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PROLOGUE
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Welcome to Willow Lane
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If you listen closely, you might hear it—the faint pop of a bubble, the giggle of a ghost, the creak of a swing swaying with no one on it. ​ That’s the sound of Willow Lane, a neighborhood like no other. ​ It’s a place where secrets hide in the shadows, adventures wait around every corner, and magic isn’t just something you read about—it’s something you live. ​
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When Billy Baxter moved to 204 Willow Lane, he thought it would be boring. ​ Just another house, just another street, just another place where nothing exciting ever happens. ​ But Billy was wrong. Because Willow Lane has a story to tell, and it’s not the kind you’ll find in a book. ​ It’s the kind you have to discover for yourself. ​
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It’s the story of a treehouse that glows in the moonlight, a squad of mischievous ghosts who love bubblegum and pranks, and a brother and sister who stumble into the adventure of a lifetime. It’s the story of mysteries solved, friendships forged, and a neighborhood that learns to embrace the extraordinary. ​
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So, if you’re ready to believe in the impossible, if you’re ready to chase secrets and make history, then come along. ​ The Ghost Squad is waiting, and they’ve got a spot just for you. ​
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Welcome to Willow Lane. Let’s make it legendary.
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CHAPTER 1
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NEW HOUSE, NEW MYSTERIES
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The moving truck rumbled away in a cloud of diesel and regret, leaving the Baxter family marooned on the spongy brown grass of 204 Willow Lane. The house sat at the top of a slight hill, boxy and pale with faded blue shutters that blinked at them like tired eyelids. Its porch drooped at one corner, patched with a makeshift stack of bricks, and the yard was a patchwork of moss, brittle leaves, and ancient dandelions. To Billy, it looked exactly like the kind of place where a kid could stumble onto a secret.
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Billy Baxter, age twelve-and-three-quarters, stood with his sneakers planted firmly in the mud. He squinted up at the windows, their panes wobbly with age, and tried to imagine what sort of ghosts might be peering back at him. Not that he believed in ghosts, exactly. But sometimes, in the right kind of light and with the right kind of house, he liked to pretend.
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His little sister, Jenny, was less interested in pretending. She had a plastic clipboard tucked under one arm and a grim determination on her face. “Inventory first,” she announced, flipping through her carefully ruled paper. “Then I get to pick my room.”
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“Boooring,” said Billy, but he didn’t really mean it. Jenny always had a plan, and sometimes that was useful—like if you needed to know how to sneak extra dessert without your parents noticing, or if you needed a getaway driver for a soapbox derby gone wrong. She also had a backpack shaped like a koala and a set of colored pencils sharp enough to pierce drywall.
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A burst of wind slammed the screen door against its frame with a clang that vibrated up the porch columns. Jenny flinched, nearly dropping her clipboard, but Billy grinned. “Maybe the house is excited to meet us,” he said.
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Their mom, Lorna, was orchestrating the unloading of boxes from the curb with the gentle ferocity of a circus ringmaster. She wore paint-stained jeans and a cardigan decorated with tiny rainbow buttons. “Boxes labeled ‘Kitchen’ go inside, please!” she called. “Oh, careful with that one! That’s our dinnerware!”
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Billy’s dad, Henry, was already inside, trying to wedge an overstuffed recliner through the front door with the help of two red-faced movers. He shouted encouragement: “Pivot! No, your left! Watch the trim!” The recliner refused to cooperate, lurching side to side until it finally scraped through, leaving a smear of brown fabric lint along the weathered doorframe.
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“Come on,” said Billy, grabbing Jenny’s arm. “Let’s see if there’s an attic. Or maybe a secret basement.”
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“I want to do my checklist,” Jenny protested, but Billy was already dragging her toward the porch. The wood underfoot felt springy and uncertain, groaning beneath their combined weight.
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Inside, the house smelled like lemon cleaner battling a losing war with centuries of dust. Light filtered through lacy curtains, pooling on the uneven wood floors. The movers had formed an obstacle course of boxes and upended furniture in the hallway. Billy zigzagged past a coat rack, a mountain of luggage, and a banister thick with old paint. Jenny followed, muttering about “safety hazards.”
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They found the living room first. It was huge by their old apartment’s standards, with high ceilings, built-in shelves, and a stone fireplace big enough to roast an entire turkey. Billy surveyed the room, hands on hips. “Not bad,” he said. “Imagine what you could do in here. Epic pillow forts. Indoor basketball. Maybe even host a séance.”
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Jenny ignored him and focused on the facts: “There’s a weird stain on the ceiling, and the outlets don’t have covers. Look.”
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“Maybe a poltergeist did it,” Billy whispered, waggling his eyebrows.
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She made a face. “Grow up.”
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Billy darted past her, into the next room. The dining area was smaller, with faded wallpaper patterned with blue stripes and daisies. A grandfather clock stood in one corner, its face frozen at 3:33, and beside it, a stack of moving boxes labeled “Fragile” loomed like a threatening Jenga tower.
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He paused. Something was off.
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There was a picture frame on the wall—a black-and-white photo of a serious-looking man in an army uniform. Billy could have sworn the frame had been crooked when they’d first walked in, but now it hung perfectly straight.
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“Jenny,” he called. “Did you fix this picture?”
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She poked her head in, squinting at the wall. “No. Why would I?”
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“It moved. Like, on its own.”
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“Maybe it’s just gravity,” she said. “The nail slipped. Or the wall’s tilted. Old houses do that.”
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Billy frowned. He reached out, nudged the frame until it was off-kilter again. “Let’s see if it goes back.”
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She rolled her eyes and wandered away, leaving him staring at the photo. He waited, counting to thirty in his head. Nothing happened. But the feeling of being watched prickled at the back of his neck.
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The kitchen was next. Billy’s mom was in there, tearing open a box labeled “Essentials.” She was already humming to herself, stacking plates in a neat tower.
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“Do you need help?” Billy asked, trying not to sound too eager to escape.
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“Why don’t you go find your room, honey?” she said, not looking up. “And see if you can help your sister settle in, too.”

