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​Chapter 1 – Baskets and Banners
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The air in Pinewood was warm with the scent of honeysuckle and fresh-baked muffins. Pink and yellow banners danced in the breeze as Tori stood on a stepladder, tying the last loop of crepe paper to the gazebo's corner beam.

Below her, Riley balanced a basket of streamers on her hip. “You think this is high enough?” she asked, squinting up into the spring sun.

Tori tugged the ribbon one last time and hopped down. “Perfect. It looks like the gazebo’s wearing a party hat.”

Peebly, ever the supervisor, sat regally on a nearby picnic table, tail flicking. He gave a soft mrrrow of approval, then turned his attention to a butterfly flitting by, eyes wide with curiosity.

The whole town had come out for the annual Pinewood Spring Picnic—blankets spread across the grassy meadow, kids skipping with pinwheels, and the smell of grilled cheese drifting from the food truck row. It was Tori’s favorite kind of day: community, color, and just enough mystery to keep her detective’s mind alert.

Owen jogged over from the games tent, holding a clipboard and grinning. “You guys ready for the pie contest? My mom made her triple berry thunder again. She says this year she’s going to finally beat Miss Liddy.”

Tori smiled. “That’s a bold claim.”

“She’s already setting up her table near the judges. And she made extra whipped cream.” He leaned in. “Weaponized whipped cream, basically.”

Tori laughed, but before she could answer, a loud clang echoed from the direction of the contest table. Several heads turned.

“That didn’t sound like whipped cream,” Riley said.

Peebly’s ears perked up. He jumped down, alert.

Tori narrowed her eyes. “Let’s go check it out.”
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