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CHAPTER 1: The Dream Treehouse and the Digital Spark
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Alex unrolled the blueprint before anyone had a chance to grab a second slice of pizza.

"Okay," he said, smoothing the corners with both palms. "Feast your eyes on the Magnificent Renovation."

The others leaned in. The blueprint covered the whole plank table, a large sheet of graph paper covered in ruler-straight pencil lines, each section color-coded in three different shades of marker: red for structural work, blue for additions, green for the things that were purely dream territory but he'd included because what was the point of a plan that didn't include the dreams.

Alex had spent three weeks on it. He'd measured the treehouse four separate times to get the dimensions right, looked up lumber prices on three different hardware websites, drawn two full drafts that he'd discarded before settling on this one. The second draft had wasted almost an entire afternoon because he'd miscalculated the roofline pitch, and he'd thrown it away the moment he noticed, even though most of the rest of the plan had been fine.

You didn't build on a wrong foundation. That was the thing.

Ben picked up the blueprint immediately. He rotated it, squinted at the northwest corner, and said, "The telescope mount needs to move."

"It doesn't need to move."

"The north side is blocked by the big branch." Ben pointed up at the oak canopy above them, where the afternoon light came through the leaves in irregular patches and the shadows moved every time the wind shifted. "You can't see Jupiter from north. You need south-facing."

"The south corner has the ladder access."

"So we move the ladder."

"The ladder is structural."

"Ladders aren't structural, Alex."

"This one is."

"That's not a thing."

They'd been having some version of this argument for eight days. Alex knew Ben was probably right about the south-facing angle. He'd looked it up the day before and then spent fifteen minutes looking for reasons Ben was still wrong, and the reasons had not appeared. He was going to move the telescope mount. He just wasn't ready to do it during the presentation.

Chloe was tracing her fingers along a small square in the corner that Alex had labeled MINI-FRIDGE in his neatest handwriting. "You put in the mini-fridge," she said.

"Of course I put in the mini-fridge."

"I love the mini-fridge."

"Everyone loves the mini-fridge. That's why it's on the plan."

Ben was still studying the northwest corner with the expression he got when he was solving something in his head and wasn't ready to say the answer out loud. He'd grabbed a napkin from the pizza stack and was sketching something on it in pen, little shapes Alex couldn't make out from across the table.

Maya was reading the legend in the corner of the blueprint, the small key Alex had drawn listing materials, cost estimates, and priority tiers, with a footnote explaining his color-coding system. She read it twice before she said anything, which was very Maya. When she spoke, she said only: "How much?"

Alex felt the small knot appear behind his ribs right on schedule. He'd known this question was coming. He'd done the math three times and kept recalculating it as if the numbers might shift with enough repetition.

"Best case," he said carefully, "if we do some of the work ourselves and catch a sale at Wheeler's Hardware: four hundred dollars. Worst case, if we have to hire someone for any of the structural repairs, maybe eight hundred."

The treehouse went quiet. Even the birds, which had been arguing noisily in the oak branches for the last twenty minutes, seemed to pause. Then Ben set the blueprint down, and Chloe stopped tracing the mini-fridge, and Maya opened her green notebook. The cover read OPERATIONS in her own handwriting, a label she'd added in black marker at the beginning of the summer and which nobody had commented on because they all understood it was simply accurate. She clicked her pen.

"What do we have?" she said.

They checked. Alex's ceramic pig piggy bank went first: fourteen dollars and fifty cents, which included two quarters he'd been saving separately for a reason he could no longer remember. Maya's grey cat yielded twenty-two dollars. She'd been saving toward a book series she wanted, which she explained apologetically, as if responsible spending was a personal failing. Ben's bear bank had eleven dollars, three quarters, and a smooth grey stone he'd been carrying for luck since a beach trip three summers ago. He set the stone aside with the careful attention you gave to things that mattered in ways you couldn't fully explain.

Chloe opened her rainbow dolphin bank last. She counted carefully, her lips moving, and then looked up. "Eight dollars and change," she said. "Sorry. I bought a new sketchbook last week. And a bottle of iridescent paint."

