddy, half-scared.


Vanessa shushed him. “It’s a book, remember? If there’s a plot, we probably triggered it.”


As if on cue, the door was kicked open with a boot the size of a toaster. In stepped the captain: seven feet tall if you counted the feathered hat, which Vanessa did, and built like a refrigerator stuffed with dynamite. He had a hook for one hand and a gold eyepatch over the other eye, which made Alex wonder how he navigated at all.


“Arrrrrr!” the captain bellowed, then paused, brow creasing as he spotted the three soaked and out-of-place teenagers standing in his office. “Ye not my usual quartermasters,” he said, voice like gravel in a blender.


“We’re…new hires?” Ricky tried. “Very motivated?”


The parrot squawked, “Stowaways! Feed ‘em to the kraken!” and the captain grinned, showing teeth like shattered tombstones.


Vanessa sidled toward the desk. “Captain,” she said, improvising, “We know where your rivals hid their treasure.”


The captain’s good eye glittered. “Do ye, now?”


She nodded, glancing at Alex for backup. He took the hint. “But the clues are in code,” he said, trying to sound mysterious. “We’re experts at solving them.”


The captain lunged forward, pinning them with the kind of stare that made you rethink your whole stance on piracy. “If yer lyin’, it’s the plank for the lot of ye.” He produced a cutlass from somewhere in the folds of his coat and gestured at a map on the table.


Vanessa stepped forward, scanning the map. “This one’s easy,” she bluffed. “But we need a quiet place to work it out. And some time.”


The captain snorted. “No time on the sea, lass. Get to it or feed the fishes.”


Alex was already picking out the logic puzzle on the map,some kind of riddle disguised as longitude and latitude. The urge to solve was so strong it cut through his fear, through the smell of blood and brine.


He bent over the map and started talking, fast: “It’s a misdirection. The numbers are reversed, and the X isn’t a location, it’s a Roman numeral. There’s a second set of clues behind this one,”


Ricky, meanwhile, kept his eye on the door. Pirates were massing outside, shoving to get a glimpse of the new ‘hires.’ One had a mouthful of gold teeth and an eye that looked borrowed from a dead shark.


The captain grew restless. “If ye can’t solve it, ye can’t live. That’s pirate law.”


Alex’s hands shook, but he kept working. “Almost got it,” he said, not sure if he was lying.


Ricky edged closer to the window. “Is it just me, or is that kraken thing getting nearer?” He pointed at the black sea beyond, where something enormous and tentacled was disturbing the surface.


Vanessa went pale. “We need to finish, or we need to get out.”


Alex slammed his palm on the map. “Here,” he said. “The treasure is buried at point X,ten paces from the gallows tree. You’d have to be smart to see it.”


The captain roared, victorious, and turned to rally his crew. In that moment, a thin blue line began glowing on the wall, a whispery edge of portal, as if the book was giving them one last exit.


“Go,” Alex hissed.


They ran for it, ducking the captain’s furious lunge. Ricky tripped over a chest of coins, then righted himself and yanked Vanessa through the blue line. Alex followed last, nearly losing a shoe as the captain’s hook clanged inches from his heel.


*


Back in the library, they landed in a heap, the smell of rum and salt still clinging to their clothes. The blue glow faded, and the pirate book snapped shut, as if sated for now.


Ricky sprawled on the floor, panting. “That was so much better the second time.”


Vanessa collapsed next to him. “I almost threw up on a pirate. That’s a new record for me.”


Alex sat, legs shaking, and looked at the library with fresh dread. He understood now,these weren’t stories to be read. They were traps, or tests, or maybe something even stranger.


But he also understood something else: this was their secret now, and there was no going back.


He met his siblings’ eyes, and for the first time in months, all three smiled, the world tilting just a little more in their favor.


Somewhere in the stacks, another book began to glow.









  
  Chapter two
The Library’s Rules  





Willow Creek’s old town hall had always looked like it was one thunderstorm away from falling into the creek that shared its name. Its paint flaked in slabs the size of dinner plates; the warped porch steps squelched with every footfall, even in dry weather. Alex Zarate felt the place’s age in his bones, and that was before he’d made it up the stairs. He had come here, as he always did, for the air that tasted of silence, old books, and the one candle the librarian kept burning in some futile war against mildew.


