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  Chapter one
 A Friend in Trouble  


DAY 1 — Saturday, 10:12 a.m. 
Alex spent the morning engineering the perfect crime wall, minus the wall. His desk, bed, and every available vertical surface in his room were smothered in paper. Old school folders cannibalized into evidence binders, sticky notes plastered up in sun-faded pastel constellations, printouts of journal entries and library records and Ricky’s atrocious cell phone photos all in neat, manic arrays. At the center of it all, taped above his monitor, was Vanessa’s latest rendition of the circle-arrow symbol: bold, black, spiking out at the world like a warning sign for the deranged.
 
 
He re-read his own timeline, updating it with the details they’d survived: shadow in the woods, the fake-outs at the dock, the photo of their own mother with the vanished kid, the new threats clawed into the screen door. Red string would have been overkill, but if he could’ve gotten away with it, he would have.
 EVIDENCE LOG v3 — A. ZARATE (screenshot)
—————————————————————————————
Symbol: Circle + arrow, 13 spikes (consistent).
Known locations: marker tree (north ridge), marina dock pylons, park kiosk etch, screen door.
Historical note: “Deal” mentioned in old journals; quarry filled afterward; 1995 referenced in margin.
Observed pattern (hypothesis): 13-day cadence. Arrow orientation may point to next site.
Datapoint: MAY 17 — “Night Screaming” — CONFIRMED? (audio reports / neighbor texts)
Countdown note: If cadence holds, circle closes in 13 nights. Start clock: TODAY.
Open items:
— Unknown hooded figure (x2 sightings).
— Kline (boat man): access, motive unknown.
— Jake — Status: ________ (fill on check-in)
—————————————————————————————

 
Down the hall, the unmistakable percussion of Ricky’s playlist, stolen from some 2003 punk revival, shook the baseboards. Alex ignored it. He didn’t even flinch when Ricky stomped into his room, slamming the door open like he was being chased by the world’s slowest SWAT team.
 
 
“Your cave’s gotten weirder,” Ricky said, parking himself on Alex’s bed and immediately picking up a stack of photos. “Are these supposed to be in order? Or is this, like, serial killer chic?”
 
 
Alex ignored the dig. “You’re standing on the timeline. Also, you still have mud on your shoes.”
 
 
Ricky looked down at the faint brown crescents smeared across Alex’s comforter, shrugged, and deposited the photos on the nightstand. “It’s not real mud unless you can grow potatoes in it.” He squinted at the crime wall, like he was hoping it would blink first. “You really think the boat guy is stalking us?”
 
 
“He knows our names. He knows where we live. And now he’s sending threats,” Alex said, flicking a sticky note to the “HIGH” priority section. “I’d say that qualifies.”
 
 
Ricky grinned, but it didn’t quite land. “Makes us sound like secret agents.”
 
 
“Or targets,” Alex corrected.
 
 
The room’s air changed with the arrival of Vanessa, who stood at the threshold with Bruno at her heel. She scanned the desk, not missing a single detail. “You moved my sketch,” she said.
 
 
“It’s the only thing that looks like evidence,” Alex said.
 
 
Vanessa ignored the insult, as if it were a compliment. She opened her sketchbook and started copying new versions of the symbol, experimenting with how the spiked lines radiated out. Bruno, unimpressed, nosed his way under the desk and immediately fell asleep with a sigh.
 
 
“Dude,” Ricky said, flicking a wad of paper at the sleeping dog, “it’s not even noon and you’ve already mapped the whole town.”
 
 
“Someone has to,” Alex muttered. He added a new line: MAY 17th,Night Screaming, Confirmed? to the master chronology.
 
 
The familiar thump of wheels on hardwood warned them of Jake’s approach. He didn’t knock, just burst in, skateboard under one arm, hair spiked with rain and disregard for grooming standards.
 
 
“Whoa, it’s like a conspiracy bunker in here,” Jake said, dumping his board next to Ricky and grabbing a fistful of pretzels from the open bag on the desk. “Is this what genius looks like, or should I call the CDC?”
 
 
“State of the art,” Ricky said. “We’re going full X-Files now.”
 
 
Jake circled the desk, peering at the photos. “That the marker tree? Looks gnarly. I’ve seen crap like this in those Blair Witch videos. You ever think it’s just some loser with a knife and too much free time?”
 
 
Alex was ready for this. “Not unless the loser’s got a time machine. These carvings have been showing up for years. Decades.”
 
