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      I ran hard. My chest grew tight and my arms and legs felt like they were full of lead.

      It was right behind me.

      I couldn't bring myself to look back. I didn't want to see it, I couldn't! But I heard it all the same.

      Woosh!

      I tried not to picture it, but it sprang into my mind like a jack-in-the-box. That long black cloak, the bone-white face, the ragged hood, the crooked silver scythe reflecting the red setting sun as if coated in blood. It was the Grim Reaper…

      The woods and bushes seemed to grow denser as I ran. I'd been looking for an escape but it was almost like the surrounding trees were deliberately slowing me down so it could get me.

      Whirrrr

      I slowed, desperate to catch a breath, and gazed back.

      It was floating above me, ten feet in the air, gazing down, its eyes as red as the sunset. The ragged black cloak obscuring its bony body riffled in the breeze. "Boyyyyyyyy!" it hissed.

      I plunged through the heavy brush, screaming as brambles snared my jeans and sleeves.

      The whir of the Grim Reaper bellowed from somewhere to my right. It must have lost me for the time being.

      I hunkered down behind a tree and my fingers sank into the spongy moss as I tried to catch my breath.

      What was going on? Was death itself stalking me? Did things like that happen on a Tuesday afternoon in August? I guessed it happened all year round, but nothing made sense. I was sure it involved Jamie and Marshall, although I had no idea how. Maybe they'd found some dusty old grimoire that had helped them raise the Ghoul. It was unlikely, sure, but anything was possible since we'd moved to Weirdbey Island.

      They'd been lurking on the road near our driveway when I was coming home from Jacob's. I'd been expecting them to say something mean or stupid, but before I reached them the Reaper had swept down from the sky, its shriek horrific as it plummeted toward me. I'd ditched my wheels and fled into the trees, figuring that would be the best place to lose it, but I was seriously regretting my decision now.

      "Boyyyyyyyy!"

      Goosebumps rippled along my arms as the voice hissed through the woods.

      "This is your final hour, Dylan Wylde. I've come to collect you."

      I wasn't ready to die. I guessed no one ever was, but it still felt too soon. We had things to do... places to go. We were the Society of the Owl and the Wolf, protectors of the island. But now I was toast.

      "Come out, come out, wherever you are!" The Reaper's voice was almost sing song in its mockery. Great, even Death was toying with me.

      Toy...

      A thought flashed across my muddled mind but before I could grasp it, it vanished. I was missing something... I knew that much, but my terror was clouding my judgement.

      The whirring drew closer as the setting sun filled the woods with gloom, making the Reaper's pulsing eyes stand out even clearer. It wound through the trunks toward me, its scythe swinging in its bony white hand.

      I jumped up, fled into a clearing, and ducked as the Reaper swooped at me. Its shadow trailed over the ground as I pressed my face into the pine needles and dirt. Then it slowed, the hem of its black cloak swinging just ahead of me.

      It was waiting, daring me to glance up. I almost did. Part of me wanted to get a closer look, to figure out if I was missing something, but my terror was too much. My arms and legs trembled as I pushed myself up and ran on, the whirring sound at my back, the scythe's shadow arcing across the ground toward me.
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      “Boyyyyyyyy!"

      The Reaper was at my back! I leaped toward a fallen log, slipped, slapped my hand against a tree trunk, and raced on.

      Silence fell.

      Had I lost it? I gazed up. My heart froze. It hung in the air, turning this way and that, as it searched for me. And then its arm creaked up and a bony white finger pointed right at me. "There you are, boyyyyyyyy!"

      It swept down, its cloak cracking like a flag in a hurricane.

      "Your moment's arrived, Dylan. I'm here to take you with me."

      "Where?" My voice trembled madly.

      "To the other side." A sly grin crept over its cadaverous face. "And I don't mean the mainland."

      "I... I don't want to go."

      "Of course you don't. No one ever does, Dylan. I wish it wasn't so, I wish I could grant you a long life, but alas, your time is up." Its eyes blazed like pools of lava as it drew closer, its scythe raised to strike me down.

      "What are you doing?" It was Mom's voice... had it come from the Reaper?

      "Nothing!" I heard Jamie reply before the sound cut out. I looked around, expecting to find them standing there in the woods. Maybe they'd come to pay their last respects.

      There was no one there. I was alone with the Reaper.

      Fear gave way to confusion as I stared at the creature and it stared back. Somehow it was less sinister now it wasn't speaking or moving, but I could still hear that weird hum.

      "Hello?" I said. I felt my face burning red. Why was I being so polite? That thing was about to take me to Hades, or Valhalla, or who knew where? Maybe heaven, maybe hell, I had no idea. Anything seemed possible, anything except me managing to stay alive for much longer...

      The Reaper remained silent. I almost stepped toward it. I was missing something, but I couldn't figure out what. And then its eyes flashed, and it hissed. Terror struck me. I turned and ran, smack into a tree. Bark bit the side of my face and a hollow crack rang in my ears. My legs gave out and I landed hard on the ground.

      I rubbed my head and glanced back as the Reaper watched me. Slowly, I climbed to my feet and backed away, waiting for it to lunge, but it remained stock still. As I slunk from its field of vision, I expected its head to turn or its eyes to follow me, but they didn't.

      It was like it was... frozen?

      "I'm going," I said, still rubbing the side of my face. My cheek felt hot, gritty and numb, and it seemed I most likely had a headache in the mail. "Did you hear me?" Maybe if I sounded like I had places to be, it would buzz off and give me a few more years to live. Maybe it would forget me altogether...

      I walked through the trees, forcing myself not to hurry, glancing back to see if it was following. It wasn't.

      Finally, I stumbled from the brush back onto the road. My bike lay where I'd left it. I picked it up and wheeled it toward the house. Everything felt unreal, dreamlike. Nightmarish.

      Jamie and Marshall strode down the lane toward me. Marshall's craggy face glowed as he stared down at the black box clasped in his hands. What was it? I could just make out a screen and radial stick. Jamie nodded to me. A twisted smile spread over his lips and he gave me that stupid super-villain laugh. "Here he is!"

      Marshall giggled but his dead eyes were still glued to the box. And then I saw the antenna sticking up from the side and realized what it was...
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      A low whir came from above me as the Reaper descended from the air. It stopped before me, its eyes boring into mine and now I could see that the crimson light in its gaze were from two tiny LED bulbs. It was an old Halloween decoration mounted to a drone. That's where the weird humming was coming from...

      "So stupid," I said. I wanted to fly at Jamie and Marshall but they'd beat me to the ground, and we all knew it.

      "Yep. You're definitely that, Dylaboo," Jamie agreed.

      "Did my widdle toy scare you, Dylan?" Marshall asked. His lips turned in a wide grin and his horribly pale face shone red in the fading daylight.

      "Not really." I tried to sound unfazed.

      "Oh, no?" Marshall flipped the controller around, showing me the screen in its center. Then he tapped it and the footage from the drone appeared. He started it from the beginning when I was riding towards them on my way home. The drone hovered high, watching me. I saw myself cycling down the lane, oblivious to the creature as it swooped down. The footage was choppy as the drone shot after me through the trees.

      Now and then static crackled across the screen, but it was crystal clear when the Reaper spoke to me. Marshall had done a good job of masking his voice, I'd give him that at least.

      My whole face burned even hotter when he forwarded to the part where I turned and ran into the tree.

      "Ohhhhh!" Jamie cried.

      "That had to hurt!" they both said at the same time.

      "Yeah, you looked plenty scared to me," Marshall said, glancing my way.

      I clenched the grips on my handlebars. There was nothing to say. They'd won, and I'd lost. Again.

      "Don't be so sad, Dylaboo." Jamie made a fist and tapped his knuckles on the side of my head. "It seemed like you'd almost figured it out at one point. So there's gotta be something in there."

      I almost blurted out everything me and Jacob, Emily and Zach had achieved over the last few weeks. All the Owl and the Wolf secrets. Defeating Captain Grimdire, his pirates, and the Jackalope that had hypnotized Jamie and the whole town.

      But I didn't. Members of The Society were forbidden from talking about Whidbey Island's secrets, or Weirdbey Island as we called it. I felt honorable, like a knight of old. Silent, stony faced and strong. It didn't take long for them to break my illusion.

      "Yep," Marshall agreed, "he almost worked it out. I'll have to figure out how to fix the mechanism so it doesn't freeze up again."

      "There won't be a next time," I said.

      "Oh yes there will," Marshall laughed.

      "Maybe not for you, Dylaboo, but this prank is too good to retire." Jamie placed a patronizing hand on my shoulder. "Anyway, don't be so mad about it. You've only got yourself to blame." He took the controller from Marshall and rewound the footage to where I'd stood in the clearing and considered approaching the Reaper. "If you'd faced it when the controls got stuck, like you wanted to, you'd have seen it for what it was. But you gave in to fear and ran like the coward you are."

      "Right into a tree," Marshall added. "And boy am I glad you did. That last piece of footage is the best." He scrubbed through the video and showed me running into the tree repeatedly. "It's going to be priceless."

      "Priceless?" I asked before I could stop myself. A low, sinking feeling passed through the pit of my stomach.

      "Priceless is probably the wrong word," Jamie said.

      "Yeah," Marshall said. "We do actually have a price."

      "A cool hundred," Jamie said. "Per month."

      "For what?" I glanced to our house behind them. I wanted to be back in my room, to put the day behind me, but curiosity got the better of me just like it always did.

      "That's how much it'll cost to keep the footage... private," Marshall explained.

      "Basically, if you don't pay up, we'll be uploading this little gem for the whole world to see." Jamie gave another slow, exaggerated laugh.

      "Life won't look so good when everyone on the island's seen it," Marshall added.

      "Everyone?" I asked. "It's impossible."

      "Maybe not everyone," Jamie conceded, "but it won't take long for word to spread."

      "We'll post links to all the local groups," Marshall said. "Not to mention forums and pages."

      "Yep," Jamie said. "We'll dominate the hashtags for Weirdbey Island too."

      "Sounds like you've thought this through," I said.

      "We did," Marshall agreed. "You're going to be famous, Dylan. Everyone at school's going to know your face before you even start."

      I had no words. The nightmare my life had become was getting worse by the moment. I almost pinched myself to make sure it was real. I'd been having anxiety riddled dreams about the first day of school for the last couple of weeks. And now...

      "So you better get to washing cars or whatever it is you're going to do to raise the cash, Dylan. And get to it quickly, because we'll need paying by the end of the week."

      "We're going to be rich," Marshall howled.

      "And you're going to be poor," Jamie finished. "Now go out and get our money, and don't fool around because the clock's ticking."

      I wheeled my bike past them. It felt like I was holding onto thin air.

      "Hey, Dylan," Marshall called.

      I turned back, half expecting the Grim Reaper to fly at me, but it didn't. "What?"

      "You were only our test run. We're planning to film as many dorks as we can."

      "So what?" All I cared about was going to my room, pulling the blankets over my head and hopefully waking from this nightmare.

      "Well, it makes you a pioneer," Marshall said. "And the start of what might become a multinational business concern." He turned to Jamie. "Anders and Wylde. I like it."

      "Wylde and Anders," Jamie replied. They started arguing as I walked toward the garage. I was almost as numb as the side of my face, because as much as it pained me to admit it, Jamie was right. If I'd faced down the drone when I'd wanted to they'd never have gotten the footage of me running into the tree. But I hadn't, I'd ran away. And now I was going to pay the price for it. And that price was a hundred dollars, every month for the rest of my miserable life.
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      I woke tangled in my sheets, and as I gazed at the shadows of the trees on the curtains, the memory of the previous night hit me like a brick...

      The Grim Reaper and the footage Marshall had taken of me running full pelt into the tree. The price Jamie'd demanded in return for not showing the entire world my stupidity...

      "Great," I mumbled rolling out of bed. I left the shower to find our super-enthusiastic fox-hound, Wilson waiting outside. I fed him, herded him into the yard and scowled at the trees as if my predicament was their fault, rather than my own terror and idiocy.

      I left the house before Jamie got up. I didn't want to see his smug grin or deal with all the nasty remarks he'd probably been working on overnight.

      The day was warm, the sky blue, but it might as well have been pouring rain. I felt horrible as I cycled down the hill and even worse by the time I dropped my bike on the lawn outside Zach and Emily's house. It sounded like everyone was already in the treehouse, or The Towering Lair of Eternal Secrets as we called it.

      Zach lay curled on his hammock reading a comic. Jacob and Emily sat in the middle of the floor playing chess. Emily seemed to be winning while Jacob was trying to hide his discomfort with the approaching defeat. I was pretty certain he rarely lost anything he put his mind to, but Emily was no slouch either. It was like a polite clash of the titans.

      "What's the matter with you?" Zach asked as I stood there. "You look like someone just ate your sandwich and left you the crusts."

      I took a deep breath and explained everything that had happened.

      "Well," Jacob said, "we'll have to get a hold of that drone control as soon as possible."

      "Should be doable." Zach sat up, threw his comic down, and swept his wild russet hair from his hazel eyes.

      "We need a plan," Emily said as she moved her queen across the board and parked it in front of Jacob's king.

      "That's checkmate," Jacob said. "Well done." He shook Emily's hand, pushed his silver glasses up his nose and turned to regard me. "It seems it's time to put Jamie and Marshall in checkmate too. We just need to figure out how."

      "Let's swing by the Naval base!" Zach strode across the treehouse and came to an abrupt halt as his dressing gown caught on a knot of wood.

      "Why?" Emily asked. Unlike her brother she'd already dressed for the day and combed her long hair and was looking fully human.

      "So we can borrow a Chinook of course." A fierce smile lit Zach's face. "We'll raid Marshall's house under cover of night. No, dawn... I need my sleep. Actually, eight am should be good, that'll give me time to eat breakfast. Anyway, I'll take the back of his house while Emily guards the front. Jacob can pilot the helicopter so we can get out of there once we've apprehended the target."

      "And what am I going to do?" I asked, half regretting the question.

      "You're going down the chimney," Zach explained. "Like Santa Claus. Only scrawnier, paler, and a whole lot stranger."

      "Hey!" Emily said.

      "Sorry!" Zach held his hands up. "No offense, but it's Dylan's problem, he's the one that needs to infiltrate the house. We can only do so much."

      "I don't think the Naval base will look kindly on us borrowing a helicopter," Jacob said, his voice as calm and measured as ever. "Besides, we'd need something stealthier than a Chinook and I can't even fly a paper airplane. So... I'm sorry to say this Zach, it's just a bad idea all around."

      "I suppose it is." Zach glanced at his bare feet before thrusting a finger into the air. "Okay, we'll use a magnet!"

      "What?" Emily asked.

      "It's simple, I know, but that's its beauty," Zach continued. "All we need to do is build a giant magnet and wait outside Marshall's house. The moment he leaves with his drone we'll zap the controller out of his hands and delete the footage!"

      "You're just saying the first thing that comes into your head, Zachary," Emily said. "And it's not helping."

      "It’s called spit balling." Zach's face turned from animated to agitated. "It's a legit technique, you know. Ever hear of blue sky thinking? Like you said, we need a plan and I don't see anyone else coming up with anything workable."

      "You know," Jacob said, "they've probably got that footage backed up to a memory stick or something by now. That's what I would have done."

      I felt even more depressed. He was right. He was always right, and while Jamie and Marshall didn't have an ounce of Jacob's smarts, they'd managed to dupe me. I had no idea what that said about me but I figured it was nothing good.

      "Okay," Zach said, "admittedly these aren't my best ideas. Clearly we need something a little more practical." He rubbed his hands through his hair, messing it up some more. "Got it! We'll make a truth serum to force them to tell us where they're keeping the footage."

      "How are we going to do that?" Emily asked.

      "We'll need powdered shark teeth," Zach replied, "and a pint of otter sweat.""

      "Otter sweat?" Emily's eyebrows rose high. "Really?"