Alex held his breath, just to feel the hush. That was the one thing the library got right: nobody here ever asked anything of you.


“Dude, why do you walk like you’re in a funeral procession?” Ricky’s voice, crisp and adolescent, ricocheted up the stairwell before Alex even reached the top.


Alex exhaled in defeat. Even the graveyards in Willow Creek didn’t offer real peace; the Zarate family had a gift for tracking him wherever he went.


He rounded the landing, adjusting his glasses, and saw Ricky sprawled across the reading bench that doubled as an apology for furniture. Ricky’s sneakers,muddy, untied, and definitely forbidden by the sign at the door,hung off the end like punctuation marks. Vanessa, their little sister, perched at the far end of the bench, her knees drawn up to her chest and her sketchbook open, orange scarf looped around her neck with the flair of an exiled artist.


Alex gripped his library book tighter. “If you’re going to loiter, can you at least not announce it to the entire tri-county area?”


Ricky shrugged. “The acoustics are awesome. Besides, Mom said to keep an eye on you.”


Vanessa didn’t look up from her sketch. “You need an eye kept on you? I thought you were responsible.”


Alex ignored them and stepped into the main room, where the library’s shelves sagged under the weight of their own redundancy. He traced a fingertip along the peeling spines of the mystery section,his favorite,while the building settled around him with the groans and cracks of arthritic wood.


He tried to remember what it felt like not to be the responsible one. It was so long ago he wasn’t sure it had ever been true. After Dad, after everything, it was like responsibility wasn’t a choice, but a switch that someone else had flipped. If Alex didn’t hold things together, who would?


Ricky slunk after him, eyes scanning the shelves for titles that promised mayhem. “You finish that math project yet?”


“No.”


“Mom’s gonna fry you if you don’t.”


Vanessa piped up, finally looking over her sketchbook. “He’s not here for math. He’s here for ‘enrichment.’” She made air quotes with one hand, the other still sketching Alex’s profile with cartoonishly exaggerated glasses.


Alex rolled his eyes. “Why are you here? Don’t you have TikTok to infect your brain?”


Vanessa considered. “TikTok is for mortals. I’m here for…inspiration.” She grinned and snapped the sketchbook shut, sliding off the bench and following in Alex’s wake.


They moved as a unit,Zarate gravity, as Ricky called it. No matter how Alex tried to break orbit, his siblings slingshotted after him, tugging at his edges.


At the end of the mystery aisle, Alex stopped in front of the community bulletin board. Someone had tacked up a flyer advertising "Historical Ghost Tours of Willow Creek," complete with a clip-art skeleton giving a thumbs-up. Beneath it, the librarian had posted a note: PLEASE DO NOT TOUCH THE ARCHIVAL SHELVES. Signed, Mrs. Wilks, in handwriting that belonged on ancient declarations of war.


Ricky grinned, showing a row of braces that gleamed like barbed wire. “We should do the ghost tour. You know, for science.”


Alex considered the sign. “I think Mrs. Wilks is the only one who’d haunt this place. She’s been here since the Jurassic.”


Vanessa tilted her head. “Maybe she is the ghost tour.”


The three moved together toward the far wall, where the shelves grew older and more random, filled with things nobody read and probably never would. Alex ran his hand along the wood, feeling the notches and divots left by a century of bored, nervous, or angry fingers.


He leaned against a shelf labeled LOCAL HISTORY, more out of habit than curiosity, and felt it shudder against his back. He froze. Vanessa, sensing a disturbance, reached out and pressed a palm to the same spot.


“There’s a draft,” she said.


Alex shook his head. “It’s just loose.”


Ricky grinned, and in a single, practiced motion, yanked the shelf. It didn’t budge. He set his feet and tried again, the effort pulling a grunt from his throat. Still nothing.


Alex was about to scold him when Vanessa, with the precise violence only a little sister could muster, poked the bottom of the shelf with her boot. Something clicked. The entire unit creaked sideways, opening a gap just wide enough for a teenager to slip through.


