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  Chapter one
New Home, Old Secrets 


At 7:15 on a Saturday morning, the Zarate kitchen felt like a bunker. Alex hunched over the oilcloth table, every inch of its surface occupied by yellowed journal pages, a steaming mug of coffee, and the stray sprawl of Vanessa’s colored pencils. Outside, the fog pressed its face to the windows. Nothing but a white blur and the faint silhouettes of the neighbor’s lawn ornaments,a gnome and a pair of ceramic geese,were visible. From the living room, Bruno’s collar bell chimed sporadically, followed by the patter of his little terrier claws on hardwood.
Alex wet the tip of his pencil, braced it over his notebook, and copied another line from the open journal. The handwriting,spidery, frantic, and occasionally slanted at thirty degrees,was almost as bad as Ricky’s math homework. He could feel the smudges collecting on his left palm, and the friction of his sleeve reminded him to keep his notes neat, even if the source was chaos.
He underlined the entry: “May 5th, 1995. Heard it again last night, the voice in the trees. ‘Find the marker.’ I’m not sleeping anymore.” 
A shadow flickered over his notebook. Ricky, shoeless, hair sticking out in all directions, loomed at his elbow. He had that wild-eyed, manic look he usually reserved for birthdays and snow days.
“So,” Ricky said, drumming a finger next to the mug, “are you gonna tell Mom about this, or just hope she doesn’t notice you joined a cult?”
Alex didn’t look up. “It’s not a cult, Ricky. It’s research. And stop touching my stuff.”
“Dude,” Ricky drawled, “that’s what all cult people say.” He picked up the mug, sniffed, recoiled. “Ugh. You take it black now? What are you, fifty?”
Alex reached for the mug and reclaimed it with a steady hand. “Unlike you, I need to be awake before noon.” He flipped to the next page, scanning for keywords: marker, trees, lake. They popped out like warnings.
Ricky whirled around, ignoring the chair entirely and perching on the kitchen counter. “So what’s the verdict? Journal of a deranged weirdo or genuine local spookiness?”
Alex snapped the journal closed, relishing the soft slap of paper. “It’s a record of the last documented disappearance in Lake Monroe. If you paid attention to anything besides YouTube, you’d know about the 1995 case.”
Ricky grinned, all teeth. “I know about it. The Missing Kid thing, right? Wasn’t it some sad-sack middle-schooler who ran away?”
“No, it wasn’t. The journal says,” Alex was about to read aloud when Vanessa slid in, her sweater’s sleeves swallowed to her knuckles and her hair still creased from sleep.
“Mom says if anyone wakes her up before eight, she’s banning screen time for a week.” Vanessa deposited her sketchbook on the table and immediately flipped to a fresh page. “What are you two fighting about now?”
“We’re not fighting,” Alex said.
“We’re totally fighting,” Ricky said at the same instant. “Alex thinks he can Sherlock the lake mystery before school starts Monday.”
Vanessa’s eyes lit up, which for her was subtle: she just blinked a few more times than usual. “I thought we were just going to fact-check the rumors, not play detective.”
Alex adjusted his glasses. “Fact-checking is detective work. If the stuff in this journal is even half-true, we could,”
“Get on the news?” Ricky cut in. “Finally dethrone the chess club as ‘most likely to get stuck in a cave for content’?”
Alex exhaled, careful to keep his tone flat. “I want to know if it’s real. If something’s actually out there.”
Ricky snorted, then leaped from the counter. “Yeah, well, books won’t tell us what’s out there.” He jabbed a thumb toward the fog-soaked woods across the yard. “I say we take the dog, follow the journal’s clues, and see if this ‘marked tree’ exists.”
Alex’s jaw tensed. “Or,” he countered, “we cross-reference the journal entries with old town records at the library, where it’s warm and no one gets ticks or murdered.”
“Or,” Vanessa interjected, sketching fast, “we do both. Some of the best stories use fieldwork and research.” She flicked a look at Ricky, then back at Alex. “Plus, we promised to take Bruno for a walk today.”
