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            The Mystery of the Poster

          

        

      

    

    
      Let’s take another peek inside Spooner Academy.

      We’re standing in a grand hall flooded with daylight. Sunbeams pour through the dome’s huge, round stained-glass windows and seem to be playing a game—bouncing off every glossy surface in sight. They slide over the faces of students clustered along one wall, waiting for two classmates to bring a ladder and hang a poster.

      On the marble floor lies a massive rolled-up sheet—the one the faculty prepared ahead of time. Whatever was printed on it was still a secret, known only to them. A mystery about to be revealed any second. What a moment! Whispers, guesses, and anticipation hung so thick in the air you could practically grab them.

      And it wasn’t the only thing floating under the dome.

      High above, near the ceiling, a pair of sparrows fluttered around, having slipped in through the Academy’s open front doors. They looped and swooped like tiny acrobats, filling the hall with bright, happy chirping.

      Then, suddenly, there was a squeak.

      Every head turned at once toward the main entrance, where two students appeared carrying a ladder. The crowd parted immediately to make room.

      Lenny and Ray set the ladder against the wall.

      “All riiight,” Ray said, tipping his head back. “You go first. I’m not really into that kind of extreme sport.”

      “Fine,” Lenny replied. “Then you hold it steady.” And he climbed the steps like he’d done it a hundred times.

      Ray lifted the wide roll from the marble floor and handed it up. Lenny unrolled the poster—and the crowd instantly erupted.

      “What does it say?”

      “Hurry up!”

      “No way… it’s already coming! I knew it!”

      “I told you!” came voices from every direction.

      Lenny fastened one side first. He was tall and lanky, and he could easily reach the other end to secure it too. But it turned out to be a little trickier than he’d expected.

      Everyone started shouting advice at once, trying to help line it up, and the hall fell into real chaos.

      “Hey, Lenny—lower on the right!”

      “No, no—more! Now a little higher…”

      “The left edge needs to go down!” people barked, like they were directing a space launch.

      With a lot of struggling—and a lot of Lenny’s patience—the heavy poster finally settled into place.

      You might be wondering why everyone was making such a fuss over a simple poster.

      Hmm… let’s read what it says.

      
        
        Spooner Academy is pleased to welcome everyone

        to the Annual “Magic Trees” Competition,

        to be held on November 2.

        Teams of eight students from the same year are invited to participate.

        Applications accepted through October 5.

        Good luck to all!

        —Director Reylight

      

      

      This was no ordinary event. It was an old Academy tradition—and one of the most anticipated “forms of entertainment” for students who, by the way, were in no hurry whatsoever to get back to class. Everyone was talking about the competition. Sue Jefferson and Joe Marini were right there with the rest of them.

      “I don’t get why they change the date every single year,” Joe complained.

      “Same,” Mike agreed. “But at least this year we have time. Last time it was the first week—nobody had a chance to prepare.”

      “You don’t know the story?” Sue asked, staring at Joe.

      “What story?” Joe said, thrown off. “What are you talking about?”

      “And what story is that?” Mike jumped in, confused.

      Sue looked at Joe again—almost hopeful—but he glanced away.

      “Okay… seriously, has nobody heard the legend?” Sue said. “Do you guys ever go to the library? Or at least read the little plaques by the trees? You know—those… rectangular ones?” She traced a rectangle in the air with her hands.

      Silence.

      Mike just shrugged, like the entire topic had dropped out of the sky.

      “So, basically…” Sue started, but stopped when she noticed a crowd of curious students slowly gathering around them—drawn in by the sound of something new and obviously interesting.

      Sue scanned the faces. She had no intention of holding a public lecture in the middle of the hall, so she raised her voice and said clearly, “If you want to learn something unusual, there’s a place for that. It’s called the library. First floor, over there to the right.” She pointed.

      A little embarrassed, the eavesdroppers scattered quickly, pretending they hadn’t been listening at all.

      Sue lowered her voice. The others leaned in.

      “There are a lot of gaps in this story, but…” She paused for dramatic effect. “The legend says that many years ago, something happened at the Academy—” another pause, perfectly timed, “—something truly terrifying. And after that… the trees came alive.”

      “And that’s it?” Joe asked skeptically.