The gap was black, not the hollow dark of an empty space, but a matte, lightless strip that seemed to pull at Alex’s eyeballs.


“Secret passage?” Vanessa whispered.


Ricky didn’t hesitate. “Dibs on first!”


He wriggled through before Alex could grab him. There was a scuffle, a yelp, then Ricky’s voice from somewhere below: “Guys, you have to see this!”


Vanessa shot Alex a look that was equal parts terror and temptation. “We can’t let him go alone.”


Alex swallowed. The Zarate genes didn’t come with an option for saying no to a dare. “Fine. But if this is a rat colony, I’m making you both tell Mom.”


He held the shelf open as Vanessa crawled through, then ducked in himself, half-expecting the wood to snap shut and trap them forever.


Instead, the passage behind the shelf was a steep, rickety staircase spiraling down into what should have been solid earth. At the bottom, the air changed. It was cooler, drier, and carried a tang like burning leaves.


Alex blinked hard, eyes adjusting to the gloom. The stairs ended in a landing the size of a walk-in closet, but beyond that,impossibly,was another room. A cavern. No, not a cavern, but a library: a vault of shelves and bookcases stretched out farther than the entire town hall above.


Ricky stood at the threshold, frozen for once. Vanessa gripped the railing so hard her knuckles blanched. “It’s…bigger down here,” she whispered, and the understatement made Alex laugh, sharp and nervous.


They stepped forward, three abreast. The shelves here didn’t sag,they soared, ladders built in like the rungs of a secret society. The books pulsed with a soft blue light, and here and there, a volume hovered in midair, rotating lazily before slotting itself back onto a shelf. Some of the shelves rearranged themselves, books sliding to new locations as if following rules only they understood.


The hush was absolute, but not empty. Alex heard it then: a low, continuous whisper, like a roomful of people reading to themselves just below the threshold of comprehension.


He felt his heart pounding, his mind skittering through every possible explanation,dream, hallucination, prank,but nothing fit. The Zarate siblings had found a secret library, one that couldn’t exist, and he’d bet every page of his mystery novel that they weren’t supposed to be here.


He glanced at Ricky, who looked at him with wild, amazed eyes. Vanessa pressed a hand to her mouth, as if holding in a scream or a laugh, or both at once.


For the first time since he’d become the “responsible one,” Alex realized he had no idea what was supposed to happen next.


They stepped further in, shoulder to shoulder, and the blue glow brightened to greet them.







Vanessa always felt she was born at the end of a conversation. Alex and Ricky talked circles around her, finishing each other’s sentences, each other's arguments, and sometimes it was like her whole existence was just a punchline she hadn’t heard yet. But here, in the impossible blue-lit vault under Willow Creek’s town hall, she felt a pull that had nothing to do with being the baby of the family.


It was the books, obviously. They hummed, thrummed, glowed with an eerie promise. She could see Ricky itching to touch everything, but it was Vanessa who noticed the one that burned brightest,a thin, ragged volume with a cover the color of midnight and a symbol that looked like an eye or maybe a hurricane.


She drifted toward it, Alex’s voice pinging from behind. “Don’t touch anything. We have no idea what this is.”


Ricky was already grabbing at a floating volume, only to have it snap away from his hands and settle higher on the shelf. “I think it’s safe to say it’s not the regular Dewey decimal system.”


Vanessa snorted and reached out. “I just want to look at it,” she said, and in that moment she actually meant it, but the book had other ideas. The instant her finger brushed the cover, a chill shot up her arm. The book flew open, the pages whipping in a blur. Light and wind burst out, so strong Vanessa had to squeeze her eyes shut. She felt Ricky bump into her, then Alex’s hand yanking at her elbow. The noise was deafening: waves crashing, men screaming, a bell clanging from somewhere above.


She opened her eyes and found herself blinking through rain.


*


They were on the deck of a wooden ship,real, solid, and definitely not OSHA compliant. The sky above was purple-black, lit up by veins of lightning. Wind tore at her hair and threw salt in her eyes. The deck pitched so hard Vanessa nearly ate a coil of slimy rope.


Alex appeared beside her, wild-eyed, glasses already spattered. “Are you okay?” he shouted.