 
Vanessa angled her sketchbook so Jake could see. “It’s always the same symbol. Always thirteen spikes. Why would someone keep doing that?”
 
 
Jake considered, crunching louder than any human should. “For the vibes, maybe? Or a dare?” He gave Alex a sidelong glance, like he didn’t quite believe it, but wanted to be convinced.
 
 
Ricky bounced a tennis ball off the closet door. “Tell them what you told me at the park,” he prompted.
 
 
Jake hesitated, then flopped into the rolling chair and spun it a half-turn, letting momentum say what his words wouldn’t. “I saw someone last night. Not like, ‘oh, I saw a person out walking.’ More like… I saw something watching my window. Big. Hood up, face all shadow. Just… standing there.”
 
 
Alex’s neck prickled. “Where?”
 
 
Jake shrugged, but his eyes were sharp now. “The hill behind our house. On the north side of the lake. Stood there for a good five minutes before it just, like, drifted off. Didn’t even snap a branch.”
 
 
Vanessa’s pencil stopped moving. “Did you tell your parents?”
 
 
“Yeah, but my mom thinks I’m ‘processing stress from finals,’” Jake said, rolling his eyes with teen precision. “I’m not an idiot. I know when I’m being watched.”
 
 
Alex felt the logic settle in his stomach, cold and hard. “That’s two sightings in two days,” he said. “It’s not just us.”
 
 
Jake popped a pretzel. “You guys have got this all over the board. What’s it mean?”
 
 
“It means,” Ricky said, “that we need to get ahead of whatever it is before it gets ahead of us.”
 
 
Alex braced for the inevitable. “Or we could not. We could actually be smart and,”
 
 
“Go see it for ourselves?” Ricky cut in, voice rising.
 
 
“Document it, from a distance,” Alex said, “not run toward the thing that’s been leaving death threats on our house.”
 
 
Ricky waved a dismissive hand. “You’re scared.”
 
 
“Of getting murdered, yes,” Alex said.
 
 
Jake grinned. “Come on, you’d go if you thought it was just a nerd in a ghillie suit. Admit it, you want to see if it’s real.”
 
 
Vanessa spoke up, voice even. “We can go. But we stick together. And no one does anything stupid.”
 
 
“That’s literally all Ricky knows how to do,” Alex muttered.
 
 
“I heard that,” Ricky said, but he was already at the door, bouncing on the balls of his feet.
 
 
Jake took a running leap and managed to land the rolling chair without wiping out, then scooped up his skateboard and grinned at the others. “Last one out’s a rotten egg,” he said, vaulting out into the hall.
 
 
Alex gathered his notes, trying to fit everything into his backpack with the precision of a surgeon under fire. He paused, hands on the desk, staring at the web of clues one last time.
 
 
“Don’t worry,” Vanessa said quietly, her hand on the sketchbook. “We won’t let him do anything stupid alone.”
 
 
Alex nodded, but the knot in his chest didn’t loosen.
 
 DAY 1 — 12:47 p.m. · North Lake Path
The Zarate siblings and Jake cut through the side yard, keeping to the shadow of the garage, then headed for the north lake path, Bruno leading the way, tail up like a fuzzy flag of warning. The world was thick with the smell of wet grass and leaf mulch, the kind of air that promised rain even when the sky was clear.
 
 
They reached the tree line in record time. The woods were quiet, the only sound the rhythmic clack of Jake’s skateboard against the packed dirt.
 
 
“Show us,” Ricky said, scanning the undergrowth.
 
 
Jake pointed up the hill. “Right there. Just stood and stared.”
 
 
They all watched, holding breath. The wind stirred, making the pines shiver and hiss, but nothing moved on the ridge.
 
 
“Probably gone,” Alex said, but even he didn’t believe it.
 
 
“Or waiting,” Ricky countered.
 
 
Jake smirked. “Guess we’ll see.”
 
 
Vanessa hung back, sketchbook pressed to her chest. She kept glancing at the branches overhead, as if the answer might be hiding in the way the needles crossed against the sky.
 
 
“Should we split up?” Jake asked.
 
 
“NO,” said all three Zarates in unison.
 
 
Ricky snorted. “Nice try, but we’ve seen enough horror movies.”
 
 
Jake grinned. “Was worth a shot.”
 
 
They advanced, keeping Bruno between them as a canine buffer. The dog’s bell chimed with every step, a hopeful charm against whatever waited out of sight.
 
