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​Chapter 1 – Lantern Light
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The first warm night of summer shimmered with lanterns.

Tori Martin skipped along Pinewood’s main street, her red sneakers flashing under strings of paper lanterns that bobbed overhead like colorful moons. Music floated from the gazebo where a fiddler played, and the sweet smell of kettle corn drifted between booths.

“This is the best festival,” Riley said, balancing a snow cone the size of her head. “Better than the Harvest Parade, better than the Winter Carnival, better than—”

“Better than me finally beating Owen at checkers?” Owen interrupted, grinning.

Riley rolled her eyes. “That’s not even a festival. That’s just you being terrible at strategy.”

Peebly padded ahead, tail high, his sleek black fur almost glowing under the lantern light. He paused at the pie contest booth, gave a decisive sniff, then moved on, unimpressed.

Tori laughed. “He’s judging everything.”

“He’d win if it were a cat contest,” Avery said softly. She clutched her Junior Detective pin like it might help her find courage in the crowd. “Do you think the lanterns will work this year? Last time, half of them blew out.”

“They’ll work,” Tori said with more confidence than she felt. “Hal said they tested them all yesterday.”

The Lantern Lighting Contest was the centerpiece of Pinewood’s Firefly Festival. Each year, families built their own lanterns, decorated them with paper, beads, and bright paint, and set them glowing at dusk. Judges would choose the most creative, and the winning lantern would be carried at the front of the Firefly Parade into the meadow.

Tori couldn’t wait to see them.



At the contest tent, rows of lanterns lined the tables. Some were shaped like stars, others like animals, and one—Tori’s favorite—was a dragon with scales made of tinfoil. Kids and parents buzzed around, admiring and adjusting final touches.
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