––––––––

[image: ]


Billy made a break for the stairs, catching the banister just as Jenny appeared from the hall. “Race you!” he shouted, and took the steps two at a time.
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Jenny plodded after him. “You’re going to trip and die on the first day. That’s so embarrassing.”
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“I’ll haunt you,” he threatened, “and move all your stuff one inch to the left every night.”
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She huffed. “Joke’s on you, I always check with a ruler.”
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The upstairs hallway was lined with closed doors. Each was marked with a sticky note: “Billy,” “Jenny,” “Linen,” “Parents.” Billy went straight to his, flung open the door, and found a small, square room with one window and a closet that looked like it might lead to Narnia if you really believed.

––––––––

[image: ]


He flopped onto the bare mattress, kicked off his sneakers, and tried to imagine what the house sounded like at night. Would there be secret footsteps? Doors that opened themselves? Maybe the whisper of hidden passageways behind the walls?
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A loud creak answered him, as if the house wanted to play along.
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Billy bolted upright. “Did you hear that?” he called, half-expecting Jenny to materialize behind him.
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From the next room came her flat reply: “I heard you, dork.”
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“No, the floorboards! They made a noise.”
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“So? Everything here makes noise. Listen.” She stomped twice for emphasis, rattling the wall between them. “See?”
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Billy was undeterred. He poked around his room, checking the closet (no monsters, but plenty of dust), then the window. He pushed it open, and a sharp breeze sent a shiver down his spine. Below, the backyard stretched toward a line of scraggly trees. The yard was wild and overgrown, but Billy could see the outline of a wooden fence, a battered swing set, and—he squinted—what looked like a treehouse, half-collapsed and strung with faded plastic bunting.
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He grinned. “I call dibs on the treehouse!” he yelled.
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“Not if it has spiders!” Jenny called back, voice muffled by a wall.
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Billy let the window fall shut and went back to the picture frame in the hall. He found it still askew, just as he’d left it, but as he watched, he could swear he saw it tilt a fraction more—so slight he might have imagined it. He ran his finger along the edge, examining the hook. It didn’t look loose.
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He took a step back. “Weird,” he said aloud.
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“Everything okay up there?” Henry’s voice boomed from the bottom of the stairs.
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“Fine!” Billy hollered, and leaned over the railing to see his dad wrestling a lampshade that had seen better decades.
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“We could use some help unloading your bike,” Henry said, giving him a thumbs-up.
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“I’ll be right down!”
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Billy returned to his room, fishing his phone out of his pocket. He tapped out a note: “Possible haunting? Evidence: moving picture frame, weird creaks, cold spots.” He added a winking emoji for scientific rigor.
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Jenny poked her head through the door. “Are you seriously making a ghost log?”
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“It’s called research,” Billy said, straightening his glasses. “For posterity. If I disappear in the night, you’ll know who to blame.”
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She laughed, for real this time. “If you disappear, I get your spot in the treehouse.”
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He couldn’t help grinning back. “Deal.”
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The rest of the day melted into a haze of unpacking, arguing over closet space, and trying not to break anything labeled “heirloom.” Billy found himself drawn to the little mysteries of the house—the slow, careful way the old radiators clicked to life; the odd, almost sweet smell that sometimes drifted through the hallway, like someone had left a candy wrapper hidden between the walls. He caught Jenny sniffing the air at one point, frowning.
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“Smell that?” he asked.
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She wrinkled her nose. “It’s like... bubblegum?”
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He nodded, satisfied. “I’m adding that to the log.”
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They ate dinner on the living room floor, sitting on unpacked boxes and balancing paper plates on their knees. Their parents chatted about new schools and next-door neighbors, oblivious to the supernatural activity unfolding around them.
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After dessert (Jenny’s “getaway driver” skills scored them extra cookies from the bottom of the box), Billy wandered back upstairs. The picture frame was straight again.
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He shivered, but it wasn’t entirely unpleasant.
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In the room next door, Jenny’s reading light flicked on. She was already curled up with a book, koala backpack at her side.