She said it like a confession. She'd been looking forward to that paint for two months, a particular gold-green iridescence she'd seen used in a painting online and tracked down to a specific brand. She'd found it at the art supply store downtown on sale, and it had felt like fate. She'd bought it without thinking about renovations because she hadn't thought renovations were quite so imminent.

She looked at the sketchbook now, the new one with the good paper that took watercolor without warping. She'd made twelve drawings in it already. She didn't regret buying it. She did feel the gap between what it represented and what they needed.

Fifty-six dollars and some change on the plank table. For a four-hundred-to-eight-hundred dollar renovation.

Nobody said anything for a moment.

"That's like trying to buy a bicycle with bus fare," Ben said.

"It's worse than that," Maya said. She was already doing mental math, the small crease appearing between her eyebrows that meant she'd found a problem and was in the process of determining exactly how bad it was.

Chloe picked up her sketchbook, the old one, the one she always carried, and began to draw. She did that when she needed to think: drew instead of talked. A small coin appeared in the corner of her page, and she gave it a sad face, and then she added legs and little sad arms reaching for something just out of frame.

Alex looked at the blueprint. He'd put the telescope on the north side because the north corner had the best sight lines in his head when he was designing it. He'd added the reading nook because Chloe had mentioned it once, back in spring, saying she'd always wanted a spot in the treehouse with actual cushions and enough light to draw by in the afternoon. He'd drawn the mini-fridge because cold lemonade on a hot afternoon was one of life's essential pleasures and this treehouse currently offered no such thing. Every line on this blueprint was something they'd talked about or dreamed about, and here it was: a beautiful, careful plan for something they absolutely could not afford.

"We could do fundraisers," he said. His voice came out smaller than he intended.

"Lemonade stand," Ben said, with the enthusiasm of someone announcing a root canal.

"Car wash," Chloe offered. "Dog walking. Yard sales. Isn't that what people do?"

"Those things work when you need twenty dollars," Maya said. "Forty dollars, maybe. They don't scale."

"How many car washes at five dollars each to make four hundred dollars?" Ben said, then counted on his fingers as if verifying a number he already knew. "Eighty."

"In a summer," Maya added. She said it simply. Not to be cruel. Just to make sure everyone understood the arithmetic.

They all sat with this for a moment. Alex could hear the oak tree creaking in the wind through the wall behind him, that familiar low sound it made when the weather was coming in, the sound that had been background to every afternoon they'd spent up here for the last four years.

"What if," he said slowly, "we didn't do the things everyone always does?"

It was the idea he'd been turning over since last summer. His dad had taken him to the city tech fair downtown, and Alex had spent four hours there barely stopping to eat. He'd drifted from table to table with the particular feeling he got when he was somewhere that made his brain go faster: an exhibit on drone choreography, a demo of an app that turned your voice into musical notation in real time, a booth where a college student showed how she'd built a budgeting tool that now had eight thousand users who'd found it by searching an app store.

But the thing that had stayed with him, the thing he'd come back to in his notebook dozens of times since then, wasn't the biggest display or the most technically impressive demo. Near the back of the fair, at a folding table with a hand-drawn sign, three kids maybe a year older than him were presenting a trivia quiz app they'd built in their free time over a single school semester. It wasn't complicated. It asked questions about sports and geography and pop culture. It tracked scores and showed a leaderboard. The interface looked like something built by people who were still learning how interfaces worked, which it was.

They'd put it on app stores. They'd promoted it in three forums and one social media post. In two months, it had earned three hundred dollars from downloads.

Three hundred dollars. From a quiz. From three kids at a folding table.

Alex had asked them about it. He'd been the only person who stopped at their booth for more than thirty seconds, and they'd been so visibly pleased that he'd asked that they'd spent twenty minutes explaining everything: what platform they'd built it on, how they'd set up payments, what the hardest part had been (marketing, they all agreed; building was the easy part). He'd gone home and filled six notebook pages.

That had been eleven months ago. He'd been waiting for the right moment to try something like it.

"What if we went digital?" he said.

Ben looked up from his napkin sketch. "Like a digital lemonade stand?"

