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Introduction
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School started out like any other day. The students were sitting in their homeroom, waiting for the announcements . Among the students sat four best friends who loved to solve mysteries that occurred at the school. This has taken them on some interesting adventures during the school day.

In the small town of Tibbett, Ohio, there stood an ordinary school called United Middle School, with rolling hills and lush, growing plants surrounding it. During the day, students used the school, but at night and on the weekends, it housed community activities. The building was the color of fire-red, with tall glass windows and rows lined with lockers.

A typical day at United Middle School started with a loud bell telling students to go to their homerooms. Laughter and talking happened as students made their way to their classes. Friends were glad to be together, and teachers were sharing what was happening in their classes that day.

The four friends looked forward to each day. Each day brought another adventure for them to jump into. Jake, Emily, Amy, and Max lived right down the street from the school. In fact, their parents were neighbors. The four students were best friends and formed a close-knit group that loved to solve mysteries that happened around the school during the day and play together in the evening before it was time to go to bed. Because of their love of problem-solving, they earned the reputation as the school’s very own mystery solvers, known as the Young Investigators.
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JAKE IS A NATURAL LEADER of the group. He has a keen sense of justice and the ability to listen and collaborate with others. He is the glue that holds the group together. Jake is tall for his age, with a big mop of brown hair on top of his head, and he smiles a lot. He’s always the first to jump into action whenever he sees something out of place. But his leadership was never about being in charge; instead, he liked to have input from every member of his group, and his friends were very helpful in that respect. His friends knew they were better together than if they struck out on their own.

Emily is a very cautious and analytical person. She was always right by Jake’s side, helping him solve every single case. She has a knack for noticing details that others miss. Her cautious nature stems from a desire to be precise in all she does, and she is very thorough in her investigations. Emily’s dark eyes seem to see right through situations that others overlook. She can look at a puzzle and solve it right away, and she is also able to dissect information. Despite her tendency to be methodical, she embraces the group’s adventures, although it causes her to step out of her comfort zone again and again.

Amy is an imaginative dreamer and the very heart of the group. She sees the world through a lens of wonder, often envisioning things that aren’t there and making the most mundane things come alive. Amy’s vivid imagination and creativity often lead to solutions in their mysteries. She has auburn hair, always adorned with a colorful clip or ribbon that bounces as she walks through the halls, letting everyone know she’s there. She can lost in her thoughts as she goes about her day. Amy’s curiosity is boundless; she believes there is a mystery around every corner of the school, just waiting for her and her gang to solve.

Max is skeptical in the group. He’s practical and grounded, often questioning everything someone presents as a mystery. Max balances the team’s dynamics with his quiet strength, sturdy build, and calm demeanor. Although he’s skeptical at first, Max learns to trust the bond with his friends, relying on their support and guidance when they don’t know what’s happening around them.
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MIA TORRES—THE FEARLESS one. Always up for a challenge, she thrives on excitement and probably would chase an actual burglar just to see where they’re going. Is creative and comes up with unusual ideas.

Chip Bennett—the wildcard 2.0. Chip loves chaos, solving puzzles, and eating snacks mid-investigation. If there’s a mystery, he’s in it for the fun, not necessarily for the logic.
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Story 1 The Case of the Rewritten Hall Pass

Chapter 1 — A Very Strange Hall Pass
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THE FIRST BELL HAD barely finished ringing when Jake Parker realized something unusual was happening at United Middle School.

Normally, the hallways settled down quickly after the first period began. Students hurried into classrooms, teachers closed their doors, and the building became quiet except for the occasional sound of lockers closing or announcements coming through the speakers.

Somehow this Tuesday morning felt different as Jake was sitting in the homeroom when the classroom door opened.

Mrs. Peach looked surprised as Tommy O'Toole stepped inside. "Tommy," she said, glancing at the clock, "why are you late?"