Bruno, hearing his name, yipped from the living room and careened into the kitchen at top speed. He nearly slid into the dishwasher, ears perked for commands.
Ricky dropped to one knee and ruffled Bruno’s fur. “See? He votes woods. Besides, if there’s a marker tree, we find it, take a selfie, and Alex gets to lord it over everyone for a decade.”
Alex tapped the journal with his pencil, weighing his words before responding. “It’s probably just a vandalized oak with an old Boy Scout badge nailed to it. The missing kid’s entries are all about hearing voices. He was having a breakdown.”
“Or he was onto something,” Ricky said, eyes narrowed. “Come on, man. You’re the one who said we needed new data.”
Alex pinched the bridge of his nose, wishing for stronger coffee. “Fine. But if we’re doing this, we take notes and stick together. No sprinting off into the trees like,like,”
“Like last time,” Vanessa supplied, deadpan. She handed Alex her sketchbook. On the page, she’d drawn the symbol from the journal: a circle with an arrow pointing down, ringed with jagged lines.
“You really think this is out there?” she asked, voice low.
Alex studied the drawing, then the window, where the fog still loomed but was beginning to thin. “If it is,” he said, “I want to know why.”
Ricky whooped, snatching the sketchbook and waving it overhead like a trophy. “Yes! Operation Ghost Tree is a go.”
“Can we not call it that,” Alex muttered, but even he felt a tiny current of anticipation at the idea.
Vanessa rolled her eyes, gathering up the pencils into their rainbow tin. “Let’s at least wait for the mist to clear. Mom will flip if she sees us wandering before breakfast.”
“Agreed,” Alex said. He began stacking the journal pages in careful order, then reached into his backpack for the battered spiral notebook where he kept all his “real” research. He clicked a fresh lead into his pencil. If they were doing this, he’d do it right.
Ricky paced, restless energy flickering through his limbs. “I’m gonna put on shoes. And socks this time. You two ready?”
Vanessa shrugged. “I just need to find my colored pens. Evidence deserves full color.”
Alex zipped the journal into a plastic bag, glancing up as the fog outside began to unravel in thin, sunlit threads. He’d already planned his route through the woods, cross-referenced the map in the back of the journal with Google Earth, and packed a compact first-aid kit in his backpack’s side pocket.
If Ricky was chaos and Vanessa was intuition, then Alex was control,at least, that’s what he told himself. But the closer he got to the mystery, the more he felt the edges of his logic fraying.
He checked the weather: 54 degrees, wind out of the west, no rain in the forecast.
Maybe he was overthinking it.
“Let’s meet by the shed in ten,” Alex announced, careful not to sound excited. “I’ll bring the maps and the notebook.”
Ricky flashed a salute and disappeared, Bruno on his heels.
Vanessa lingered, peering over the sketchbook at Alex. “You think it’s going to be dangerous?” she asked, softer than before.
Alex hesitated, then shrugged. “Probably not. But better safe than sorry, right?”
Vanessa smiled, a real one this time, and left to fetch her pens.
Left alone in the kitchen, Alex gathered the supplies with surgical precision: the journal (sealed), his notebook (grid-lined, pages dog-eared), a backup pencil, phone, power bank, small flashlight, two protein bars, and a roll of neon surveyor’s tape, just in case.
He checked each item off his mental list as he slipped them into the backpack. At the last second, he added a bottle of hand sanitizer. He could already hear Ricky’s sarcasm about it, but after reading about the 1995 case, Alex wasn’t taking chances.
He swung the backpack over one shoulder, took one last swig of coffee, and stepped into the mudroom. The fog was almost gone. In its place: sunlight, sharp and clean, slicing through the branches beyond the lawn.
Alex allowed himself a single deep breath.
“Okay,” he said to no one, and opened the door.

At the edge of the backyard, Alex called a final equipment check. Vanessa had traded her sweater for a windbreaker, her sketchbook tucked under one arm. Ricky, as promised, wore actual shoes,Converse, battered and one lace snapped. Bruno danced between them, a blur of brown fur, straining against his leash.
