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			THE GANG HAD NEVER GONE on a real picnic before. Not in a meadow with a proper basket of food and a blanket to lie on in the sun. It was Cindy Makey who suggested it would be fun to do it at least once before school started. And since no one else could think of anything better to do that day, a picnic it was.

			Their town, Spooksville, was surrounded by mountains and hills on three sides and the ocean on the fourth. It was in these wooded hills that they decided to have their picnic. There were many beautiful ­meadows in these woods. Meadows isolated enough that a person could pretend he or she was in the middle of nowhere. Places where evil could happen, and no one would be the wiser.

			Until it was too late.

			“I hope you didn’t put mayonnaise on my sandwich,” Watch said as Cindy began to empty the picnic basket on the yellow blanket they had brought. The meadow was filled with bright yellow daisies with black centers. Nearby a stream gurgled and there wasn’t a cloud in the sky. The surrounding trees were tall, heavy branched. Although they now sat in the sun, they had found the hike from the road through the woods rather chilly. The shadows were deep in these woods, and old.

			“Since when did you care what’s between two slices of bread?” Sally Wilcox asked Watch. “You used to be the most unpicky eater I know. Hey, Cindy, Adam—I remember the time Watch ate half a dozen uncooked eggs.”

			Cindy made a face and hooked her long blond hair behind her ears. “Is that true?” she asked Watch.

			“It was at Easter, an egg-eating contest,” Watch explained. “The eggs were painted different colors.”

			Sally smiled and pushed back her brown bangs. “So were the egg yolks. Only one had a normal yellow center. In fact, if I remember correctly, the one egg you didn’t eat eventually hatched and out popped a small reptilian creature that burrowed in the ground and eventually ate most of the local gophers.” Sally added, “I think the witch had something to do with those eggs.”

			“At least I won first prize in the contest,” Watch said, fiddling with his pocket calculator. He was working out calculations for a new telescope he was building. Watch, in addition to wearing four watches, usually carried a calculator, just as Sally usually carried a Bic lighter.

			“What was the prize?” Adam Freeman, who was the new kid in town, asked.

			“A twenty-dollar gift certificate to the drugstore,” Sally said. “For the next year Watch got to buy all the antacids he needed.”

			“The eggs did kind of make me sick,” Watch agreed. He checked out the turkey sandwich Cindy had handed him through his thick glasses. “After that I kind of lost my taste for chicken as well as for eggs.”

			“Is the sandwich OK?” Cindy asked Watch, concerned.

			Watch chewed noisily. “Yeah. I’m not as picky as Sally says. As long as nothing in it bites back, I don’t really care what I eat.”

			Adam gestured to the picnic basket. “What kind of sandwich did you make me?”

			Cindy beamed. “It’s a surprise. You’ll love it.”

			Sally was amused. “You’ll both be surprised.”

			Cindy was annoyed. “You didn’t change our sandwiches, did you?”

			“Are you asking me or telling me?” Sally, who already had her plain cheese sandwich in hand, wanted to know.

			“I don’t believe this,” Cindy said as she checked the remaining two sandwiches.

			“What is it?” Adam asked, already losing his appetite.

			“We both have Spam sandwiches,” Cindy said, laying open the slices of bread for dark-haired Adam to see. “Spam and sprouts.”

			“What’s wrong with that?” Watch asked. “I like Spam.”

			“I like sprouts,” Sally said, laughing.

			“Yeah,” Cindy said sarcastically. “They really go perfectly together. Thanks a lot, Sally. After I went to all that trouble to make us all really nice sandwiches.”

			Sally spoke to Adam. “Don’t believe a word of it. I saw your original sandwich. It looked like something for building strong bones and teeth rather than something you’d want to eat.”

			“If the Spam doesn’t have mayonnaise on it,” Watch said, “I’ll eat it.”

			Cindy tossed the sandwiches aside. “They have catsup all over them.”

			“And little green things from an old jar at the back of the refrigerator,” Sally added. “You didn’t look under the Spam, Cindy dear.”

			Cindy scowled at Sally as she reached for the other basket. “Just for that you don’t get any dessert. And I know you didn’t fool with my chocolate cake because I didn’t take my eyes off it.”

			“After you baked it,” Sally said. “But what about before?”

			“What did you put in it?” Cindy demanded.

			Sally laughed. “Nothing.”

			“Except for a few of those little purple things from the back of the refrigerator,” Watch added.

			Adam swallowed. “I’m glad I had breakfast.”

			“Watch is kidding,” Sally said. “The cake is fine—as long as Cindy didn’t ruin it with all the sugar and love she poured into it. I know she was thinking of you, Adam, when she baked it.”

			“Better him than a complete stranger who wouldn’t care if Cindy choked to death on the cake or not,” Watch said wisely. “Are you sure you don’t want your Spam sandwich?” Watch asked hungrily.

			“Yeah, I’m sure.” Cindy tentatively opened the picnic basket with the cake. “Seriously, I hope you didn’t mess with this cake, Sally. I may be a lousy gourmet cook, but I do know how to bake.”