Tommy handed her a hall pass.Mrs. Peach studied it. Her eyebrows rose as she looked at him.  Finally she sighed. "Take your seat."

Tommy hurried toward an empty desk. Jake noticed Mrs. Peach is still staring at the slip of paper. That alone was enough to get his attention. Beside him, Emily noticed it too. "What was that about?" she whispered.

Jake shrugged. "No idea."

Mrs. Peach placed the pass on her desk and began class. A few minutes later the classroom door opened again. This time it was Aaron Miller who handed over a hall pass. Mrs. Peach stared at this one even longer. The class began exchanging curious looks as Aaron quickly sat down.

By lunchtime, stories were spreading throughout the school. Three students had arrived late to class carrying unusual hall passes. A seventh-grade student claimed a pass had excused him from a math quiz. Another student said her pass instructed teachers to "provide immediate access," so they allowed her into the library during a test period.

Nobody understood what was happening. The strangest part was that every pass carried what appeared to be Principal Thompson's signature.

At the investigators' usual cafeteria table, Jake listened carefully as rumors flew.

Max shook his head. "Someone is obviously making fake hall passes."

"If they're fake, why are teachers accepting them?" Amy said, looking doubtful.

Emily nodded. "Good question."

Before anyone could answer, a familiar voice interrupted them.

"Young investigators."

The four friends looked up to see Principal Thompson standing beside their table.

Whenever the principal approached them during lunch, it usually meant trouble, a mystery and sometimes both.

"What happened now?" Max asked.

Principal Thompson smiled. "That depends on whether you can help me."

“ We're listening,” Jake immediately sat up straighter.

The principal pulled several slips of paper from a folder. He laid them across the table.

The investigators all leaned closer, each passing an identical look. 

United Middle School Hall Pass.

Student Name.

Destination.

Time.

Teacher Signature.

Principal Approval.

Everything appeared normal until Jake noticed the handwriting. The information on each pass appeared as though someone altered it after issuing it.

The times had changed, destinations had changed, and even teacher instructions had changed. One pass originally appeared to send a student to the nurse. Now it directed the student to the gymnasium. Another originally authorized a bathroom trip and now it excused a student from class for thirty minutes.

"What happened?" Jake asked.

"We don't know," Principal Thompson admitted.

"Someone is rewriting hall passes?"

"It appears that way."

Emily picked up one of the slips."The ink is different."

"Exactly." Principal Thompson folded his arms.

"Teachers are becoming frustrated. Students are claiming innocence. Nobody knows where the altered passes are coming from."

Amy grinned. "It is a mystery."

Principal Thompson pointed toward her. "Unfortunately, yes."

"When did this start?" Max studies the passes.

"Yesterday afternoon."

"How many so far?"

"Fourteen."

The entire table became quiet. Fourteen was a lot. That meant this wasn't a prank involving one or two students. Someone was running an operation.

Jake felt the familiar excitement beginning to build.It was the kind that always appeared when a puzzle needed solving.

"We'll investigate."

"I thought you might."

Principal Thompson gathered the passes and slid them back into the folder. "Just remember that hall passes affect student accountability. We need answers quickly."

"We'll figure it out," Emily promised.

The principal nodded. "I hope so."

As he walked away, Amy leaned across the table.

"This is already weird."

"No kidding," Max said.

Jake looked around the crowded cafeteria. Somewhere in the room sat a student who knew exactly how those passes were being changed. The question was why. Finding the answer would be their newest case.

The Case of the Rewritten Hall Pass had officially begun.
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The Hall Pass Trail
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The final lunch bell rang a few minutes later, and students began carrying trays toward the return window while conversations echoed throughout the cafeteria. Around the investigators' table, however, nobody seemed particularly interested in finishing lunch anymore. A mystery had a way of pushing everything else to the background.

Jake gathered the facts they knew so far. "Let's start with the basics," he said. "We have altered hall passes. Fourteen of them so far. Somebody is changing information after the passes have been issued."

