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  Chapter one
 Arrival at Camp Evergreen  


Camp Evergreen was nothing like Alex Zarate had pictured from the grainy flyer, which had suggested something between a lakeside resort and prison. In real life, it sprawled over a ridge cut with gravel paths and shoulder-high ferns, the evergreens vaulting so high the sun could only poke through in blinding needles. He stopped at the edge of the parking lot, glasses slipping down his nose, and tried to take it all in,damp tang of cedar, squadrons of dragonflies strafing the dumpsters, the din of kids unloading from minivans like a time-lapse migration.
Behind him, Ricky Zarate leapt off the curb and threw his arms wide, as if inviting a bear attack. “If a tree falls on me, you get my PlayStation,” he called, then stooped to grab the handle of his duffel bag.
“Why would I want your PlayStation?” Vanessa replied, shouldering her own backpack. Thirteen, undersized, and already cultivating a slow-burning disdain for all things childish, she looked like a volunteer at her own execution.
“Because it’s the only console that doesn’t have your weird horse games installed?” Ricky said, waggling his eyebrows.
Alex was supposed to play peacekeeper, but the image of a horse-obsessed PlayStation lodged itself in his brain and wouldn’t leave. He started mentally cataloging their luggage,two regulation-sized duffels, one monogrammed, two Target backpacks, a suspiciously lumpy sleeping bag, and whatever Ricky had crammed into his hoodie pockets.
Mom’s van engine idled behind them. Martha Zarate had made it clear this was her big plan for the summer, and none of them were getting out early. She leaned out the window; her phone already at the ready. “Smile, Zarates! This is the first day of the rest of your…well, your summer!”
Vanessa and Ricky exchanged a look of mutual disgust, but Alex managed a half-smile and gave a thumbs-up. The phone snapped a burst of photos. He wondered which would be the one Mom texted to all her friends, probably with some sanctimonious caption about “letting them find themselves in the wild.” He straightened his Camp Evergreen t-shirt,still starchy from the package,and tried to look at home among the trees.
After the mandatory photo op, they shuffled toward the check-in tent, a canvas pavilion where college-age counselors in matching green shirts barked instructions over the thump of portable speakers. Alex checked his watch, then the schedule printed on his phone, then his siblings, just to keep the loop going. On a scale from one to full meltdown, his anxiety hovered at “impending pop quiz.”
“Line’s not bad,” he said, trying to sound upbeat. “Let’s get our stuff in before the stampede.”
Vanessa didn’t answer, but Ricky let his duffel fall and stretched. “Place your bets,how many hours until something catches fire?”
It took every ounce of Alex’s willpower not to say, “That’s not funny,” because with Ricky, it might actually happen. He clamped his mouth shut and nudged his brother forward. The crowd parted for them: Alex the human shield, Vanessa the shadow, Ricky the self-appointed chaos agent.
When they reached the sign-in table, a perky redhead with a camp whistle around her neck smiled too hard. “Welcome, Zarate siblings! Alex, Ricky, Vanessa, right?” She checked their names off a clipboard, then handed each a camp map, a neon wristband, and an aggressively cheerful welcome packet. “You’ll love it here. The lodge is straight ahead, cabins are up the hill, and tonight’s mixer is mandatory.”
Alex stuffed the packet into his pocket, memorizing the map as he did. He enjoyed knowing the lay of the land. The cabins,Oak, Maple, Birch,sprawled in a horseshoe above the lake, with the mess hall at dead center. Hiking trails squiggled away in every direction. He could already sense the patterns forming, each pathway a branch on the binary tree of his summer.
He was so engrossed that he almost missed it,the wriggling, scratchy sound coming from Ricky’s duffel. Alex froze.
Oh, no.
Ricky’s bag, which moments ago had been inert, was now pulsing gently, like a heart in a medical drama. Before Alex could intercept, the zipper burst open and Bruno, the Zarate family’s forbidden Yorkshire terrier, shot out at ankle-height, ears pinned and tongue wagging in joyous terror.
Vanessa clapped a hand over her mouth. “You idiot,” she hissed. “You brought him?”