      "Yep," Zach let out a long sigh. "I don't just blurt these things out, you know. I've researched it. There was this interesting-"

      "Zachary!" Emily nodded to me. I must have looked just as defeated as I felt. I forced a smile; I didn't want to bring them down with me.

      "Fine! Forget the truth serum." Zach paced back and forth waving his hand in the air. Then he stopped. "I think I've got something! And it's doable."

      "What?" I asked, waiting to hear whatever crazy idea was about to emerge from his mouth.

      A slow smile lit his face. "We should try our luck at Splendimendo's Carnival!"

      I suppressed a groan. Zach had been talking about the carnival all week long. I'd been looking forward to it too, but there was no way I could go. Not now that I was stuck having to save every cent I came across just to silence my conniving brother.

      "How's the carnival going to help?" Jacob asked.

      "You can win things at fun fairs, Jacob," Zach said. "Things that are worth cold hard cash."

      "You can't," Jacob said, "not really. Carnival games are almost always stacked against the rubes. Everyone knows that."

      "Maybe, but Emily's aim is better than most." He nodded to his sister. "She's the best shot out of all of us. She could win us a ton of goldfish!"

      "What good are goldfish?" I asked.

      "Not goldfish," Zach replied, "goldfish."

      "You do realize they're not actually made of gold, don't you?" Emily asked.

      "Of course," Zach barked, "I'm not an idiot! However, I have it on very good authority that some goldfish droppings contain real traces of gold. That's how they got their name, and if we get enough-"

      "You need to do a bit more research on this," Jacob said. "This is almost as crazy as your cat ear theory."

      "His what?" I asked. A part of me was glad for the distraction from the grim thoughts wheeling around my head like a murder of crows.

      "Zach claims that cat's ears evolved to fold up so that they can fit their heads into cups and glasses," Emily said.

      "It's true!" Zach blurted. "Our old cat Jelly used to steal sips of water all the time. Right out of my glass! And whenever I'd snatch my drink away her ears would unfold super fast, and she'd vanish faster than a hummingbird on a jetpack!"

      Jacob sighed and began taking Zach's theory apart, but I barely heard them. While Zach's theories were good for entertainment, they weren't going to get me the money I'd need by the end of the week.

      Slowly, the debate died down and it was peaceful for a moment until a shrill shriek broke from below. We glanced over the edge of the treehouse as Violet, Emily and Zach's sister, came stomping from their house. She looked just like Emily only older and taller, and I might even have said she was pretty, if it wasn't for her personality.

      "Get down here, Emily Brillion!" Violet growled.

      "Or what, Vile?" Zach replied. "You going to huff and puff and blow our house down?"

      "Shut up, Wackary," Violet responded. "I'm talking to her!" She jabbed a finger at Emily.

      "I didn't do anything," Emily protested.

      "You took my lipstick and I need it. Right now! I've got an appointment in less than an hour!"

      "I didn't touch your lipstick." Emily folded her arms. "I wouldn't go near anything belonging to you without climbing into a Hazmat suit first."

      "Ah, the lipstick," Zach said, loud enough for Violet to hear.

      "You took it?" she shouted. "Why am I surprised?"

      "I only used a little bit. I just wanted to see what Erasmus would look like," Zach said. "No big deal-"

      "You put my lipstick on a hamster?" Violet's face matched her name.

      I decided it was time for me to leave. Emily walked over as I stepped onto the top rung of the ladder, dropping her voice as Zach and Violet raised theirs. "We'll figure something out, Dylan," she said, placing her hand on my arm.

      "Thanks" I smiled. Whether or not it was true, it was nice to have some support. I called goodbye to the others and gave Violet a wide berth as I pulled my bike up off the lawn and rode away.

      The afternoon was cool, the sky a soft shade of blue. It would have been a perfect summer's day if it hadn't felt like the weight of the world was bearing down on me.
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      I was about to head home when my phone buzzed.

      Dad - We need essential supplies for Taco Night and you're the only one who can save us!

      I gave a weak smile as I read the list of stuff he wanted me to pick up from the store. Usually, I loved Taco Night, but I was still worrying about the drone footage. I replied saying I'd get the shopping and forced myself to add a smiley face to show enthusiasm, even if I didn't feel it.

      The heaviness followed me as I cycled into Langley. It was warm that afternoon, and the sunshine reflected off the windows of the parked cars in soft silver hazes. Large bright butterflies wheeled through the air and the town's rabbits, which I'd taken to hoping weren't tourists since our adventure with the Jackalope, ambled through the lawns and gardens. But I barely paid attention to any of it. I was in a black hole; a void of doom hurtling down the hill, sucking all the happiness from the world.

      I still had a hope the others could help. A bit more than they had already, at least. This morning's meeting had been kind of a washout. I knew Jacob and Emily would give the situation some proper thought, and I guessed Zach would too, although I doubted any of his ideas would be of use.

      As my phone rumbled again, I skidded to a stop by the empty park at the foot of the hill and sat on the bench under the trellis.

      It was a message from Jamie that included an image from their movie; me flying into the tree, eyes closed, my tongue poking out like a little kid coloring a book with a crayon. He'd found the worst screenshot possible, and I shouldn't have expected anything less.

      Another message followed. This one showed a picture of an hourglass:

      Jamie - Time's running out...

      "Yeah, I got that from the picture," I said as I thrust my phone into my pocket and sat back, listening to the drone of bees. People strolled by, and I half expected them to turn my way, point, and shout "There's that idiot who ran into the tree!" But they didn't, which probably meant Jamie hadn't released the video. Yet.

      I locked my bike up and walked to the store. I wasn't in a rush to get home. I wasn't in a rush to get anywhere.

      A car stopped for me to cross the road. I bristled as I heard laughter come from inside. I glanced back, half expecting the driver to be pointing at me, but she was laughing at the goofy-looking kid sitting next to her. My paranoia was out of control.

      I was so caught up in my own thoughts I hardly looked as I turned down the alley leading to the store. A flurry of motion stole my attention as someone rushed toward me.

      It was a young woman in an old-fashioned hat and dress. Something about her reminded me of a movie star from a black and white film as she flew toward me...

      ... and then through me!

      "What the-" My words faded away and a terrible chill spread from the pit of my stomach to the crown of my head.

      I'd never felt so cold in my life! It was like I was standing barefoot in a drift of Arctic snow wearing nothing but my briefs. I turned as the woman ran across the road. As she passed through the open space her whole body seemed to thin, just like Captain Grimdire and his pirates had when I'd seen them pass through sunlight...

      She was a ghost!

      I hugged myself for warmth.

      "Out the way!" a voice rasped behind me.

      Two people shot toward me on unicycles. One was a round man in a striped t-shirt, his face as red and polished as an apple. The woman beside him wobbled on her seat, her long blonde hair trailing in the breeze, her hand clamped to the peacock feather jutting from her hair to keep it steady.

      "Don't move!" the round man cried out as he shot by on one side and the lady whizzed by on the other. They careened out of the alleyway, looked left and right, and rushed across the street, jumping their wheels over the curb and onto the sidewalk.

      The ghostly woman fleeing from them faltered as she glanced back, and her face twisted into a grimace. The round man raised what looked like a bronze water pistol and fired. A glowing silver beam shot out of the muzzle, zapping her and causing her to freeze, her arms splayed out like someone paused in a movie still.

      I watched dumbfounded until a delivery truck rolled by, blocking them from view, and stopped as the car ahead backed into a parking space. By the time the traffic cleared, the strange people were gone, unicycles and all. I glanced around to see if anyone else had witnessed the spectacle, but it seemed no one had noticed, apart from an old black Labrador who sat panting outside the store. Everyone else was too busy staring at their phones or chatting to each other. Typical.

      My phone rumbled again as Dad messaged asking me to add jalapeños and sour cream to the shopping list like that was all there was going on in the world.

      I checked the street again and recorded the incident in my voice app. There wasn't anything more to see, but I was shaken and wanted to be sure to be able to tell the others about it in as much detail as possible the next time we met.

      As I headed into the store, I calmed down. It was light, warm and most importantly, normal. Gradually, the chill that had struck me as the ghost had stumbled through me faded and my bones and blood no longer felt like they'd been turned to ice. Everything seemed okay as I collected the ingredients for Dad.

      Then I turned at the end of the aisle and saw our creepy neighbor Mrs. Chimes. She really stood out in her weird, navy blue bonnet and matching jacket and skirt. She still reminded me of a bird with her hooked nose and heavily lidded, piercing eyes. She grimaced, flashing her tiny square teeth as she gazed at a packet of candles. They didn't look like the scented kind Mom lit around the house. No, they were jet black, just like the ones scary people used in rituals in horror movies.

      And then, as if she knew I was watching, she turned and looked right at me.
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      I ducked away into something soft and spongy. I'd staggered into the bread rack... several loaves teetered over the silvery wire shelf, including a long crusty baguette that threatened to fall on me like a doughy sword of Damocles. I shoved the bread back into place and peered back around the corner of the aisle.

      It seemed Mrs. Chimes hadn’t seen me after all because she was still examining the candles and scowling to herself.

      I decided to grab the jalapeños and get to the checkout while the going was good. I paid up and walked fast toward the automated doors as they squealed and swept along the linoleum floor. As I was about to dash out, my gaze was drawn to the cork-board where people posted leaflets advertising local events.

      One poster in particular drew my eye. It looked as if it had been printed on old yellowing parchment from another century. Big bold type read:

      'Splendimendo's Carnival of Fun and Delights'

      The lettering was so wonky it looked like it might topple over. There was a sketch of a Ferris wheel, a wooden tower, and various fairground attractions, but the one that grabbed my attention was a big, crooked building. It was like an old-fashioned house with tall pillars supporting a lopsided roof, and the long pencil thin letters beneath it spelled out:

      'The Haunted House - America's Most Spooktacular Ride'.

      Even though it was a sketch, I shivered. I'd just had one ghostly encounter, I wasn't looking for another!

      I was almost relieved I didn't have money for the carnival. I considered warning the others about my concerns, but there was no way Zach was going to miss out on it. I left the store and headed down the alley glad for the sunlight, until an approaching shadow fell across my path. I caught a flash of wild hair, and a strange lopsided walk.

      "Good afternoon!"

      I recognized the sing-song voice straight away. It was Ophelia Draven, owner of the strangest underground store on the island. Possibly the world...

      Despite the warm summer weather she wore a long coat, and her green eyes glowed under her crazy purple hair, which snaked like wires in the soft breeze. Before I could respond she reached out with a black-gloved hand, almost prodded the tip of my nose, and withdrew it quickly. "We've met before," she said, her voice urgent, "haven't we?" Her eyes widened even further.

      "Yep,' I said.

      Her brow furrowed as she tried to decide where she'd seen me before. It seemed, like the rest of the people on the island, that she'd totally forgotten about the Jackalope, just as he'd intended. It was for the best.

      "Sweet child! There's cosmic inklings swarming around you!"

      I bristled at being called a child, but knew she was madder than a mad stoat, so I let it go. "Really?" I asked and glanced past her like I had somewhere urgent to be.

      "Yes. You have one stuck to the tippy tip of your nose." She reached for my face again but pulled back. "And that's not all!" She pointed at my stomach.

      I followed her finger. There were two blotches on my T-shirt; one mustard, the other ketchup. My face felt red hot. I'd been in such a rush that morning I'd forgotten to make sure my clothes were clean. I wondered if Emily and the others had noticed the stains... "It's just-"

      "It's a sign, my child. A sign!" Ophelia's voice rose and seemed to float away on the breeze. She clamped a gloved finger over her lips.

      "A sign of what?" I asked. But I'd soon wished I'd said nothing at all.

      A cloud passed her face. "The dark queen." She leaned forward. "She's here!" Then she whispered something else but her voice was so low it was like she wasn't actually speaking.

      "I can't hear you," I said. While the woman was nuttier than a double walnut cake, her predictions about the Jackalope had been spot on. She glanced up as someone strode toward us. It was a group of tourists, but Ophelia looked at them like they were about to spring an attack on us. She waited for them to pass before whispering, "I see danger, my boy. Danger!"

      I was in danger alright, but not from any dark queen I was aware of. No, my danger was tied directly to the footage Jamie and Marshall owned of me being chased by a drone and running face first into a tree. "Hey," I said, as an idea came to me, "you sell gadgets in your store, right?"

      "Yes. Many, many wonderful things. This week I have a special on my Tumultuous Toad Stopper. Believe you me, we're due for a rain of those pestilent creatures any day soon and you don't want them landing on you in a downpour. No Siree!"

      "Why?" I glanced at the sky. It was pure blue, not a cloud in sight.

      "Because they'll cover you in warts the size of golf balls!” She pulled an umbrella from below her coat. "Which is why you need one of these Toad Stoppers."

      "It looks like a regular umbrella to me."

      "Indeed, and that's its genius!" She glanced around us and seemed satisfied no one was listening. "But there's far more underneath the canopy than meets the eye!" She pressed a button on the handle and the umbrella snapped open.

      Inside, what looked like a small old-fashioned disco ball spun and threw colors across the ground. I jumped as I heard a screech of crying eagles. Ophelia's eyebrows rose high and she smirked as she jerked the umbrella shut. "The cry of eagles absolutely terrifies toads!"

      "And the lights?" I asked.

      "Are there to confound them!" She grinned. "I designed it myself!"

      I had no doubt about that. "It's clever, Mrs. Draven. But... but I was wondering if you had something else. Something that could remotely delete a file from someone's device without them knowing..."

      "That's not my area of expertise. Hackers are for real-world problems whereas I deal in unreal worldly issues. Which between me and you, are never-ending!"

      "Oh." I nodded. "Well, thanks for your time." I continued down the alley until she seized my arm and pulled me back.

      She leaned in close. Her breath smelt of peppermint and fresh pencil shavings, and it wafted over me as she whispered, "Remember what I told you. The dark queen is here. And you must avoid her at all costs!" With that she scurried away, the long umbrella twisted under her coat pushing the fabric out like a wonky tent collapsing in a breeze.

      As I watched her head for the store, I remembered Mrs. Chimes was inside so I hurried off.

      Could Mrs. Chimes be the dark queen she was talking about? It was possible...

      I ran all the way back to my bike and raced home as fast as I could.
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      “How many times do I have to tell you to stop giving Wilson your dinner?" Mom asked Jamie as we devoured the tacos Dad had made.

      "Didn't," Jamie said through a crunchy mouth full of food.

      A second crunching followed from under the table and I could just see the tip of Wilson's swinging tail.

      "So what's that?" Mom asked, "an echo?"

      "Must have dropped it," Jamie said as he snatched another taco and loaded it until it looked like the Titanic just after it had hit the iceberg.

      "Hey, this is a sacred time," Dad said, sweeping crumbs from his beard. "No arguing on Taco Night."

      Jamie ate in silence and everything was peaceful until Mom and Dad started joking with each other. The moment their attention was diverted Jamie flashed his phone at me. It was a GIF of me running into the tree and he'd speeded it up and added a loud boing sound effect. Mom turned toward him but he tucked the phone away before she saw it. He was fast. I'd often thought he'd make an excellent stage magician. An excellent, evil stage magician.

      Jamie lined up jalapeños on his plate until they resembled a stick figure running into a taco. It seemed that single sorry event had really captured his imagination.

      I rolled my eyes like I didn't care, but I did. Big time. I offered to clean up once everyone had finished eating to get away from my brother's infuriating face, but as soon as I escaped into the kitchen, he appeared.

      "I'm Dylan!" he said. He ran into the wall and pretended to be knocked to the floor. Subtle, it wasn't. Wilson barked and wagged his tail, so at least someone was enjoying his performance.

      I was almost done drying the dishes when the phone rang. Mom appeared and handed it to me, mouthing Zach.

      I took the phone and went out to the yard for privacy.

      "Dylan Wylde?" Zach asked. He was always strange when he called, like the phone was some new invention he was still getting used to.