"Like an actual business. Things we make on computers, that people can buy and download, that don't require materials or shipping or eighty car washes." Alex pointed at each of them in turn. "Chloe, you make art constantly. What if people could buy your art as digital files? Download it, print it themselves, use it as a phone background? Ben, you're always building things in those game engines you like. What if we made an actual game and sold it? Maya and I could run a study-help service, online, where people book sessions. And I could handle the technical setup: platforms, payments, the website."

The treehouse was quiet in a different way now. Not the quiet of a problem without a solution. The quiet of an idea landing.

Chloe had stopped drawing the sad coin. She was looking at Alex. "People would pay for my art?"

She said it the way she always said things about her own work: like the question itself was slightly embarrassing. Like it presumed something that hadn't been confirmed.

The truth was, she'd thought about it before. She'd seen other digital artists selling prints online, had scrolled through their shops the way she scrolled through galleries, studying the work with the particular attention she gave to things she wanted to understand. She'd thought: the good ones are really good. And then she'd thought: I'm not sure I'm that good. And then she'd closed the tab, because it was easier not to find out than to find out the answer was no.

"I've seen it happen," Alex said. "There are whole marketplaces for it. Digital downloads, print files, people buy art from strangers on the internet all the time. I looked it up after the tech fair."

"How much do they charge?"

"Depends on the work. Anywhere from three dollars to a hundred and fifty. The forest spirit style I've seen you draw would probably do well in the five-to-fifteen range for a download."

Chloe looked down at her sketchbook. She was drawing again, something with wings, a shape forming in quick strokes. The coin's sad face was gone from the corner of the page.

She said: "I'd want to try."

Something in her chest was doing a complicated thing. The idea of actually publishing her work: putting a price on it, letting anyone in the world see it and decide if it was worth money. It made her want to close her sketchbook and also made her want to fill twenty more pages immediately. She drew the wings more carefully. She decided not to say the complicated thing out loud.

Ben sat up straighter. He had the particular energy he got when something was assembling itself in his head faster than he could talk about it: a restlessness, a slight widening of focus, like he was watching several things at once. "What kind of game are we talking? Because, okay, I have this concept. I've had it for months, actually. A creature-collecting game. You explore different environments, find these little critters, catch them, maybe train them, different environments have different types,"

"One thing at a time," Maya said. But she'd turned to a fresh page in her notebook. That was the clearest possible signal that she was interested.

Alex kept going. He laid out what he knew, which was some things but not everything: digital products had almost no upfront cost because you didn't need materials. You made something once and could sell it forever. A drawing, a downloaded game, a tutoring session: none of those required showing up in a parking lot with a sponge and a bucket eighty separate times. The learning curve was real. He wasn't pretending it wasn't. But the internet was full of free tutorials and free tools and forums where people who knew things taught people who didn't, and that had to count for something.

"What do we actually need to learn?" Maya asked. Her pen was moving.

"Coding for the game. Digital art software (you already know how to draw, Chloe, so you'd mostly be learning the tool). How to set up payment and selling platforms. And marketing. How people actually find you."

"That's a lot," Chloe said.

"It is," Alex agreed. "But we split it. And we don't have to know everything at once. We learn as we go."

"What's our first project?" Maya asked.

"Three things," Alex said. "Not ten. Three." He held up fingers. "Chloe's art shop. Ben's game. And a tutoring service for students. Maya and I run it together, help kids with schoolwork, charge by the session."

Maya wrote: CHLOE ART SHOP. CRITTER COLLECTOR. HOMEWORK HELPER. She drew a box around all three. She looked at the box the way she looked at things she was deciding whether to commit to, which was seriously and without any visible doubt she wasn't willing to examine first.

"What do we call the tutoring service?" she asked.

"Homework Helper," Alex said.

She wrote it down without commenting on whether it was a good name. He suspected she'd come up with a different name herself eventually. He didn't say so.

They talked for another hour, ideas multiplying the way they always did when all four of them were in the same place at once. Each person's thought triggered someone else's addition. The whole conversation grew sideways and upward.

Maya's notebook filled up fast. Alex went through two napkins making notes on pricing structures and platform options. Ben sketched critter designs on the pizza boxes: a small bug with too many legs, a toad with a suspicious and possibly litigious expression, something wispy he called a Fluff-Sprite. Chloe added details to his sketches without being asked, making the eyes bigger, adding tiny expressive eyebrows and a suggestion of personality that hadn't been there before.