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Billy tiptoed over, leaned in the doorway. “Hey. If this place is haunted, you’re the first person I’m warning.”
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Jenny peered at him over her glasses. “If you wake me up for a fake haunting, I’m putting shaving cream in your shoes.”
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He considered this. “Fair.”
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He went back to his room, flopped onto the bed, and watched the shifting shapes of headlights on his ceiling. Somewhere below, the house groaned—a sleepy, satisfied sound, like it was glad to have a family again.
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Billy closed his eyes and smiled. Tomorrow, he’d start his investigation for real. Maybe he’d even find a ghost. But for tonight, he just listened to the settling of the old, not-quite-ordinary house, and wondered what secrets it might be waiting to share.
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Billy woke early the next morning, even before the new house’s radiators began their watery hissing. He lay in bed, eyes wide, taking in the yellow stripes of sunlight as they crept across his ceiling. The mystery of the moving picture frame had given him delicious dreams—he’d spent half the night chasing invisible intruders down shifting hallways, armed with a flashlight and a butter knife. His first conscious thought: What would Sherlock Holmes do?
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He pulled on yesterday’s jeans, shrugged into a hoodie, and began unpacking the mountain of boxes labeled “Billy’s Room.” His hands moved on autopilot, stacking books along the low shelf beneath the window, lining up his mystery series in order of publication date (a matter of principle). The LEGO Millennium Falcon took the place of honor on top of the dresser. He unearthed his chemistry set, the one that still smelled faintly of singed plastic, and put it on the desk his dad had managed to wedge through the door.
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As he worked, Billy kept the window open. The air outside was damp and sweet, edged with something sharper—like the inside of a candy store. He paused, sniffed. The smell wasn’t just sweet; it was bubblegum. Pink, artificial, sugar-shock bubblegum. A strange thing to notice when the nearest store was three blocks away and nobody in the family actually liked gum.
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He sniffed again. The scent was stronger now, swirling around his head, until he almost expected to find a giant wad of chewed gum stuck under the windowsill. But there was nothing—just the chilly air and the slow creak of branches swaying above the yard.
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Billy pressed his face to the screen. The morning sun made everything look brighter than it probably deserved: the crumpled brown yard, the battered swing set, the row of stubborn dandelions. It was a perfectly ordinary backyard, except for the strange shimmer dancing on top of the wooden fence.
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He blinked, squinted, rubbed his eyes. The shimmer was still there—a faint, pearly outline sitting cross-legged on the fence, almost transparent, but definitely not a trick of the light. It looked like a kid, maybe a little older than Billy, wearing something that could have been a hoodie or a cape, with a shock of wild hair. The figure was blowing bubbles. Big, perfect, pink bubbles that hovered in the air before bursting with silent pops.
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Billy’s heart hammered against his ribs. He glanced over his shoulder as if expecting an audience, but the hallway was empty and quiet. He turned back just in time to see the shimmering kid look directly at him.
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Their eyes met.
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Billy stumbled backwards, tripped over a box, and landed on his butt with a thump.
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The scent of bubblegum flooded the room.
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For a long minute, Billy just sat there, trying to restart his brain. A real ghost. Not a sheet-over-the-head ghost or a creaky floorboard ghost, but a full-on, see-through, bubble-blowing ghost kid. Nobody was ever going to believe him. Unless—
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“Jenny!” he yelled, scrambling to his feet. “Jenny, get in here!”
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Down the hall, Jenny’s door was shut tight. Billy banged on it, fists drumming with urgency. He could hear her voice on the other side, monotone and annoyed: “What?”
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“You’ve got to see this! There’s something weird in our backyard!”
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A pause. Then, “Is this like the ‘moving picture frames’ again? Because I’m busy.”
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“No! Seriously! It’s way weirder. Please, Jenny!”
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The door swung open, revealing Jenny in her favorite dinosaur pajamas and a scowl. She was holding a stack of paperback novels, arranging them with almost military precision. “If you’re pranking me, I’m telling Mom.”
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Billy shook his head, grabbed her wrist, and pulled her toward his window. “Look! Out there. On the fence.”
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Jenny allowed herself to be towed, rolling her eyes with every step. She squinted through the glass. “I don’t see anything.”
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