      "Hey, Zach," I said, forcing enthusiasm. I wanted the day to be over, but it was still light out. I watched the midges swarming over a puddle in the track outside our house.

      "This is he. I am Zach."

      "Yeah... what's up?"

      "I'm calling to let you know you've hereby been invited to attend Splendimendo's Carnival on the morrow."

      "Right," I said. "Except I can't go. Sorry, you know I need to hand over every penny to my brother."

      "Do not be sorry, be joyous! You will go to the ball, Cinderella."

      "What are you, my fairy Godmother?"

      "No, merely a herald of good news," Zach continued, warming to his old time persona. "We gathered coins from our many perilous quests and purchased an extra ticket for one Dylan Wylde. And I am reliably informed that you are he. So meet us at the scribe hall tomorrow at one o' the clock."

      "Scribe hall?"

      "The library. At one. After lunch."

      "Right." I felt bad. My problem wasn't their problem, and I didn't expect them to have to pay my way. "Look, I..."

      "Be there. Yes?"

      "Sure. Thanks."

      "Think nothing of it, Dylan. You're one of us now and it's all for one and all for each other as well."

      "All for one and one for all?"

      "Yes, that's what I meant."

      I was about to tell him about the ghost and Mrs. Draven's ketchup and mustard based prophecy when I heard the distant sound of smashing glass. "What was that?" I asked.

      "Hmm," Zach said. "My my, that was stupid..."

      "What was?"

      "Violet just obliterated something." He sounded pretty happy as he added, "And while some people would see a broken ornament littering the living room floor, I see an opportunity. Until the morrow, Dylan." He hung up, leaving me alone with the midges as a cool breeze rustled eerily through the trees.
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      The next day we met outside the library and walked up the hill to the fairgrounds. Langley was jammed packed and there were cars parked everywhere we went. It was a warm August afternoon, but a cool breeze swept up from the waters of the sound, rustling the trees and bushes and causing goosebumps to spring up along my arms.

      I smiled as I glanced at Jacob, Emily and Zach. It was a golden day; I had my friends with me, and it felt like my problems had gone. Or faded slightly, at least. I wished I could freeze the moment. It was ideal, from the thistledown drifting on the breeze to the smoky scent of hot dogs and kettle corn wafting up from the fairground.

      It was weird to think that not much more than a month ago I'd lived hundreds of miles away and hadn't even heard of Whidbey Island. Now I lived there, I had great new friends and somehow we'd become active members of a secret society. Sometimes the world was so strange, and sometimes that was a good thing.

      "There she goes," Zach said, as Violet drove past, scowling through her window. "I've got her again!" He laughed.

      "How so?" Jacob asked.

      Zach explained what had happened when I'd heard the crashing sound on the other end of the telephone. Apparently Violet had knocked over their Mom's ceramic swan, and she'd already been in a world of trouble. "She tried to glue it back together. You should have seen it! It ended up looking like a space mutant," Zach continued. "Yep, I've got the goods on her for a few weeks at least. Maybe even until we're back in school."

      "I'm not sure blackmailing your sister like that is honorable." Jacob sounded unimpressed. I didn't blame him. I almost felt sorry for her, except... except it was Violet.

      "You won't be complaining when I need to bend her to our wills," Zach said. "Yep, we've got our own personal chauffeur again. Don't tell me that doesn't make you smile."

      "Plus it stops her from harassing us," Emily added.

      "But enough about Vile," Zach said. "Let's look over the rides again."

      "No," Emily said. "Not again. Seriously, Zach, we've got it."

      But it didn't stop Zach from listing all the rides he wanted to go on in the exact order he'd planned out. I'd already heard his itinerary twice, and we'd only met up fifteen minutes ago. I tuned him out as we all lined up to get into the fairground. Clouds of smoke oozed between the large wooden planks of the tall fence and we listened in anticipation to the sounds of the rides, booming music, and excited cries and laughter.

      "Here." Jacob handed me one of the tickets he'd gotten earlier that morning.

      "Thanks." I took it slowly. I felt awkward.

      "It's no big thing, Dylan."

      "I'll pay you back after I-"

      "Don't worry about it." Jacob grinned. "We're just glad you're here. It wouldn't have been the same without you. And," he lowered his voice, "I've been giving that drone situation some serious thought. I've got a few ideas we should talk about, you know, when it's quieter." He nodded to Zach.

      I got his point. Zach meant well, but most of his suggestions were pretty useless.

      "What are you two whispering about?" Zach asked as he noticed us chatting.

      "Nothing," we said in unison.

      Then it was our turn to enter the fair. The ticket collector was so lanky I decided she had to be standing on stilts. Her face was painted white and there were heavy black rings under her eyes, making her look ghoulish. She wore a white jacket, black shirt and white bow tie and black trousers. One side of her hair was white, the other black. I half expected her to say something dramatic, but she sounded totally bored as she mumbled, "Tickets."

      I showed her my ticket. She tore it in half, marked my wrist with a faded red clown stamp, and nodded for me to go in. We regrouped on the other side before venturing through the crowd. A band played old fashioned rock from a small tent, and for some reason they all wore giant lobster outfits. The music was weird, but the people watching them seemed to enjoy it.

      "Wait up!" Zach said as he ran to a nearby stand and returned clutching four sticks of bright pink cotton candy. "Here," he said as he handed them out to us, "it'll help with the flies."

      "What?" I glanced at the others, but they seemed to be just as puzzled as me.

      "You know, all the little flies you swallow over the summer," Zach said. "I think they're called minisquitos or something. Tiny things." He pinched his thumb and finger together. "They're so small you don't even know you're swallowing them." He patted his stomach. "But they add up quickly enough. Cotton candy helps, especially on a day like today." He wafted his hand through the wood smoke.

      "You've lost me," Emily said as she unstuck a wisp of candy from her nose.

      "It's simple, Sis. A bit like you," Zach said. "Cotton candy's made from cobwebs spun by sugar spiders." He patted his belly. "And their webs help trap the flies we accidentally swallow in our stomachs. It's a fact."

      "It's a Zach fact," Jacob said, wiping candy from his glasses.

      "Maybe it is, maybe it isn't!" Zach said. He fell silent as he peered around the fairground. "Is it me or is this place bigger than usual?"

      I glanced around. From the other side of the fence the grounds had definitely seemed a lot smaller, but now it felt like we'd wandered into some huge, epic fair. It had to be an optical illusion, but it was strange all the same. The wooden buildings in the middle were obviously a fixture of the fairground itself, but packed around them were more rides and attractions than I'd ever seen in my life.

      "Okay, here we go," Zach leaped to the back of the short line near the Ferris wheel. The ride turned slowly, and I watched the carriages gliding down. Each one was shaped like a rocket ship with a porthole window and fake glowing red and yellow flames trailing behind them. We waited until the passengers had disembarked before climbing into our carriage. It was warm inside and smelled of someone's perfume.

      "The reason I selected this ride-" Zach began.

      "Is so we can get a bird’s eye view of the entire fairgrounds," Emily finished in a nasally drawl, rolling her eyes. "We know. You told us already. Twice."

      Zach sighed and muttered under his breath. And then the ride jolted to life, and our carriage rose into the air. I glanced down to check out the other rides through the steamy plastic window. There were crashing bumper cars, a snake-shaped rollercoaster, and a Tilt-A-Whirl with a bright flashing sign made from red and blue neon.

      Toward the back of the fair was a House of Mirrors, and beside it a dark building with a long wide topsy-turvy door and gravestones jutting up higgledy-piggledy in the fake garden surrounding it. I shivered, despite the warmth trapped inside the carriage, and glanced away to the petting zoo where toddlers chased goats and llamas, and a line of kids waited outside a high tower. Someone raced down the slide spiraling around it and threw up their arms. "What's that?" I asked.

      "A Helter Skelter," Jacob said as he followed my gaze. "Basically, it's just a big slide."

      "Cool." And then I noticed someone standing at the very top of the tower. It seemed like they were looking down upon the entire fairground.

      They were tall and dressed in black and white, and for a moment I was sure they'd turned and looked right at me. I took a deep breath. It felt like the very air itself had been sucked away.
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      “Did you see that?" I asked.

      "What?" Jacob leaned toward the window. But the figure standing atop the tower was gone. Was I imagining things? Maybe it was the stress... I wanted to blurt it all out, to tell the others what I'd just seen, including the ghost in Langley the day before too, but they seemed to be enjoying themselves and I didn't want to bring the mood down. Then, the Ferris Wheel came to a juddering stop and we found ourselves back on the parched grass.

      "So what's next on your list?" Emily asked.

      "Dune Buggies of Death!" Zach led us to the bumper cars. We climbed in and raced around at breakneck speeds while crackles of electricity spat in zig-zag lines up the poles. As soon as they powered down we hopped aboard the rollercoaster. It was pretty tame until we got near the end, then it shot around a hairpin turn and made my stomach and head feel like they'd swapped places.

      Next, we staggered into The House of Mirrors. Within seconds I found myself alone inside the dark interior. "Hey?" I called, my voice echoing off the dull, silvery distorted reflections.

      The first mirror made me look like I'd swallowed a hundred burgers as well as their buns, the next made me as thin and stretched as a string of chewing gum. The next mirror turned me so lanky I could have dwarfed Dad. I looked like a giraffe boy and my messy brown hair shone like a halo around my head.

      As I turned the corner, I caught sight of Zach and Emily and called to them, but the place must have been soundproofed because they didn't even look around.

      And then... then I saw the girl following them. She was tall and springy, and her cold smile grew wide enough to show her teeth. She absently pulled at the ends of her red-brown hair as she walked after them in a stalking gait.

      Cora Crook! Myron Draven's right-hand assassin. Behind her came Eugene King; a huge kid with close-cropped hair and dull squishy eyes. He was the tank of the group with hands so large they could shatter anyone's neck.

      If they were here, there was a good chance their boss was too. I looked around for Myron Draven, the brains of their bullying operation.

      Tap. Tap.

      My heart froze.

      I turned slowly.

      Myron Draven lurked on the other side of the faded mirror behind me. His bushy eyebrows were so high they almost touched the sweep of his curtain-like bangs and his dark eyes bored into mine as a slow grin appeared on his face. "Dylan" he mouthed through the glass.

      We stood and stared at each other. I didn't want to look away first. Myron was a bully, and I understood the importance of standing my ground, but I swallowed hard and his smile widened. He moved toward the glass until his nose pressed against it. Then he thumped his fist against the mirror so fast I almost leaped out my skin.

      I rolled my eyes like I didn't care, turned and walked right into the mirror behind me.

      Bam!

      My nose squashed up, my top lip ground against the glass and the pain, fresh in my memory from running into the tree, exploded through me again. Somehow I managed to stay upright, and as I walked away I didn't look back. I didn't want to give Myron the satisfaction of mocking me. I hurried on, searching for the next corridor so I could warn the others that we weren't alone, that we needed to get out, and fast.

      Finally I found the turn.

      Zach, Jacob and Emily stood at the end of the row, laughing and pointing at themselves, oblivious to their stalkers. "Guys," I said, as I caught up to them.

      "Dylan," Zach said.

      "Draven's here. With Crook and King."

      That got their attention. We hurried along in silence, ignoring our wobbling, twisted reflections as we looked for the way out. As I glanced back, I thought I glimpsed Cora Crook peering along a row of mirrors. My heart raced hard.

      Finally we found the exit; Emily shoved the bar on the door and we stumbled out into the warm August air.

      "We should get out of here," Emily said. "I don't want to get into a fight."

      "Me neither," Jacob said. "Mostly because we'll lose."

      "Let's hide." Zach strode away. From what Emily had told me he'd gotten the worst of the bullying from them, so I couldn't blame him. And while four on three might normally work out in our favor, Eugene King on his own could be counted as two kids at least.

      "There!" Zach pointed to the dark building across the way.

      "Oh great!" I said. It was the place with the topsy turvy doors and fake gravestones that I'd seen from the Ferris Wheel. The slanted writing painted on its wall was the color of blood and spelled out:

      'The Haunted House!'

      Below it was a smaller line of text:

      'Abandon Hope All Ye Who Enter Here!'

      I didn't need to be warned not to go inside. The muffled screams coming from behind the walls had already done that for me.

      A moment later, a tiny black train cart carrying a queasy-looking, white-knuckled kid burst through a set of hidden doors. It whirled past the topsy-turvy entrance and whipped around the side of the building. The kid looked traumatized, but Zach didn't seem to notice as he hurried up the ramp, followed by Emily and Jacob.

      I faltered as I tried to find an excuse to stay behind, but as I glanced back to the House of Mirrors Cora, Eugene and Myron blundered out into the daylight. I turned fast and found myself facing the tall, black wonky doors leading into the Haunted House.

      Emily was first, and as the doors opened I caught sight of glowing lights and an eerie fog. Then, as she leaped over the threshold, the doors clattered shut with a theatrical boom!

      Jacob was next, but Zach rushed up behind him so they both went in at the same time. The doors swung shut again. There was no part of me that wanted to venture inside. I knew it was only a fairground ride, just like the others, but something made me hesitate and it felt like my sneakers were glued to the ramp.

      "Where are they?" It was Myron! I'd recognize that strange, deep voice anywhere. I caught a glimpse of him, flanked by Cora Crook and Eugene King as they wandered toward the kiddie rides, as if that was the first place we'd go. It would only take a second for them to turn around and see me...

      Heart thumping, I slammed my hands against the grainy black doors and stumbled into the Haunted House.
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      The air was cold and gloomy and a thin fog hovered over the fake flagstoned floors like a pool of dissolving ghosts. I was about to join the others, who were stood below a glowing chandelier, when a voice barked behind me.

      "Welcome to the Haunted House!"

      I almost jumped out my skin as I turned and spotted a man in the corner of the room, wreathed in mist. His eerie face was painted blue with deep inky shadows under his round wet eyes and his cheekbones were sharp and red.

      "For sir," he said, handing me what looked like a clunky brass water pistol. And then I recognized it; it was just like the device that had zapped the ghost in Langley. Those people on the unicycles must have come straight from the fun fair.

      "What's this for?" I asked. The contraption was lighter than it looked. Its handle was made of polished wood and its brass barrel was ringed with coils of copper wire.

      "To protect you on our scareground ride," the man said. He sounded about as tired and bored as the ticket collector had earlier.

      "Don't you mean fairground?" I asked.

      He gave a curt shake of his head. "No, I meant scareground, which was why I said it. Now listen son; the more ghosts you blast with your zapper, the higher your score. Do you want to be a winner?" he asked with all the enthusiasm of a man waiting to see a dentist.

      "I guess."

      "Good. Go win!" He ushered me off like I was something gross the dog had dragged in.

      I joined the others who were gazing up at the chandelier. I looked too, wanting to see what was so special about it. "Oh!"

      Tiny fish darted around the arms of the chandelier as if they were in a maze and trying to find their way out. They were completely see-through, their jagged bones looked like x-rays, and their large black eyes were deep and round. Occasionally they'd flash like firebugs, lighting up the mysterious lamp like fixtures.

      "Move along!" the man called from behind us. He lifted his hand and pointed to a coffin-shaped door in the middle of the wall. "And may you rust in peace!"

      "What?" Zach asked, barely concealing his irritation.

      "I said go! While you still can!" He came toward us, and now he looked angry rather than bored. We ran across the room as the coffin door swung open with a low, rasping creak.

      Jacob was the first one through. We followed close and jumped as the door slammed behind us. Ahead was a long narrow corridor that looked like it was stretching on forever. There were rails to either side of it and it soon became clear why they were there as the floor began to move, taking us back toward the coffin door.

      "Ouch!" Jacob cried as he grabbed the rail. I didn't want to touch it but the ground was so unsteady I had no choice. I jumped as a tingle ran through my hands.

      "They're trying to electrocute us!" Zach said.