Before she could answer, Ricky’s voice came from above. “I’m in the crow’s nest! This is awesome!”


Vanessa staggered to the rail and looked up. Ricky’s silhouette clung to the mast, the wind whipping his graphic tee into a flag. He looked thrilled, which was his default in any life-or-death situation.


Across the deck, sailors in shredded shirts and bandanas gawked at them. One dropped a musket. Another pointed, then bellowed, “Witchcraft!” and made a sign against evil. Within seconds, the whole crew was in motion,boots thumping, cutlasses unsheathed, pistols glinting. The only thing more dangerous than pirates, Vanessa realized, was terrified pirates.


Vanessa clung to the rail as the ship rose up a wave and crashed down, saltwater drenching her sneakers. The first pirate to reach them was missing half his teeth and most of his right ear. He lunged for Alex, who backpedaled and tripped over a hatch, landing flat. Vanessa shrieked, which only made the pirate grin wider.


“Get away from him!” she yelled, grabbing the nearest thing,a greasy, barnacle-encrusted bucket,and hurling it. It thunked the pirate in the shoulder, slopping fish guts all over his chest.


The pirate stared at her, mouth agape. “What are ye supposed to be, then?”


Vanessa’s brain flipped through answers at random. “Quartermaster,” she blurted.


The pirate frowned. “No yer not.”


Alex, from the floor, hissed, “Vanessa, run!”


But the pirate reached for her anyway, and she darted sideways, ducking behind a barrel. Her heart hammered. If this was a story, it was a horrible, sharp-edged one.


Up in the crow’s nest, Ricky whooped. “They have cannons! Holy crap, look at these!” He was leaning over the edge, possibly about to dive headlong into the chaos.


Vanessa saw Alex scrambling to his feet, two pirates closing in. She sucked in a breath and did what she always did,looked for patterns. The deck was cluttered, but there was a straight shot to a door at the rear, partially blocked by barrels of what looked like gunpowder.


“Alex, aft cabin!” she screamed.


He heard her and dove, dodging the first pirate, then the second. Vanessa ran after him, sliding on the slick wood. The door didn’t give easily, but together they shoved it open and tumbled into the cramped captain’s quarters.


Inside was dark, but not empty. There was a desk littered with maps and a lantern swinging wildly from a hook. Ricky crashed in behind them, face split in a wild grin.


“This is the best day of my life!” he shouted, then, seeing their faces, dialed back the glee. “Are we running, or what?”


Alex slammed the door and braced a chair against it. “We can’t stay. They’ll break it down.”


Vanessa caught her breath and scanned the room. There were windows,tiny portholes, none big enough to squeeze through,but on the wall behind the desk, something glimmered. It was the book. The same one she’d touched, now hovering just out of reach, pages riffling as if caught in an invisible wind.


“We have to get back to the book,” she said. “It’s how we got here.”


Ricky nodded, already climbing onto the desk. “I’ll grab it!”


The first pirate began banging on the door. Vanessa flinched as the wood splintered. Ricky leapt, snatched the book, and almost fell off the desk. He landed hard, then thrust the volume at Alex.


“Do something!” he yelled.


Alex hesitated, which was typical, but then opened the book. Light flooded the room, drowning out the crash of the door and the screams of pirates. Vanessa felt herself lifted, spun, and squeezed like a tube of toothpaste, and then she was falling,


*


She landed on her knees, gasping, in the secret library beneath the town hall. The air smelled of old stone and blue ozone. Alex sprawled beside her, still clutching the book, knuckles white. Ricky hit the ground last, laughing breathlessly.


“That was so real,” he said, awe and disbelief duking it out in his voice. “Did you see the cannons? And the storm?”


Alex wheezed, “I thought we were going to die.”


Vanessa looked at her hands, still tingling, then at her siblings. She was soaked to the bone, shivering, but nothing else seemed broken. She started to laugh, weak and high-pitched, and Ricky joined her. Even Alex cracked a smile.


The book’s glow faded, but it lingered in Vanessa’s head, like a song stuck in her teeth. She looked up at the shelves,the library endless and indifferent,and realized she was already wondering what the next book would do.


“We’re not telling Mom,” she said.


