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Chapter 1

The Mysterious Creature

[image: ]


—  ◆  —

The morning sun slanted through the tall windows of Pinewood Middle School, casting long shadows on the polished floors. The hallways, usually filled with the sounds of students hurrying to their next class or chatting excitedly about weekend plans, now hummed with a different kind of energy—a nervous, almost fearful buzz that gripped everyone who passed through.

Jenny Hartman, a sharp-eyed fourteen-year-old with a quick mind and an insatiable curiosity, noticed the change in atmosphere as soon as she stepped out of her math class. She had a knack for reading people and picking up on the undercurrents of emotion that others often missed. Today, there was no mistaking the tension in the air.

As she walked down the hallway, her trusty golden retriever, Scot, trotted obediently by her side. Scot was more than just a pet; he was her partner in all things detective. His keen senses and unwavering loyalty had helped Jenny solve more than a few mysteries around the neighborhood. And today, Jenny could tell that something was bothering him too. His ears were perked up, and he sniffed the air cautiously as if sensing the unease that lingered around them.

Jenny slowed her pace, scanning the clusters of students gathered in tight knots, whispering urgently to one another. Snatches of conversation reached her ears—words like "creature," "woods," and "Timmy" repeated over and over. Her curiosity piqued, Jenny edged closer to one of the groups, careful not to draw too much attention to herself.

"Did you hear what happened to Timmy last night?" a girl with dark braids whispered, her eyes wide with a mix of excitement and fear. "He says he saw it—the creature in the woods!"

Jenny felt a thrill of anticipation run down her spine. This was exactly the kind of mystery she lived for. She moved a little closer, pretending to adjust her backpack, so she could hear better.

"Yeah, I heard," another boy replied, his voice tinged with disbelief. "But come on, it's probably just some animal, right? Like a coyote or something?"

The girl shook her head vehemently. "No way! Timmy said it was way bigger than any animal he's ever seen. And he heard these weird noises—like growling, but not like any growl he's ever heard before. He said it sounded like it was coming from the ground itself!"

Jenny's pulse quickened. Strange noises? A large, shadowy figure? It sounded like something out of a horror story, but she knew better than to dismiss it out of hand. Timmy wasn't the type to make up stories, and if he was scared enough to be talking about it at school, then there was something to this tale.

Just then, Jenny caught sight of Timmy himself. He was standing near the lockers, surrounded by a small group of kids who were bombarding him with questions. His usually cheerful face was pale, and there were dark circles under his eyes. He looked like he hadn't slept a wink.

Jenny decided it was time to get some answers. She nudged Scot gently, and together they made their way over to where Timmy was standing.

"Timmy!" Jenny called out as she approached. Her voice was calm but carried the weight of authority that came from years of solving mysteries. The other kids fell silent as she arrived, all eyes turning to her and Scot.

Timmy looked up, a flicker of relief crossing his face when he saw Jenny. If anyone could figure out what was going on, it was her.

"Hey, Jenny," Timmy mumbled, his voice heavy with exhaustion. "You've heard about what happened?"

"Yeah, I've been hearing a lot of things," Jenny replied, glancing around at the other kids. "But I'd like to hear it from you. What exactly did you see last night?"

Timmy hesitated, glancing nervously at the other students. "I don't know... I don't want everyone to think I'm just making stuff up."

"They won't," Jenny assured him. "I'm not here to make fun of you. I just want to help figure out what's going on. You can trust me."

Timmy nodded slowly, then took a deep breath as if steeling himself to relive the memory.

"Okay," he began, his voice trembling slightly. "It was last night, around dusk. I was on my way home from soccer practice, and I decided to take the shortcut through the woods—you know, the path that goes behind the old Miller house."

Jenny nodded. She knew the path well. It was a popular shortcut for kids who lived on the other side of town, a narrow trail that wound through the thickest part of the woods. It was faster than going around by the road, but it could be eerie in the fading light, with the trees casting long, creeping shadows.

"It was getting dark, but I thought I could make it home before it got too late," Timmy continued. "But as I was walking, I started hearing these noises—like growls, but not like anything I've ever heard before. It was deep, almost like it was coming from underground. I got really scared and started walking faster."

Jenny exchanged a quick glance with Scot, who was listening intently, his ears twitching as if he could sense the fear in Timmy's voice.

"Then," Timmy went on, "I heard something moving behind me. I turned around, and that's when I saw it."

The other kids leaned in closer, their eyes wide with anticipation. Even Scot seemed to tense up.

"It was huge," Timmy whispered, his eyes wide with the memory. "It was tall and dark, and I couldn't see its face, but its eyes... they were glowing red, like burning coals. And it was moving toward me, fast. I ran as fast as I could, but I swear it was following me all the way to the edge of the woods."

A collective gasp rose from the group, and even Jenny felt a chill run down her spine. Glowing red eyes? A shadowy figure in the woods? It sounded like something out of a nightmare.

