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UNMASK THE SYMBOL. UNRAVEL THE SECRETS. OUTSMART THE DANGER

When Justin investigates a mysterious green symbol spray-painted at his school, initially blamed on his friend Raj’s Eco-Warrior group, it sets in motion of strange set of events that perplex the young sleuth and his friends.

As suspicion and tension rise, Justin uncovers a web of secrets involving the troubled Appleton family, a defunct publishing company, and a cryptic video. 

The case escalates to threats, family drama, and a dangerous confrontation with the real culprits—culminating in a dramatic rescue and the exposure of a scheme involving a local church.

Through teamwork and perseverance, and dealing with the drama surrounding his new friendship with former enemy Daryl Peters, Justin clears his friends’ names and solves the cryptic symbol mystery.
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“WHO’S THAT GUY? AND where’s he going in such a rush?” my buddy, dark-haired Van Gilman, muttered as we headed out of the cafeteria from lunch period. It was Friday, and I had a Geography test to study for, so we were heading to the library.

I glanced down the corridor to see a guy who looked out of place at Port Salser Collegiate, an older man dressed in an ill-fitting dark suit. His hair was long and frizzy, pulled back in a loose ponytail, and he had a scraggly gray beard. He stopped suddenly, as if he were lost. Two students came up to him and started talking to him. They looked like they knew him. 

“That’s those two new kids,” Van muttered. “Brother and sister—a couple of weirdos if you ask me,” he muttered. “Just moved here last week. Think their last name is Appleton.”

The man was gesticulating wildly and muttering about something. The kid, I now recognized as Arthur Appleton, took the man by the arm and led him towards the front entrance to the school. Soon they were out of sight.

“That was Arthur and Adriana, and you’re right. Their last name is Appleton,” I said as we walked along the corridor towards the library. 

“Who was that old dude they were with?” Van asked, and I shrugged.

“This Arthur guy is in my English Lit class. You’re right, Arthur and his sister are kind of weird. He always wears dress pants and a tie to class every day. I think they were part of some weird church out west.”

“And how do you know that?”

“I did my research—no, I was curious about something Arthur said the first day he was here last week. He mentioned a church name, but I couldn’t find anything on it. You know me with my insatiable curiosity.”

“Who was that man?” a voice called out from behind us. It was one of our buddies, Raj Mistry. He had longish dark hair and a worried look on his face now. “The one that was just here. I saw him leave a minute ago.”

“I don’t know who it was,” I remarked. 

“It looked like Horace Appleton,” Raj said, his eyes wide. “What was he doing here at the school?”

“Appleton—so, he’s related to Arthur and Adriana?”

Raj nodded. “He’s their father, but what was he doing here?” he repeated.

I shrugged as we walked along the corridor. The library was around the next corner. “Do you know him or something?” I asked. “How do you know him?”

Raj nodded. “We had a run-in with him yesterday,” he said with a sigh. “The Eco Warriors are opposed to them expanding their church building over on Maple Ave.”

The ‘Eco Warriors’ was Raj’s environmental group that he ran with his twin sister, Neela. Raj and his family had recently moved to Port Salser from Mumbai, India, and had quickly become friends with Van and me. 

“Their church?” Van asked. 

“Yeah, the Evermore Academy,” Raj remarked. “They just opened a few weeks ago and already they want to expand their building.” We arrived at the library, and Van and Raj followed me inside. 

“What’s wrong with that?” I asked as we headed to an empty table over by the window. 

“There’s a protected habitat in the trees right next to their building. If they expand the current building, it will disrupt the habitat. The Eco Warriors want them to reconsider their plans.”

“Good luck,” Van said as he put his books down on the table. I set mine down across from him. 

“Can I join you guys?” Raj said as Van and I sat down. “I’ve got a free period now and I’ve got a geography test to study for.”

“No, sorry,” Van said with a smirk. 

Raj just shook his head and sat down next to me. “Justin will let me join you guys, right?”

“No, sorry,” I remarked. 

“Ha, you guys are funny,” Raj said. “Anyway, can I count on you guys for support?”

“No, sorry,” we both said in unison, and then the three of us laughed. 

“Of course, bro,” I said. “What do you need us to do?”

“We have a rally next weekend at City Hall, and we want to get the mayor and the City Zoning Commission to block the expansion of Evermore Academy.”

“Sure,” I said. “Anything to help, bro.”

“Thanks, guys,” Raj said. “Wonder what Mr. Appleton was doing here at the school? When I saw him, I thought maybe he was here about our group; maybe he wanted to talk to us. But why would he do that here?”

I shook my head. “It is kind of weird,” I said as I opened my geography text to the current chapter we were studying: the islands of the South Pacific.

“Maybe Justin can find out why he was here,” Van said as he opened his own text. 

“Sure, I’ll get right on it.” I muttered. “So, now, what do you think this geography test is going to be on?”

*
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“WHAT'S ALL THE COMMOTION about?” I asked an hour later as Van and I headed to gym class. Raj had left the library before us to run an errand for one of his teachers. Van ran his hand through his dark hair and shrugged. 

“Do not know,” he said. “Maybe there's a fight. Come on, let's check it out.” Shouting voices came down the hall, and it seemed to be coming from in front of the gym, where Van and I were headed. 