Ricky grinned. “Agreed.”


Alex, still staring at the book in his hands, nodded slowly. “She’d never believe us anyway.”


For once, they were all on the same page.








Ricky paced the length of the vault, leaving a trail of wet sneaker prints on the stone. The blue light in the stacks had faded, but in Ricky’s eyes it blazed brighter than before.


“We have to do it again,” he said. “That was, like, life-changing. Next time, I want to see what’s in the cargo hold.”


Vanessa, wringing out her orange scarf, shot him a glare. “Next time? Are you even listening to yourself? We almost got impaled.”


Ricky shrugged. “Key word: almost. I bet if I had two more seconds I could have gotten that cutlass. Did you see that thing? It was huge.”


Alex wasn’t listening. He’d slumped against a stack, the pirate book clutched to his chest like a defibrillator. He kept staring at it, as if it might blink. The idea that he could open it and end up anywhere,anywhen,filled him with a dread so cold it burned.


Ricky flopped down beside him. “You okay, Sherlock?”


Alex grunted.


Ricky scooted closer and jabbed him in the side. “Come on. Admit it. That was kind of awesome.”


Alex considered it, then shook his head. “It was terrifying. We could have died. You’re not even supposed to bring drinks in here, let alone,” he gestured at the book, “,cosmically travel through fiction.”


Ricky’s eyes got that bright, sharky edge. “So? We’re the only ones who know. Think about it! We could be anyone. Do anything. You want to be Napoleon? BOOM. Open a book. You want to be a vampire? BOOM. Book. You want to rob a bank,?”


Vanessa interrupted, “We’re not robbing banks. We’re not even borrowing library books the right way.”


Ricky ignored her. “Just imagine, Alex! No rules. No expectations. No Mom calling you every five minutes to make sure you’re breathing. We could just…go.”


Alex was silent for a long time. Then, so softly Ricky barely heard him: “What if we can’t come back next time?”


Ricky grinned. “You’ll figure it out. You always do.”


Vanessa, towel-drying her hair with her scarf, fixed her brothers with a look. “If we do this again, we do it my way. No running headlong into danger. We stick together. Agreed?”


Alex nodded, reluctant but already calculating.


Ricky pumped a fist. “Let’s do pirates round two.”


He reached for the midnight-blue book, but Alex caught his hand.


“We should try something safer,” Alex said. “There’s a thousand books here. Maybe one with less murder?”


Ricky wrenched his hand free. “If we start easy, you’ll never go back to pirates.”


Vanessa snatched the book from the air. “We vote. I say pirates. Ricky says pirates. Majority rules.”


She glanced at Alex, who groaned and surrendered. “Fine. But this time, we plan.”


Ricky grinned, all teeth. “I’ve got a plan.”


He opened the book, and the room twisted.


*


They landed in total darkness and total stink.


Ricky’s nose wrinkled. “Smells like gym socks and rotten beef jerky.”


Vanessa gagged. “That’s not beef. That’s, like, every animal at once.”


The floor was sticky. A faint glow came from the far wall, just enough for Ricky to see they were in a long, low space, packed floor-to-ceiling with barrels and sacks. Something skittered over his shoe, and he yelped, stomping at it with no dignity.


“Where are we?” Vanessa whispered.


Alex, eyes already scanning, found a hatch above. “Below decks. Storage, maybe. We should stay hidden.”


Ricky snorted. “Where’s the fun in that?”


He was already moving, ducking between barrels and sniffing at the ones that didn’t look lethal. At the back, an ancient wooden chest sat cracked open, spilling gold coins and pearls like Halloween candy. Ricky whistled, scooped a handful, then dropped them as a distant thump shook the room.


“Up!” Alex said, pushing Vanessa toward the hatch.


They climbed, Ricky last, hauling himself up just in time to see three pirates wrestling a cannon up the gangway.


“Let’s follow,” he whispered.


They ducked low, trailing the pirates up to the main deck. Ricky peeked over the rail, heart pounding.


The storm was worse. The sails hung in shreds. The sky was so dark it looked painted on. But at the far end of the deck, by the giant’s wheel, stood the captain.