“Surprise!” Ricky said, not at all sheepish.
The camp counselor’s mouth dropped open. “Wait, is that,?”
But Bruno was already gone, racing for the open door of the main lodge. Alex felt every eye on him: the counselors, the other families, the kid in the tie-dye shorts whose jaw unhinged in awe. Bruno ducked under a picnic table, then made a beeline for the lobby, skidding across the threshold like a curling stone.
Alex set his jaw and sprinted after him, forgetting for once to adjust his glasses as they slid precariously down his face. The world went fuzzy at the edges, but he tracked Bruno by the blur of brown fur and the trail of chaos. In the main lodge, the registration table was manned by a single adult,head counselor, if the clipboard and air of quiet desperation were any indication. Bruno zipped beneath the table, scattering a stack of forms in his wake. The man flinched.
“Sir!” Alex yelped, voice cracking, “Sorry, my,my,” He realized that ‘dog’ would incriminate Ricky, so he pivoted mid-sentence. “My, um, comfort animal! Sometimes he gets, uh, nervous in new environments.”
The counselor, a bearded forty-something with bifocals and a terminal case of sunburn, leveled a look that suggested he’d seen it all and would prefer to never see any of it again. “We have a strict no-pets policy, son.”
“I know,” Alex said, scooping up Bruno and clamping the squirming pup to his chest. “I,it’s just, my little brother, he…gets homesick.”
A lie, but one with plausible deniability. Alex kept his eyes on the man’s, willing himself not to blink.
A pause. “Put it back in your bag, and it stays there until check-out. Next time, we call your parents.” The counselor scanned the forms with a resigned sigh, then flicked his eyes at Alex’s name tag. “Try not to let it happen again, Mr. Zarate.”
“Yes, sir.”
Alex retreated, cheeks burning, the puppy vibrating like a stress ball in his arms. He re-zipped Bruno into Ricky’s duffel on the porch, where his siblings awaited. Ricky looked delighted. Vanessa’s eye-roll was so forceful Alex feared her optic nerve might detach.
“Classic,” she muttered. “Now we’re the dog family.”
“We were already the dog family,” Ricky said, snickering.
“Next time you sneak a living creature into camp, maybe warn me?” Alex said, trying for stern, but it came out more pleading. He handed Ricky the duffel and glared.
Ricky shrugged, unrepentant. “He likes you more, anyway.”
Alex wanted to scream, but he counted to five instead. “We’re lucky I didn’t get us sent home before lunch. Just,keep him quiet, okay? Please?”
Ricky grinned, zipped up the bag, and slung it over his shoulder like he was on a mission from God. Vanessa, less amused, glowered at the both of them.
The walk up to the cabins was mercifully uneventful. Other campers had arrived in clusters, some already hoisting each other onto their shoulders for photos, some loitering around the rec hall. Alex’s mind ran through every possible disaster scenario: allergic counselors, surprise bag checks, Bruno chewing through the nylon and peeing on someone’s sleeping bag. He could already hear the headlines. But the further they got from the main gate, the more the woods seemed to dampen the panic. Sunlight glinted through the pine needles, and a breeze off the lake teased the edges of Alex’s hair.
A cluster of counselors met them at the cabin row, each with a clipboard and a fixed smile. A tall, freckled guy in a backwards hat called out, “Zarates! Over here!”
He handed them each a color-coded key fob. “Ricky, Oak cabin. Vanessa, Maple. Alex, Birch.”
Alex blinked. “Not together?”
“Sorry, them’s the rules. Age groups. But it’s only for sleeping,you’ll see plenty of each other during activities. Promise.” The counselor gave him a hearty slap on the back that nearly knocked the air from his lungs. “Orientation’s in fifteen. You can drop your stuff first.”
Alex slotted the key fob into his palm, pulse quickening. He shot a look at Ricky, who gave a mock salute, then at Vanessa, who was already marching toward Maple with her chin up, the embodiment of premature adulthood.
Ricky shrugged. “See you on the flip side, nerds.”
