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Chapter 1—A Crafting Life for Me!
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If I have to hear one more time about your stupid pirate costume, Avery Drew, I’m gonna throw a ball of wool at your head.

3 p.m. Tuesday at Ridge Cities High School—also referred to as Club Showoff Showdown Time.

Or, at least it was in the Junior Crafters’ Club when everyone got down to the last steps of perfecting a project.

Currently, Shirley MacLaine Contreras—known to all as “Lainey,” since no one under 40 knew about the actress she was named after—was sitting at her homeroom desk, desperately attempting to knit a pair of gloves as a Christmas present for her boyfriend, Irving Fitch, otherwise known as IF.

Of course, it was September, so she was starting a little early, but knitting was not what Lainey did, so she needed the run-up time. Usually, she sculpted and did pottery, but those materials were harder to carry around in a backpack, without ending up with all her schoolbooks smeared with clay.

The Junior Crafters’ Club had been started by Lainey and her brother, Kennedy (full name: John F. Kennedy Contreras, as their Chilean immigrant parents had decided to honor their new country by naming all their children after famous Americans from a confusing array of fields, up to and including abolitionists and axe murderesses). Now a few months into the very first, official Prospector’s Rest Crafting Internship . . .

Or scholarship or something. No one ever seems to call it the same thing twice around here.

. . . they were enjoying life in this tiny North Carolina mountain town as well as their opportunity to attend the local high school, which serviced the four communities which shared the mountain.

Well, mostly.

Avery continued to drone on about keelhauling in the background, as Lainey attempted to ignore her.

Sighing, Lainey tried to get her knitting going in the right direction again, but it wasn’t working very well. So far, she’d made attempts at creating these gloves four times, always with discouraging results.

The first time, Lainey had only gotten part of the hand done before the thing had somehow folded in on itself, so she’d sewn it together into a small mouse with catnip in the center to give to C.K., the cute Persian cat who lived with Deputy Martinez and his wife, Candice. As they also had two dogs and a baby now due any day, the cat had been feeling a bit ignored, so Lainey came over to pet and cheer her up now and then—as well as to sit with Officer Candice, who was now on bedrest.

The second attempt hadn’t gone any better. It had turned into some sort of long strip, which Lainey had eventually declared to be a bookmark, although—since she didn’t know anyone who read actual, physical books anymore—she’d had some trouble figuring out who to give it to yet.

The third had started off pretty well, until she’d realized that she’d given IF six fingers, which hopefully wasn’t an addition he would be suffering from anytime soon.

Even the fourth time hadn’t taken. While it had had the right number of fingers, they were only half the length they should have been, while still being pretty broad, so she couldn’t even turn them into baby mittens for Officer Candice’s forthcoming addition.

Still, this latest set was going a little better—or had been, until she’d started being annoyed by Avery.

Then again, she was always annoyed by Avery. Avery was simply that kind of girl.

Honestly, Lainey didn’t even know why the girl had joined the Junior Crafters. She was white and platinum blonde and a dead lock for homecoming queen, and she hadn’t enough brains to fill a mouse’s teacup.

She certainly liked to talk about herself, though.

Right now, Avery was endlessly nattering on about the Halloween costume she was supposedly creating for herself, although it honestly looked too small for even a toddler to fit into. According to her rambling, it would have a red bandana and some black shorts to go with a pair of Doc Martens she’d be borrowing from Nana, one of the other girls in their science class.

Given what she’d seen of Avery, Lainey wondered whether Nanette had any idea her shoes would soon be seen as “Miss Drew” property. If they were, she doubted Nana would ever see them again—although, granted, this was more because Avery was entirely absent-minded than nasty or a thief.

Anyway, the part of the costume Avery was currently working on was the top, which was probably supposed to be a kind of bikini, but looked way too small to fit anyone their age.

Of course, given Avery, that might have been the point.

“Pirates are so kewl!” the girl crooned, for at least the hundredth time, and Lainey kind of broke, whispering under her breath.

“Yeah, raping, murdering, burning alive, stealing—what a great role model to have.”

Avery’s blue eyes blinked at her.

“What was that, Lainey?”

Fortunately, Kennedy came to her rescue. He was creating a complicated-looking piece of string art, although Lainey couldn’t tell what it was going to be yet.

Meeting Avery’s eyes quietly, Kennedy told her, “She said she’s not a fan of rapists.”

Looking appalled, Avery put down her barely-there top.

“Rapists? Eww.” Glancing back and forth between them, she added, “I thought they just boarded the ships and partied with the people. Isn’t that what keelhauling is?”

For a moment, there was nearly the sound of crickets, as everyone stared at her, but apparently no one decided to explain cruel, historical naval punishments.

Instead, Chanda Bajaj said from behind her, “Avery, sweetie. Maybe you need to find a new hero to be for Halloween.”

Chanda was a very pretty Indian girl with medium-brown skin and black hair which went to her waist and which she tended to tie back in a ponytail. She was the undisputed president of the class and smarter than half the school by a good 100 IQ points. How she and her family had ended up in a tiny place like any of the mountain towns, Lainey had no idea.

She was very good at crocheting, though, and generally turned out three of whatever she was working on in the hour the club met per week. Although she hadn’t told her parents about it, she was selling her crafts through Mayor Velveteen’s shop on Main Street and was working on as many new creations as she could before the Mystery Fest started this coming weekend.

Her latest ones were apparently magnifying glass covers, with a little question mark in the middle. Velveteen was supplying the actual glasses to help her out, so she was probably going to see a pretty good profit.

Blinking at Chanda, Avery wondered, “Like who?”

There was this to say for Avery, at least. She wasn’t mean-spirited or petty. She was simply seriously underendowed in the brains department. About the only way she passed her classes was by the generosity of the teachers, who gave her the lowest C- they could, since it wasn’t likely she’d get it if taught something even a third or fourth time. She pretty much had the memorizing capacity of a goldfish.

While Chanda tried to convince Avery about the wonders of Florence Nightingale—and Avery wondered
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