We soon saw a group of students gathered in a semi-circle and looking at something on the wall beside the gym entrance. 

Just then Raj came out of the group and headed towards Van and me. 

“Justin — Van, it wasn't me, I swear,” he said, eyes darting between the two of us. 

“What?” I asked, what are you talking about, Raj?” I said as I stopped in front of my friend. 

“The spray paint. It wasn't me — or anyone in my group.” 

I shook my head. “I don't know —.”

He grabbed my arm and led me back down the hallway to where the group of students was gathered. Van followed. As we approached, we could see something on the wall. It was a large, stylized ‘E’ spray-painted in garish green on the cement wall beside the gym entrance.

“That looks like—.” 

“The symbol for the Eco-Warriors,” Van exclaimed.

“Yes, it does,” a voice came out from the crowd. The voice belonged to Adriana Appleton. She was tall, almost 6 feet, and very thin, and wore a blue dress with frills. Her dark hair was pulled back in a braid. She was dressed like a bad 80s prom date. 

Right now, her green eyes were fixed on Raj and his T-shirt. The t-shirt that had a symbol similar to the one that was spray-painted on the wall!
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“IT WASN'T ME,” RAJ said pleadingly. “Or anyone in my group. I swear.”

The ‘Eco Warriors’ used the stylized ‘E' symbol as their logo. I glanced at Raj’s t-shirt then back at the wall. They certainly looked the same or very similar.

“Hmph, we'll see about that, Mr. Mistry,” Adriana said as she turned on her heel and stomped away. 

“She looks like she's going to get Principal Anderson,” Van said. He turned to Raj. “So, who spray-painted the symbol?”

“Someone out to get our group in trouble, maybe,” Raj said. 

“Maybe,” I said. “And it might just be a coincidence. Come on, let's get a closer look at it before Anderson comes.”

We edged through the crowd and stood in front of the symbol. It sure looked like the Eco-Warrior symbol, but something was off. 

“That's not your symbol,” I said finally. “Look, the ‘E’ is different — not as round as your logo. And your logo has a tree above the ‘E’; this one doesn’t.” I pulled out my cell phone and took a picture of the symbol from a few different angles, then put my phone away. 

Raj tilted his head to the side, then back straight. “I guess you're right, Justin,” he said. “It isn't exactly the same as our group. I just saw the ‘E’ and jumped to conclusions.”

“As did everyone else,” I said. “Look, here comes Principal Anderson.” 

A tall, dark-skinned man came down the corridor with Adriana Appleton and another student — Adriana's twin brother, Arthur. Arthur was tall and slim and had the same green eyes as his sister with dark hair to his shoulders, with his dress shirt and tie.

Anderson didn't look pleased. “OK, break it up, everyone,” his voice boomed down the hallway. A few seconds later everyone scattered, including the Appletons.

Van, Raj and I stayed back. When Anderson saw the symbol, his jaw hardened. “What is this?” he asked us as he stopped in front of the wall. He turned to Raj. “Is this your work, Mr. Mistry?”

“No,” Raj mumbled. “No sir. I swear,” he said. “We wouldn't do anything —.”

“I don't think it's the Eco Warrior symbol,” I said. 

Anderson glanced between the symbol and Raj's t-shirt, then at the wall again. “That may be true,” he said finally. “But what does the symbol mean — if it's not the Eco Warriors?”

I shook my head. “I don't know, sir,” I said. “But I can investigate and get back to you. It does look familiar, though like I’ve seen it before—somewhere else.”

“Now that you mention it, Justin, it does look familiar—.” Anderson moved off and returned a moment later with a flyer. He showed it to us. It was a brochure for—Evermore Academy, and the logo looked very similar.

“That was where I had seen it,” I remarked. I took the flyer and looked at it. “This says that the Evermore Academy is holding meetings in the gym every Monday and Tuesday night. Is this why Mr. Appleton was here earlier?” I asked and Anderson nodded.

“Yes, he and his group are meeting here in the gym. Their church building isn’t big enough to hold a meeting of this size. I heard they are petitioning the city planning commission to expand their building.”

“Yes, sir, that’s right,” Raj said. “But our group—the Eco Warriors — is trying to block it. They’re going to disrupt and wildlife habitat in the nearby trees,” he remarked. 

“I can investigate this, sir,” I remarked. 

Anderson looked at me, then smiled. “Very well, Justin. But I'm getting this thing cleaned up. I'll get that new custodian, Mr. Simpson, to paint over it.” He turned to Raj. “If I find that you're lying to me, Mr. Mistry, then you will be in a lot of trouble. You're lucky you've got Justin as a friend.” He turned to me. “See what you can find out, Mr. Macdonald. I don't want this kind of thing happening on school property. Let me know if you find anything.”

“Sure,” I said with a nod. “Thanks, Mr. Anderson.”

He moved off. As the three of us studied the symbol again, Arthur came up to us again. 

“Like my sister said, this is clearly the work of the Eco-Warriors,” he said with a sneer. “My sister and I will make sure you get your proper punishment.”

“Proper punishment? You're a freak, Arthur,” Van muttered, and Arthur turned on him. 

“What
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