Ricky could have drawn him from memory,giant hat, scar slashed from chin to eyebrow, and a cutlass with a pommel shaped like a human skull. The man was screaming orders, voice carrying even above the thunder.


“We’re dead,” Alex murmured.


Ricky grinned. “Not if we’re smart.”


He waited until the pirates clustered around the main mast, then led his siblings in a crouched run to the far side. Ricky found a coil of rope and a harpoon and brandished both like a pro.


Vanessa hissed, “Are you insane?”


Ricky shot her a finger-gun. “Just creative.”


Alex, peering around a barrel, saw the captain eyeing them.


“We’ve been spotted,” he muttered.


The captain roared: “Stowaways!” He strode toward them, every step a minor earthquake. The pirates followed, cutlasses ready, teeth bared.


Ricky straightened up, harpoon held out like a staff. “Don’t come any closer!”


The pirates burst out laughing. The captain’s grin was pure murder.


“You have two choices,” he said. “Join the crew…or join the sharks.”


Ricky glanced over the rail. The water boiled with fins.


He gulped. “What’s the pay?”


The captain blinked. “What?”


Alex elbowed in, voice shaking but clear. “We’re not stowaways. We’re messengers.”


The pirates hesitated, confused by the word.


Alex pressed on. “From a very rich merchant. He wants to buy you off. We’re supposed to,” he groped for a phrase, “present terms.”


The captain snorted. “You have no offer. Only fear.”


Vanessa shot Alex a glance. “Maybe show him the treasure?”


Alex nodded, remembered the gold and pearls from below deck. “We know where more is. But only if you let us live.”


The pirates looked at the captain. He eyed the three siblings, weighing them, then slashed the air with his cutlass.


“Show me.”


They moved as a unit, Zarate gravity holding them together. Ricky led them below deck, heart in his throat. He could hear the pirates close behind, the scrape of boots on stairs.


They reached the treasure chest, Alex gesturing at it with all the confidence he could muster. “There’s more where this came from. But you have to let us go.”


The captain laughed, but not as loud as before. He looked at Ricky, at the harpoon, then at the book Vanessa still carried.


“What is that?” he demanded.


Vanessa hugged it to her chest. “It’s ours.”


The captain stepped forward, looming. “Give it here, girl.”


Vanessa stood her ground, and for once, Ricky saw Alex’s brain working so fast it almost shorted out. He leaned over and whispered, “Get ready to run.”


The captain lunged. Ricky hurled the harpoon,bad aim, but enough to make the pirates duck. Vanessa flung the book open, blue light ripping through the gloom. Ricky grabbed Alex’s hand, then Vanessa’s, and they dove for the page.


*


They landed in the library vault, sprawling in a tangle of limbs. The pirate book snapped shut, shivering on the stone.


Ricky whooped. “Did you see their faces?”


Vanessa grinned, triumphant. “We totally outsmarted them.”


Alex rolled onto his back, laughing, the sound wild and shaky.


For a long moment, the three of them just lay there, breathless, the blue glow pulsing above. Then Ricky sat up and looked at the stacks, hungry for more.


“So…where to next?”


Vanessa’s eyes lit up, scanning the shelves.


Alex pulled himself up, glasses askew, and grinned for the first time in forever. “Let’s plan this one, okay?”


They agreed. Then, together, they dove back into the stacks, the library vault humming with possibility and the next chapter already waiting for them.