"You're going to design the critters," Ben said, watching her work.

"I was going to ask you to," he said. "If you wanted."

"I already am," she said. She was adding a small crown to the toad. He decided to keep the crown.

Maya had questions, which she always did, and they were the kind of questions that made the idea more real rather than less. How did digital payment work? Who processed it, what percentage did they take? How did people find a new shop or a new game with no existing audience? Did they need to register as a business to take money? What happened about taxes?

Alex had answers to some of them. For the others, he admitted he didn't know yet but that the answers existed and he'd find them. The information was out there, he'd already found enough to be confident of that. The platforms that handled this kind of thing were designed for people who didn't already know how they worked.

Maya wrote down the open questions on a separate page, in a column labeled NEED TO KNOW, which she started keeping on every project she worked on from that summer forward.

"What if the game doesn't earn enough?" Ben asked. He asked it plainly, not self-deprecatingly. Just as a genuine risk assessment. "A game can take months. I've seen people work for a year and get no downloads."

"That's why we have three things," Alex said. "Chloe's shop can start generating the week she publishes. The tutoring service starts the day we announce it. The game is a long build with potentially big payoff. We don't put all of it on the game."

Ben thought about this. He liked the game idea not because it was the safest path but because it was the most interesting path. He also understood, from reading developer forums, that most independent games released by solo developers earned almost nothing. The ones that succeeded had either genuine innovation or a real community behind them.

"I'll make a good game," he said. Not defensively. As a statement of intent.

"We know," Chloe said.

She said it without looking up from the toad she was detailing. Ben looked at her. She didn't add anything, she'd said the thing, and it was sufficient.

Chloe was thinking, while she drew, about the idea of selling her art. She'd looked at other digital art shops, had studied them with the specific attention she gave to things she wanted to understand. The best ones had a consistency, not a sameness, but a world. Every piece belonged to the same universe even when the subjects were different. She thought about the forest spirits she'd been drawing in her sketchbook for two years, the creature-logic she'd developed without entirely deciding to. The way her spirits were always small relative to their environment, always curious, always slightly hidden but not quite. That was a world. She'd built it without noticing she was building it.

She thought: maybe I'm more ready than I thought.

She didn't say that either. She just drew the crown a little bigger.

By the time the pizza was cold and the light through the treehouse boards had gone orange with early evening, they had their three seeds firmly planted. It wasn't eight hundred dollars yet. It wasn't even close. But it was something to build toward, and building toward something was a completely different feeling from staring at fifty-six dollars and a pile of coins on a wooden table.

Alex rolled up the blueprint. He was reaching for the shelf space under the plank when Chloe said, "Alex."

Her voice had a quality he recognized: quiet, but specific. The voice she used when she'd noticed something she wasn't sure she should say out loud.

He stopped. Looked at her.

She was looking at the back wall. The wall near the big window that looked out over the oak canopy: the one that got the most weather, the one that faced west and took the full force of every storm that came in off the ridge. There was a stain spreading from the bottom corner of the window sill. Dark, like the wood had been wet for a long time and the color had changed. It was roughly the shape of a reaching hand, fingers spreading down toward the floor.

"That wasn't there last week," Ben said.

Alex walked over. He pressed his fingers against the wood just below the stain. The board didn't collapse or crack. Nothing dramatic. But it gave in a way that wood shouldn't give: a slight depression under his fingers, like something hollow just beneath the surface.

He'd helped his dad replace some deck boards two summers ago. The rotten ones had felt exactly like this.

"The storm last month," Maya said from behind him. "Remember? The one that took the Garcias' fence down?"

He remembered. Three days of rain and wind that had bent the new saplings at the end of their street sideways and knocked out the power for four hours. He'd assumed the treehouse had been fine because it had looked fine.

"My mom said something," Chloe said slowly. "About the oak. A few weeks ago. There was a man who came to look at the tree. She said he was an arborist. Said something about the tree being sick."

The word settled into the room like something heavy.

"Sick how?" Ben asked.

Chloe shook her head. "I didn't really listen. I'm sorry. I thought it was just a routine thing. A checkup."