Emily nodded thoughtfully." And the changes aren't random."

"What do you mean?" Amy asked.

Emily tapped one of her notebooks.

"Think about it. If somebody wanted to cause chaos, they could write anything. But every change seems to benefit the student carrying the pass."

Max leaned back in his chair. "Getting out of class. Missing quizzes. Leaving study periods."

"Exactly."

Jake could already see where Emily was going. "The person changing them is helping the students."

"Or helping himself," Emily said.

The bell rang before anyone could continue.

As students began leaving the cafeteria, Jake stood. "Let's start gathering information."

The first stop after school for the investigators was the main office.

Mrs. Pease greeted them with her usual smile. "Well, if it isn't my favorite group of detectives."

Amy grinned. "Do we get a discount on office information today?"

"You already get more information than anyone else in this school." Mrs. Pease laughed.

Jake explained that they wanted to examine several of the rewritten hall passes.

Within moments, Mrs. Pease retrieved the folder Principal Thompson had referred to.

The investigators gathered around a nearby table, studying the passes. Immediately, Emily noticed something interesting. "Look at this," she pointed to one pass. The original destination appeared to have been Room 204, and now it said Library. The listing for another pass was changed from the nurse's office to the Gymnasium. A third had originally authorized a five-minute trip that was changed to allow thirty minutes.

"What are you seeing?" Jake asked.

Emily spread the passes across the table. "The changes are careful."

"Careful?" Max frowned. "They aren't sloppy. Whoever is doing this understands how hall passes work."

Mrs. Pease looked interested. "What makes you say that?"

Emily pointed to several examples. "The handwriting matches closely. The changes are believable. Nothing stands out immediately."

Jake nodded. A fake hall pass saying "Go home and eat ice cream all afternoon" would have been obvious. These changes were subtle. Someone was trying not to get caught.

Amy studied another pass. "Do all the passes come from the same teacher?"

“No,” Mrs. Pease shook her head.

That answer surprised everyone, as she pointed at the signatures.

"Mrs. Hanson. Mr. Penrod. Mrs. Peach. Mr. Donovan. Coach Roberts."

The investigators exchanged glances.That meant the problem wasn't isolated to a single classroom. Someone was finding passes from all over the school.

"Interesting," Jake said. “Very interesting indeed!”

Their next stop was Room 212, where Mr. Penrod was organizing science supplies.

The science teacher listened carefully as Jake explained their investigation.

"I remember one of those passes," Mr. Penrod said.

"Which one?" Amy asked.

"A pass I gave to Kevin Lawson yesterday." Mr. Penrod opened his grade book. "I sent him to the nurse."

"What happened?"

"He returned nearly half an hour later."

Emily immediately became alert.

"Someone had changed the pass?"

Mr. Penrod nodded. "Apparently because it said the Library."

Max crossed his arms. "Did Kevin seem surprised?"

The teacher thought for a moment. "Actually, yes."

"Really?"

"He looked confused when I questioned him."

Jake made a note of this, since it was important.

If Kevin had not altered the pass himself, then someone else might have done it.

The mystery suddenly became more complicated.

Later that afternoon, the investigators met in the library.

Mrs. Johnson smiled as they settled around one of the large tables. "Another mystery?"

"Unfortunately," Jake said.

Mrs. Johnson laughed. "United Middle School would probably seem boring without one."

The group began comparing notes after Amy had interviewed two students.Neither admitted changing a pass.

Emily had examined photocopies of every altered document while Max checked several classrooms.

One pattern immediately stood out.

"Look at the time," Max said.

Everyone leaned closer. He pointed to the passes. "Most of them were issued between the second and fourth period."

Jake blinked. He hadn't noticed that before. "You're right."

Emily quickly reviewed her notes. "Twelve out of fourteen."

"Why would that matter?" Amy frowned.