      "It's not that bad," Emily said, then an even deeper prickle came through the rail and her hair stood up on her head. It happened to me too. It felt like someone had rubbed a balloon over my hair.

      Sinister laugher came from behind us, and I spun around to see a face glowing in the middle of the coffin door. Slowly, a body formed below it. It looked like a pale scrawny man. He wore old-fashioned clothes, and winked and laughed again as he tore himself free of the door and flew toward us, shrieking all the way.

      Zach fired his zapper first. A silver beam of light shot from it and struck the ghost right in the center of his chest. He wailed and shook, before soaring up and vanishing into the ceiling.

      "That's how it's done," Zach said, as he raised the zapper to his lips pretending to blow the smoke from its barrel.

      "That was a pretty cool effect," Jacob said. He glanced around as the walkway continued to buckle and rumble below us. "There's got to be a hidden projector..." His words fell away as the motor ground to a stop and the floor changed direction, sending us tumbling into the darkness.

      A bare bulb hanging from a wire flickered on, lighting up two doors ahead.

      One was marked:

      'Unpleasantville'

      The other:

      "Nightmare Dungeon'

      Then the moving floor ended at a patch of carpet, and we stumbled out onto solid ground.

      "Which one?" I asked.

      "Erm, Unpleasantville?" Emily suggested.

      "Yep, it sounds better than the dungeon," Jacob agreed as he pushed open the door to Unpleasantville.

      The other side looked like the dusty bedroom of an old abandoned house. Along one wall was a tall dark wardrobe, and I caught a flicker of eyes shining through the crack in its door, but when I looked again they'd vanished. I turned to the crooked window, where a bright green moon lit a painted scene of rolling hills and distant farmhouses.

      "What's that?" Emily asked.

      She was gazing at the bed in corner where a frail old lady, who had to be a puppet, slept. She snored, twisting and turning like she was having a nightmare as a murky form moved in the shadows under her bed. Long claws slowly receded into the gloom.

      "There's something there," Emily whispered and pointed.

      We raised our zappers and aimed down.

      It was a distraction!

      Something growled behind us and I spun back as a tall, hairy man lunged from the closet.

      Jacob fired first. His beam struck the ghost in the arm as it reached for me. He withdrew like a sea anemone, gave an angry growl, and floated up through the ceiling, vanishing from view.

      I looked back to the bed. The old lady and the monster were gone.

      "What now?" Zach asked, glancing around.

      A moment later a dark door opened in the shadowy wall, revealing a second room. It was a kitchen with an old-fashioned oven and wonky cupboards packed with jars of bright orange noodles and sickly blue eggs. Pots and pans hung from racks and as I stepped toward them they began to clatter and clang into each other. A small window revealed soft round painted hills with a crescent of green moon glowing above them.

      "Gross!" Emily said as she wandered toward the other side of the kitchen. I followed her and found out what she'd meant as my feet sunk into the squidgy tiled floor. It felt like walking on gelatin.

      "Hungry?" Zach asked, as he nodded to the jammy toast stuck to the ceiling.

      We jumped as a bird crowed and when I looked back at the window, the moon was a sun, throwing golden light over the hills and a zombie rooster perched on a fence.

      "Whoa!" Zach cried as the kettle on the stove rumbled, clattered and gave a shrill, piercing shriek. A long line of steam shot from the spout and began to form a creepy, reaching hand.

      Emily fired her zapper, and the hand froze, before withdrawing back into the kettle. I flinched as the door in the corner of the kitchen swung open with such force it struck the wall with a clattering thud.

      "Ow!" Zach winced as the jammy toast started to fall from the ceiling and a piece stuck in his hair. I almost laughed until a piece of toast shot past my face. Then the rest made popping sounds and rained down hard as I staggered through the kitchen, following the others.

      "I guess we're done in there," Jacob said as he led us to the next room, which had been made up to look like a gallery filled with maze-like corridors of paintings.

      I recognized the first portrait, it was the famous American Gothic painting, and at first it seemed perfectly normal... until the painted couple opened their eyes impossibly wide and shrieked like banshees, causing the whole frame to rattle against the wall.

      I backed into someone and assumed it was Emily because Zach and Jacob were in front of me eyeing a painting of a cemetery.

      Then Emily peered out from around a corner up ahead, and as she motioned for us to join her, I realized she couldn't be behind me after all...
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      “Duck!” Jacob shouted.

      I hit the ground as his zapper’s beam struck whatever was lurking behind me. As I turned, I caught a glimpse of the bright blue angry-looking man that had been reaching for me, and watched as he cursed and sank through the floor.

      "Great shot!" Emily looked impressed.

      "Yeah, nice one. Thanks, Jacob," I said.

      "They're pretty realistic," Zach said as he examined the spot where the fake ghost had vanished.

      Something troubling crossed my mind, but before I could tell the others about it, they were off and I followed them through the gallery. The paintings moaned and wailed and the people and animals depicted in them shifted and moved restlessly upon the canvases.

      A door loomed at the end of the last row of portraits. It was heavy, dark and looked like it had been carved from the trunk of an old tree. A wispy mist curled into the gallery as it slowly creaked open.

      We strode along another seemingly endless hallway, its walls and ceiling lost to shadows. We'd walked quite a ways when I heard a deep, throaty growl behind us. I looked back but couldn't see anything amid the tide of rolling black gloom that had swallowed up that end of the hall.

      "Oh!" Emily exclaimed as an impossibly tall woman appeared in the darkness. She had a tower of snaking black hair that writhed up into the murk above her. I flinched as her eyes snapped open and glowed pure white. She giggled and lunged at us.

      Emily attempted to zap her, but the ghost vanished the moment she took aim.

      I cried out as she reappeared right before us. The air glittered with silver beams as we tried to take her down, but she was too fast. She flashed around us again and again until we turned and ran, our cries merging together in a howl of pure terror.

      Thin, ghostly fingers reached from the shadows of the walls, ceiling, and even the floor. I leaped over them, stumbling after the others as they fled. The woman behind us screeched, making my skin crawl and my knees quiver.

      Two crooked doors appeared in the gloom. As we got closer they began to glow bright purple, as if the light was coming from the very wood itself. We pushed our way through them and found ourselves on what looked like a train platform. The doors slammed shut behind us.

      A single lamppost illuminated a section of long wall plastered with vintage Wanted posters. The men in the pictures looked like escaped convicts, their faces narrow, thin and cruel. The dark tunnel where the platform ended seriously gave me the creeps, as did the one at the other end. I glanced down to the train track as a black mouse scampered into the shadows. Was it real or just a prop? I hoped it was the latter. "What are we supposed to do now?" I asked.

      "There's an exit," Zach said as he walked over to a heavy wooden door. He stood on his tip toes and peered through a barred opening. "Hello?" As he tried the handle, the whole door shook, making us jump.

      "Let me out!" a hoarse voice called. "Let me out right now!" Two fiery eyes glowed like coals in the darkness between the bars as the door thumped hard.

      I turned as something rattled behind us and a small black train cart careened from the tunnel in a burst of sparks. It was tiny, its seat only big enough for one person.

      Jacob was the closest, but Zach shoved him out the way and jumped into the cart. "Sorry!" he said with a shrug as he rumbled off into the darkness. "I've got places to be," he called, "and this isn't one of them!"

      A peal of laughter came from behind the door, then a series of harder thumps. Then screams and curses. Whoever was in there sounded furious.

      "I can't believe Zach took off..." Emily paused as another cart shot from the tunnel in a blaze of light and crackle of sparks. "You take this one," she said to Jacob. Her voice was higher than usual. She looked scared.

      "No, you take it," Jacob said. He smiled at Emily, but I saw him glance at the shaking door. It looked like it was about to burst open.

      "Thanks!" Emily climbed into the seat, grabbed the rails and wished us luck as the cart plunged on, taking her into the gloom.

      "Let us out!" the hoarse voice behind the door cried. The rattling thumps against the old wood sounded like fists. The door heaved. Any moment it was going to fly open...

      "It's all a part of the showmanship," Jacob said, forcing a smile. "Right?"

      "Right," I agreed. But there was something off with this Haunted House, and we both knew it.

      Thick, hairy fingers reached through the bars in the door and pulled. The door creaked and groaned.

      Another cart rolled from the tunnel. Me and Jacob glanced at each other. "You go," he said.

      "No, you!" He should have been in the first cart, not Zach.

      Truth be told, I'd expected him to tell me to take the cart again, and I'd planned on accepting his offer. But instead he jumped into the seat, pulled the bar down and shouted thanks. Before I could object, he shot past me into the darkness, leaving a trailing shower of sparks that hissed like firecrackers.

      I gazed back to the tunnel, willing the next cart to arrive and trying to ignore the fact I was on my own. But as the door on the platform thudded and slammed, I realized I wasn't alone, not at all. I flinched as an almighty crunch came from the door and the only barrier between me and certain doom flew wide open.
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      Two clunky hobnailed boots stomped from the darkness, dragging a rusted ball on a chain. Fiery red eyes glowed in the gloom as a tall monstrous man with a long, cruel face emerged. He grinned as he looked down on me. "I begged you to let me out, but you didn't. I had to let myself out!"

      I glanced at the tunnel. Surely a cart should have arrived by now...

      Someone giggled in the darkness behind the man, and I saw figures shifting in the gloom.

      "Keep back!" I raised the zapper. My hands shook like crazy. This didn't feel like a fairground attraction anymore. It was starting to become too real...

      "The next cart that comes out of that tunnel's mine!" the man bellowed. He strode toward me, dragging the ball with a low, heavy scrape.

      Something rattled behind me. The train was coming!

      Before I could turn, the man lurched at me. His clawed fingers were like fat hairy sausages, and his eyes blazed brighter.

      I fired the zapper. The first shot went wide, its silver beam lighting the side of his hateful face. The second hit him square in the chest. He froze in place, his spooky features as still as a statue's. And then he dropped through the floor and disappeared.

      Several heavy scrapes came from the cell as the other prisoners began to emerge. There was at least five pairs of eyes gleaming in the darkness.

      Boom!

      I spun around as the cart shot from the tunnel and clattered to a stop beside me. The safety bar lifted, and the door on the side swung open. That hadn't happened before... I leaped into the cart and half fell onto a torn, lumpy seat that smelt like old curtains. The bar came down super-slow, I grabbed it and pulled, but it wouldn't go faster.

      The other prisoners came at me, dragging their ball and chains behind them, their drawn faces angry and hungry. One, a wizened woman with wild magenta hair, swooped toward me. I shot the zapper, freezing her in place as the other prisoners surged past her, reaching for the cart.

      The wheels creaked and I rumbled off, trundling into the darkness. A sinking feeling passed through me as I wondered what was coming next on this crazy ride. Where were Jacob and the others? How come I hadn't heard them since they'd left? Not even a single scream...

      I cried out as the cart lurched down, then up and around. Somehow stars flashed in the misty gloom of the hidden ceiling until it was like flying through the Milky Way!

      Thud!

      I gripped the bar as a pair of doors flew open and the cart slowed and squealed to a stop before a scene of Victorian London. Big Ben's clock tower loomed over hundreds of slanted slate roofs, and the sky was filled with countless plumes of smoke. Everything was painted, and yet I was sure the smoke belching from the chimneys was moving...

      Distant sounds came from hidden speakers; horses’ hooves clopping on cobblestones, horns that sounded like they were echoing off a river, people calling and shouting. Fog swirled up from the painted ground and before I could figure out where it was coming from, a voice called out behind me. "Get the news!"

      A young boy appeared clutching a sheaf of newspapers in his scrawny hands. His face was marked with soot, or coal dust, and his clothes were ragged. "Get the news!" he called again, his accent British. "Phantom velociraptors on the loose in the Natural History Museum! Penny farthing witnessed flying over the city! Half man half troll found running amok in London's sewers!" He turned to me with a withering scowl. "Suspicious child spotted on a London train!"

      He threw the newspapers into the air and reached out to grab me, but before he could, I fired the zapper. He froze and hung in the fog, before slipping down through the drain at his feet. I supposed he'd soon be joining the half man half troll, not that any of it was real...

      The cart started up again, whisking me back into the starry darkness. This time I was ready for the twists and turns and gripped the bar steadily.

      Someone shouted. Jacob? Whoever it was, sounded far away.

      Smash!

      The cart burst through the next set of doors and rumbled to a stop amid another scene. This one depicted a village of stone buildings with straw roofs surrounding a well where nervous looking people in old-fashioned clothes had gathered. In the distance, before a blood-red sunset, was a huge castle and a brittle range of dark mountains.

      I felt someone watching me, but the villagers were just a part of the painting, and none of them were turned my way. My gaze shifted and my heart raced as I spotted a figure perched on one of the slanted rooftops. He was crouched low, and his cape hung around him like a restless shadow. His black hair was slicked back from his pale face and when he opened his mouth I saw long, white teeth.

      "Count Dracula..." I mumbled.

      He leaped into the air and hung there for a moment before turning into a cloud of bats that wheeled down toward me. They swarmed about my face before clustering, mere inches away.

      Dracula reappeared. His black-clad arm reached for me and his eyes were wide and hypnotic above his long, jagged teeth.

      I fired the zapper but the silver beam faded in the cloud of swarming bats. Dracula was gone but his laugh still echoed out as the creatures swarmed around me like a winged cyclone, turning faster and faster, their squeaks and squeals so loud!

      I fired the zapper again, hitting them full on, and they froze for a second before bursting apart into tiny black sparks.

      "I vill get you next time..." Dracula's voice promised as the remaining bats swept back toward the village and disappeared down the well.

      The train lurched into the darkness. Suddenly, the track fell away, and I plummeted down.

      How big was this ride? How much more was there? It had been large enough outside, but surely not this big! I recalled Jacob saying the same thing about the fairground, how it had never seemed so vast or full of rides...

      Something weird was going on. Something wasn't right...

      Whack!

      The cart smashed through another pair of doors and I flinched as something brushed my cheek. What was it? Thread? String? I reached up and felt sticky strands that crackled and broke apart as I pulled at them.

      "What the-" My words faded as silver wisps of string appeared all around me, gleaming with light.

      A flash caught my attention and I glanced down a short, darkened hallway. At the end was a room and inside was a woman surrounded by machines and jetting puffs of steam. She peered my way and a door slammed shut, leaving a faint odor of grease and oil. Who was she? Was she working behind the scenes...

      "Ugh!" I cried out as more strands stuck to my fingers. I'd figured out what they were before I glanced ahead to see the huge, tangled web blocking the train tracks. At least it's only a web, I thought... but then I shrank back into my seat.

      A great long leg descended from the darkness, thick and black against the white strands. Whatever the leg belonged to had to be monstrous!

      "No!"

      Now I understood why I'd heard Jacob shouting.

      I fired the zapper, but the beam caught in the strands and suddenly the cart sped up taking me flying toward the web.

      A giant, swollen body scuttled down, right in front of me!

      I screamed and threw my hands over my face.
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      A massive thud shook the cart. I lurched forward as a long hairy leg brushed my shoulder, then light and warmth exploded around me.

      Had I been eaten? Had I died and been taken into the light? I opened my eyes, overwhelmed by the sudden daylight as the cart whipped around the corner and ground to a halt outside the front of the Haunted House.

      The spider... where was it? What had happened?

      The bar on the cart rose up over my head. I climbed out on shaky legs and stepped carefully down wooden stairs onto the grass.

      Zach, Emily and Jacob gazed at me with huge cheesy grins. "Did the spider freak you out?" Zach asked.

      "Of course it did!" I snapped. I bet he hadn't been smiling when he'd faced it. "Where did it go anyway?"

      "The web lifted up at the last second," Emily said. "At least it did when I went through."

      "Yep," Zach said, but he sounded cagey, and I decided he'd probably had his eyes closed, just like I had.

      "Zapper!" an impatient voice called from behind me.

      I turned to find a Gothy looking girl gazing down at me, chewing gum like there was no tomorrow. She reached out and plucked the zapper from my hand. "You got 67%," she said, before blowing a huge pink bubble.

