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SCHOOL STARTED OUT like any other day. The students were sitting in their homeroom waiting for the announcements of the day. 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. The school was used for students during the day, but at night and on 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. 
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THE FOUR FRIENDS LOOKED forward to each day. Each day brought another adventure for them to investigate. 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. 

Jake is the 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 helpful in that aspect. His friends knew they were better together than if they struck out on their own. 

Emily is a 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 comes 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. 

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 get 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 the skeptical one 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. 

On many days at United Middle School, the four friends find themselves in the middle of a mystery. Some days, they walk into the school building, and Mr. Thompson calls them over right away, saying, “Hey, something is happening; we need you to solve it.” Principal Thompson is a kindhearted man with a sense of humor, and he has taken to calling them the Young Investigators of the United Middle School. So, whenever there is a problem at the school, a mystery to be solved, or an incident that has occurred, he calls them into his office with a twinkle in his eye and asks them to look into the situation and see what is happening. Principal Thompson relies on their sharp minds and determination to find out what is going on in the school. 
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THE YELLOW SCHOOL BUSES rumbled up the gravel road, their tires crunching over the pebbled path as they rolled into the clearing of Camp Timber Ridge. Excitement buzzed in the air as students from United Middle School pressed their faces against the windows, eager for a weekend of adventure.

Jake, Emily, Amy, and Max were among the first to hop off, breathing in the crisp scent of pine needles and damp earth.

"This is going to be awesome," Jake said, adjusting the straps of his backpack.

"I don’t know," Max muttered, eyeing the towering trees that seemed to stretch endlessly into the sky. "Anything with ‘Ridge’ in the name usually means hiking. Lots of it."

Amy laughed. "That’s the best part! And don’t forget the campfire stories, s’mores, and—"

"The team-building competition," Emily finished. She adjusted her glasses and pointed toward a wooden platform near the main lodge. "That’s where they keep the golden compass."

The golden compass was Camp Timber Ridge’s most prized possession. A heavy brass instrument mounted on a wooden base, it had been used for decades as a symbol of leadership and teamwork. Every year, students competed in challenges to win it for their group.

Principal Thompson climbed onto the platform, clapping his hands for attention. "Welcome to Camp Timber Ridge! I hope you're all ready for a weekend of adventure, learning, and—"

Before he could finish, a voice shouted, "It’s gone!"

A hush fell over the crowd. A counselor in a red uniform sprinted toward the platform, his face pale. "The golden compass—it’s missing!"

Gasps rippled through the students. Jake and his friends exchanged glances. A mystery was already unfolding, and they had only just arrived.

As the counselors hurried to search the camp, the young investigators wasted no time. They had solved enough mysteries to know the first few moments were the most important.

Jake examined the area around the wooden platform. Near the edge, half-hidden under a fallen leaf, was a scrap of red fabric. He held it up. "This looks like it came from one of the counselors’ uniforms."

Emily squatted near the storage shed, peering at the muddy ground. Footprints trailed away from the door, disappearing into the trees. "Someone was here last night," she noted.

Amy wrinkled her nose. "Look at this." She pointed to a line of breadcrumbs leading toward the woods. "That’s weird. Who leaves a snack trail unless they want to be followed?"

Max snorted. "Maybe it was some clumsy snack smuggler who just happened to steal the golden compass?"

Jake shook his head. "I don’t think so. We need to follow the clues before they get washed away or covered up."

Emily nodded. "Let’s split up. Amy and I will follow the breadcrumbs. Jake, you and Max check out the footprints."

And with that, the investigation began.

Following the muddy footprints, Jake and Max ventured deeper into the forest. The footprints were uneven, as if the person had been running—or sneaking.

"Look at this," Max called, pointing at a tree trunk. The bark was scratched up with strange carvings.

Jake traced the marks with his finger. "It almost looks like a map."

Max frowned. "Or a really bad attempt at graffiti."

Before they could analyze further, a rustling came from the bushes. Both boys froze.

"Tell me that was the wind," Max whispered.

Jake didn’t answer. He took a cautious step forward—

SNAP!

A branch cracked.

Something—or someone—was out there. Watching.

Back at camp, the counselors were growing defensive.

"I had nothing to do with it," one of them insisted, arms crossed. "If anyone should be a suspect, it’s Principal Thompson! He was the last one near the compass last night."

Principal Thompson's eyes widened. "Me? That’s ridiculous!"

"But someone had to take it," another counselor argued. "And if it wasn’t one of us—"

"Maybe it was an outsider," Amy suggested. "Like, someone who didn’t want the camp to keep running."

Emily tapped her chin. "Or someone who did want it to keep running—but needed attention to fix something."

The clues were piling up, but the answers weren’t.

And then, the storm rolled in.

Lightning split the sky. Thunder boomed. Rain poured in sheets, sending everyone scrambling into the main cabin.

With nowhere else to go, the investigators spread out their clues.

"We have a torn uniform, footprints leading to the woods, breadcrumbs from
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