"Are you sure it wasn't just your imagination?" one of the kids asked, though his voice was shaky.

Timmy shook his head vehemently. "I know what I saw. It wasn't my imagination. That thing was real, and it was following me."

Jenny could see the fear in Timmy's eyes, and she knew he believed every word he was saying. But there was something else too—a sense of desperation, a need for someone to believe him.

"Timmy," Jenny said softly, "I believe you. And I'm going to figure out what this thing is. But I need you to tell me everything you remember. Every little detail could help."

Timmy hesitated, then nodded. "Okay. I don't know if it's important, but... there was this smell. Like something burning. It wasn't strong, but I noticed it just before I saw the creature."

"A burning smell?" Jenny repeated, filing the information away in her detective notebook. "That's interesting. Did you see anything else? Anything that might give us a clue about what it was?"

Timmy shook his head. "No, just the eyes. And the way it moved... it was like it was gliding through the trees, not walking."

Jenny nodded, deep in thought. This was more than just a simple sighting of a strange animal. There were too many odd details—the growling, the glowing eyes, the burning smell—that didn't add up. But she knew one thing for sure: whatever was lurking in those woods had scared Timmy badly, and it wasn't just his imagination.

"Thanks, Timmy," Jenny said, giving him a reassuring smile. "You've been really brave. I'm going to see what I can find out, okay? In the meantime, try to stay calm and stick to the main roads when you're walking home. Scot and I will take it from here."

Timmy managed a small, grateful smile. "Thanks, Jenny. You're really a good friend."

With that, Jenny turned and led Scot away from the group, her mind already buzzing with possibilities. She needed to do some serious investigating, and she needed to do it fast.

As they made their way down the hallway, Scot nudged Jenny's leg with his nose, as if to ask what their next move was.

"I know, boy," Jenny said, glancing down at him. "This is a weird one, isn't it? But we'll figure it out. We always do."

Scot wagged his tail in agreement, his eyes bright with determination. Together, they walked out of the school and into the crisp autumn air. The sun was beginning to set, casting a golden glow over the trees that lined the schoolyard. Somewhere beyond those trees, in the depths of the forest, something was waiting. And Jenny intended to find out exactly what it was.
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Chapter 2

Gathering Clues
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—  ◆  —

The late afternoon sun had dipped lower, casting long, soft shadows across the quiet streets of Pinewood as Jenny and Scot made their way home from school. The conversation with Timmy weighed heavily on Jenny's mind. There was something undeniably strange going on in the woods near her neighborhood, and it was up to her to get to the bottom of it.

Once they reached the familiar white picket fence of Jenny's house and stepped inside, she quickly dropped off her backpack, grabbed her detective notebook, and headed out the door again with Scot trotting faithfully beside her. Jenny had a plan: she was going to talk to every kid who claimed to have seen the creature and piece together a clear picture of what they were dealing with.

The first stop on her list was Lily Parker's house. Lily was one of Jenny's classmates, a quiet girl who lived just a few streets away. Earlier that day, Jenny had overheard Lily telling her friends that she had seen the creature lurking outside her bedroom window.

As Jenny approached Lily's house, Scot barked softly, as if sensing the importance of their mission. Jenny patted him on the head. "Easy, Scot. We're just gathering information right now."

The Parker house was a modest, two-story home with a neat front yard and a garden filled with blooming flowers. Jenny rang the doorbell, and after a few moments, the door creaked open to reveal Lily's mother, Mrs. Parker, a kind-looking woman with graying hair and warm eyes.

"Hello, Mrs. Parker," Jenny greeted her politely. "Is Lily home? I was hoping to talk to her about something."

Mrs. Parker's brow furrowed slightly. "She's upstairs in her room. She's been a little shaken up ever since last night... It's about that creature, isn't it?"

Jenny nodded. "Yes, ma'am. I just want to ask her a few questions. Maybe I can help figure out what she saw."

Mrs. Parker sighed but gave Jenny a grateful smile. "Go on up. I'm sure Lily would be glad to talk to you."

Jenny found Lily sitting on her bed, hugging a pillow to her chest. Her normally cheerful face was pale, and her eyes were wide with lingering fear.

"Hey, Lily," Jenny said softly, sitting down on the edge of the bed. Scot sat at her feet, his gaze fixed on Lily. "I heard you saw something outside your window last night. Can you tell me what happened?"

Lily bit her lip. "It was so weird, Jenny. I've never seen anything like it before. I was in my room, getting ready for bed, when I heard this rustling noise outside. At first, I thought it was just the wind. But then I saw it..."

"Saw what?" Jenny prompted gently, pulling out her notebook.

"The creature," Lily whispered. "It was standing right outside my window, just beyond the bushes. It was tall—taller than my dad—and it was cloaked in shadows. I couldn't see its face, but I could
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