He disappeared into the Oak cabin, duffel bouncing behind him, probably plotting his next act of civil disobedience.
Alex hoisted his own bag and trudged up the slope to Birch. It looked like every summer camp cabin in every movie ever made: green-painted steps, screen door patched with duct tape, small square windows fogged with the breath of ten thousand teenagers past. He could hear voices inside,two boys already arguing over top bunk, someone singing off-key. For a second he considered bolting for the woods, dog under arm, and making a break for it.
But instead, he squared his shoulders, wiped his palms on his shorts, and stepped inside.
The air was thick with the aroma of Pine-Sol and sunscreen. The other boys barely looked up as he entered. Alex found an empty bunk near the window, dropped his stuff, and sat down. The mattress was vinyl, the pillow sawdust, but the light coming through the window was gentle. Alex exhaled, tension draining out by degrees. He glanced at his phone, which was about to go into “parent-mandated safe mode,” and tapped out a quick message to his mom: Made it. Nobody dead yet.
He thought for a moment, then added: Might actually survive this place.
He hit send, then looked out through the window, where the sun flickered in yellow shards through the trees. Somewhere down the hill, he could hear Bruno barking. It sounded,he had to admit,like the happiest noise in the world.
For the first time all summer, Alex let himself believe he might actually be okay.

      ***At dusk, the counselors herded the entire population of Camp Evergreen toward the lakeshore, where a circle of log benches ringed a freshly built fire pit. The flames licked at the kindling with the wild hunger of something just released, the smoke already curling upward in a lazy signal to the rest of the world: here be campers.
Alex found Ricky and Vanessa by the drinks table, where a tub of bug juice and stacks of Solo cups did brisk business. The wristbands made it easy to spot his siblings in the growing crowd,Vanessa’s pink one glowed like a hospital alert, Ricky’s neon green had already been inked with ballpoint mustaches. For a second, Alex envied the counselors who moved through the crowd with effortless cheer, T-shirts untucked and names written boldly in Sharpie.
“Yo, Alex!” Ricky flagged him down with a fistful of graham crackers, already chewing. “Save me a seat by the fire?”
Alex nodded, but by the time he’d navigated the crowd, Ricky had commandeered an entire bench for himself and Vanessa, feet up and arms sprawled. Alex wedged in beside them, knees pressed tight together. The heat from the fire was instant and total; his legs started sweating through his cargo shorts.
The welcome program was…excessive. The counselors had split into two camps: Song Leaders and Icebreaker Nazis. First came the oldies,"Kumbaya," "Country Roads," and a camp anthem to the tune of "Yankee Doodle." Then, the Icebreakers. Every kid had to introduce themselves by name and a “fun fact,” which, for Alex, became a paralyzing challenge. He debated whether “plays chess” was more or less embarrassing than “memorized every Marvel movie in order.”
He barely got out “Alex,uh, from the Bay,uh, my brother once lit the stove on fire” before Ricky interrupted with, “He also has a black belt in Sudoku!” The bench snorted in unison.
Alex hunched lower, glasses reflecting the firelight. He wondered if he could just disappear, molecule by molecule, until only his hoodie remained. Vanessa nudged him, and he realized she was actually trying to be reassuring, which somehow made it worse.
He noticed her attention wasn’t on him, but across the circle. Alex followed her gaze and locked eyes,very briefly,with a girl on the opposite bench. Black hair, sharp cheekbones, a bandana knotted at her wrist. She was laughing at something one counselor had said, her whole body caught up in the sound. Her laugh was bright enough to compete with the fire.
She looked, for lack of a better word, alive. Alex felt his stomach do something uncharacteristically unpredictable.
The marshmallow portion of the evening arrived, which gave everyone a chance to wander. The logs around the pit became a revolving social experiment. Alex watched Vanessa float off with a trio of girls from Maple cabin, and Ricky vanish in the direction of the snack table, no doubt plotting some high-carb atrocity. Alone, Alex twisted his stick over the fire and let the silence settle.
He glanced back at the girl,Lila, he’d heard her introduce herself
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