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    To the brave readers who listen carefully to strange whispers in empty hallways, wonder what hides inside abandoned classrooms, and feel uneasy when the world suddenly becomes too quiet.
To every curious imagination that has ever feared the silence—and stepped forward anyway.
This book is dedicated to those who understand that courage is not about never being afraid, but about refusing to let fear silence your voice.
May Caleb and Lily's journey remind you that friendship, hope, and bravery can break through even the darkest silence waiting beneath Briarwood Middle School.
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Chapter 1 — The Silence in Room 214
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Caleb Turner hated quiet towns.

Big cities made sense.

Cities had noise.

Cars honking.

People shouting.

Sirens echoing through the streets at night.

Even when things felt lonely, noise reminded Caleb that the world was still alive.

But Blackridge Valley—

The tiny mountain town where he and his mother had just moved—

Felt too quiet.

Not peaceful quiet.

Wrong quiet.

As their old blue station wagon rolled slowly through the narrow mountain roads, Caleb stared out the rain-covered window with a deep frown.

Fog curled through the pine trees surrounding the town like pale smoke. Small buildings lined the streets beneath dark gray clouds, and nearly every shop looked old enough to belong in another century.

Nobody smiled.

Nobody hurried anywhere.

Even the traffic lights changed slowly.

Caleb pulled one earbud from his ear.

“Does this place always look this depressed?”

His mother sighed tiredly from the driver’s seat.

“Caleb.”

“I’m serious. This town looks like where ghosts live.”

Thunder rumbled somewhere far above the mountains.

Rain tapped steadily against the windshield.

His mother forced a small smile.

“Briarwood’s supposed to be peaceful.”

“That’s what people say right before haunted doll collections attack.”

She laughed weakly.

“You’ve watched too many horror movies.”

Maybe.

But Caleb still didn’t trust the town.

Especially after seeing Briarwood Middle School.

The building stood on a steep hill overlooking the valley, surrounded by black iron fencing and tall pine trees swaying in the wind.

It looked enormous.

And old.

Way too old for a middle school.

Dark stone walls stretched upward beneath cracked windows while ivy crawled across parts of the building like twisting green fingers.

The school clock tower rose above everything else.

Its giant bronze bell hung motionless beneath the storm clouds.

Caleb stared upward uneasily.

“Nope.”

His mother parked beside the sidewalk.

“You haven’t even gone inside yet.”

“I don’t need to. That building definitely eats children.”

“Caleb.”

“I’m just saying, if I disappear mysteriously, move immediately.”

His mother rolled her eyes.

But when she looked toward the school herself, even she hesitated slightly.

The building looked unsettling.

Especially in the rain.

Students hurried through the front entrance carrying backpacks while thunder rolled overhead again.

Most kept their heads down.

Nobody laughed loudly.

Nobody ran.

The entire place felt strangely muted.

Like the mountain fog itself swallowed sound.

Caleb grabbed his backpack reluctantly.

“Well,” he muttered, “time to enter the haunted castle.”
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The inside of Briarwood Middle School felt even stranger.

The hallways stretched long and narrow beneath flickering fluorescent lights while old trophy cases lined the walls.

The building smelled faintly like wet paper, dust, and something older Caleb couldn’t identify.

Every footstep echoed strangely.

And despite hundreds of students moving through the corridors—

The school still felt too quiet.

A woman with silver glasses met Caleb and his mother near the front office.

“You must be Caleb Turner,” she said warmly.

“Depends. Are you evil?”

His mother groaned softly.

“Sorry.”

The woman smiled anyway.

“I’m Principal Hargrove.”

She shook Caleb’s hand gently.

“Welcome to Briarwood.”

Thunder shook the windows behind them.

Caleb glanced toward the dark hallway stretching deeper into the school.

“Cool school.”

“It’s one of the oldest buildings in the valley,” Principal Hargrove said proudly.

That was not comforting information.

She handed Caleb a class schedule.

“You’ll start with English downstairs.”

As they walked through the hallways, Caleb noticed something odd almost immediately.

Certain sections of the school seemed quieter than others.

Not just empty.

Silent.

One hallway near the west wing felt strangely muffled, like invisible blankets covered the walls.

Even the sound of students talking faded there.

Caleb frowned.

“You hear that?”

His mother looked confused.

“Hear what?”

“Exactly.”

Principal Hargrove smiled faintly.

“Old buildings have strange acoustics.”

Maybe.

Still, Caleb noticed students avoiding the west hallway whenever possible.

Especially one narrow staircase marked:

WEST WING — ROOMS 210–214

The lights above the stairwell flickered softly.

A cold draft drifted downward.

Caleb stopped walking.

“What’s up there?”

Principal Hargrove’s smile faded slightly.

“Unused classrooms mostly.”

That answer somehow made things worse.
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By lunchtime, Caleb already disliked Briarwood.

Not because the teachers were mean.

Or because the students bullied him.

Actually, most kids ignored him completely.

Which honestly felt worse.

The school carried this weird heavy feeling everywhere.

