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Introduction

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 love to solve mysteries that occur 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 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.

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.
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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.
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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. Has a talent for thinking outside the box—sometimes way, way outside the box.

✔ 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.

The six of them together? They were unstoppable if you counted the mishaps as help.

From missing lockers to phantom school bells, from slimy gym floors to band uniform disasters, no case was too weird for them to solve.

And The United Middle School?

It was about to get a lot more interesting.
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THE NEW STUDENTS TO the United Middle School

Henry Lin, dark-haired, is the quiet genius of the group—precise, methodical, and always three steps ahead when it comes to tech. New to United Middle, Henry transferred from Vantrell Academy, a prestigious (and previously rival) tech school known for its cutthroat competitions and prototype showdowns. He prefers logic over guesswork and facts over feelings, but deep down, he cares more than he lets on. He doesn’t need the spotlight—just a clean data stream and a good mystery to solve.

Jasper Quinn, redhead, is the wildcard—witty, guarded, and sharp enough to slice through bad code and bad ideas in the same sentence. He also came from Vantrell Academy, where he and Henry were often rivals (and reluctant allies) in robotics tournaments. At United Middle, Jasper keeps his cards close, watching before trusting—but beneath the skepticism is someone who genuinely wants to protect what matters. He’s brilliant with emotional logic systems, but his greatest challenge isn’t building the tech—it’s letting people in.
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Chapter 1: The Switch is Flipped
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IF JAKE HAD ONE WEAKNESS, it was curiosity.

Not the small kind like “what’s in this vending machine burrito” or “how far can I throw this pencil before the teacher notices.” No. Jake’s curiosity had a gravitational pull. It sucked him into mysteries the way black holes devour stars.

Which is how he ended up, one late Thursday afternoon, standing in a hidden room behind the old A/V closet, staring at a glowing green button labeled EMBERCORE.

“I’m just saying,” Max muttered, arms crossed as he leaned against a dusty lab table, “this is how every horror movie starts.”

Jake didn’t answer. He fixed his eyes on the button. It was round, softly pulsing, and looked like it had been waiting for someone to press it for a very long time.

The room they’d discovered was more like a secret tech cave. Dusty server towers lined the walls. Old monitors blinked faintly with standby light. Wiring hung from the ceiling in neat coils, and every surface smelled like solder and stale air.

Emily stepped in beside Jake, tugging her backpack higher onto her shoulder. “This doesn’t show up on any of the school blueprints. Not even the original ones.”

“I think it’s a lab,” Henry said, crouching near a rack of antique microchips. “But not school-issued. Some of this tech is decades old.”

Amy flicked her flashlight toward the back wall. “And someone’s been in here recently. See, there are boot prints in the dust.”

“Which means,” Max added, “someone was using this room. Secretly.”

Chip poked his head out from under an overturned monitor cart. “Or it’s haunted. Ever consider that?”

Mia rolled her eyes. “Everything’s haunted to you.”

“Ghost robots, Mia,” Chip whispered, dead serious. “Just imagine.”

Jake half-smiled, but didn’t look away from the console. The glowing green button kept calling to him.

The group was quiet for a moment. They all felt it. That strange electric pulse in the air, like the space itself was holding its breath.

“Well?” Emily asked. “Are we going to press it or not?”

“I vote no,” Amy said immediately.

“Obviously yes,” said Chip.

“Wait, shouldn't we, like, do a diagnostic first?” Henry asked, half-joking, half-panicked.

Mia stepped up beside Jake. “It’s probably just a power control switch.”

“Or an ancient superweapon,” Max offered helpfully.

Jake’s fingers hovered just above the button.

He glanced at the others. “Together?”

There was a pause. Then, one by one, they nodded.

Jake placed his hand on the button. Emily, Mia, and Chip joined him. Even Max let out a dramatic sigh and leaned in.

“One,” Jake said.

Henry backed away. “This is a mistake.”

“Two.”

“Definitely a mistake.”

“Three.”

They pressed it.

For one terrifying heartbeat, nothing happened.

Then the entire lab came to life.

Lights snapped on overhead sequentially, like a slow-motion lightning strike. The old monitors blinked, flickered, and then glowed to full brightness. A low mechanical hum filled the room. Somewhere in the back, a fan began to spin.

Then came the voice.

“EMBERCORE PROTOCOL INITIATED. PHASE ONE UNLOCKED.”

It wasn’t human. But it wasn’t cold, either. Calm. Mechanical. Female-coded. Almost thoughtful.

Everyone froze.

“What did it just say?” Emily asked.

Chip was grinning like it was Christmas and his birthday all rolled into one. “Phase One. Unlocked. That’s literally how secret missions begin.”

On the screen in front of them, schematics appeared, blueprints spinning slowly, too fast to study. Curved metal. Circuitry. Energy cores. It looked like a suit. Or maybe a cage. Or both.

“Is this... a robot?” Mia asked, stepping closer.

Henry squinted at the design. “Some kind of exo-frame. But the layout’s all wrong. These joints look, they’re modular.”

“Modular?” Amy repeated.

“Like it can reconfigure itself. Adapt.”

Emily tapped on the keyboard. “It’s not letting me open any of the files. Everything’s encrypted.”

“Except this one,” Jake said, pointing to a labeled schematic in the center of the screen. STELLAR FRAME v.01

Before anyone could respond, a red notification blinked into view.

COUNTDOWN: 72:00:00

“Three days,” Max said. “Seventy-two hours. Until what?”

“Don’t know,” Jake said. “But I think we just started it.”

Ten minutes later, the group sat around a cleared table, pages of Jake’s notebook spread between them. The lab hummed gently in the background, as though listening.

“So let me get this straight,” Amy said. “We

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/image000.png
Embercore





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





