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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.
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