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Prologue: The Bell That Rang at Noon
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The bell rang when it shouldn't have.

At exactly noon—when most of Oakhaven was busy with lunch, half-finished homework, or pretending not to notice the oppressive summer heat—the small brass bell beneath the Junior Detectives' treehouse rang twice. Not once. Twice. It was a clean, clear sound that cut through the drowsy hum of the afternoon.

Sam looked up from his notebook, a line half-drawn on his map of Oak Street forgotten. He had been adding tiny, precise notes in the margins: low ground here, old pipes circa 1950s, soil composition soft/sandy. The bell’s unexpected voice was a punctuation mark in the quiet.

Mia froze mid-sentence, her pencil hovering above the open page of her journal. The sentence read, ‘Hypothesis: Seasonal changes in groundwater—’ but it would remain unfinished for now. "That wasn't the wind," she stated, her voice low and certain. The wind jangled the bell with a lazy, irregular rhythm. This had been deliberate: cling... cling.

Jake, who had been leaning back on the wooden bench as if it were a rocking chair, tipped too far in surprise. He grabbed the edge of their makeshift table, scattering a few loose pencils. "Yep," he said, regaining his balance with a grin. "That's the problem bell. The two-ringer. Nobody pulls that cord unless something's officially weird."

They all stared at the bell for a long moment, its polished surface glinting in a stray beam of sunlight piercing the oak leaves. It was their system. One ring meant a meeting, a new idea. Two rings meant a case. A real one.

Sam closed his notebook carefully, aligning its edges with the table. The map of Oak Street, with its emerging secrets, could wait. A new thread was pulling at the fabric of their quiet town.

"Let's take the report," he said, his voice calm but with an undercurrent of focus that instantly settled the other two. The afternoon of quiet study was over. Oakhaven had whispered a question, and the Junior Detectives were now listening.
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Report #17 — The Water That Wouldn't Stay Clear
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Mrs. Agatha Dalton didn't believe in mysteries. She believed in routine, in the solid, predictable rhythm of things. Every morning, just as the first true light pinked the sky, she would walk her same path across the dew-damp grass to the well at the back of her property. Same bucket, a galvanized steel pail worn smooth in one spot from her grip. Same rope, coarse and familiar under her palms. She would draw the water, always clear and shockingly cold, and carry it back to the porch for her morning tea.

That was why the change unsettled her so deeply. It wasn't just odd; it was a crack in her personal universe.

"The water had been clear when I pulled it up," she told the three detectives standing on her porch later that day. She held the offending bucket between them like an exhibit. "Cold. Ordinary. But halfway to the porch, I saw a shadow in it. A kind of... bloom." She crossed her arms, her brow furrowed not with anger, but with profound distrust of the anomaly.
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Mia leaned close, peering into the bucket's depths. The water within was a pale, translucent yellow, like weak sunlight. "No smell," she murmured, more to herself than the others. She carefully dipped a clean strip of pH paper from her kit, watching as it didn't change. "Not acidic."

"Did you taste it?" Jake asked, practical and blunt.

Mrs. Dalton shot him a look that could have soured milk. "Absolutely not, young man. My eyes were enough."

Sam had already drifted away from the porch, his attention captured by the well itself. It was a classic stone-ringed affair, with a shingled roof and a heavy iron crank. He crouched beside it, not touching anything yet, just observing. The soil nearby was a darker, richer brown than the sun-bleached grass of the rest of the yard. It was pressed down, matted, as if it stayed wet long after the rest had dried. A narrow, barely visible channel led from the well's base toward the property line.

"And my fence nails," Mrs. Dalton added, pointing with her chin toward the white-picked fence that bordered her garden. "They're rusting faster than ever. Look like they've been through a sea storm, not a few spring showers."

Sam looked from the damp earth to the fence. Two strange things. One place. A location. That was always the best starting point. He pulled out his small notebook. "Report #17," he wrote. "Dalton property. Water discoloration post-draw. Accelerated oxidation of ferrous metals. Damp perimeter soil." The connections were there, invisible but waiting to be traced.
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Rust That Arrived Overnight
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The fence told the rest of the story, a silent witness to a slow, chemical transformation. Up close, the damage was even more striking. Orange and reddish-brown rust bloomed across the nail heads like a strange, destructive fungus, flaking at the edges in delicate curls. Jake carefully scraped one with the flat edge of his multi-tool, catching the flakes in a small evidence bag Mia held open."These were shiny last month," he said, remembering helping Mrs. Dalton fix a loose picket. "I handed them to you. They were new."
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Mia, meanwhile, knelt and pressed her palm firmly to the dark soil near the fence post. She held it there, feeling. "Still damp," she noted, wiping her hand on her jeans. "Cool, too. Even though it hasn't rained in four days and the rest of the yard is bone dry."

Sam stepped back, taking in the entire scene—the well, the damp trail, the afflicted fence line. He turned in a slow circle. Yellow water. Fast rust. Permanently wet ground. These weren't random pests or bad luck; they were symptoms.

"Anyone else nearby having issues?" Sam asked, his eyes still scanning the neighborhood layout. "Not just water, but anything... metallic?"

Mrs. Dalton hesitated, then nodded. "Old Mr. Finch, down the road toward the creek. He was grumbling last week at the post office. Said his best gardening trowel and his porch swing chains were going orange. Called it 'plague of the rust.' I thought he was just being dramatic."

Jake grinned, a spark of excitement in his eyes. "So it's spreading."

Sam shook his head, not in negation but in refinement of the idea. "No. It's not spreading randomly. It's following something." He looked down the road, imagining the underground map. "Something in the ground, or in the water moving through it." The case was no longer just about Mrs. Dalton's bucket; it was about a path, a flow they needed to find.
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Report #18 — The Bitter Spoon
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Mr. Alistair Finch's kitchen was a cluttered, warm space that smelled of simmering vegetable soup and, currently, profound annoyance. He held up a stainless-steel spoon as if it had personally offended him.

"The taste is wrong," he declared, thrusting the spoon toward Mia. "Metallic. Bitter. Like licking a penny. Ruins the soup, and Betsy's recipe is perfect." A large tabby cat, presumably Betsy, watched from a sunny windowsill, unimpressed.

Mia took the spoon carefully. "Every spoon?" she asked, examining it. It looked perfectly normal.
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"No. Just this one. And only here, at home. Use the same spoon at my daughter's house over in Maple Cross, soup tastes fine. It's this place." He gestured vaguely at the floor, implicating his entire property.
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Intrigued, Jake grabbed a different spoon from the crock on the counter and dipped it into the pot of soup on the stove. He blew on it carefully and took a sip. "This one's fine," he confirmed. "Just tastes like soup. Good soup."

Sam, however, wasn't looking at the spoons. His attention was fixed on the half-full glass of water sitting beside Mr. Finch's soup bowl. The water had a faint, almost imperceptible yellow tinge. "Mr. Finch," Sam asked calmly, "what water did you use for the soup?"

"From the tap, of course," the old man said. "Same supply as everyone on this end of Oak. Same as Agatha Dalton's well water, once it goes through the town's mixing tank."

Mia's pencil, poised over her
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