 
Halfway up the hill, Jake paused, eyes locked on a break in the trees. “That’s where it was. Right there.”
 
 
Alex scanned for footprints, broken twigs, anything. Nothing obvious. But the air felt charged, like a static shock waiting to happen.
 
 
Vanessa nudged a pinecone with her shoe. “It could be watching us now.”
 
 
Ricky whirled, scanning the woods. “Not if we catch it first.”
 
 
Alex hesitated. “Or we could just not.”
 
 
But Jake had already stepped into the gap, board tucked under his arm like a shield. He knelt, peering into the brush, and then,without warning,vanished into the undergrowth.
 
 
“Jake!” Vanessa called, her voice sharp.
 
 
No answer.
 
 
Ricky darted forward, then thought better of it, glancing at Alex for backup.
 
 
Alex set his jaw and followed, trying to ignore how his heart pounded in his ears.
 
 
The gap opened into a shallow hollow, the ground torn up as if something had dug there recently. At the far edge, Jake stood, hands on hips, facing a tree that looked like every other on the ridge,except for the mark carved into its bark.
 
 
Circle. Arrow. Thirteen spikes.
 
 
Jake turned, face pale but eyes bright with adrenaline. “It’s here,” he said. “Whatever it is, it’s following us.”
 
 
For a second, no one spoke.
 
 
Then Ricky grinned, reckless. “Told you. Real.”
 
 
Vanessa stepped up, tracing the symbol with her finger. “It’s fresh,” she said. “Carved in the last day, maybe hours.”
 
 
Alex took a photo, hands shaking. “This is bad,” he said. “Really bad.”
 
 
Jake seemed unfazed. “Should we leave a note? Tell it we’re onto it?”
 
 
“Or,” Alex said, “we could just go home and pretend we never saw any of this.”
 
 
But even as he said it, he knew it was too late. The evidence wall in his room was obsolete now. Whatever game they’d stepped into, it was playing back.
 
 
Jake laughed, loud enough to startle a flock of starlings into flight. “This is so messed up. My parents would freak if they knew what we were doing.”
 
 
“Same,” said Ricky, “but that’s half the point.”
 
 
They started down the hill, the silence stretching awkward, each of them wrapped in their own thoughts.
 
 
When they reached the path, Jake stopped and looked back. “Hey. If I see it again, I’ll text. We can stake it out or something.”
 
 
“Don’t do anything stupid alone,” Vanessa said.
 
 
Jake winked. “No promises.”
 
 
He skated off, leaving the Zarate siblings to process what they’d just found.
 
 
Alex walked home with his siblings, each step heavier than the last. He couldn’t shake the feeling that they’d just been baited, like someone was testing them, daring them to go further.
 
 
At the front door, Vanessa paused. “Are we really going to stop?”
 
 
Ricky laughed, “Not a chance.”
 
 
Alex tried to look annoyed, but couldn’t hide the reluctant grin. “We should at least be smart about it.”
 
 
Vanessa smiled. “We will. Together.”
 
 
She headed inside. Ricky followed, still humming with restless energy.
 
 
Alex lingered, scanning the street, the yard, the gray slur of clouds over the lake. He wondered if the figure was out there, watching, waiting.
 
 
Probably. But so were they.
 
 
He went inside and closed the door, already updating the timeline in his head.
 
 
Some mysteries, it turned out, didn’t care if you were ready for them.
DAY 2 — 4:36 p.m. · Kitchen
The next afternoon, Alex was reading the same text for the fourth time when Ricky barged into the house, not so much walking as detonating from one room to the next.
 
 
He found Alex and Vanessa in the kitchen, mid-sandwich. Ricky’s sneakers left muddy tattoos on the tile, and his glasses were fogged at the edges,whether from panic, sweat, or the wild humidity of May, it was impossible to tell.
 
 
“Jake’s gone,” Ricky announced, voice so high it was almost a question.
 
 
Vanessa froze, knife halfway through a tomato. “Gone where?”
 
 
“Gone gone.” Ricky’s hands kept opening and closing, like he was trying to grab something that kept slipping away. “He didn’t show at the skate park. Wasn’t at home. His mom said he left after dinner and never came back.”
 
 
Alex’s mouth dried up, bread and logic alike sticking to the roof of his mouth. “Maybe he’s just hiding out. Maybe he wants us to worry.”
 
 
Ricky shook his head, urgent. “No, you don’t get it. He always texts. Even when he’s
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