
Chapter 1:


It was a Thursday afternoon in the town of Willow Creek—a town so small that the local library had fewer books than Max had failed science experiments. The autumn air smelled faintly of pumpkin spice and regret, a combination that somehow seemed fitting for a group of teenagers who were about to make a plan that was both brilliant and ridiculously doomed.

Max was sprawled across the floor of his living room, laptop on his knees, hair sticking up in what could only be described as a “mad genius meets tumbleweed” style. Lila sat cross-legged on the couch, arms folded, watching him like she had once watched a raccoon try to climb into a garbage can—equal parts amusement and pity.

“Okay, hear me out,” Max said, eyes gleaming. “We’re going to raise money for someone who…needs it. Big time.”

Lila raised an eyebrow. “Someone who needs it? Like…the entire town?”

“No,” Max said, waving his hands dramatically. “Not the town. Just…one person. Mystery person. Anonymous good deed. Epic. Legendary.”

Joey, who had been attempting to balance a half-eaten donut on his nose, squeaked. “Wait, we’re…giving away money? How are we even—” He flailed, the donut plopping onto the floor. “—going to get the money in the first place?”

“That’s the fun part!” Max said. “We come up with crazy ideas, make some cash, and then BOOM—mystery hero moment.” He gestured wildly and nearly tipped over his laptop, but Ethan quietly caught it.

Ethan, ever the calm one, just shook his head. “Max, your definition of ‘fun’ usually involves minor disasters.”

“And major embarrassment!” Sasha added from her perch on the armchair, dramatically covering her face. “Remember the spaghetti-eating contest at Joey’s birthday? I still have nightmares about tomato sauce in my hair.”

“Details, details,” Max said, unbothered. “This is bigger. Way bigger. Think charity, think community, think…” He paused, trying to find the right word. “…glittering success!”

Lila groaned. “Glitter. Of course. Somehow, I knew glitter would be involved.”

“You know,” Ethan said dryly, “if this fundraiser goes according to Max’s usual plans, the town might end up with glitter, chaos, and no money.”

Max ignored him. “We need a plan. Something unusual. Something the town will never expect.”

Sasha sprang up, eyes wide. “Ooh! I’ve got an idea! We could have a live talent show! I’ll perform my interpretive dance about…uh…friendship? And everyone will pay to watch!”

“Or cringe,” Joey added. “Mostly cringe.”

“Exactly,” Sasha said. “Cringe can be profitable if you package it right. People love paying to feel superior!”

“Or we could do a bake sale,” Lila suggested, flipping through her notebook. “But instead of normal cookies, we make…‘mystery cookies.’ No one knows what’s in them. Suspense sells.”

Joey shuddered. “I draw the line at ‘mystery’ food. That’s how people end up in the hospital.”

“You’re no fun,” Sasha said. “Where’s your sense of drama?”

Max leaned forward, fingers steepled. “Drama. Suspense. Misadventures. I love it. Okay, what if we combine all the ideas? A townwide talent-bake-sale-guessing game?”

Lila blinked. “You do realize that sounds…horrifyingly complicated, right?”

“Details,” Max said, smiling. “We’ll figure it out as we go.”

And that was when the first problem arrived—literally. A bird flew in through the open window, shrieking, and landed smack on Joey’s head. Joey yelped and spun around, flailing. Sasha screamed, Lila rolled her eyes, and Max laughed so hard he nearly fell off the floor. Ethan calmly opened the window and shooed the bird out, as if this were all perfectly normal.

“See?” Max said between laughs. “Instant chaos. Great advertising. People love chaos.”

Lila pinched the bridge of her nose. “This is going to be a long project.”

“Long?” Sasha echoed. “Max hasn’t even started the fundraiser yet. We’re basically in the prologue of disaster!”

Max grinned. “Exactly. But if we pull it off…legendary status.”

Joey, now brushing feathers out of his hair, muttered, “I don’t know if I want legendary status if it involves bird poop.”