      "67% what?" I asked as the bubble popped but she was already striding back toward the Haunted House. She thumped the wall, and a hidden door opened. As she stepped inside, the cart I'd been riding in rolled toward a tunnel and vanished into the darkness.

      "That's your score, for zapping the ghosts," Zach said. "I got 84% in case you're interested."

      "I got 63%," Jacob said, "so you did better than I did, Dylan."

      "Yep, and 67 is nowhere near 84, so I did way better than both of you." Zach continued.

      "Well I got 89%, Zachary." Emily sighed.

      "Yeah, so." Zach strode toward the Haunted House and turned back. "Anyone ready for a rematch?"

      "No way," I said. I never wanted to go inside that place again. "There's something seriously wrong with that ride."

      "Really?" Emily seemed surprised. "It's just a fun fair ride. I mean, it was super spooky, but it's supposed to be."

      "I think there's something else going on," I said. "I saw... I saw a ghost..."

      "A ghost? Your math is way off," Zach said. "I counted at least twenty."

      "No." I shook my head. "I mean I saw one the other day. In Langley."

      "It was probably just a publicity stunt," Jacob said. "I don't know how they made those ghosts, but a lot of them were pretty realistic. I mean, some were clearly animatronics and there were a few people in costumes, but I think those really good ones had to be some kind of projections or holograms. I was impressed, actually. "

      "Maybe," I said. But I wasn't convinced.

      "Plus none of them... wait!" Zach's mouth fell open as a clown in a baggy green and red suit strolled toward us. His hair was a bright grassy mop and the rosy smile painted on his lips was downcast. "Hi!" Zach beamed.

      "Go boil your head, kid," the clown said, as he strode off.

      Zach stared at him for a moment, and turned back to us. "What did he say that for? I didn't do anything." He squared his shoulders, then his face became set with a determined look. "I'm not taking that, not from a clown," he announced. Then he turned and followed the guy as he headed toward a gap beside the Haunted House that led to a line of trailers on the outskirts of the fair.

      I glanced at the others, and noticed Emily's face was as pale as milk. "Are you okay, Em?" I asked.

      She shook her head.

      "She really doesn't like clowns," Jacob said in a hushed voice. "But Zach loves them. Well, the polite ones at least." He watched as Zach stormed after the clown, his fists clenched. "We better stop him from saying something stupid."

      We ran after Zach as the clown turned at the far corner of the Haunted House. A moment later Zach reached it and froze.

      "Where did he go?" Jacob asked as we caught up with Zach.

      "Great question," Emily said. She gave a slight shudder. "Where is he?"

      There was no sign of the clown amongst the countless trailers or the ramshackle caravans behind the fairground rides. A few of the residents glanced our way. Some wore make up and gaudy clothes, most were just dressed in regular old t-shirts and jeans, but all of them looked like they'd been sucking on lemons.

      "What's up with them?" Jacob asked.

      I barely heard him, I was distracted by an unusual looking trailer with an empty space around it. Its windowless walls were jet black and it rested on wide round wheels. A long straight pipe extended from one side and ran all the way to the back of the Haunted House. I walked over and knocked my knuckles against it.

      Clang!

      It was like someone had struck a giant bell, but the din barely registered as I yanked my hand away. It felt like I'd plunged it into a foot of snow! The skin around my knuckles had turned blueish white! I stuffed my hand under my armpit.

      "You okay?" Emily asked.

      "I think so." I stepped back from the trailer. It had some seriously bad vibes. "What do you think it is?"

      "You should probably stay away from there, my dear," a woman's voice called.

      I turned in time to see her emerging from a narrow space between two caravans. She almost seemed to sidle through the gap, and something in her jittery movements made me think of a Daddy Longlegs.

      I stared in wonder at the thin painted eyebrows rising over her forehead that made her appear permanently surprised. She was so tall I thought she must be on stilts, but I soon realized it was her natural height. Then with a flick of her wrist she removed something from the pocket of her short black-and-white striped jacket and tipped her small matching hat as she smoothed her fringe of glossy black hair.

      There was definitely something odd about her and anxiety jolted through me, but then she smiled. And as her painted red lips rose toward her blushed cheeks it was like the sun had just risen after a long dark night. I instantly felt better.

      "Congratulations." The woman held up four cards. "My assistant brought me your scores, and what wonderful scores they are. Truly amazing!" She winked one of her gleaming brown eyes in Emily's direction. "Especially yours, young lady!"

      "I was close," Zach said.

      "Indeed you were." The woman shook her head and gazed at the sky. "Simply incredible!"

      An uneasy silence fell, but she broke it with soft, breathy laughter. "Forgive me. You must be wondering why there's a strange woman prowling around carrying your score cards. Let me introduce myself: Molly Maloney, proud owner of Splendimendo's Carnival of Fun and Delights! I take it you're having plenty of fun at my fair?"

      "It's great," Emily said.

      Jacob nodded, so I nodded too.

      "And how about you?" Molly asked Zach.

      "I'd say it's probably the best carnival I've ever been to. No, scratch that, it's the best." He reached out his hand for her to shake. "Zachary Brillion. I solve covert crimes, murky mysteries and delve into hidden histories. Consider me a triple threat, no job's too large, small or-"

      "Medium?" Molly asked.

      "Exactly." Zach shook her hand. "If you've got a problem on Whidbey Island, then I'm your man."

      "That's... helpful to know," Molly said as Zach handed her one of the shiny black cards he carried in his wallet. She read it carefully. "Fascinating!"

      I got the impression she was faking interest, just like most adults did when Zach offered his services. I didn't blame her. But then she smiled, and it felt like I'd been hypnotized all over again. Surely someone with a smile that big and bright couldn't be bad?

      "Yes, most interesting indeed." Molly leaned down low and examined us one by one. "Because actually, now you come to mention it, I do have a problem that needs solving." She glanced around as if making sure no one else was listening before lowering her voice. "I can't pretend it isn't a little odd though. Do you deal with problems of a strange nature, Mr. Brillion?"

      Zach looked at us as if searching for approval. I didn't react. We couldn't talk about the Society of the Owl and the Wolf, that was for sure, but whatever else Zach wanted to say was on him. He cleared his throat. "You could say that, Miss Maloney."

      "Molly."

      "Molly," he said. "So what kind of problems are we looking at? Escaped clowns? Cause I just saw one, and he told me to go boil-"

      "Nothing so simple." Molly gave a loud, long sigh. "I wish it was. No, my problem's far more unusual than that."

      "Actually, unusual's my jam," Zach said.

      "Splendid!" Molly clapped her hands before glancing around again. "But what about phantoms and unquiet spirits? And I don't mean the fake kinds spooking people in the Haunted House. I mean real ghosts. Tell me, are they your jam too?"
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      “Yeah, we've dealt with ghosts," Zach said, puffing out his chest. "Pesky phantoms are nothing new to us."

      "Really?" Molly raised her eyebrow so high it almost touched her bangs.

      "But we can't exactly talk about that," Emily said, "can we, Zachary?"

      Molly placed a finger to his mouth. "Loose lips sink ships, I understand that, believe you me. Now, usually I'd ask for some kind of proof to back up your claims." She held up the scorecards from the Haunted House. "However, I'm fairly sure you've got what it takes."

      "To do what?" I asked.

      I felt conflicted. I already had big problems, it wasn't like I needed any more!

      "To help a dear sweet old lady," Molly said, "who's suffering from the most terrible haunting. I'm sure, with talents like yours, you could take care of it in a snap." She raised her fingers like they were a gun and pretended to shoot the puffy clouds sailing over us.

      "You want us to take out a real ghost with zappers from a fairground ride?" Jacob asked.

      "Oh, no." Molly shook her head slowly. "The zappers in the Haunted House are like toys. I mean they work, but not like the real things. A little like the ghosts themselves. You see, none of them are real. They're just there for fun. No, the zappers I'll be giving you are... enhanced. And, I'm going to give you specially optimized glasses as well. They'll ensure the ghosts are visible to you at all times, because unruly spirits can be tricky."

      "Do these enhanced zappers fire bullets?" Jacob asked. He sounded concerned, and I couldn't blame him.

      "Bullets? Heavens, no!" Molly's laughter was strangely hypnotic and it filled the air like chiming bells. "The beams from the zappers don't do any harm or cause the slightest damage. They merely stun the ghosts long enough for you to settle them up into a tidy little box."

      "Box?" Emily asked.

      "Think of it as a temporary abode for the spirits," Molly explained. "I'm reliably informed it’s most comfy. Then, once they've settled in, you'll bring them to me so I can help transition them."

      "Transition them to what?" Zach asked.

      "To their new homes in Gallycrumble," Molly said.

      "Where?" I asked.

      Molly's eyes lit up. "Gallycrumble's a place far out in the desert. I can't disclose exactly which one because it's forbidden for me to do so, but believe me, it's amazing! A hidden oasis with a huge underground city, the perfect location for ghosts to settle in. They can't haunt the living in Gallycrumble, and most importantly they can't be harmed by the living. People can be so cruel when they're frightened, as I'm sure you know. Yes, the ghostly dears find everlasting peace in the gilded walls of Gallycrumble." She let out a long, satisfied sigh.

      "So you collect them in your carnival and then release them later?" Jacob asked, as he slid his glasses up his nose.

      "Yes, our carnival's perfect for such a venture!" Molly smiled at each of us in turn. "You see, we travel around visiting tiny towns and beautiful islands like this one, and once we've shared the fun of the fair, we move on, taking any unquiet spirits with us. Then, as we pass through the desert, we release the phantoms so they can be... at peace. Think of Gallycrumble as a retirement home for troubled, restless souls." She wiped a tear from her eye. "Believe me, it's so touching to see those wonderful, ghostly darlings settled finally."

      "It's fascinating," Zach said. "But you should know, I read a lot of strange things and I've never heard of Gallycrumble."

      "Of course not! But you've learned of it today, thanks to my indiscretion," Molly said, "and I'm hoping you'll keep the information to yourself."

      "Sure, we can do that," Emily said.

      "Yep, we know how to keep a secret." Jacob gave Molly an earnest look.

      "In that case the matter's settled." Molly's smile grew even brighter. "Are you ready to earn some serious money and bring some goodness into the world while you do it?" Her eyes settled on mine, like she knew something she shouldn't. I nodded. I wanted to ask about the money, how much would we earn exactly, but it seemed rude. Besides, I didn't want to commit to anything.

      "How much are you paying?" Zach asked, as if reading my mind.

      "Well," Molly glanced up, as if figuring out a seriously hard sum. "How does twenty-five dollars each sound?"

      "I'd say that's doable," Zach blurted, before turning to me. "I guess you're not going to be an internet sensation this week after all, Dylan, not if we get this job done."

      "An internet sensation?" Molly asked. "I don't follow."

      "It's nothing," Emily said, saving me from having to explain my humiliating story. "So when do we start?"

      "You don't dillydally do you?" Molly clapped her hands again. "Now, the location of this unfortunate haunting's right in the heart of Langley. Are you familiar with Mrs. Twizzle's Tantalizing Cake and Tea Shoppe?"

      "Yep, my mom buys lemon bars there most weekends," Zach said. "I think she's addicted."

      "I'm sure she is. Mr's Twizzle's a wonder in the kitchen," Molly said, "but a wonder with big problems. Have you heard about the haunting?"

      "Nope," Zach said. "Can't say I have. And mom's never mentioned it, but I expect an army of ghosts could pass by, right in front her nose, and she wouldn't see them. She's like most adults that way."

      "Indeed," Molly said. "Well, unfortunately Mrs. Twizzle can see the ghost, and the poor dear's frantic with worry. I went there to procure some Oolong tea, and she confided everything to me over a cucumber sandwich. It's amazing how much people will tell outsiders. I suppose they feel safe knowing strangers are passing through and will take their secrets with them when they leave."

      "And you want us to take care of this ghost?" Jacob asked.

      "Indeed I do."

      "But how come you don't deal with it yourself?" Emily asked. "I mean, you've got all the equipment and know-how."

      "Not that we're trying to talk ourselves out of a job," Zach spluttered. "Are we, Em?"

      "No," she said, giving me a quick look. I needed that money, and we both knew it. "I just wondered why you don't want to do it."

      "Me?" Molly laughed nervously and her finger reached up to fiddle with a chain around her neck. As she yanked on it with her spidery fingers, I caught sight of three black keys on the end. "I can't! Ghosts..." She gave a slight shiver. "I'm allergic to them, you see. It's most unfortunate because I care for them so dearly. So, I do what I can." She gestured to the fairground. "I bring light and joy to the world of the living." Her gaze fell on the Haunted House as someone inside screamed. "I help amuse and educate people to see ghosts as fun, rather than being fearful of the poor things. That there's nothing to be afraid of..." She sighed. "Except in Mrs. Twizzle's case, but that's only because her ghost's ravenously hungry, and he's wreaking havoc on her nerves, which is in turn wreaking havoc on her profits. That's why I've been patiently watching for skilled ghost hunters, ones willing to go forth and fetch that ravenous ghost of hers so I can take him to Gallycrumble and set him free."

      "And in return we get a sweet twenty-five dollars in cash," Zach said. "Sounds like it should be a quick job."

      "Correct." Molly stood and slipped our score cards into her pocket. "Now wait here and I'll fetch some equipment for you. You'll need the right tools for the job. And I'll call Mrs. Twizzle and ask her to leave the key to her tea room under the stone in her yard so you can let yourselves in. It looks like a cake in the shape of a rock... or a rock cake to be more accurate. You can't miss it."

      A rock shaped like a rock cake didn't seem like something that would exactly stand out, but I didn't want to argue. "Can't she just let us in?" I asked.

      "I'm afraid not," Molly said. "Because you'll need to wait until dusk. That's when the little rascal appears. Twilight brings the ghosts out, you see. Like mosquitos."

      We mulled over the offer as Molly strode away in a long black and white streak. Ghosts were nothing new to us, not after facing down Captain Grimdire and his pirates. Still, I wasn't confident we were up for this job. But, as Zach pointed out, cash was cash, and I needed it more than ever. Plus Emily was a great shot, Zach's score wasn't far behind hers and Molly had assured us we wouldn't be harming anything. In fact we'd actually be helping both the living and the dead, so it was a good deal for everyone.

      "Here we are," Molly said as she gave us each a pair of fold-up glasses with round green lenses. “Ghost spotting glasses. Put them on when you reach the haunting and you’ll see the spirits even better. And then you'll need these." She handed us four belts with holstered zappers, and a large backpack."Strap them on and keep them covered under your t-shirts. And if anyone asks you what they are, tell them they're toys."

      "They look like water pistols," I said, hoping it was helpful.

      "Exactly," Molly said. "And here," she opened the backpack, "is what I call the chill-out casket." Inside was what looked like an old jewelry box. "Once you zap the ghost, simply open the box and it will take care of the rest. Think of it as a giant ghost magnet, and once the target's inside, secure it." She reached out and gave each of us a key before pulling out a padlock. "Then you just need to lock it up and bring it to me. I'll take care of the rest."

      "Sounds doable," Zach said.

      "Exactly." Molly handed him the backpack. "And once I have the little darling secure, I'll take him to Gallycrumble where he can live out his remaining days feasting on ghostly grapes and phantom pheasants, safe within the city's golden walls."

      It seemed easy enough. We'd just faced a bunch of ghosts in the Haunted House. They'd been fake of course, like any simulation, but we'd defeated them and this time around we'd all be together, instead of split apart. Once the job was done, I’d be a lot closer to what I needed to give Jamie at the end of the week.

      But as Molly left to attend to an escaped llama, I couldn't help the strange mood that passed over me like a shower of summer rain. It was a feeling I knew well. It was the stirrings of fear.
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      The sun set over the water and distant mountains as we cycled back toward town. I didn't have much time before I had to get home. Mom would be furious if I was out after dark, plus the thought of riding through the woods at night wasn't exactly a happy one.