Jake thought for a moment. "If somebody is intercepting the passes, they're probably doing it during a specific time of day."

"Maybe lunch?" Amy suggested.

"Maybe."

Max shook his head. "No."

Everyone looked at him. He pointed toward the passes again. "Most students carry hall passes in the hallways."

Emily's eyes widened.

"The hallway." Jake suddenly understood.

The altered passes weren't necessarily being changed in classrooms. They might be getting changed somewhere in the building while students were traveling. A student leaves class. Walks through the hallway, stops somewhere, and returns with a rewritten pass. The theory fit surprisingly well.

Amy sat forward. "So somebody has access to students while they're moving around the building."

"Exactly."

The pieces were beginning to form a picture. Not a complete picture, but enough to follow.

As they prepared to leave the library, an unexpected clue arrived.

Tommy O'Toole rushed through the doors, looking out of breath. "Guys!"

Jake immediately stood. "What happened?"

Tommy glanced around to make sure nobody else was listening. Then he lowered his voice. "I saw something."

The investigators gathered closer.

"What kind of something?" Amy asked.

Tommy pointed towards the hallway. "A student was looking through the recycling bins near the copy room."

Max frowned. "So?"

Tommy shook his head. "He wasn't looking for trash."

"Then what was he doing?"

Tommy hesitated. "I think he was searching for old hall passes."

The table became silent. Emily slowly closed her notebook, and Jake felt excitement rush through him.This was the first real lead they had.

"Who was it?" he asked.

Tommy pointed toward the hallway again. "I don't know his name."

That wasn't ideal, but it was enough.

A student searching through discarded papers near the copy room suddenly sounded very suspicious.

If someone wanted genuine hall passes to alter, old discarded passes would be a perfect place to start.

Jake looked at his friends. "We need to check those recycling bins."

"Now we're getting somewhere." Amy smiled.

As the investigators hurried toward the hallway, none of them noticed the student standing at the far end of the library. The student had been watching their conversation.

And the moment the investigators disappeared through the doors, he quietly turned and walked away. Someone clearly knew they were getting closer. That meant the mystery was about to become much more interesting.
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The Recycling Bin Clue
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The hallway outside the library was nearly empty as Jake, Emily, Amy, Max, and Tommy hurried toward the copy room.

Tommy walked slightly ahead of the group, looking over his shoulder every few seconds.

"I'm telling you," he said. "The kid was digging through the recycling bin as if he were searching for something important."

"What did he look like?" Jake asked.

Tommy frowned as he tried to remember.

"Brown hair. Maybe seventh grade. Blue hoodie."

Max sighed. "That describes half the school."

Tommy looked slightly embarrassed. "Sorry."

"It's okay," Jake said. "You noticed something. That's still useful."

Emily nodded in agreement. "Any clue is better than no clue."

They reached the copy room, which sat near the center of the academic hallway. A large recycling container stood beside the door, already overflowing with discarded worksheets, announcements, and old handouts.

Amy immediately peered inside. "Wow."

Max looked down. "That's a lot of paper."

"Months of paper," Emily corrected.

Jake crouched beside the bin. "If somebody were searching for old hall passes, what would they want with them?"

Amy's eyes widened. "Maybe they were practicing."

The others looked at her.

"Practicing?"

Amy pointed toward the passes Principal Thompson had shown them.

"If somebody wanted to rewrite hall passes, they would need examples."

Emily considered the idea.

"Actually, that makes sense."

Jake nodded.

A genuine hall pass would show exactly what kind of paper, format, handwriting, and wording teachers used.

The mystery suddenly seemed a little clearer.

Before anyone could continue, a voice spoke behind them.

"Can I help you?"

The investigators turned.

Janitor Bill stood nearby, holding a mop bucket. As always, he seemed to appear out of nowhere.

Jake smiled.

"Hi, Bill."

Bill nodded.

"You all look like you're planning something."

"We're investigating the hall pass mystery."

