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**Chapter 1: The Strange Beginning**

It was just another Tuesday at Maplewood Middle School—except for the rain.

It had been pouring since dawn, drumming against the windows like impatient fingers. Puddles swallowed the edges of the soccer field, and the hallway floors were slick with wet sneakers and forgotten umbrella drips. Most kids groaned about the weather. But for Leo, Maya, Sam, and Zoe, the storm was the least of their problems.

Their real trouble started with a tennis ball.

Not just any tennis ball—but Sam’s “secret physics experiment.” He’d smuggled it into school inside his backpack, convinced he could calculate the *perfect bounce angle* off the shiny hallway tiles near the science lab. (“It’s not mischief,” he’d insisted at breakfast. “It’s applied science!”)

But science, as it turned out, didn’t care about Sam’s theories.

During lunch break, while the others distracted Ms. Higgins with fake questions about photosynthesis, Sam pulled out the ball. He gave it a gentle toss toward the wall.

*Thwip.*

It bounced once... twice... then veered sharply left—straight toward the tall ceramic pot beside Room 214.

“No!” Maya gasped.

Too late.

The ball struck the base of the pot with a soft *clunk*. For a second, nothing happened. Then, slowly, like a sleepy giant waking up, the pot tilted... wobbled... and crashed to the floor with a sound like thunder in a teacup.

*CRASH!*

Dirt scattered across the hallway. Water gushed over the tiles. And there, lying in the mess like a fallen soldier, was Ms. Higgins’ prized fern—*Fernonia*, she called it—the very plant her late husband had given her on their tenth anniversary.

The group froze.

From inside the classroom, Ms. Higgins appeared in the doorway, her glasses slipping down her nose, her mouth open in silent horror.

Then came the voice—the one every Maplewood student feared.

“**LEO! MAYA! SAM! ZOE!**” she bellowed. “You are *all* staying after school! And if one speck of dirt remains, you’ll be scrubbing these halls until graduation!”

They didn’t argue. They just nodded, eyes wide, hearts pounding.

By 3:15 p.m., the rest of the school had emptied out. Backpacks zipped, buses rumbled away, and laughter faded into the rainy afternoon. Only the four of them remained, sitting on the floor near the disaster zone, waiting for Mr. Carlos, the janitor, to bring mops and buckets.

Sam groaned, resting his head on his knees. “Worst. Day. Ever.”

“Actually,” Zoe said quietly, her eyes fixed on the wall above the mess, “I think it just got interesting.”

Everyone turned.

Above the overturned pot hung an old painting in a wooden frame. It showed a golden sun rising over a silver moon, with swirls of purple and blue connecting them like ribbons. A small brass plaque at the bottom read:  

**“Sun and Moon” – Painted by Daniel Reed, Class of 1980**

But the frame was crooked now—knocked askew during the crash.

Maya stood up slowly. “Something’s... off.”

She stepped closer, reached up, and gently straightened the frame.

*Crinkle.*

A soft rustling sound came from behind it.

“What was that?” Leo whispered.

Without a word, Maya lifted the frame off its hook. Dust floated in the air like tiny stars. And taped to the back of the canvas—yellowed, brittle, but still intact—was a single sheet of paper.

Covered in strange symbols.

There were stars where letters should be. Arrows pointing in spirals. Numbers hidden inside tiny circles. And at the bottom, a single line in smudged ink:

> **“If you’re reading this... you’re one of us.”**

Zoe grabbed the paper with trembling hands. “It’s a code,” she breathed. “A real, actual secret code.”

Leo’s eyes lit up. “Do you think you can crack it?”

“I don’t know,” she said, tracing a star with her finger. “But someone wanted us to find it. And they’ve been waiting... for over forty years.”

Outside, the rain stopped as suddenly as it had begun. A beam of sunlight broke through the clouds, hitting the wet window and casting a golden stripe across the hallway—right over the spot where the fern had fallen.

As if the school itself was giving them a sign.

The detention no longer mattered.  

The mess on the floor? Forgotten.  

All that mattered now was the message in Zoe’s hands—and the mystery it promised.

Because sometimes, the most ordinary days...  

are the ones that change everything.

—-

[image: ]


The four of them huddled in the empty hallway, backs pressed against lockers, as if someone might burst through the doors at any second. But the school was silent—eerily so—except for the distant drip of water from a leaky ceiling tile.

“Okay,” Zoe said, spreading the paper flat on her knees. “Let’s look at it properly.”

The symbols were arranged in neat rows, like lines of poetry—but written in a language no one had ever seen. Some looked like constellations. Others resembled old-fashioned clock hands or musical notes turned sideways.

“It’s not random,” Leo said, crouching beside her. “There’s a pattern. See how every third symbol is a circle with a dot in the middle?”

Sam squinted. “Maybe it’s math? Like coordinates?”

“Or maybe it’s a story,” Maya murmured. She pointed to a cluster of stars near the top. “These look like they’re forming letters... if you tilt your head.”

Zoe pulled a small notebook from her pocket—her “Puzzle Journal,” covered in doodles of locks, keys, and riddles. She flipped to a fresh page and began sketching the symbols.

“I’ve seen something like this before,” she said slowly. “In my grandpa’s old spy book. He used to say that during wars, kids would send secret messages using *picture ciphers*. Each image stood for a letter.”

“Like... a star = ‘S’?” Sam asked.

“Not always. Sometimes it’s based on sound. Or position. Or even emotion.” She tapped her pencil. “But here’s the thing—this wasn’t made by a spy. It was made by a kid. A student. Just like us.”

Maya’s eyes widened. “Daniel Reed... Class of 1980. Do you think he knew someone would find this?”

“Maybe he *hoped* someone would,” Leo said quietly.

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of forty years pressing down on them. A kid their age—maybe even sitting in the same cafeteria, walking these same halls—had hidden a message behind a painting... and waited decades for someone to care enough to look.

“We have to figure it out,” Zoe said firmly. “Not just because it’s cool. But because... it’s like he’s still here. And he’s asking for help.”

Just then, heavy footsteps echoed from the far end of the hall.

“Mr. Carlos!” Sam hissed.

They scrambled to their feet. Zoe stuffed the paper into her jacket pocket just as the janitor rounded the corner, pushing a squeaky cart loaded with mops, buckets, and a radio playing soft jazz.

“Ah, there you are,” Mr. Carlos said, his voice warm despite his tired eyes. “Still cleaning up Fernonia’s funeral?”

“She didn’t deserve this,” Maya said sadly.

Mr. Carlos chuckled. “Don’t worry. Ms. Higgins has three more ferns at home. She just likes drama.” He winked. “Besides, I’ve seen worse. Last year, someone tried to launch a potato cannon in the gym.”

As he started mopping, the group lingered, pretending to wipe baseboards with rags.
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