“Bird poop builds character,” Max said confidently. “Also, mystery money recipient remains completely anonymous, which is crucial.”

“Okay,” Lila said, finally relenting. “Let’s brainstorm actual ideas that won’t involve Joey being attacked by wildlife or Sasha giving a 20-minute interpretive dance recital.”

Max clapped his hands. “That’s the spirit! Step one: wild brainstorming! Step two: chaos! Step three: epic triumph!”

Ethan sighed. “Step four: figuring out how to actually raise money.”

And with that, the friends got to work. Little did they know, their attempts at generosity were about to involve baking disasters, car washes gone wrong, a runaway goat, and a very confused marching band—all in the name of helping a mysterious girl who didn’t even know they existed.

By Friday morning, the “Willow Creek Mystery Fundraiser Committee” (a name Max had insisted on, much to everyone else’s horror) had assembled a list of potential schemes. Lila was mildly impressed that Max had written the ideas in neat handwriting instead of his usual scribble-of-doom style.

“Okay, hear me out,” Max said, pointing at the whiteboard like a CEO unveiling a billion-dollar plan. “Idea number one: a town talent show. Idea number two: a bake sale with ‘mystery cookies.’ Idea number three: a car wash, but with a twist—people pay extra to watch Sasha get soaked with chocolate syrup.”

Sasha gasped dramatically. “Chocolate syrup? Max! I’ll need a stunt double!”

“Fine,” Max said. “Optional chocolate. But the important part is chaos and ticket sales.”

Joey scratched his head. “Optional chaos?”

“Yes, optional chaos,” Max confirmed. “You don’t want chaos? Don’t buy a ticket!”

Ethan muttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like “This is going to end badly.” Lila rolled her eyes.

“Step one,” Max continued, “is to get the word out. We need flyers, social media posts, maybe even a town announcement over the PA at school. And snacks. People love snacks.”

“Wait, snacks?” Joey asked. “I thought the bake sale was snacks?”

“Yes, Joey,” Lila said, deadpan. “We want snacks everywhere. We’re practically inventing snack capitalism.”

Sasha clapped her hands. “I volunteer to be the walking advertisement! I can wear a glittery sandwich board with our logo!”

“Or your face,” Max added. “Glitter face paint, sparkles everywhere. It’ll be unforgettable.”

“Unforgettable in a terrifying way,” Lila muttered.

By mid-afternoon, the friends had managed to make a few flyers—though “made” in Max’s case meant “scribbled on a napkin in neon marker”—and posted them around town. Their first challenge quickly became obvious: the town of Willow Creek was tiny. People tended to know everything about everyone, which meant anonymous fundraising was harder than anticipated.

“Step two,” Max said, pacing, “we need money. How do we get money?”

“Bake sale?” Lila suggested, flipping through her notebook. “We could make regular cookies too. People might eat them if they’re not…mysterious.”

“Too boring,” Max said. “Mystery is money. Confusion is profit.”

Joey tilted his head. “Confusion is profit?”

“Yes,” Max confirmed. “See? You’re already catching on.”

Sasha, meanwhile, had decided to test the talent show idea by performing an impromptu monologue about a dramatic squirrel named Gerald who had lost his acorn fortune. She flailed, tripped over the couch, and landed on Joey. The landing was spectacular—Joey yelped, Sasha squealed, and Max doubled over laughing.

“This is perfect!” Max gasped. “We’ve already proven how chaotic this fundraiser will be. It’s like…teaser marketing!”

“You call this marketing?” Lila asked, rubbing her temples. “This is pure chaos.”

But the chaos was just beginning. Their first official fundraiser—the bake sale—was scheduled for Saturday morning in the town square. The friends spent the night before baking, or attempting to bake.

Joey accidentally added salt instead of sugar to half the cookies. Sasha experimented with glitter-laced frosting, which somehow turned into sticky, sparkly blobs that could glue a finger to a countertop. Lila, trying to keep things organized, ended up covered in flour and wondering if anyone would survive the event with all this mess.
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