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PROLOGUE
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That night, a full moon washed Oakhaven Valley in soft silver light, painting the oak leaves with liquid mercury and casting long, dancing shadows across the dew-kissed grass. In the backyard garden of the Public Library—where the Oakhaven Trio always began and ended their adventures—three silhouettes sat in a circle on a faded red-and-white checkered blanket, the kind families used for picnics on sun-drenched afternoons.

In the center, Mia's green journal lay open, its pages slightly warped from humidity and countless adventures. Beside it, Sam's brass-trimmed wooden toolbox sat closed tight, its latch gleaming faintly in the moonlight. Jake stared up at the sky, chewing gum in a slow, steady rhythm, the faint pop of each bubble breaking the quiet like a tiny percussion instrument.

"So... no prize, no trophy, no money," Jake said with a half-joking shrug, though his eyes sparkled with genuine satisfaction. "But somehow... it feels better than winning."

"That's because we didn't just solve a mystery," Sam replied, his voice thoughtful as he traced the grain of the wooden bench with his fingertip. "We brought a family back together. And we saved history—not in a museum behind glass, but the kind that still breathes in these streets."

Mia wrote one final sentence on the page, the pen scratching softly like a cricket's song, then gently closed her journal. The leather cover sighed as it shut. "And we proved that science isn't just for labs with white coats and bubbling beakers—it's for real life. For dented cans and worried fathers and daughters who love too fiercely to ask for help."

A light breeze rustled the oak leaves above them, carrying the scent of night-blooming jasmine from Mrs. Rini's garden next door. Crickets began chirping from the bushes in rhythmic waves. Then suddenly, Mia lifted her head, her curls catching the moonlight like spun copper.

"Look at that."

On the gravel path connecting town to Red Lake, something glimmered faintly under the moonlight—a trail of thick, wet red mud, glistening like fresh paint even though it hadn't rained. In fact, the forecast had been dry all week, the sky stubbornly clear since Tuesday.

Jake jumped to his feet, gravel crunching under his sneakers. "Mud? In the middle of the dry season?!" His voice held that familiar mix of disbelief and delight that always surfaced when the ordinary world bent just enough to reveal its secrets.

Sam stepped closer, crouched down, and touched it with his fingertips. He brought them to his nose, then rubbed them together. "This isn't ordinary mud. It's too red. Too... dense. Almost like clay mixed with rust."

Mia flipped her journal open again, pen already poised. "Only Red Lake has soil like this—the iron oxide gives it that signature crimson. But it's ten kilometers away, past three hills and the old railway bridge. How did this mud get here... with no trucks, no rain, and no other footprints leading to or from it?"

Sam looked toward the distant silhouette of the lake, his eyes glowing with fresh excitement, the same spark that lit whenever physics whispered its riddles. "Looks like nature has a way of calling us... just when we think it's time to rest."

Jake grinned, that wide, fearless smile that made even cautious Sam feel brave. "Come on, Detectives! Case number two is waiting!"

And under the watchful moonlight, the Oakhaven Trio ran—

not away from a mystery,

but straight toward it.

Because in Oakhaven,

secrets never really end.

They just... change shape.
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Chapter 1

The Screaming Cans


[image: ]


That morning in Oakhaven, the sky was a pale watercolor blue, like paint that hadn't quite dried yet, streaked with wisps of cloud that looked like brushstrokes from a careless artist. Sparrows chirped from the oak tree branches in front of the Public Library—Oakhaven Trio's favorite meeting spot after breakfast, where the wooden bench had been worn smooth by generations of readers and dreamers.

They had a ritual: Monday through Friday, after finishing whole-grain toast slathered with blackberry jam and tall glasses of cold milk, they sat on the old wooden bench behind the library, talking about new adventures or breaking down old mysteries with the seriousness of seasoned investigators.

But today, the mood shifted the moment Jake came running in, his baseball cap backward, breathless, his sneakers kicking up little puffs of dust from the path.

"You guys—have—to hear this!" he gasped, hands on his knees, chest heaving. "I just came from Oakhaven School. Every can in the kitchen is... dented! And nobody touched them!"

Sam snapped shut his detective toolbox—a small brass-trimmed wooden box he carried everywhere, its interior lined with green felt. Inside nestled a magnifying glass with a brass handle, a retractable measuring tape, a mini lens on a chain, a leather-bound notebook with graph paper pages, and clear evidence bags neatly stacked like playing cards. He raised an eyebrow at Jake, the gesture so practiced it had become his signature response to wild claims.
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"Dented? Like someone smashed them with a hammer?"

