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The Midnight Cabin Mystery
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	Character

	Role


	Alex Reed

	The thoughtful leader who likes facts before conclusions.


	Mia Carter

	Sharp-eyed and observant; she notices what others miss.


	Leo Grant

	Bold, practical, and always ready to take action.


	Ruby Reed

	Curious, energetic, and full of unexpected ideas.


	Oliver Price

	The keeper of notes, sketches, and clues.


	Scout

	Oliver’s loyal black-and-white dog with an excellent nose.




Reader’s Note: This first issue introduces the Willowbrook Five and Scout through a complete standalone mystery, while leaving the door open for future adventures in the series.
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Chapter 1 — A Glow Beyond the Garden
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Willowbrook was usually asleep by nine o’clock.

On the night the mystery began, the streets were empty, the windows were dark, and even the old clock above the village bakery had stopped chiming. Alex Reed was brushing his teeth when his younger sister Ruby ran into his room.

“Alex! Come quickly!”

He hurried to the window.

Beyond the houses, behind Professor Hartley’s large garden, an orange glow was climbing into the sky.

“Fire!” Alex shouted.

Within minutes, Alex and Ruby were running down the lane. Their friends Mia Carter and Leo Grant joined them near the corner, and Oliver Price appeared behind them with his black-and-white dog, Scout.

“Don’t tell me you’re all going toward the fire,” Mia said.

“Of course we are,” Oliver replied. “Everyone else is.”

By the time they reached Professor Hartley’s house, half the neighborhood was gathered outside the gates. Flames were pouring from a small wooden cabin at the far end of the garden. The cabin had been used to store the professor’s rare maps, notebooks, and historical papers.
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A fire engine stood beside the road. Officer Briggs was shouting at curious onlookers to stay back.

“Out of the way!” he barked. “And you five—especially you—move!”

The children knew Officer Briggs well enough to understand that arguing would not help.

Professor Hartley arrived ten minutes later in a taxi. He was pale, breathless, and furious.

“My papers!” he cried. “The cabinet—the old cabinet! Everything was inside!”

The firefighters finally brought the flames under control, but the roof of the cabin collapsed with a crash.

Someone in the crowd whispered, “The professor had those papers insured.”

Another person replied, “The fire inspector says someone may have started it.”

The five friends looked at one another.

A real mystery.

For a moment nobody spoke.

Then Scout barked.

And the adventure began.
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Chapter 2 — Five Friends and a Dog
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The next afternoon, the five friends met in Mia’s garden.

Alex was fourteen and liked to think before he spoke. Mia noticed details that other people missed. Leo was practical and fearless. Ruby, Alex’s twelve-year-old sister, was curious about everything. Oliver was always carrying a notebook, and Scout followed him everywhere.

“We need facts,” Alex said.

“We need suspects,” Ruby corrected.

“We need both,” Mia said.

Oliver opened his notebook. “Fact number one: the cabin contained valuable papers.”

“Fact number two,” Leo added, “Professor Hartley was away in the city until the fire started.”

“Fact number three,” said Mia, “someone told the fire inspector that the smell of fuel was found near the cabin.”

Ruby leaned forward. “So it was definitely deliberate?”

“Not definitely,” Alex said. “But probably.”

Oliver scratched Scout behind the ears. “Then who would want to burn Professor Hartley’s papers?”

The answer came sooner than they expected.

A boy from the neighboring street told them that a former assistant named Daniel Pike had been dismissed that morning after an argument with the professor.

The gardener, Mrs. Vale, had also argued with Hartley earlier in the week because he had accused her of damaging a flowerbed.

And an antique dealer named Mr. Rowan had visited the house several times to ask about buying one of Hartley’s maps.

“Three suspects already,” Ruby said.

“Four,” Oliver replied. “There was also the man people saw near the garden wall.”

“What man?” Mia asked.

“A stranger in a brown coat.”

Scout suddenly raised his head and stared toward the gate.

Ruby smiled. “Looks as if Scout agrees that we have work to do.”

Alex stood up.

“All right,” he said. “We investigate. But we do it carefully. No breaking into houses. No accusing people without proof. And we tell no one until we know what really happened.”

Leo grinned.

“So what do we call ourselves?”

Ruby answered immediately.

“The Willowbrook Five.”

Oliver pointed at Scout.

“And?”

“The Willowbrook Five and Scout,” Mia said.

Scout barked once.

The name was accepted.
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Chapter 3 — The Footprints by the Fence
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Their first visit to Professor Hartley’s garden was disappointing.

Officer Briggs had placed a temporary rope around the burned cabin, but the rest of the garden remained open. The five friends entered through a side gate while Scout sniffed the ground.

“Don’t touch anything,” Alex warned.

Near the back fence, Mia stopped.

“There.”

A section of the old wooden fence had been damaged by years of rain. Behind it was a narrow path covered in soft earth.

Leo crouched down.

“Footprints.”

Several prints crossed the mud, but most were unclear.

Then Ruby pointed to a deeper impression near a puddle.

“This one is different.”

The sole had a diamond-shaped pattern and a tiny missing piece at the outer edge.

Oliver carefully sketched it in his notebook.

“That could matter,” Mia said.

Beside the fence, Scout began scratching at a clump of grass. Leo pulled away a loose twig and found a small piece of dark blue thread caught on a nail.
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“A clue!” Ruby whispered.

“Maybe,” Alex said. “It could belong to anyone.”

Mia looked across the garden toward the burned cabin.

“The person who made those footprints came through here.”

“How do you know?” Leo asked.

“Look.”

She pointed.

The prints entered the garden from the lane, but a second set of marks left the garden and continued toward the old railway path.

The group followed them for several meters until rain and footsteps had destroyed the trail.

Just then, Officer Briggs appeared around the corner.

“What are you doing here?”

Oliver quickly closed his notebook.

“Looking for Scout,” Ruby said.

Scout wagged his tail.

Officer Briggs looked at the dog, then at the five children.

“Scout seems to know exactly where he is.”

Leo whispered, “We should run.”

Alex shook his head.

They left calmly, but once they reached the lane, they burst into laughter.

“Next time,” Mia said, “we need a better excuse.”

Oliver opened his notebook again.

“Footprint. Blue thread. Railway path.”

Ruby smiled.

“Our first three clues.”
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