			“It doesn’t take much of a cook or a baker to make sandwiches,” Sally said.

			“Shut up,” Cindy said to Sally as she removed the cake from the basket. Adam—feeling a little hungry, his breakfast notwithstanding—leaned forward to get a better look. But he hardly had a chance to see what was left of his lunch, when a small green man, with a nose as long as a spoon and hands as quick as a fox, leapt out of the trees, grabbed the cake, and disappeared back into the woods.

			The four of them blinked. They sat in stunned silence.

			“Did you guys see what I just saw?” Sally finally asked.

			Sure. They had all seen the same thing.

			A leprechaun had stolen their chocolate cake.
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			FIVE MINUTES HAD PASSED SINCE the leprechaun had appeared—and disappeared—and they were still in shock. Well, perhaps shock was too strong a word. After all, they had seen many strange and even supernatural things in Spooksville. But they had never lost a chocolate cake before.

			“Are we sure we saw what we thought we saw?” Cindy asked. “Maybe it was just a kid dressed up like a leprechaun.”

			“No kid could move that fast,” Watch said.

			“Or be that ugly,” Sally added.

			“I thought he was kind of cute,” Cindy said.

			“You would,” Sally said.

			“It doesn’t matter whether he was cute or ugly,” Adam interrupted. “The fact is he was a leprechaun and we have to ask ourselves what leprechauns are doing in Spooksville.”

			“We have everything else,” Watch said. “Why shouldn’t we have leprechauns?”

			“But why would he steal our cake?” Cindy asked.

			“Probably because he was hungry,” Sally said.

			“I think Cindy means, why does he care about a cake?” Adam said. “Aren’t leprechauns only worried about guarding their treasure, their pots of gold?”

			“Their treasure can be anything: an old shoe, a ring, a hat,” Watch said. “The main thing is that the treasure is special to them, and that they guard it with their lives.”

			“So, you’re saying we now have a leprechaun with a chocolate cake for a treasure?” Adam asked.

			“It looks like it,” Watch said.

			“Since when did you become an expert on leprechauns?” Sally asked

			Watch shrugged. “It’s useful in Spooksville to know a little about every kind of supernatural creature.”

			Cindy pouted. “But I want to have a piece of my cake. I made it to eat.”

			Sally laughed. “How can you be so attached to a cake?”

			Adam stood. “I want to find this leprechaun, to talk to him.”

			Watch got up too. “Leprechauns are impossible to find unless they want to be found. You saw how fast he moved. He could be miles from here by now.”

			But Cindy was adamant that they go after him. “He won’t move so fast with a big cake in his hands.”

			They entered the woods where the leprechaun had disappeared and found a path of sorts that was heavily overgrown with briars. They hadn’t gone far when they were in deep shadow. Here the temperature was at least twenty degrees lower than it had been in the bright sun of the meadow. They were able to check it on a thermometer on one of Watch’s four watches. In fact, it was while they were doing so that a leprechaun suddenly appeared in a tree above them, reached down, and grabbed that watch.

			The creature was gone before they could move.

			Watch was upset, which was rare for him. “He has our cake. He didn’t need to steal one of my watches.”

			“That wasn’t the same leprechaun,” Sally said.

			“How do you know?” Adam asked.

			“He was older and had a wart on the end of his nose,” Sally said.

			“Then there are at least two of them,” Cindy said. “There could even be dozens of them.”

			“Or thousands,” Sally said darkly. “This could be the prelude to an invasion by leprechauns.”

			Adam was concerned. “Maybe it isn’t such a good idea to chase after them. The forest is thick here. They could come at us from all sides. Maybe we should get back to our bikes and go for help.”

			The gang agreed. They headed back in the direction of the meadow. When they got there they discovered that their blanket and picnic baskets were also gone. Now it was Sally’s turn to be angry.

			“Those horrible little creatures,” she said. “That was one of my mom’s best blankets.”

			“How can you be so attached to a piece of cloth?” Cindy asked.

			“Shut up,” Sally snapped.

			“Quiet, both of you,” Adam interrupted before the girls could get going. “We better get back to the road as fast as possible. We’ll be lucky if our bikes are still there.”

			Of course, their bikes were gone. The leprechauns had more than a few treasures now, and the gang had to wonder if the creatures would ever give them back.

			“But we have to try to get our bikes back,” Sally said. “Walking home will take us the rest of the day.”

			Adam spoke to Watch. “In all you’ve read about leprechauns, are they ever described as

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			Don’t miss any of the chilling adventures!

			Spooksville #1: The Secret Path

			Spooksville #2: The Howling Ghost

			Spooksville #3: The Haunted Cave

			Spooksville #4: Aliens in the Sky

			Spooksville #5: The Cold People

			Spooksville #6: The Witch’s Revenge

			Spooksville #7: The Dark Corner

		

	
		
			This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and events are products of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or places or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
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