Bill's expression brightened slightly. "Ah."

That single word told them he already knew about it.

"What do you know?" Amy asked.

Bill rested both hands on the mop handle.

"Not much."

The group immediately looked disappointed. Then Bill continued. "But I have noticed something."

Now everyone paid attention. Bill rarely volunteered information unless it was important.

"The recycling bins near this hallway have been emptier than usual."

Emily blinked.

"Emptier?"

Bill nodded. "Every afternoon I collect them. Lately somebody has been removing papers before I get here."

Jake exchanged a glance with Max. That definitely sounded suspicious.

"What kind of papers?" Max asked.

Bill shrugged. "Mostly forms. Old worksheets. Passes."

Emily immediately pulled out her notebook.

"When did that start?"

Bill thought for a moment.

"Last week."

The timing matched perfectly.

"Did you see who was taking them?" Amy asked.

"No."

The excitement faded slightly. Still, it was another clue. Someone had definitely been collecting discarded papers before the rewritten hall passes began appearing. That could not be a coincidence.

After Bill left, the investigators carefully examined the area around the recycling bin. Most of the papers were ordinary classroom materials.Math worksheets. Science handouts. Reading assignments.

Then Emily noticed something sticking out near the bottom. "Hold on."

She carefully pulled free a crumpled piece of paper.

Jake unfolded it and found that it was a hall pass. An old one. The destination line appeared crossed out several times. The writing looked messy, as if someone had practiced changing it.

Amy's eyes widened.

"This looks important."

Max examined it carefully.

"Very important."

Emily immediately compared it to her notes.

"The handwriting doesn't match the altered passes."

Jake frowned.

"Then whose writing is it?"

Nobody knew. But it felt like progress. They now had physical evidence connected to the mystery.

The next morning brought even more trouble. Jake had barely entered school when Principal Thompson appeared outside his locker. The principal looked concerned. That was never a good sign.

"Morning, Jake."

"Morning."

Principal Thompson lowered his voice.

"We have three more rewritten passes."

Jake groaned.

"Three?"

The principal nodded.

"And one of them allowed a student to skip an entire test period."

Emily arrived just in time to hear the news.

"That's seventeen now."

Principal Thompson folded his arms.

"The teachers are becoming frustrated."

"We're working on it."

"I know you are."

The principal paused. Then he handed Jake a photocopy. "This one was discovered this morning."

Jake studied it. The destination had been changed from Room 105 to the Library. The time had been extended. And in the corner was something unusual. A tiny doodle.

Emily immediately noticed it too.

"Wait."

She took the paper. The drawing looked almost accidental. A small lightning bolt. Nothing more than a quick mark near the edge.

Amy leaned closer.

"That's weird."

Max frowned.

"Or meaningless."

Emily shook her head.

"No."

She pointed to another photocopy. The same lightning bolt appeared there too. Then another. Then another. Four different passes and the same tiny symbol.

The group became quiet. This was the first clue that connected multiple altered passes directly.

"Whoever is changing them is marking them," Jake said.

"Why?" Amy asked.

Emily thought for several moments.

"Maybe they're keeping track."

"Of what?"

"I don't know."

But her voice carried excitement.

The lightning bolt was a signature. Maybe not intentional. But a signature all the same.

By lunchtime, the investigators had expanded their search. Amy interviewed students who had carried altered passes. Jake talked with the teachers. Emily built a timeline. Max searched for patterns. The results were frustrating. Every student claimed innocence. Every teacher was confused. Nobody admitted seeing anyone rewrite a pass.

The mystery felt stuck until Mia Torres arrived. Which usually meant things were about to become much less organized. Mia practically sprinted across the cafeteria.

Chip Bennett followed behind, carrying two cookies, a juice box, and what appeared to be half a sandwich.

"I have information!" Mia announced dramatically.

Several students turned to stare.

Emily sighed.

"Mia."

"This is important."

