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​Chapter 1 – Pumpkins and Pranks
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Crisp October air wrapped around Pinewood like a scarf. The town square overflowed with pumpkins—stacked in pyramids, lined along hay bales, and glowing from carved grins that flickered with candlelight.

Tori Martin tugged her red jacket tighter and balanced a caramel apple in one hand, her green detective notebook tucked under the other arm. Beside her, Peebly prowled with his tail high, his black fur gleaming against the orange glow.

“Best night of the year,” Riley declared, spinning in a circle. She wore a plaid scarf so big it looked like it could double as a picnic blanket. “Pumpkins, cider, donuts, hayrides—what else do we need?”

“Victory,” Owen said, pointing dramatically toward the pumpkin-carving contest table. “This year, I’m taking the ribbon.”

“You carved a smiley face with crooked teeth last year,” Riley reminded him.

“Art,” Owen said solemnly, “is misunderstood.”

Tori laughed but paused as Avery tugged at her sleeve. “Do you think the hayride will be... really scary?” Avery’s Junior Detective pin caught the lantern light as she fiddled with it nervously.

“It’s supposed to be fun scary,” Tori reassured her. “Ghost costumes, fake cobwebs. Nothing real.”

As if to prove her wrong, a shriek echoed from the pumpkin patch. Kids scattered, dropping half-eaten donuts. Tori turned just in time to see a tall “ghost” in a sheet dart between the pumpkins, rattling a chain.

Peebly hissed, his golden eyes narrowing.

“That’s... not part of the show,” Riley said slowly.

The ghost figure tripped, sheet catching on a pumpkin stem, then scrambled away toward the hay wagon before anyone could grab him.

Whispers flared across the crowd.

“Was that supposed to happen?”

“Too real.”

“Looked like someone messing around.”

Tori opened her notebook, scribbling fast:
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