The woods behind the Zarate house weren’t the kind you saw in movies: no wide-open paths, no archways of sunlit leaves. Here, the trees grew hunched and too close, the ground beneath a lumpy mattress of roots and moss. Even with the fog thinning, dew beaded on the undergrowth, soaking cuffs and sneakers within minutes.
“Journal says the marker tree is straight north, about half a mile from the fence,” Alex reported, scanning the map on his phone. “It should be an old oak, bigger than the others. We follow the ridge line and,”
“,and then we summon the ghost,” Ricky finished, making spirit fingers at Vanessa. She stifled a laugh.
“Don’t jinx it,” she said, keeping her voice light. “It might just be a cool tree. With, like, a fungus problem.”
They squeezed through the gap in the chain-link fence, brambles grabbing at their legs. Alex led, eyes down, noting how the mud shifted from suburban sludge to wild loam. Bruno snuffled at every scent, his nose pressed to the ground like a miniature bloodhound.
The woods were silent, or close to it. Once, a jay screamed overhead; otherwise, only the squelch of shoes and the constant, metallic ting-ting of Bruno’s bell.
“Anyone else get the feeling something’s watching us?” Ricky said, breaking the quiet.
“That’s called paranoia,” Alex said. “It’s a side effect of reading too many conspiracy blogs.”
Vanessa giggled, but her gaze kept darting to the shadows, as if expecting them to move.
They followed the ridge until the ground dropped off into a shallow ravine. The earth here was pockmarked with old erosion scars and the wreckage of fallen branches. Alex checked the GPS, then pointed at an uphill slope thick with dead leaves.
“Shortcut,” he announced, and started up, shoes sliding in the slick layer of mulch.
Ricky bounded ahead, beating everyone to the crest. “Wow,” he breathed, “would you look at that.”
At the top, a single oak dominated the clearing, its trunk the width of a car hood. High up, almost at eye-level for a tall adult, someone had carved a symbol: circle, arrow, the same jagged lines as Vanessa’s sketch. The bark around it was blackened and gnarled, as if it had been branded instead of cut.
“This is it,” Alex whispered, heart thrumming.
Bruno tugged forward, yapping once before Vanessa shushed him.
“Okay, so what now?” Ricky said. “We found the tree. Mystery solved. Can we go home and eat, or,?”
Alex shook his head. “The journal says the mark points to something. ‘Arrow always leads. Don’t look back.’” He pressed a palm to the wood, feeling the roughness beneath his fingers. “We have to follow where it aims.”
Ricky made a face. “You sure that’s not just a metaphor for depression?”
“It’s a literal arrow,” Vanessa said, running her finger along the carved line. “See? It’s pointing that way.”
She paced a few steps, then crouched, inspecting the ground. “Look. There’s a kind of trail here.” True: the leaves had been recently disturbed, and a thin path wound through the brush toward a thicket of pines.
Ricky grinned. “Let’s check it out. Worst case, we get murdered by squirrels.”
Before Alex could object, Ricky was already moving, Bruno now off-leash and charging after him. Vanessa hesitated only a second, then followed, tucking her sketchbook into her backpack. Alex pulled out his phone, snapped a quick photo of the carving, and jogged after them.
The path grew less obvious the farther they went. Pine needles muffled their steps. The air smelled cold, metallic, almost electric.
Up ahead, Ricky’s voice carried, muffled but excited: “There’s something over here! Maybe a fort,”
He cut off abruptly. Then: “Whoa!”
Vanessa and Alex scrambled up the next rise. Ricky was halfway up another tree,a birch this time,bracing himself between two branches, trying to see over a brush pile.
“Get down from there,” Alex hissed. “You’ll break your neck!”
“Chill,” Ricky said, but his shoes slipped anyway. He clung tighter, then twisted around to peer at something hidden from ground level. “There’s like, a game trail or something. It keeps going.”
Alex eyed the branches, noting the thinness and the fresh layer of moisture. “You’re not a squirrel. Come down before you,”
Before he could finish, Ricky’s right foot shot out from under him. He yelped, caught the branch with both hands, then dropped the last six
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