Like everyone walked around waiting for something bad to happen.

At lunch, Caleb sat alone near the cafeteria windows listening to rain hammer the roof overhead.

Students whispered quietly around him.

No loud groups.

No food fights.

No chaos.

Even middle schoolers acted strangely careful here.

Then someone sat across from him suddenly.

“You’re the new kid.”

Caleb looked up.

A skinny boy with curly black hair and large glasses studied him curiously while balancing a lunch tray covered almost entirely in french fries.

“Wow,” Caleb said. “Your detective skills are incredible.”

The boy grinned slightly.

“I’m Marcus.”

“Caleb.”

Marcus lowered his voice immediately.

“You living up on Pine Ridge?”

Caleb blinked.

“Yeah.”

“Told you,” another student whispered nearby.

Caleb frowned.

“Told who what?”

Marcus shrugged nervously.

“Nothing.”

That definitely meant something.

Before Caleb could ask further, thunder boomed overhead.

The cafeteria lights flickered briefly.

And for just one second—

The entire room went silent.

Not normal silence.

Real silence.

Deep silence.

No forks clattering.

No voices.

No rain.

Nothing.

Every sound vanished completely.

Caleb froze.

Then the noise returned instantly.

Students kept eating normally.

Nobody reacted.

Except Marcus.

The boy stared at Caleb with wide eyes.

“You heard that too.”

It wasn’t a question.

Caleb’s stomach tightened.

“What was that?”

Marcus glanced nervously toward the cafeteria entrance.

Then lowered his voice further.

“You shouldn’t stay in the west wing after school.”

A cold chill slid down Caleb’s spine.

“What’s in the west wing?”

Marcus opened his mouth—

Then immediately stopped.

Because Principal Hargrove had entered the cafeteria.

Marcus stood quickly.

“Never mind.”

And walked away.

Caleb stared after him uneasily.

Okay.

That was weird.
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Unfortunately, things became much worse by seventh period.

Mostly because Caleb accidentally got detention.

In his defense, the incident involving the frog skeleton in science class was genuinely funny.

Even if the teacher disagreed.

So at 3:45 PM, Caleb sat alone inside a detention classroom listening to rain batter the windows outside while an exhausted teacher graded papers nearby.

The room felt old.

Ancient, honestly.

Dust coated the bookshelves, and the ceiling lights buzzed softly overhead.

Outside the windows, the storm darkened the mountains surrounding Briarwood.

Caleb glanced toward the wall clock.

4:27 PM.

Still thirty-three minutes left.

Amazing.

Fantastic.

Wonderful.

The teacher finally stood with a tired sigh.

“I need copies from the office.”

Caleb looked up hopefully.

“So detention’s over?”

“No.”

Of course not.

She pointed her pen at him.

“Stay here.”

Then she disappeared into the hallway.

The classroom door clicked shut behind her.

Silence settled across the room immediately.

Rain tapped softly against the windows.

The lights buzzed overhead.

Caleb slouched deeper into his chair.

Then he heard it.

A strange sound from the hallway outside.

Or rather—

A lack of sound.

Caleb frowned.

The hallway beyond the classroom suddenly sounded empty.

Too empty.

The rain faded.

The buzzing lights softened.

Even the ticking wall clock became quieter.

He sat upright slowly.

The silence deepened further.

It felt thick somehow.

Heavy.

Like invisible pressure filling the room.

Caleb’s pulse quickened.

“What the heck?”

The classroom lights flickered once.

Then the silence swallowed everything completely.

No rain.

No buzzing lights.

No clock.

Nothing.

Caleb stopped breathing.

He had never heard silence like this before.

It wasn’t peaceful.

It felt alive.

Watching.

The classroom door slowly creaked open by itself.

Caleb nearly jumped out of his chair.

Beyond the doorway stretched the dark west wing hallway.

Empty.

Silent.

The flickering lights overhead barely illuminated the corridor.

And somewhere farther down the hall—

A classroom door stood open.

ROOM 214

Caleb stared at it.

The silence seemed strongest there.

Pulling at him somehow.

A cold feeling twisted through his stomach.

Every instinct told him:

Do not go near that room.

Unfortunately, Caleb had one serious problem.

He was curious.

Slowly, he stood from the desk.

The hallway outside looked darker than before.

Longer somehow.

His shoes made no sound against the floor.

None.

That terrified him most.

The silence swallowed every noise completely.

Caleb moved slowly toward Room 214.

The closer he got, the colder the hallway became.

The lights flickered harder overhead.

Then one burst with a loud POP.

Except—

The sound barely existed.

Even the explosion sounded distant.

Muted.

Caleb’s heartbeat pounded loudly inside his own head now because it was the only thing he could still hear.

THUMP.

THUMP.

THUMP.

Room 214 waited at the end of the corridor.

Its door hung slightly open.

Darkness filled the classroom beyond.

Caleb stopped several feet away.

The silence pressed harder around him.

Like deep water.

And then—

He heard breathing.

Very faint.
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