      I still felt weird, like something was out of place, and I couldn't shake the bad feeling. Maybe it was the stress of the drone incident along with Mrs. Draven's mysterious prophecy.

      Mrs. Twizzle's Tantalizing Cake and Tea Shoppe was at the end of a narrow alley lined with shops. We wheeled our bikes toward it, passing empty buildings as the setting sun made the roofs bloody red.

      The shop's walls were chocolate brown and studded with what looked like glazed cherries. It was pretty neat. The wooden sign above the door was custard yellow and the writing on it was old-fashioned, like so many other things on the island. My mouth watered as I glanced through the window at the cases full of cupcakes and cookies.

      "Let's get hunting," Zach said, as he wandered with the others through the small garden outside the shop, searching through rocks that had been decorated to look like sandwiches and cakes. He cried out as a stone disguised as a strawberry shortcake almost fell on his foot. "Found it!" He pointed to the only rock that wasn't painted. "So stupid. A rock cake that looks like a rock... genius!" He lifted it, removed the long key tied to a string that had been hidden beneath it, and approached the shop door.

      I glanced around to make sure we were alone. It wasn't like we were doing anything wrong, but I still felt weird walking into someone's shop. Thankfully, apart from a pair of ragged crows watching from a nearby tree, the alley was empty.

      "I wish I could eat a slice of that air!" Zach said as he took a deep sniff and strode inside. The scents of tangy lemon, creamy butter, cinnamon and sugared pastries filled my nostrils, making my mouth water.

      The shop's interior was gloomy, but as I reached to turn the lights on, Jacob shook his head. "I think we'll see the ghost better in the dark." He pulled on the round green glasses Molly had given us, fitting them over his own. I did the same, turning the world an eerie shade of emerald.

      I glanced through the display cabinets running around the walls. There had to be hundreds of cakes, and lining the top of each cabinet were just as many tea pots, each one colorfully painted and different to the one beside it.

      In the center of the store were four tall stands containing packets of loose tea and cake decorations. I checked out the room at the back of the shop. It was a dining area with round tables covered with cream-colored cloths and fussy paper doilies.

      Everything was quiet, aside from my pounding heart because while the place looked normal, if not slightly weird, there was a strange, spooky atmosphere.

      "Oh! Hello, Mrs. Twizzle," Emily said as she shone her phone light on a framed photograph hanging on the wall behind the counter. Mrs. Twizzle grinned down at us. She was a kind-looking black lady with neatly combed salt and pepper hair, big red-rimmed glasses, and a generous grin. The cakes on the tray she held in the picture almost shimmered in the light.

      "Okay, where's this ghost then?" Zach asked as he moved through the stands.

      "I don't see anything," Jacob said as he checked under a display case.

      "Does anyone feel..." I began.

      "Like they're being watched?" Emily asked. "Yep."

      "And there aren't any security cameras, so it can't be that." Jacob nodded to the corners of the room.

      "We know you're here, ghost!" Zach called. "And we're coming for you. Now, we can do this the easy way, or the hard way. It's up to you, buddy." He pulled his zapper out from under his t-shirt and swept it around the walls.

      A tingle ran down my arms as I stepped toward the back of the shop.

      Was it my imagination or had it suddenly grown colder? I glanced at the front door. Zach had left it ajar and it was no more than ten strides away if things went wrong, and it felt like they were about to.

      "Where are you?" Zach called in a sing-song voice. No one responded and soon it seemed like he'd forgotten why we were there as he complained how hungry he was.

      "You just ate! I watched you scarf down a massive piece of lasagna and a whole plate of bread. It wasn't even an hour ago, Zachary! What's wrong with you?" Emily asked as she moved to the other side of the shop, leaving me on my own. I almost followed her, but I didn't want to look like a coward. You're not a coward, I told myself. It was true, I'd defeated Captain Grimdire, and faced down a maniac Jackalope. I could do this... it was just a stupid old ghost in a tea shop!

      "Well I've got space for dessert, that's all I'm saying." Zach waved his hands. "I mean, I'm surrounded by the stuff." He approached a large glass dome and aimed his flashlight toward it, revealing the largest lemon meringue pie I'd ever seen. "One slice, that'll do..." he muttered.

      I heard the chime of the lid as he lifted it and reached for the tart, but my attention was snatched away as something shifted in the dining room behind me. I turned in time to see a green spectral haze billow through the center of the room.

      It was a boy, floating in the air! He had small mean eyes, and a long broad mouth, and his entire body glowed with the eerie green light, but it might have been down to the ghost spotting glasses. His school clothes were weird and formal and had to be at least a hundred years out of date, and he tugged on the tip of his small round cap as he sailed through the air toward me.

      I shuddered as his chubby, outstretched hands reached out for me, but then I realized he either hadn't seen me or didn't care I was there. His nasty eyes were fixed on the lemon pie Zach was busy slicing.

      Hisssssssssss!

      I jumped back as steam billowed from the teapots and spilled down from the top of the display cases, filling the room with a fine white mist that soon grew into heavy fog. I couldn't see the ghost, not even with the special glasses, but I felt him as he floated past me. I shivered. It felt like I was in the middle of the Antarctic.

      "What's happening?" Zach called. I followed his voice as he added, "My head's gone cold!"

      I stumbled through the steam towards him with the teapots whistling loud and shrill, and cried out as I collided with the corner of a display case.

      Zach gazed ahead into thin air as he held his slice of pie, but he was frozen like a statue and his eyes were wide with fear.

      Then I saw why...

      Sitting on the top of his head, as if it was a stool, was the ghost boy. He reached past Zach and snatched a handful of pie from the case. As his meaty fingers touched the sweet sticky filling, it turned pure white and spectral. He stuffed it into his mouth and licked his lips with a long, fat tongue.

      I raised my zapper and took aim.

      "What are you doing?" Zach demanded as he spotted me. "What's happening? Why am I getting a headache? And why is it so cold..."

      "Don't move!" I whispered as Jacob and Emily rushed through the steam toward us, their zappers raised.

      "Where is it?" Zach asked, his voice low and forlorn as the pie slipped from his hand. "Where's the ghost?" As it fell to the floor, the ghost's mean eyes followed it. The pie landed with a loud wet splat, then the ghost glanced my way and a heavy scowl filled his face.

      He snapped his pudgy fingers. Sharp whistles screamed from the teapots and another wave of steam poured out as Zach and the ghost vanished from sight.
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      “Wait!" Jacob called as he appeared through the steam, but it was too late.

      I shot the zapper as the fine mist parted, revealing Zach with the ghost balanced on his head. My shot missed the phantom and struck the pie case, covering Zach with meringue. The ghost leaped into the air, and hovered there as Emily appeared beside me. She fired her zapper but her shot went wide and hit a plump Black Forest cake, showering both us and the walls with chocolate.

      Before I could fire again, the ghost disappeared into the steam.

      Zach stumbled toward us. "What happened?" He looked dazed. "And where did the ghost go?"

      As if in answer, the ghost sailed through the puffy white clouds like a pudgy ship. He had a box of donuts clutched in his hands. At first I thought he was going to stuff them into his mouth, but he began throwing them at us like frisbees. I ducked as one whizzed toward me. It shot over my head and thunked into a painting of a cup of coffee, sending it tumbling to the floor.

      Zach dodged aside as a frosted donut hurtled toward him. Jacob tried to move out the way of the next but it hit him in the forehead, sending him reeling back.

      Emily was about to shout something when a donut zipped through the air and lodged in her mouth, silencing her. We fired back, our zappers glowing in the steam like streaks of silver lightning.

      The ghost vanished. Everything went still.

      I flinched as the teapots whistled and shrieked. A dark shadow appeared and he thundered through the vapor, roaring like a freight train and pointing the baguette in his hand as if it were a long doughy sword. He was about to charge...

      We fired together, and this time our beams struck the ghost at the same time. He froze, the tip of the baguette less than an inch from my heart. Green light sparkled around him like fireworks.

      Jacob snatched the backpack from Zach and pulled out the box, setting it down on the chocolate streaked display case. Emily fumbled with the locks before throwing the lid open. Bright golden light spilled out, as if a mini sun had been trapped inside the box.

      The ghost clawed at the air, as if trying to drag himself away, but the box glowed brighter and his body stretched and warped out of shape as he was pulled inside. The lid fell shut with a dull thud and seconds later the whistling from the teapots stopped, and the tendrils of steam began to thin.

      I glanced around. The whole shop dripped with lumps of cake, pie, frosting and chocolate.

      "Wow, what a mess. Talk about a bull in a china shop," Emily said.

      "Or a storm in a tea cup shop that got seriously out of hand," Zach added. He jumped as the box jittered and shook on the case. Jacob grabbed it, slipped it into the backpack and zipped the flap shut.

      I took off my ghost glasses and Emily turned the lights on as the last of the steam vanished. The mess strewn across the shop looked even worse.

      "Right, let's get this goober to Molly Maloney." Zach snatched up the back pack and handed it to me.

      "What?" I asked.

      "You'll have to take it. I've got a headache from that phantom maniac who used my skull as a kitchen stool," Zach said.

      "I'm not taking it." I glanced at the backpack. On the outside, it appeared to be perfectly harmless, like a sack full of books or a gym bag with sneakers inside, but I knew better. I shivered as I thought of the ghost trapped in the box.

      "The coin of doom, if you would Coin Master," Zach said to Jacob. "Give it a toss and decide Dylan's fate.”

      Jacob rolled his eyes and dug into his pockets for the coin we used to settle tough decisions. Emily sighed, grabbed the backpack and slung it over her shoulders. "We don't have time for this," she said. She was right, it was getting seriously dark outside.

      "Come on then," Zach said as he began to head out of the shop, "time to collect our sweet sweet moolah."

      "Wait!" Jacob said.

      Zach stopped. "What now, Jakey? Time's of the essence."

      Jacob waved his hands around the shop. "We can't leave the place like this."

      "We can," Zach said. "We've done our job here."

      "No." Jacob nodded to the painting of Mrs. Twizzle. "How would you like your grandmother to have to wake up to a mess like this?"

      "Is she your grandma?" Zach asked. "Jacob Twizzle? Hmmm, it does have a ring to it now that I think about it..."

      "She's not my grandma, Zach, and you know it," Jacob said in a rare moment of anger. "Get out of here then, go home. I'll deal with it myself." He headed toward the back of the shop and returned with a mop, bucket, broom and dust pan. I gazed back to the darkness growing outside. I wanted to go home like he'd said, but Jacob was right, we couldn't just leave the mess behind.

      "Right," Zach said. "From mighty ghost hunter to mop man." He snatched the mop from Jacob. I took the broom as Emily appeared with some dish towels, and we got to work.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was pitch dark by the time we found ourselves cycling back up the hill to the fairgrounds. I could hear the music from down the road as the fair lit up the night with its neon glow.

      I shivered. It was growing cold. The nights were coming in earlier already and I wondered what it would be like here on the island in autumn and winter seeing as it was already super spooky in summer.

      We stopped at the entrance and told the ticket taker we were working for Molly. She gave us a world-weary sigh and nodded for us to go in. We walked our bikes through the crowd, which had grown even bigger than earlier, as glowing lights flashed and exploded all around us.

      "Anyone see her?" Zach asked.

      "Nope." I hadn't seen a single sign of Molly Maloney. Finally we stopped a surly looking Strong Man carrying barbells on his shoulders. "Excuse me?" I said.

      He glanced at me like I was a fly that had landed in his juice. "What?" he barked.

      Why was everyone that worked at this place in such a bad mood all the time? "Have you seen Molly?" I asked.

      "Maloney?" he asked, the ends of his curled wax mustache quivering.

      I nodded.

      "House of Mirrors. It's one of her favorite places..." He scowled, turned, and thundered off into the crowd.

      We headed straight over there. It took a few twists and turns but finally we found Molly standing halfway down one aisle of the maze. She was overseeing the clean up of a broken mirror by a tiny, tattooed woman.

      Molly didn't look happy, but when she saw us she beamed a smile and her whole face lit up. "There they are, my fearless ghost hunters! Mission accomplished?"

      "Oh yeah," Zach said, "and then some! Give her the goods, sis!"

      Emily unstrapped the backpack and began to hand it to Molly, but Molly took a step back and thrust her hands out. "No, give it to her." She nodded to the tattooed woman. "Take it to the Prism Pris-" she paused. "You know where it needs to go. Hurry."

      The tattooed woman nodded, but glowered as she took the backpack from Emily. As Molly gazed at the bag, I saw her fingers toying with the keys on her necklace. She seemed to sense me watching and grinned. "Well done!" she said. "I knew you'd do it. You kids are amazing. Amazing!" She reached beneath her topsy-turvy hat and pulled out a wad of cash and counted it. Then she handed us twenty-five dollars each.

      "Thank you!" I said.

      Molly watched as I slipped the money into my wallet. “So,” she said, "do you want another job worth twice more than the last one?"

      I nodded. I needed every cent I could get, and the ghost in Mrs. Twizzle's shop hadn't been that bad, not really.

      "Count me in," Zach said, and then Jacob and Emily agreed too.

      "Good, good," Molly clapped her hands. "Now this haunting's at a place called Lone Lake. Have you heard of it?"

      "Sure," Zach said, "That's just down the road from our house."

      "Perfect," Molly said. “Although, this one might be slightly trickier. Are you ready to start?" she asked.

      "I have to go home," I said.

      "I thought as much." Molly smiled. "I'm sure your parents are wondering where you are. Well, in that case you'll just have to fetch the next ghost tomorrow. Now, according to several fishermen that have had the misfortune of encountering her, she appears at exactly seven pm, seven days of the week. And you won't be surprised to know she was first seen on the seventh of July-"

      "She's got a serious thing for the number seven," Zach said.

      "Indeed," Molly agreed. "Who knows why? I certainly don't. But what I do know is this poltergeist seems to hate anyone fishing at the lake. Her usual M.O. is to snatch up fishing rods and throw them into the water. She's also been known to assault the fishermen with the fish they caught."

      "Really?" Zach asked.

      "Yep" Molly nodded. "Just last week she grabbed a Largemouth Bass from a man's fishing line and slapped him around the face with it."

      "Nasty!" Emily said.

      "Exactly," Molly agreed. "So be prepared for things to become a little chaotic."

      "Chaos is my middle name," Zach said.

      "Is it?" Molly raised an eyebrow.

      Zach shook his head. "It's a figure of speech. But let's just say we're no strangers to things getting out of hand." He gestured to his shirt, which was covered in even more chocolate and frosting than mine. "Haven't you seen we're wearing more sugar than a stick of cotton candy?"

      Molly gave a wry grin. "I had noticed, but thought it best not to say anything." She glanced at her watch. "Right, I have places to be, and so do you."

      "Sure," I said. I was already late.

      "See you tomorrow," Zach called to her as we turned to leave.

      "Wait!" Molly said, "You'll need another box to put the ghost in. A stronger one." She vanished behind one of the mirrors and returned with a heavy duty backpack. I checked my phone as Dad replied to the message I'd sent. He was going to pick me up at Jacob's house in twenty minutes. "I gotta go," I said.

      "As do I," Molly said. "So I'll bid you a good evening. Now, go get that sugar out of your clothes and hair before the tooth fairy figures out her luck's in." She pointed us toward the exit before vanishing into the silvery shadows.

      “We’ve got a hundred between us,” Emily said. “And that’s what you need, Dylan, right?” She reached out to hand me her cash.

      “No,” I said, as the others did the same. “That’s your money, I can’t take it, but thanks. Anyway, Molly said she’s got more work for us, so I should be able to pay off Jamie soon enough.” I forced confidence into my smile.

      “You sure?” Jacob asked.

      I nodded.

      “Whatever you say,” Zach said, quickly tucking his money back into his pocket.

