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    For the ones who weren't believed,the ones who kept asking questions,and the ones who made it out—this story is yours.
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Sometimes the only way out... is to solve your way through.

“Some puzzles are meant to stay buried.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication
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For the ones who weren’t believed,

the ones who kept asking questions,

and the ones who made it out—

this story is yours.
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SYNOPSIS
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When seventeen-year-old Mia Jensen arrives at school expecting a typical Thursday, the last thing she anticipates is a full lockdown. Sirens blare, teachers panic, and the school descends into chaos. But when the emergency persists and no one comes to explain, Mia and a small group of students realize something darker is at play.

As the night drags on, strange things begin to happen—hallway lights flicker, notes appear, and doors lock and unlock at random. Then, one student goes missing. Another is found unconscious. Mia, a puzzle-solving prodigy, begins to suspect that the lockdown is a cover for something much more sinister.

Using hidden clues and ciphers, she unravels a trail that leads to a forgotten scandal, a security guard with a dangerous past, and a fellow student who knows more than they’re admitting. When the truth explodes, Mia is left to navigate betrayal, trauma, and a final game that could cost her everything.

Locked In is a high-stakes psychological mystery filled with plot twists, heart-pounding suspense, and a resilient heroine who refuses to be silenced.
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Chapter One
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The Bell That Shouldn’t Have Rung
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It started with a puzzle.

Not the kind you find in a box with 500 pieces and a snowy landscape on the cover, but a real-life moment that didn’t quite fit — a whisper in the hallway when no one was near, a custodian’s cart parked in the wrong place, a door that should’ve been locked swinging gently open.

Mia Caldwell noticed things like that.

Her fingers toyed absently with the edge of the paper tucked into her back pocket as she walked down the main hallway of Greystone High. It was a riddle she’d copied from the noticeboard outside Room 214 — Mr. Kelley’s math class, where students pinned “logic teasers” to earn bonus points. Mia didn’t need the extra credit. She just liked the chase.

She glanced at the puzzle again as she stopped by her locker.

“I’m not alive, but I grow. I don’t have lungs, but I need air. I don’t have a mouth, but water kills me. What am I?”

Too easy. Fire.

She smiled faintly as her fingers turned the dial. Right 21, left 8, right 3.

Her locker clicked open, and she tugged out her worn blue notebook — the one with doodles of keys and mazes and cryptic quotes scribbled in the margins. On the inside cover, in shaky black pen, were the words:

“There’s always a way out. You just must find it.”

Her mother used to say that.

Before everything changed.

Before the funeral.

Before the whispers that trailed Mia through the hallways like a bad smell — teacher’s kid, suicide girl, mystery freak.

She slammed the locker door a little harder than she meant to and turned toward first period — history with Mr. Danner. The hall was thinning out, but she wasn’t late yet. She liked being exactly on time. Not early. Not late. Just precise.

“Mia!”

A voice, sharp and too bright, cut through the noise.

She turned and saw Harper Sloan striding toward her. New girl. Confident. Too confident.

“Did you finish the civics worksheet?” Harper asked, breathless. “I forgot mine. I was up all night on the phone with my cousin — her dog had this emergency surgery and—”

Mia blinked.

Harper grinned. “Sorry. Overshare. You look like someone who’s always prepared.”

“I am.” Mia pulled a second copy of the worksheet from her binder and handed it over.

Harper’s face lit up. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“No problem.”

Harper turned to walk with her, falling into step like they were old friends. Mia didn’t mind. Not yet. But she noticed things: Harper’s hair was too neatly curled for a rushed morning, her earrings matched her shoes, and the way she glanced behind them — like checking if someone was watching.

They reached the history wing just as the bell rang.

But then it happened.

Another bell. Two minutes later. Shrill. Prolonged.

Not the regular class bell. Not even the fire alarm.

This was different.

An automated voice echoed overhead.

“Attention all staff and students. This is a Level Five lockdown. Teachers, secure your rooms immediately. Lock all doors. Turn off lights. Move students away from windows. This is not a drill.”

Not. A. Drill.

Time froze.

Around them, lockers slammed. Someone gasped. Mr. Danner appeared in the doorway, shouting, “Inside, now!”

Mia hesitated.

Something was wrong. More wrong than the alert. The hall was too quiet, the lights too harsh.

Harper grabbed her arm. “Come on!”

They ducked into the classroom as Mr. Danner locked the door behind them.

*
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Inside the Room
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The classroom lights were shut off. The windows were already covered with paper. Mr. Danner motioned everyone to the far corner — behind the desk and low bookshelves. “Phones on silent. No talking,” he whispered. “We don’t know what’s going on yet.”

Mia slid to the floor beside the heating vent. Harper curled up next to her, clutching her phone.

No signal.

Mia’s mind ticked through scenarios — active shooter? Bomb threat? Wild animal on campus?

But then she saw it.

Outside the window, across the quad, a custodian’s cart stood abandoned. A black duffel bag sat on top. The custodian was nowhere in sight.

Mia’s pulse thudded. She stared at the bag. The bag stared back.

Minutes dragged by. Maybe hours. No sirens. No announcements. Nothing.

Then, a noise in the hallway — soft, irregular footsteps. Not panicked. Not running. Just... walking.

Closer.

Someone tried the door.

The knob rattled.

Mr. Danner raised a finger to his lips, white-faced. One student whimpered.

The door handle stilled.

Then, a whisper. Faint. Deliberate.

“I see you.”

Someone scribbled it on the outside of the window in red marker.

Mia’s breath caught.

*
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Memory Maze
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Her brain flung open an old door. A memory: fourth grade, fire drill day. Her mother, younger then, had said, “Emergencies aren’t always what they seem, Mia. The trick is to keep your head clear. Look for the pattern. There’s always a pattern.”

There had to be a pattern here, too.

But why the bag? Why the whisper?

And why did the announcement say Level Five?

There was no Level Five on the school’s emergency code chart.

Mia had memorized it. She’d drawn her own copy in the back of her puzzle book.

There were four levels. Only four.

*
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Break in the Silence
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Time passed. Eventually, Mr. Danner said in a tight whisper, “We’ll move to the library. It’s got better cover and emergency supplies.”

Mia blinked. “We’re supposed to stay in place.”

“We’ll go through the back hall,” he said. “There’s a connecting door.”

Ten minutes later, they were moving, silent and ducked low. Harper stayed close to Mia, and behind them came Zoe Nguyen — activist, sarcastic, the kind of girl who quoted rebellion like scripture — and Landon Carr, football star with quiet eyes. Eli was last — thin, silent, hoodie pulled low.

The library door creaked open.

And what they saw made everyone stop.

Another message.

Written in chalk on the floor:

“Welcome to the Game.”
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