      “No,” Sue said, giving him a sharp look. “Don’t interrupt.”

      “Sorry.”

      “After that ‘incident,’ the trees change their size every year.”

      “Seriously?” Mike raised his eyebrows. “That sounds like science fiction. Or something someone made up.” He chuckled and nudged Joe, hoping he’d join in.

      Sue frowned. She looked like she was about to pounce on Mike—then didn’t. Instead, she slowly lifted her eyes and stared at him with icy calm.

      And for a second, it felt like Mike was the small one.

      “I’m sure there’s some truth in it,” she said. “Otherwise how do you explain this?” She jabbed a finger toward the poster on the wall, pulling everyone’s attention back to it.

      “Just… a normal competition,” Phil mumbled. He’d been silent until now.

      “No!” Sue snapped. “Don’t you get it? They don’t know!”

      “Who doesn’t know?” Joe asked, now genuinely lost.

      “Our professors,” Sue said. “And the director.”

      “You think they’re not the ones choosing the date?” Joe clarified.

      “Exactly,” Sue said—quick and firm.

      Everyone went quiet. It took a moment for the words to sink in.

      Mike scratched his head and, puffing out his muscular chest like he was delivering a big conclusion, said, “So… someone tells them when to hold the competition.”

      “You could say that.”

      “Someone… or something,” Joe added thoughtfully.

      Sue looked at him with satisfaction.

      “So that’s probably why nobody’s won for the last ten years,” Matthew said.

      “Yes!” several voices answered at once.

      “I heard you talking about the competition,” a voice cut in.

      Out of nowhere—as if he’d stepped out of thin air—a good-looking, broad-shouldered guy appeared beside them.

      “Yes,” Sue replied, her brow tightening, clearly annoyed by the stranger barging in.

      “My name’s Tony,” he said. “I transferred into your year. Sorry for… uh…” He hesitated, searching for the word. “Jumping in. Interrupting.”

      Everyone brightened at once. One person offered a hand, and the others quickly followed. They introduced themselves one by one. Jokes and laughter filled the air, and someone gave Tony a friendly pat on the shoulder. The whole introduction was quick and easy.

      Only Sue—though she smiled—still looked displeased. If the others didn’t notice, Joe did. He knew Sue too well not to catch the flicker of distrust and caution in her eyes.

      Is a first impression ever reliable? Sue wondered. Tony had rubbed her the wrong way from the very first second.

      What do you think?

      And even if you’re not ready to answer yet, let’s see what happens next.

      The classmates hurried off to their next lesson. A noisy stream of students swept through the corridors. Within minutes, everyone was in their seats, waiting for class to begin.

      Joe kept glancing back and forth between Sue and the new guy, unable to figure out what it was about Tony that made usually calm, collected Sue act so… off.

      Does she like him? No. That can’t be it. This is definitely something else.

      Joe pushed the thought away instantly—but an unpleasant feeling lingered all the same.
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      On the first floor, there were several classrooms, one room rented out to outside groups, and a spacious laboratory.

      The lab door opened, and a gray-haired man stepped in—middle-aged, compact, with a slight paunch. This was the chemistry instructor, Professor Kevin Grayson. He’d just returned from a break and was calmly setting out everything needed for the lab.

      Students filtered in and took their seats at two long tables. On the tabletops, flasks of all sizes stood in racks, from tiny ones no bigger than a thimble to huge, heavy-looking ones. Nearby lay gloves and clear plastic face shields they pulled over their heads. The transparent visor covered and protected their faces during the lab work.

      Professor Grayson paused, glanced at the clock, and nodded to himself.

      “Well then. Time to begin,” he said, stepping away from the prep table and moving to close the door.

      But the moment he turned, someone knocked.

      Professor Grayson didn’t stop. He walked back to his station, ignoring the sound.

      “I can open it,” offered a student standing closest to the door.

      “Thank you, but I’m sure everyone who intends to be here is already in the lab,” Professor Grayson said evenly. “Tardiness is unacceptable in a subject that demands precision.”

      “Wow,” Joe muttered to Phil as he slid into place beside him. “Sounds like this is going to be brutal.”

      “Well, step one is actually showing up,” Sue whispered, laughing under her breath. She knew exactly how often Joe
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