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Prologue: The Calm Before the Storm
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The small town of Oakhaven was a patchwork quilt of cozy houses, winding cobblestone streets, and friendly faces. It was a place where everyone knew everyone, and the biggest event of the year was just around the corner: the Annual Oakhaven Apple Bake-Off. The air was crisp with the promise of autumn, and the scent of cinnamon and sugar seemed to waft from every chimney.

In a slightly messy but incredibly organized toolshed at the end of a garden on Elm Street, the headquarters of the Oakhaven Junior Detectives was buzzing with a different kind of energy.

Sam, aged twelve, with hair that always looked like he’d just run his fingers through it while thinking hard, was meticulously labeling a new row of glass vials. His detective’s toolkit—a modified fishing tackle box—lay open, revealing an array of tweezers, magnifying glasses, evidence bags, a small fingerprinting dusting kit, and a compass he’d gotten for his tenth birthday. He was the group’s logician, his sharp eyes missing nothing.

Jake, eleven, a whirlwind of energy with a scuffed knee and a grin that promised mischief, was practicing his “stealthy approach” by trying to sneak up on a sleeping tabby cat named Clue. “See? Silent as a shadow!” he declared, just before he tripped over a stack of books, sending them tumbling. He was their feet on the ground, always ready to chase a lead, scale a wall, or ask the brave questions.

Mia, also twelve, sat at a small wooden desk, her brow furrowed in concentration. Her hands, often smudged with ink, flew across the pages of a large, leather-bound journal. It was filled with notes, theories, beautifully drawn maps of Oakhaven, and codes she’d invented herself. She was the group’s archivist and code-breaker, her brilliant mind connecting dots the others hadn’t even seen yet.

“The probability of Mrs. Higgins’ prize petunias being eaten by rabbits is approximately ninety-seven percent,” Sam stated, not looking up from his vial. “The tooth marks are consistent with ‘Oryctolagus cuniculus’, and the fur caught on the fence is grey-brown.”

“Boring!” Jake said, picking himself up. “We need a ‘real’ case. A mystery! A... a grand theft!”

Mia looked up from her journal, a thoughtful expression on her face. “The biggest mystery in Oakhaven right now is whether Mr. Abernathy will win the Bake-Off for the tenth year in a row with his legendary Golden Apple Tart.”

As if on cue, the distant sound of the town clock striking ten was drowned out by a frantic knocking on the toolshed door.
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A Cry for Help from the Confectionary King
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Jake was at the door in a flash, yanking it open. Standing there, wringing his flour-dusted hands on his apron, was the unmistakable figure of Mr. Alistair Abernathy. He was a kind-faced man with a magnificent white mustache that usually curled upwards in a jolly smile. Today, it drooped. His eyes, usually twinkling, were wide with panic.

“Thank goodness you’re here!” he gasped, his voice trembling. “It’s gone! Vanished! I’m ruined!”

“Whoa, slow down, Mr. Abernathy,” Sam said, stepping forward in his calm, measured way. “What’s gone? What’s happened?”

“My recipe!” the baker cried. “The recipe for my Golden Apple Tart! The one that’s won the Bake-Off nine years running! It’s the heart of my bakery! It was right there in its special frame in the kitchen this morning, and now... now it’s gone! All that’s left is a blank piece of paper and... and this!”

He thrust a trembling hand into his apron pocket and pulled out a small, clear glass bottle with a cork stopper. It was half-full of a fine, white powder.

The trio exchanged a look. This was it. A real case.

“We’re on it, Mr. Abernathy!” Jake said, puffing out his chest.

“Please, lead the way to the scene of the crime,” Sam said, already grabbing his detective’s toolkit.

Mia flipped to a fresh page in her journal, her pen poised. “We’ll need a full account of everyone who has been in the bakery today.”

The bell above the door of ‘Abernathy’s Aromatic Confections’ jingled a mournful tune as they entered. The usually warm and inviting bakery felt cold and still. The glass display cases, normally bursting with pastries, were half-empty. A young man with floppy brown hair and a worried expression was wiping down counters. He introduced himself as Oliver, Mr. Abernathy’s nephew and apprentice.