      We cycled back in silence. I followed Jacob's flickering bicycle light as my hand dipped in and out of my pocket to make sure my wallet was where it should be. I didn't have everything I needed, but I was a lot closer to being able to pay Jamie what he'd asked for and getting him off my back. And we'd survived the night, and caught a ghost, things were looking up...

      So why did it feel like something seriously bad was about to happen?
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      It was a little after six by the time we headed out to Lone Lake the next day. I was hoping we could catch the ghost quickly because I had to be home by eight. Mom had told me off that morning for asking Dad to pick me up so late the night before. So, needless to say, I didn't want to push my luck, but luckily they were going to my aunt and uncle's house after dinner, which meant they'd be back late themselves. Plus Jamie was out with Marshall, probably finding new ways to terrorize people, so the only one who would witness me getting home tonight would be Wilson, and he wasn't talking. At least not so far, but who knew what could happen where Weirdbey Island was concerned.

      The evening was warm but the closer we got to the lake, the quicker the temperature dropped. We cycled into the parking lot and skidded to a stop beside the shoreline, throwing up clouds of dust. The lake stretched before us, its surface dotted with tiny whitecaps, the setting sun spreading a deep red glow over the water. Dusk was approaching fast.

      "We should ask if they've seen anything," Zach said, nodding to two fishermen hauling their boat up out of the water.

      "Evening!" one of the men said as we walked over. The other, the older of the two, nodded to us.

      "Good evening gentlemen of the lake," Zach said. "Seen anything interesting?"

      "Define interesting," the youngest said. "I mean, we just saw a frog which looked like a horse apple. Do you consider that interesting? If so, he was heading that way." He pointed to a cluster of softly blowing reeds.

      "No, we're not looking for frogs," Zach said, his voice edged with irritation. "We're looking for something... weirder shall we say."

      "Well I hooked a shark earlier," the older man said. "Great white she was. Snapped my line before I could reel her in."

      The younger fisherman laughed but Zach rolled his eyes. "Listen fella," he said, "we're not messing around, we're here on an urgent mission."

      "Doing what?" the younger asked as he pulled the oars from their ramshackle boat and placed them carefully on the ground.

      "We're looking for a ghost," Emily said. "Have you seen her?"

      The grin on their faces faded fast, and both men folded their arms at the same time. "Oh, you're looking for her," the older one said. He shook his head. "Let me tell you this for the price of nothing; don't. It's not a game. She's not something to be toyed with." He drew his phone from his pocket and checked the screen. "It's almost seven. Time to get moving, Ralph." He pulled an ice chest from the water and set it down by the boat. "Fetch the truck."

      "Who is she?" Zach asked.

      The elder man nodded for Ralph to go, and gave Zach a long, appraising look. "Okay, son, I can see my little warning's not going to cut the mustard with you, so understand this. She's one angry lady and we don't mess with her." His hands trembled as he fumbled to stow the oars in the boat.

      "I appreciate the advice, but we need to find her. Tonight. Can you at least tell us who she is and why she's here?" Zach asked. He almost sounded reasonable.

      "Nettie Hallawhumpa was her name," the man said, before crossing himself. "And if you insist on going after her you should know who you're up against, before she whups and whumpas you." He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. "Story is she used to fish on this lake a long time ago, not that she ever caught anything worth catching. Course, she blamed the other fisherfolk, said it was a conspiracy, not that any of them paid her any mind. She was crazy, they said, and best left alone.

      So they'd come out in their boats, and Nettie would come out in hers and they'd paddle around the lake doing their utmost to avoid each other. And everything was peaceful enough until the big Lone Lake fishing competition of Nineteen Forty Seven. The contest was two hours, timed, and started at five pm on the dot, with the winner to be announced no later than seven pm. Nettie was there first thing, all eager to prove herself worthy, and she was, according to herself at least. She spotted a monster of a fish beneath the water, and tracked it carefully and patiently. Thankfully the fish was slow and calm, totally unaware of the ten or more folks who sat above in their little row boats, and so it was easy enough to follow. Nettie was careful about it too, she didn't want anyone else seeing what she'd found. And then, when the time was right she dropped her line and almost had it on her hook. Except at the very last second, according to her side of the tale, the gent in the boat beside her observed her studying the water, saw her fish, and cast his line and caught the beast for himself."

      "Beast?" I asked. Images of sea serpents played through my mind.

      "A monstrous bass, so large you couldn't hold it in your arms if the tales are true!" the man said, with a wry grin. "Biggest fish ever caught on Lone Lake." His smile faded, and his face clouded. "And that's when the problems started. Cause the moment the winner was announced, Nettie began screaming blue murder claiming the prize had been stolen off her fishing line. And maybe it was, and maybe it wasn't. It didn't matter, at least not according to the rules of the contest, because all that counted was whoever scooped the biggest fish out the water. That was the terms, plain and simple."

      "It doesn't sound fair," Emily said.

      "Nope, I can't say it does, if that's what happened," the man agreed. "But either way, old Nettie flew into a rage when the final call had been made and some people say her screams of fury were so loud and insistent they echoed across the lake seven whole times. And then she pulls some scissors from her pocket, rows around and cuts everyone's lines. Grabs their bait too and flings it in their faces. Tell me, have you ever chewed worms?"

      We shook our heads.

      He nodded. "Well don't is my advice, not that the fisherfolk had much choice when old Nettie crammed them into their mouths, the judge's too. And after that, she was banned from fishing here." He sighed, and glanced across the water. "Not that it stopped her coming back. Every night, at seven on the dot, the chaos began, from the eve of the competition to the day she died. Things quieted awhile when she was in the ground, at least for seven months, but then she returned, sure as clockwork."

      "Seven months," Jacob said. "What is it with all the sevens?"

      "That's the moment the winner was announced, seven o'clock on the seventh of July in..."

      "Nineteen forty seven," Jacob finished.

      "Indeed." The fisherman glanced up as the younger man slowly backed the truck down the slope toward us. "That spooky old goat ruins this lake after dusk. Makes night fishing impossible... it's a crying shame. But the worse thing is there's hardly a soul that believes us. They say we exaggerate our stories, just like we exaggerate the sizes of the fish we catch. Well, that's on them. We know what's what, and I'm telling you now," he fixed his gaze on Zach, "like I told you before; get out of here. Scram! Go home. Trust me, you don't want to be on Lone Lake after sundown."

      "We're not going anywhere," Zach said.

      "Then you're just as foolish as you look," the fisherman said.

      "At least I don't smell like a dopey skunk eating a damp hamburger," Zach returned.

      "You've got an inventive mind, son. I'll give you that." The fisherman glanced at Emily. "You his sister?"

      "Yep."

      "Thought so, you've got the same look, only you're neater, prettier, and I guess a lot smarter. Take my advice, you and your friends," he nodded to me and Jacob, "leave, and take your hot headed friend with you." He walked away and began to help the other man load their boat onto the trailer. Once it was secure, they strolled to the cab of their truck.

      "Excuse me," Jacob called.

      They turned and glanced back at us.

      "Before you go," Jacob continued, "can you tell us where to find her."

      "Sure," the older man said, "'cause the sooner you spot her the sooner you'll see sense and leave." He lifted his hand and pointed to a patch of reeds and an old, twisted tree that looked like it had been struck by lightning. "That's where she appears. But once you see her," he snapped his fingers, "she'll vanish, and reappear right before you. Right in your face. So heed my advice and scram!"

      We stayed where we were.

      "They'll have to learn for themselves," the younger fisherman said as he hauled himself into the truck.

      "That they will," the older man agreed as he climbed inside and slammed his door. They drove away, leaving us alone.

      "Okay, let's get to work." Zach pulled his glasses from his pocket, slipped them on and checked the zapper stashed under his t-shirt. "Ready?"

      I nodded, but I wasn't ready, not really. I followed the others as we piled our bikes in the corner of the lot, tramped through the tangled bushes and reeds, and headed for the gnarled old tree.

      We were almost there, when something made me glance at the lake.

      I flinched and an ice-cold shiver ran down my spine.

      A woman lay below the water, her grey hair swirling around her gaunt face, her milky-white eyes staring right back at me.
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      My breath burst from my mouth as I gazed into the woman's crazy eyes. She stared up through the tiny ripples spreading across the lake's surface.

      Then the sun shone through the clouds, casting a glow over the water and breaking our eye contact. Slowly, as if drawn forward, I approached the lake. I had to know if she was really there... maybe she'd fallen into the water? Perhaps she needed help?

      As my eyes adjusted to the sunlight on the surface, I looked again and saw what I'd taken to be eyes were two bright pebbles and the hair trails of eel grass. It had been an illusion...

      I ran to catch up to the others as something beeped in Jacob's pocket. "It's almost seven," he called. "Thirty-nine seconds to go."

      We stood together, gazing at the old twisted tree. One side of the bark was charred black and the sky behind it turned fiery orange, making everything even more dramatic and foreboding.

      "Is that..." Zach's words trailed off.

      I followed his gaze to something glowing on the side of the tree trunk; a soft blue hand like a hazy wisp of fog.

      We pulled our glasses on.

      Yep, it was a hand alright and it was even stranger and more spectral through the glasses as it clutched the trunk. And then she stepped around the tree and stood before us.

      She had the same wild hair as the woman I'd seen in the lake, and the same crazy, staring eyes. Slowly, she raised a hand and pointed at us.

      Zach was the first to scream, but I wasn't far behind. Neither were the others.

      A sudden wind howled across the water, chilling my fingers as I pulled the zapper from my belt, and by the time I looked back at the tree she'd gone. "Where is she?"

      A heavy silence fell. It was what my mom called a pregnant pause, and I wasn't exactly looking forward to seeing what it was going to produce.

      Zach shrieked again. His hair, which was always wild, snaked around his head like he'd turned into a Medusa. "Hey!" He tried to pull it back down as he ran in a tight circle. "Let go!" He swatted the air as if swarms of starving mosquitos were chasing him.

      The ghost moved so fast it was almost impossible to see her, but finally I got a fix on her as she swirled about Zach. "There!" I pointed, but before my finger could place her she vanished, leaving tiny glowing blue wisps floating upon the breeze.

      "What the-" Emily's hood rose up over her head and came down over her face. I couldn't hear the rest of what she said because her words were thick and muffled.

      "Let go!"

      I turned as Jacob's ghost-spotting glasses flew off his nose and spun around to look back at him. He snatched them as the surrounding air blurred blue and I caught a cloud-like figure rushing past me.

      Splash!

      Someone ran through the water behind me. Before I could turn, two hands seized my shoulders and dragged me backwards, pulling me down to the water.

      I fought back and just had time to grab my phone from my pocket and fling it onto the grass before I was hurled into the water.

      The lake was shallow but the icy water covered my whole body. I shuddered as I managed to pull myself up to my knees. Bright blue lights flickered on the water and I turned to find ten or more glowing fish leaping through the air toward me! Their mouths gawped, and they shook their heads, like they were disapproving of me invading their space. Then they faded until they were nothing more than wisps of smoke.

      "Dylan!"

      Zach and the others charged toward the lake, zappers raised as something that sounded like an alligator stirred in the water behind me.

      They fired and streams of silvery light zipped past like neon fireflies.

      The hairs on the back of my neck trembled as a strange, sucking noise enveloped me. It sounded like a plug had been pulled on a giant sink.

      Nettie Hallawhumpa was right behind me. She was frozen in the air, her hands outstretched as they reached for me.

      "Catch!" Zach called, and he threw the backpack to me. I caught it. "Box her up!"

      I opened the box, blinking as the golden glow inside shone like jewels. Slowly, Nettie was pulled inside like a feather being sucked into a vacuum cleaner. Her whole body thinned and shrank as she oozed into the box and she gave me one last mournful glance as she vanished into the light. I slammed the lid shut, fastened the catch, and slipped the box into the backpack.

      "Great job, Dylan," Emily said.

      "Yep, nicely done." Zach nodded to my sopping wet clothes as I trudged out of the lake. "Thanks for taking one for the team. Now, let's go find Molly and get paid." I held the backpack toward him but he shook his head. "Finders, keepers."

      "I'm not carrying her," I said firmly.

      Zach gave a long, theatrical sigh before turning to Jacob. "Produce the coin of doom, Coin Master."

      Jacob rolled his eyes. "Dylan's soaked, Emily carried the ghost yesterday and you're... you're Zach."

      "I am," Zach agreed, "and never forget it."

      "Yeah," Jacob said as he took the backpack from me, "that's not likely to happen. Come on, let's hand her in and get our cash so Dylan can go home and take a shower."

      The ride back to Langley was freezing cold. My wet jeans rubbed on my legs, and I pulled straggles of pond weed from my hair and dropped it on the road behind me in a stringy green trail.

      Soon we were walking through the bright lights of the fair searching for Molly. She wasn't there, and a small lady with a long bushy red beard explained she wouldn't be back until tomorrow.

      "Can you take the ghost box and give it to Molly when she returns?" Jacob asked as he began to hand her the backpack.

      "Good heavens no!" the Bearded Lady said. "I don't like 'em. Never have liked 'em. Give me the heebie jeebies they do. You caught it, you keep it. That's my policy. You can come back tomorrow and give it to Molly yourself." She folded her arms in a way that suggested it wasn't up for negotiation.

      "Right," Jacob said, his voice resigned. He turned to us, his glasses glowing in the light of the Ferris wheel. "Well I brought her here, so someone else should take her home and look after her."

      "No way," Zach says.

      Jacob glanced at me. I shook my head. There was no way I could have that spooky old box in my house and sleep that night.

      "Then it's going to have to be the coin, I suppose," Jacob said, pulling it from his pocket. "I'm calling heads."

      "Me too, heads!" Zach said. And then Emily shouted heads too.

      "I'm calling the same," I added.

      Jacob flipped. "It's tails, so we all need to take the box, apparently." He sighed. "You can't all call the same thing, that's not how this works and you know it. Someone needs to take the box asap 'cause Dylan's looking colder than an ice cream sandwich."

      "And he smells like rancid pilchards. No offense, Dylan," Zach added.

      "None taken," I said with a shrug. "Okay, I'll call tails."

      "Good," Jacob said. "And I'll call heads again."

      "Heads!" Zach and Emily said right at the same time.

      A low, sinking feeling passed through my stomach. I was certain I knew exactly how things were going to go, and I wasn't wrong.

      "Heads!" Jacob said and held out the coin for us all to see.

      I nodded and picked up the backpack from the ground. "I'll see you tomorrow, I guess," I said.

      The others agreed solemnly.

      "It'll be okay," Emily said. She gave me a weak smile.

      "Yeah, she can't get out," Jacob added.

      "Yep," Zach said, blowing out a long breath between his lips, "that box is shut tighter than a limpet glued to the side of Fort Knox."

      I wanted to ask him how he knew that, but didn't. We walked back to our bikes and the others laughed and chatted amongst themselves. The sky was growing darker by the moment which meant I had to be home, and fast. I strapped on the backpack, grabbed my bicycle and sped up the hill.

      A slow breeze swept down the road and I shivered but couldn't tell if it was from the chill, or the rattles and thunks coming from the box. As I cycled onto the lane leading to my house, an image of Nettie Hallawhumpa flashed through my memory, and that strange, final glance she'd given as I'd forced her into the box.

      Then, as if in answer, the backpack rumbled and the box thudded with two loud, heavy knocks.
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            A Black Cloud

          

        

      

    

    
      Jamie had gotten home before me. Thankfully, he was glued to his video game, so he didn't notice me slip through the door but Wilson did. He ran over, sniffed my sneakers and jeans, and growled. At first I thought it was the stench of the lake on my clothes, I wasn't exactly thrilled with it myself, but then I saw him glaring at the backpack and the fur on his haunches rose up.

      "What you got there, Dylaboo?" Jamie asked as he gave the backpack a nod.

      "Books," I said, knowing it would kill his interest. I tried to look casual but all I could think about was getting the thing stashed away before he examined it closer...