Chip nodded.

"It might be important."

"Why only might?" Max asked.

Chip shrugged.

"I haven't finished thinking yet."

Jake motioned for them to sit.

"What did you find?"

Mia lowered her voice. "Yesterday after school, I saw somebody writing on a hall pass."

The entire table froze.

"What?"

Mia nodded rapidly. "Near the old trophy display."

Emily sat forward.

"Who?"

"I couldn't see."

The investigators groaned. Mia pointed defensively. "Hey, I was carrying three poster boards and a science project volcano."

"Why?" Max asked.

Mia shrugged.

"Operation Volcano Delivery."

Nobody asked further questions. Experience had taught them not to.

Jake focused on the clue.

"Tell us exactly what happened."

For once, Mia did. She described seeing someone standing near the trophy display case. The student appeared to be writing on a piece of paper. When Mia approached, the student folded the paper quickly and walked away.

"Did you see anything else?" Emily asked.

Mia thought hard.

Then her face brightened.

"Actually..."

"What?"

"The student dropped something."

Jake sat up.

"What was it?"

Mia reached into her backpack.

The investigators watched in disbelief as she pulled out a small, folded scrap of paper.

"I forgot I still had this."

Emily buried her face in her hands.

"You forgot?"

Chip took another bite of the cookie.

"That's actually very on-brand for Mia."

Jake unfolded the paper.

Inside was a rough sketch. A sketch of a lightning bolt. The exact same symbol they had found on the rewritten passes.

For a moment, nobody spoke. Then Amy smiled. "We finally have something."

Jake nodded.

It felt as though they were no longer chasing random clues. The lightning bolt connected everything. The altered passes, the mysterious student and the sketch. Somewhere inside United Middle School was a person using that symbol.

The investigators had found their first real breakthrough. They just didn't know how close they were to uncovering the truth.
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The investigators met in the library before school the next morning. This was the first time since the mystery had begun that they felt as though they were chasing an actual suspect instead of a collection of confusing clues.

The lightning bolt symbol now connected several rewritten hall passes. The sketch Mia had found near the trophy case, and the unknown student who seemed determined to stay hidden has given them a lead. Emily had already spread papers across one of the library tables. Several timelines, copies of passes, and pages of notes were arranged in perfectly straight rows.

Amy smiled.

"You organized everything again."

Emily looked up.

"Of course I organized everything."

Max glanced at the table.

"That might actually be more organized than Mrs. Pease's office."

Emily accepted that as a compliment.Jake sat down and looked over the evidence.

"Let's hear everybody first."

That was Jake's way. Before deciding anything, he wanted every voice heard.

Amy pointed at the passes.

"I keep thinking about the lightning bolt."

Max folded his arms.

"There's probably a normal explanation."

Amy grinned.

"You always say that."

"Because most mysteries have normal explanations."

"Except the ones that don't."

Max sighed.

Amy looked very pleased with herself.

Jake hid a smile.

"Go ahead, Amy."

She tapped the sketch Mia had found.

"I don't think the lightning bolt is just a symbol."

Emily immediately looked interested.

"What do you mean?"

Amy thought carefully.

"It feels personal."

Max raised an eyebrow.

"Amy, clues do not have feelings."

"No, but people do."

Amy leaned forward.

"If somebody keeps drawing the same thing over and over, maybe it's important to them."

The table became quiet.

Emily slowly nodded.

"Actually..."

Everyone turned toward her.

"I think she's right."

Max looked surprised.

"You do?"

Emily pointed to the passes.

"The lightning bolt isn't helping the crime."

"What do you mean?"

"It doesn't make the passes work better."

Jake immediately understood.

"If somebody wanted to avoid being caught, they wouldn't leave a symbol behind."

Emily nodded.

"Exactly."

The symbol served no practical purpose which meant it probably meant something to the person drawing it. That narrowed things considerably.

Mia interrupted their discussion when she burst through the library doors.