"No! That's the weird part!" Jake straightened up, eyes shining with the thrill of the inexplicable. "They're still sealed, lids intact—but the bodies are crushed inward! Like something sucked the air out from inside! Mrs. Linda nearly fainted when she saw the baked beans can—it looked like it had been stepped on by an invisible giant."

Mia, who had been writing in her worn green journal—its cover softened by rain and pocket-wear—looked up. Her curly hair fluttered in the morning breeze, catching sunlight like a halo. "Which cans were affected? And in what order?"

"First, Mrs. Linda's baked beans—Monday afternoon. Then the condensed milk in the cafeteria—yesterday morning. But yesterday..." Jake swallowed, his playful tone fading into something more serious, "...a special metal can holding an official letter from the Mayor—meant to be opened today for the Spring Festival—was dented too. And the letter is... gone."

Sam and Mia exchanged a glance, a silent conversation passing between them in half a second. This wasn't a prank. This was sabotage—or something stranger, something that bent the rules of how the world worked.

"Who has access to the school kitchen?" Sam asked, already mentally mapping the building's layout.

"Only Mrs. Linda and Mr. Edi. But they were both questioned yesterday by Principal Hartono. Mr. Edi said he was fixing the windmill at the tower all afternoon—showed the principal his grease-stained hands as proof."

Mia opened her journal and wrote quickly, her script neat but hurried:

Mia's Notes – April 14, 8:12 a.m.

First can: baked beans (2 days ago) – stored on middle shelf

Second can: condensed milk (yesterday morning) – near west window

Third can: silver-plated metal, important documents (yesterday afternoon) – placed on stove

All stored in Oakhaven School kitchen → inside the Old Wind Tower

No signs of force

No foreign fingerprints (per Principal's report)

No unauthorized entry (security log confirmed)

Yet... cans dented. Mysteriously.

Pattern: progression toward heat source?

"This isn't normal human work," Mia said quietly, her pen hovering above the page. "If no one touched them... then nature did. Or someone who understands nature's tricks."

Jake frowned, scratching his temple. "Nature? Like... wind ghosts haunting the tower because they don't want it torn down?"

Sam shook his head, a slow smile spreading across his face—the kind that appeared when physics offered him a puzzle. "Not ghosts. Physics." He stood and buttoned his dark brown detective jacket, a small magnifying-glass emblem stitched neatly on the chest pocket. "Those metal cans were sealed airtight. If the temperature inside changed suddenly while the outside stayed cool... the air pressure difference could make them collapse inward. I read about it in one of my dad's experiment books—'The Invisible Force.'"

Mia nodded, her eyes lighting up with recognition. "It's called atmospheric pressure difference. Warm air expands. Cold air contracts. If air inside a sealed can cools rapidly and can't escape to equalize... outside pressure becomes stronger than inside pressure. And..." She clapped her hands together sharply—crunch!—making Jake jump. "The can caves in."

Jake blinked, then broke into a grin that started slow and spread wide. "So... this is like a science trick?! A real-life magic show using air instead of rabbits?"

"Maybe," Sam said, his expression turning serious again. "But why was the Mayor's letter missing? Pressure can dent a can—but it shouldn't make the contents disappear. Unless..." He trailed off, already piecing together possibilities.

The question hung in the air like morning fog over Red Lake.

Then soft footsteps approached on the gravel path. A middle-aged woman with short blonde hair and kind eyes stepped out from behind the lavender bushes—Nana, Sam's aunt, who had moved from Portland, Oregon, last month after retiring from thirty years of teaching middle school science. She now lived with Sam's family and helped tend their sprawling herb garden, where rosemary and thyme perfumed the evening air.

"Well, well—the Detective Trio in session!" she said warmly, her American accent clear but softened by years of travel. She carried a wicker basket with a thermos and three mismatched ceramic mugs. "I've heard about those strange cans. Fascinating!"

"Nana! Do you know something?" Mia asked, eyes bright with hope.

Nana sat beside them on the bench, the wood creaking gently under her weight. She poured chamomile tea from the thermos, steam curling into the cool morning air. "I used to do a similar experiment in class every spring. We'd heat an empty soda can on
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