  
  Chapter three
The First Challenge  


The Zarate siblings barely had time to dust the imaginary pirate sand from their jeans before the next impossible thing happened. The library had a way of rewarding curiosity with further confusion, and as soon as they straightened from the last heap of limbs and adventure, the shelves on the western wall began to slide apart, making a slow, grinding music that set Alex’s teeth on edge.
“Whoa,” Ricky said, like the word was a rope he could hang onto as the world shifted. The shelf was massive, stretching up into the darkness beyond the vault’s blue glow, and as it moved, the books rearranged themselves, their spines flickering with light like time-lapse traffic from a distance.
Alex stared. The motion was mesmerizing,dozens of volumes migrating up or down, some twisting in place before slotting into new patterns. The largest gap formed at the middle, where a single volume rested, glowing like a lantern left inside a snowdrift. The cover was bone-white, but the light that spilled from it was hot, the color of sunrise through closed eyelids.
Vanessa craned her neck, orange scarf trailing behind her. “Did it…just make space for that one book?”
Alex nodded, unable to look away. He felt his lungs squeezing, his thoughts narrowing. “Looks like it wants us to read it.”
Ricky puffed out his chest, bravado already filling the vacuum left by fear. “Fine by me. Last time was a cakewalk compared to math class.”
He reached for the volume, but it burned brighter and hissed, a whispery warning that made him snatch his hand back. Vanessa, with less bravado but more caution, sidestepped and peered at the book’s title.
“Desertum: Riddles of the Three Suns,” she read aloud. “That sounds…different.”
Alex stepped forward, already forming a theory he didn’t like. “Maybe it’s a test. The library threw pirates at us and we didn’t drown. Now it wants something harder.”
Vanessa shot him a look. “You think it wants us to solve the book?”
He shrugged. “Or be solved by it.”
The three of them stood in uneasy truce before the glowing tome. It vibrated in place, like a phone on silent mode,impatient, eager. Alex reached out, slower than Ricky but with more resolve, and as his palm hovered above the cover, the book seemed to inhale.
The vault’s air grew arid. Vanessa coughed. Ricky muttered, “Smells like playground sand in August.”
Alex touched the book.
*
Sand exploded from the volume,first as a hiss, then a deluge, golden grains pouring over their shoes, ankles, knees. The three of them tried to jump back, but the sand climbed fast, swallowing their feet and calves in seconds. It was warm, but not unpleasant; the heat spread through Alex’s skin like a memory of sunlight.
He barely had time to shout, “Grab on!” before the floor dropped out beneath them, and all three tumbled together in a blinding, stinging whirlwind.
*
They landed on their backs, and for a moment, Alex thought he was blind. There was only white,so much white it seemed to erase thought. But then his retinas adjusted, and he realized the glare was not nothing, but everything: a desert, unending, stretching in every direction, the sand sparkling like sugar under a sky so bright it made his head throb.
“Is it me, or are there three suns up there?” Ricky asked, shielding his eyes.
Alex squinted. Ricky was right: three burning orbs blazed above, set in a scalene triangle. The light made weird, triple-edged shadows that crawled over the dunes. Sweat prickled on his scalp instantly; he hadn’t even stood up before his shirt stuck to his back.
“Where’s the book?” Vanessa asked, panic already thinning her voice.
Alex scanned the sand around them, but the book had vanished. Instead, half-buried in the slope of a dune, a rectangular stone jutted from the sand. Carved into its surface were rows of symbols,lines, dots, and spirals, none of which looked remotely familiar.
He pointed. “That’s our first clue.”
Vanessa groaned. “You’d think with infinite magic, the library could give us AC.”
Ricky stomped over, leaving perfect crater footprints. “I call it: ancient aliens.”
Alex ignored him and knelt by the stone. He traced the symbols with his finger, feeling the warmth of the rock soak into his skin. “These are repeating,” he murmured. “Patterns, but not words.”
Vanessa leaned over his shoulder. “It’s math, isn’t it.”
He gave her a look. “Not everything is math.”
Ricky snorted. “That’s literally your catchphrase.”
Alex rolled his eyes but kept tracing. Some of the symbols were paired,two dots, two lines, two spirals,while others stood alone. There was an order to it, but not one he could decipher at a glance. He shaded the lines with his palm, hoping the angle would help, but the light from the triple suns just made the whole thing shimmer.
“Maybe there’s more clues,” Vanessa said, and pointed to a cluster of standing stones in the distance, each one the height of a vending machine, spaced at odd intervals.