“I already told you, Uncle, I didn’t see anything unusual,” Oliver said, avoiding eye contact. “I was busy kneading dough in the back all morning.”

Mr. Abernathy led them through a beaded curtain into the kitchen. It was a place of organized chaos—copper bowls, sacks of flour, and bunches of drying herbs hung from the ceiling. On the wall, next to a huge antique oven, was an empty picture frame. Behind the glass was not a cherished recipe, but a simple, pristine, white sheet of paper.

“See?” Mr. Abernathy whimpered. “It’s been swapped! My beautiful, handwritten recipe, on its old parchment paper... gone!”

––––––––
[image: ]


[image: ]

––––––––
[image: ]


“Okay, team,” Sam said, his voice dropping into what Mia called his ‘detective tone.’ “Standard procedure. Jake, check for points of entry, footprints, anything out of place. Mia, talk to Mr. Abernathy and Oliver, get a timeline. I’ll examine the frame.”

Jake dropped to his hands and knees, examining the tiled floor. Mia approached the nervous Oliver, her journal open. “Can you walk me through your morning, step by step? Did you hear anything? See any strangers?”

Sam put on a pair of plastic gloves from his kit. He carefully unclipped the back of the frame and extracted the blank piece of paper, laying it on a clean metal counter. He examined the frame for scratches, the glass for smudges. “No sign of forced entry into the frame,” he muttered. “It’s as if someone opened it properly and made the switch.”

Jake, meanwhile, was crawling under the large preparation table. “This floor is so clean you could eat off it,” he called out. “No mud, no footprints... wait.” He stopped. His eye had caught something. Tucked against the leg of the table, almost invisible in the shadow, was a tiny slip of paper. Not the recipe parchment, but a small, torn corner of modern, lined notepaper. And next to it, partially obscured by the table leg, was the small bottle of white powder Mr. Abernathy had found, which he must have dropped in his panic.

“Evidence!” Jake yelled, a little too loudly, making everyone jump. He scrambled out, holding the bottle and the tiny scrap of paper aloft. “I found them! Together!”

Sam took the items carefully with his tweezers. The scrap of paper was blank. The bottle was unmarked.

Mia finished her interview and came over. “Oliver says he was here alone from 7 AM until Mr. Abernathy arrived at 9:30 AM. The recipe was definitely on the wall at 7 AM when he started. He heard the bell on the front door jingle around 8:45 AM but assumed it was the wind, as no one came in. He was in the back and didn’t check.”

Sam held up the blank paper from the frame and the blank scrap Jake found. “Two blank pieces of paper. And a bottle of mystery powder. This doesn’t make sense. A thief who swaps a valuable recipe for a blank page and then drops his... whatever this is?”
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Interactive Actions (1): The First Clue
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Sam lays the larger blank paper from the frame on the counter. The trio gathers around.

Sam: "This paper feels ordinary. No distinctive smell. No visible watermark. But a thief wouldn't leave a blank page without a reason. There must be something we're not seeing."

Jake: "Maybe it's secret agent stuff! Invisible ink! We should hold it over a candle! The heat will make the message appear!" He reaches for the paper, eyes gleaming.

Mia: "Jake, no! That's too dangerous. You could set it on fire and destroy any evidence forever. We need a safer method. Sam, what about the powder? Could it be related?"

Sam: "Good thinking, Mia. But we should examine the paper first. Invisible ink is a possibility, but heat isn't the only developer. Sometimes it's chemicals, or even light."

What should the detectives do first?

A) Follow Jake's risky idea and carefully heat the paper over the stove (but risk burning it).

B) Follow Sam and Mia's cautious approach and take both items back to the HQ shed for a more controlled investigation.

(If you chooses A) go to Heat the paper over the stove

(If you chooses B) continue reading (Chapter2)
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