Alex looked at the wall. Then at the window. Then up through the boards at the oak branches above them: solid and green and, from up here, looking completely fine. He thought about the blueprint under his arm. He thought about the telescope mount, the reading nook, the mini-fridge, the reinforced roof, every careful detail he'd measured and calculated.

He thought about something his dad had told him once when they were fixing the deck: a structure is only as good as what it's built on.

"I'll go talk to your mom," he said to Chloe.

"Tonight?"

"Tomorrow morning." He tucked the blueprint under his arm. "We should know what we're working with before we plan anything else."

The next morning, Alex knocked on Chloe's door at eight forty-five.

Chloe's mom answered. She was in the middle of making coffee and she had the expression adults got when they'd been waiting for a conversation to become necessary and were relieved it was finally happening. She let Alex in without asking why he was there, poured him a glass of orange juice he hadn't asked for but accepted, and sat down at the kitchen table.

She explained it clearly, which Alex appreciated because he didn't want to have to ask twice. The oak tree had a fungal infection, the kind that attacked the root system. Invisible from the outside, almost entirely invisible even when you looked carefully, but progressing steadily. An arborist had assessed it three weeks ago. The infection was treatable, but the window was limited.

"If the tree doesn't receive treatment before the end of summer," she said, "the infection reaches a stage where treatment no longer works."

"And if that happens?" Alex asked.

She set down her coffee cup. "Then we lose the tree. Which means the treehouse comes down. The treehouse can't stay if the tree is gone."

Alex looked at the kitchen table. A ceramic rooster sat in the center of it, the same one that had been there every time he'd eaten breakfast here since third grade. He focused on it for a second to give himself a moment.

"The treatment, plus the structural reinforcement the treehouse needs to be safe for you kids to use," Chloe's mom continued, "comes to just under eight hundred dollars. I've been trying to figure out how to say this." She paused. "I was going to talk to all of you. I just hadn't worked out how yet."

"When's the deadline?" Alex asked. "Exactly?"

"End of August. The arborist was specific. Before the end of August."

Alex counted in his head. It was the second week of June. Eleven weeks. He'd planned for nine, thinking they might want some buffer at the end. His stomach did something unpleasant.

"Okay," he said.

"Alex,"

"I'm not upset," he said. He wasn't sure if that was true, but it was the answer that would let him keep thinking clearly. "I just need to know what we're working with." He picked up the orange juice and drank half of it, mostly to give his hands something to do. "Thank you for telling me."

He biked home slowly, taking the long way around the park, and then around the park again. The morning was already warm, the kind of summer morning that felt like a promise, which was either beautiful or ironic depending on your current situation. He sat on his porch when he got home and looked at the street.

He thought about the oak tree. Eighty years old, the arborist had said. Or something close to it. Chloe's mom hadn't been precise about the age, but the arborist had estimated it was one of the older trees in the neighborhood. Eighty years meant the tree had been there before any of the houses on the street, before the neighborhood itself in its current form. It had been growing through every summer the street had existed, and it would keep growing, or it wouldn't, depending on what happened in the next eleven weeks.

He thought about the treehouse inside that tree. The loose boards and the plank table and the one window that never quite latched. The way the floor had a slight pitch from north to south that you only noticed if you set something round on it. The smell of it on a hot afternoon: warm wood and the particular green scent that came from being surrounded by leaves on all sides. He'd been going up that ladder since he was eight years old. He'd done homework there and had arguments there and once, in fourth grade, had cried there after a bad day at school, alone, and felt slightly better by the time he climbed back down.

The reading nook was still real. The telescope mount still needed to move south. He still intended to build every detail on the blueprint. But none of those details meant anything if the tree was gone.

He went inside and got his notebook. He came back to the porch because thinking outside was better than thinking inside when the problem was serious. He wrote: DEADLINE: END OF AUGUST. Below that: $800. Below that: 11 WEEKS.

He sat there a moment. Then, in bigger letters: WHY WE'RE DOING THIS.

He looked at that last line. He'd built the renovation plan around the thing they wanted: the telescope, the reading nook, the fridge. He'd been careful and specific and prepared for the question about money. He hadn't
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