Alex nodded, and they set off across the dunes, heat pounding their bodies with every step. Walking was a trial; the sand shifted underfoot, sucking their sneakers with every stride. After fifty yards, Alex was soaked. After a hundred, he was seeing spots.
Ricky broke the silence, voice weirdly small in the blazing open. “How do we get out of here, anyway?”
Vanessa offered, “Probably when we solve the riddle, like last time.”
Ricky looked up at the three suns, face suddenly less sure. “And if we don’t?”
Alex wanted to reassure him, but the words dried up in his throat. He was responsible, yes, but in a place like this, responsibility felt more like a liability.
They reached the nearest stone. Its face was covered in more symbols, but these seemed to move, squirming in the heat. Alex reached out, but the moment his finger hovered over the surface, the entire column vibrated. The symbols rearranged themselves, blurring into new shapes.
Ricky jerked back, muttering, “Nope, not touching that.”
Vanessa frowned. “What if it’s like a lock? Maybe the symbols have to align.”
Alex thought for a second, then circled the column, noting that each side displayed a slightly different array. On the third side, a single spiral glowed faintly gold, as if the heat itself had given it life.
He pressed his palm against the spiral.
A high, glassy note rang out, so clear and cold it almost shattered the air. The other columns responded,rippling with light, their own spirals pulsing. Suddenly, the wind kicked up, hot and angry, and the sand around their feet began to swirl.
“Uh, guys?” Ricky pointed, but Alex had already seen: the dunes were moving, shifting in waves like a living thing. The wind tore at their hair, their clothes. Sand stung their faces, forced tears from their eyes.
Alex staggered, mouth full of grit. “Stay close!” he shouted, but the wind ripped the words from his lips.
He reached for Vanessa, found her hand, and then Ricky grabbed his arm. Together, they huddled against the base of the stone, the wind howling louder than any storm Alex had ever heard. The three suns blurred into one burning smear, and the air itself seemed to liquefy.
And then,just as suddenly,it stopped.
The world was silent, except for the soft ticking of sand settling. Alex opened his eyes, expecting to see the others right beside him.
They were gone.
*
Panic hit with the precision of a sniper. Alex’s heart jerked in his chest. He spun, looking for any sign of Ricky and Vanessa, but the landscape was empty,just him, the stones, and an infinite, indifferent desert.
He ran around the column, calling their names. The heat made every shout feel like it scorched his throat raw.
“Vanessa!” He circled again. “Ricky!”
Nothing but the shifting horizon and the faint, mocking echo of his own voice.
Alex’s mind did what it always did under pressure: it ran the numbers. The wind had moved them, yes, but where? The last time he’d seen Ricky, his brother was on Alex’s left. Vanessa’s hand had slipped away just as the wind peaked,meaning she could have been thrown in any direction.
He looked down. There, faintly pressed into the sand, was a footprint. Smaller than his. Vanessa.
He picked a direction,north, maybe, but with three suns, the sky offered zero guidance,and started walking. He called, then walked, then called again, lungs burning as much from terror as exertion.
After what felt like an hour, he spotted a figure on a distant ridge, crouched low. He sprinted, ignoring the ache in his legs.
It was Vanessa. She was curled into a ball, scarf flapping like a warning flag, eyes squeezed shut.
Alex knelt and shook her shoulder. “You okay?” His voice cracked.
She looked up, dazed, then clung to him. “I thought I was gone,” she whispered. “Forever.”
He hugged her, letting his own fear leak out in a long, shaky exhale.
“We need to find Ricky,” he said, and she nodded, already wiping her face, already standing up.
They moved together, combing the dunes, calling for their brother. It took longer this time,so long Alex worried the library’s rules didn’t even guarantee you got your siblings back.
But then they heard a laugh. Not a normal, happy Ricky laugh, but a single, defiant bark. They followed the sound to a shallow pit, where Ricky sat on his knees, hands over his head, muttering, “Nope, nope, nope,” as a halo of sand spun above him.
Alex jumped in, nearly falling on top of him. “You good?”
Ricky looked up, glasses askew, eyes red. “Thought the wind was gonna peel my face off.”
Alex grinned, the joke covering his relief. “You’d look better, honestly.”
Vanessa dropped in beside them. “You’re both idiots.”
Ricky wiped his eyes. “Yeah. But we’re not dead.”
Alex nodded. “Not yet, anyway.”
He looked up at the three suns, at the unmoving, endless sand. The riddle wasn’t in the stones,it was in the wind, the way it separated them, then dropped them at different places. He pictured the shifting symbols, the moving dunes, the way everything here refused to stay still.
Maybe
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