Right behind her came Chip carrying a giant blueberry muffin.

Mrs. Johnson looked up from her desk.

"Mia, please try opening doors normally."

"I did."

"You opened it hard enough to create wind."

Mia considered this.

"Fair point."

She hurried to the table.

Chip sat beside Max.

Crumbs immediately appeared.

Max stared at them.

Chip stared back.

"These crumbs are innocent."

"You've been here six seconds."

"They're very efficient crumbs."

Jake quickly redirected the conversation.

"Any news?"

Mia grinned.

"Absolutely."

Emily looked nervous.

Whenever Mia sounded that confident, trouble usually followed.

"What happened?"

Mia dramatically pulled a folded map from her backpack.

"Operation Lightning Bolt has begun."

Emily closed her eyes.

"Why does everything need an operation name?"

"Because it sounds cool."

"It does not."

"It absolutely does."

Jake stepped between the argument before it could grow.

"What is Operation Lightning Bolt?"

Mia spread the map across the table.

It was a floor plan of the school.

The investigators leaned closer.

Mia pointed to several locations.

"The copy room."

She pointed again.

"The trophy case."

Another point.

"The library hallway."

Then another.

"The science wing."

Amy blinked.

"Those are all places connected to clues."

"Exactly."

Mia beamed.

For once, she actually had something useful.

Jake studied the map.

A strange pattern was beginning to emerge.

The locations weren't random.

They formed a rough path through the middle of the school.

Max noticed it too.

"Huh."

Emily looked up.

"What?"

Max pointed.

"Look where all the clues happen."

Everyone studied the map.

The locations formed a route that passed directly through some of the busiest hallways in the building.

Jake sat back.

"That's interesting."

Someone altering hall passes would need access to lots of students. Busy hallways provided exactly that.

Later that morning, another clue appeared.

Mrs. Pease called the investigators to the office.

When they arrived, she was holding a clipboard.

"I think I found something."

Emily immediately opened her notebook.

Mrs. Pease smiled.

"I knew you'd do that."

She handed over several attendance reports.

Jake looked confused.

"Attendance?"

Mrs. Pease nodded.

"I compared students connected to rewritten passes."

Emily's eyes widened.

That sounded exactly like the kind of information she loved.

"Did you find a pattern?"

Mrs. Pease pointed to several names.

"Most of these students passed through the same hallway intersections."

Max leaned closer.

"The central corridor."

"Correct."

Jake exchanged a glance with Emily.

That matched Mia's map.

Two different pieces of evidence now pointed toward the same area. The mystery was beginning to narrow.

"Anything else?" Jake asked.

Mrs. Pease hesitated.

"Actually, yes."

That got everyone's attention.

She pointed toward one name.

"One student appears repeatedly."

Emily immediately circled it.

"Who?"

Mrs. Pease lowered her voice.

"Brandon Mercer."

The investigators recognized the name.

Brandon was a seventh grader. He was quiet with average grades. Brandon was not known for causing trouble. He rarely attracted attention at all.

"Was he carrying altered passes?" Amy asked.

"No."

Mrs. Pease shook her head.

"But he appears near several of the locations where altered passes later surfaced."

The room became silent.

This was their first actual person connected to multiple clues. Someone to investigate.

Jake carefully folded the report.

"Thanks, Mrs. Pease."

She smiled.

"Just remember what I always tell you."

Emily nodded.

"Facts first."

"Exactly."

That afternoon the investigators quietly observed Brandon. They tried to do it in a way that did not look creepy.

At least  Jake described it as observation. Emily called it surveillance. Max called it an observation. Amy called it mystery watching. Mia called it Operation Thunder Spy.

Nobody used Mia's name.

Brandon spent most of the day doing perfectly ordinary things like attending class, talking to friends and doing assignments. Nothing seemed suspicious.

By the end of seventh period, even Max was growing bored.

"See?"

he
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