      "Hey, why are you all wet?" He glanced my way as he blasted an alien that looked like a giant roach. "You been crying again?"

      "Rain, ever heard of it?" I said as I pulled my sneakers off. They'd take forever to dry out, which meant I'd have to wear my old pair and they smelt even worse than the lake.

      "I didn't see any rain."

      "Well, it kept turning up everywhere I went."

      "Cool," Jamie seemed to like the idea and it changed the subject, which was why I'd said it. "I'd love to be able to control the weather. If I had that power, you'd have a giant black cloud following you until the day you die."

      "That's nice, Jamie."

      "Yep." The sound of an explosion blared out from the speakers, causing him to unleash a stream of curses as he jerked the controller and leaned in toward the TV.

      I took the opportunity to run upstairs in my sopping wet socks. Jamie shouted something that was lost over the noise from the TV. I ignored him and hurried to my room, stashed the backpack under my bed and leaped back as my bedroom door flew open. Jamie stood before me, game controller in hand. His eyes narrowed. Had he seen the bag? "You got my money?" he demanded.

      "I'm working on it."

      "Well you better work harder, Dylaboo. Marshall's added subtitles to the video. They're hilarious, especially when you run into that tree."

      "'I bet." I forced myself to stay calm. I couldn't afford a confrontation with him. Besides, I'd probably lose.

      "Ew!" His nose wrinkled as he continued to glance around my room. "What's that smell? It's like pond scum, and that stinking tripe Uncle Troy cooks. Gross!"

      "Go away." I stood in front of my bed, right where the backpack was, as Wilson padded into the room. "I'll get your stupid money, alright?"

      Thunk.

      It was the box. The ghost!

      "What's that?" Jamie asked.

      "Search me. Maybe our house is haunted."

      "Yeah, could be," Jamie nodded slowly. "Marshall's mom is a realtor and she said a lot of people died here over the years. Right in your room, actually. They called it the Whidbey Island Murder Massacre..."

      He was trying to scare me and I decided to play along. "You're lying."

      "Am I?" He shrugged. "Maybe I am. Maybe I'm not..."

      "I've got to get up early and get some work done. You want to get paid? I can't do that if I don't get any sleep, so enough with the ghost stories."

      Jamie gazed at me as he weighed his options. Did he want to terrify me, or did he want the money? In the end, the latter choice won.

      But then Wilson sank to his belly and stared intently under my bed. I grabbed some dog biscuits from the box I kept on the shelf and threw them across the floor. Wilson took the bait and raced around gobbling them up, his tail sweeping the carpet. "You want to go out?" I asked once he was done. He gave a throaty bark.

      Jamie eyed me for a moment, like he was suspicious, until the game controller rumbled in his hand and he ran back downstairs, shouting and cursing as he went.

      

      I'd showered and changed by the time Mom and Dad got home. I'd also wrapped the backpack in a thick blanket, muffling the noise of Nettie banging and thumping inside. I hoped she'd tire herself out, and quickly.

      "How's Aunt Sabrina and Uncle Troy?" I asked as I buttered a slice of toast in the kitchen. I was trying to behave as normal as possible, which took a lot of effort sometimes.

      "Good," Mom called from the living room. She sat by Jamie as he slaughtered aliens. He'd stopped all his swearing, of course, and was now playing the model son. How her heart would break if she knew the truth of the monster she'd unleashed on the world...

      "Sabrina asked me how you're doing," Mom said as I took my toast and sat at the living room table as far from Jamie as possible. "She wants you to go over there and see her new kitten. And Uncle Troy's built a new wormery, so you'll get the full tour just like we did."

      "It was..." Dad let out a long, exaggerated yawn as he slumped in his seat, "stunning. Absolutely stunningggggg." He feigned falling asleep and snapping awake.

      "James!" Mom growled. "Don't do that. You know how much effort Troy goes to."

      "I'm just tired, that's all," Dad said, trying to hide his smile in his beard. "I'd never dream of suggesting that having to listen to the long detailed story of the construction of Troy's worm prison made me want to tear my ears off and throw myself into the sea."

      I grinned. "Yeah, I-"

      Thud!

      The noise came from the ceiling, right where my room was.

      "What was that?" Mom asked. She glanced at Jamie first, because weird noises in the house were usually down to him.

      "Dunno?"

      "Is it that toy you stashed away in your room?" Mom asked.

      "It's not a toy, it's a drone," Jamie said. "And I didn't stash it, I just wanted to make sure Wilson didn't get his filthy paws on it."

      Jamie had the drone? Possibilities flashed through my mind... If he had the drone, did he have the controller too? Maybe I could wipe it- Jamie shot me a quick glance, and I remembered they'd uploaded the footage to the Internet.

      Thud!

      "I..." My face turned blazing hot as I glanced at the ceiling. "I think I left my TV on. I'll go turn it off."

      "Careful, Dylan" Jamie said with a sly grin. "It might be the Reaper."

      "The what?" Dad asked as I raced up the stairs. But I didn't hear what Jamie said as I ran down the hall. Yanking the blanket and backpack from under the bed, I wrapped them in my dressing gown and stuffed them onto the bottom shelf of my closet. I would have put it up higher, but the other shelves were crammed full of old toys and games.

      The box thudded again, but it was so muffled no one else in the house should have heard it. I decided to go to bed, that way they wouldn’t come up to my room or get near the box, or so I hoped.

      I called goodnight to Mom and Dad, patted Wilson's bumpy head and brushed my teeth. I was more tired than I'd realized as I climbed into bed. I yawned, rolled my pillow under my cheek, and hoped Nettie Hallawhumpa would give it a rest. And as I wondered if ghosts slept too, I fell asleep.

      

      Thump!

      A low, deep growl rumbled beside me. Was there a bear in my room?

      Soft dawn light lit the edges of the curtains.

      What was happening?

      I glanced at the closet door. It was wide open. Wilson had pulled the blanket, backpack and box out onto the floor. He'd also stolen a bag of potato chips and scattered the crumbs across the carpet, but it was the least of my problems.

      "Hey!" I whispered.

      Before I could stop him, he grabbed the corner of the blanket and trotted to the door, taking the box with him. It sailed like a boat out into the hallway, as if carried away on a blue fabric tide.

      I leaped from my bed and ran after him. By the time I got to my door, the box was approaching the stairs as Wilson pulled it along.

      "No!" I kept my voice hushed. Jamie snored in his room. Mom and Dad's bedroom door was shut, and they slept like logs, but still...

      I pointed my finger at Wilson, as if I could stop the mutt using some magic power that I didn't own. Too late...

      Thump, thump, thump!

      The blanket and box slipped down the first step. I ran after it, but gravity took over and the box tumbled down the remaining steps with a hiss and thud. And then, as it struck the living room floor, the lid flew open.

      I shielded my eyes as golden light shot from the box. Nettie's outline was faint in the vivid glow. Her face was pale and indistinct, but the fury on her ghostly features was clear enough.

      "Wait!" I said as I scrambled down the stairs.

      She gave me a final glare before turning and gliding toward the front door. I could still see her, but she was dimmer now and the golden light was fading too.

      I ran upstairs, heart racing, grabbed the ghost spotting glasses and zapper from my desk drawer, and hurried back. By the time I reached the living room, she was gone.

      Wilson looked guilty and worried and I knew how he felt. He watched dumbly as I flew over to the front door. "Come on," I hissed, as I threw it open and stumbled outside.
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      I raced through the trees as Nettie Hallawhumpa drifted away down the dirt lane.

      "Hey!" I called.

      The moment she glanced back and spotted the zapper in my hand, she took off down someone's driveway. As I saw the camouflaged mailbox, I realized that someone was Mr. Flittermouse. Mr. Flittermouse... the man was bonkers! It was the last thing I needed.

      I shot the zapper, but the silver beam flew wide and struck a pine tree, causing a woodpecker to fix me with a furious glare before flying off.

      Nettie floated on, and as she looked back and saw me and Wilson, who was right on my heels, she threw her hands into the air.

      "No!" I cried, as the dirt on the drive rose up in a dust devil and shot at me like a spinning dervish. I choked and coughed and waved my hands in the air as everything turned dusty and brown. By the time I emerged from the cloud she was gone.

      Wilson barked and bounded off into the trees. I followed him until I spotted Nettie, and ran after her, wading through bushes and nettles, crying out as they stung the bare skin under my pajamas.

      A crash came from the foliage beside me and I caught a flash of tan hide and antlers. The next thing I knew, my feet struck something. I tripped and the woods tumbled around me.

      I hit the ground hard. "Ouch!"

      Wilson appeared and licked my face with his warm, slobbery tongue, before growling and racing off into the trees. I pulled myself up and ran until I reached Mr. Flittermouse's yard.

      The statue of his late wife loomed before me, dressed in long robes, her hands cupped before her. The sword still rested at her feet, along with a fresh lotus blossom floating in a bowl of water. In the nearby clearing, Mr. Flittermouse's house stood tall and broad, its outside painted with long green, brown and navy stripes and blotches.

      Nettie swept down the narrow lane leading to the house, past the small red maple trees and... tiny men wearing khaki, their faces and beards smeared with camouflage. They wore long, pointed hats and it took me a second to realize they were garden gnomes!

      Nettie threw her hands into the air.

      No!" I called as the gnomes sailed up and shot toward me. I ducked as they whizzed over my head like a swarm of angry bees.

      "Stop!" I begged as I scampered off the path, seeking a tree trunk to duck behind. It was a big mistake. My foot struck a tripwire, and the sound of a gong crashed from deep inside the house.

      Seconds later, the front door flew open, and Mr. Flittermouse appeared.

      He wasn't wearing camouflage, but his pajamas were made up like tree foliage. He wiped his eyes and scanned the trees, his posture as alert as a whippet's. He didn't seem to see Nettie, who took one look at him and floated off through the maples before circling the statue where she disappeared.

      "Busted!" Mr. Flittermouse raised his finger at me. "Caught you again boy!" He ran toward me. He was old enough to be my grandfather but he was quicker than I was. "Yes, you see me come, faster than a cheetah, defter than a shrew! I see and hear everything, my boy. Everything! Even when I'm sleeping. Especially when I'm sleeping! You think you can venture into my domain and caper around? Not on my watch, sonny me lad."

      "I-"

      "After my gnomes were you?" He gestured to the pile of garden gnomes strewn out on the trail. "You won't have them! I leave no gnome behind."

      "No, that wasn't me..."

      "Wasn't you? Ha! Were you possessed by a spirit? Did some invisible gremlin make you do it?"

      "No. It was a-"

      "Oh, I see you, Dylan Wylde. See you good and proper." He looked me up and down. "What kind of soldier takes on a mission in his pajamas?"

      "I'm not a-"

      "A cunning ruse. No doubt it's your cover story. Sleepwalking, was it? Sleepwalking my eye! And talking of eyes, what are those glasses for?" He took a long, suspicious glance at my ghost-spotting glasses. "Night vision, eh? Skulking out on overnight maneuvers, are we? Snooper! Coveting my trees again, hmmm? But then you stumbled upon my gnomes and thought you'd hit pay dirt! Is that how it went, I wonder?"

      I shook my head, and gave Nettie a quick glance as she watched from behind the statue. She looked angry, like Mr. Flittermouse, but she also looked... scared? "I'm not here to cause trouble." I raised my voice, hoping Nettie would hear me. "I'm just trying to solve the problem."

      "Well, you've got a funny way of showing it," Mr. Flittermouse said.

      "I know this probably looks weird, but there's something going on. Something out of the ordinary. You won't believe me, and I won't blame you, but I'm trying to stop something bad from happening. For real."

      "What kind of something bad?" Mr. Flittermouse gave me a long, appraising look, before stooping down to pat Wilson's head.

      "I can't tell you," I said. "I can't tell anyone."

      Mr. Flittermouse watched me for a moment, and then his eyes seemed to soften with some kind of understanding. "Secret mission?"

      "Yeah. And I know it sounds insane but-"

      "Doesn't sound insane to me, young spymaster."

      "What? Me?" I asked.

      A slight smile played on his lips. "Naturally you wouldn't admit to it if you were a spymaster. Indeed, you'd say you were one in such a way as to make me think you weren't... when really you were! Very clever. The cloaks... the daggers!" His voice echoed off the trees and he was clearly warming to the subject.

      I glanced back to the statue. Nettie was still watching us. "I'm just trying to make things right," I said loudly to her more than Mr. Flittermouse.

      "Yes," Mr. Flittermouse said. "Well, I can see you're not stealing my trees, at least not so far. Unless you've stashed a few in your backpack..."

      "I haven't. And I wouldn't be here if I didn't need to be. Believe me."

      Mr. Flittermouse pursed his lips and nodded slowly. "I see that. I can read your intentions like a slacker at work reads a clock. And I see you're telling the truth, strange as it is."

      "Are you saying my intentions are strange, or the truth is?" I asked. I still hadn't woken up and everything was beginning to feel like a dream or nightmare.

      "Both." Mr. Flittermouse stood straight. "I sense we're brothers in arms, Dylan Wylde. Servants of all that's just. Am I right?"

      "I think so."

      "Indeed you remind me of myself when I was your age. Out on a mission, fighting the good fight. Now, you may go forth and complete whatever quest you're about, but listen to me, and listen well!" He held up his finger. "I know exactly how many trees are on my land, right down to the stump. And I'll be counting them as soon as I've had my bacon and eggs, 'cause I can't do math on an empty stomach. And if I find a single twig out of place, I'll come to your house with the righteous conviction and might of a force ten hurricane. Do you understand me?"

      "I do, Mr. Flittermouse."

      "Okay then, as you were. Complete your mission and vacate my land. Got it?"

      "Copy that," I said.

      Mr. Flittermouse nodded and straightened his back. He raised his hand to his brow and saluted me. He stayed like that for a moment, before turning and striding back to his house, whistling as he went. It seemed I'd made an ally.

      I walked toward the statue. I still had the zapper in my hand, but lowered it. "I don't want to zap you, not if I don't need to," I whispered.

      "But you already did," Nettie replied. Her voice echoed on a breeze that was sweeping around me all at once.

      "You can speak?"

      She rolled her eyes. "Of course. At least when I'm not being struck by that accursed thing you're carrying around. It stole my voice before. It froze me."

      "Why didn't you run just now?"

      "I'm still thawing out and I know you're just going to keep following me. And..." she glanced around with a fearful look. "And there're other hunters who are far worse than you. So I figured we should talk and, if it comes to it, I'll beg you."

      "For what?"

      "For my life."

      "Your life?" I shook my head. "But you're dea-"

      "Afterlife then." Nettie scrunched up her face. "Whatever happens, I don't want to go into that box. Never again."

      "But it's temporary. At least until you get to Gallycrumble and-"

      "Not that old story!" Nettie's voice grew louder and her face angrier. I shivered. "There's no such place. We ghosts talk, you know. I'm privy to what's been going on. That lady you're working for is a dark one, and a liar too!"

      I shrugged. "I don't know about that."

      "Don't you?" She floated closer until I could see the tiny ghostly blood vessels in her mad eyes. "I expect you know quite a lot, boy. I think you're very perceptive when you want to be. Fear clouds you, but under the fog is a razor sharp mind." She pointed her ghostly finger toward me. "You have a choice. You can zap me with that cursed thing, or you can set me free. Now, what does your heart tell you to do?"

      "But you attack people," I said. "You haunt Lone Lake!"

      "Only after seven. Can't I have the place to myself for a few hours?"

      It seemed reasonable when she said it like that. "I suppose."

      "Listen, kid."

      "Dylan."

      Nettie lowered her finger and gave a slight smile. "I won't pretend I've been a saint, neither in life nor death. I have a temper for sure, but I was robbed that day. The competition meant something to me. I was wronged. Do you know what that's like?"

      "Sure." I knew exactly what it was like. Jamie had wronged me enough times.

      "Now, I could have dealt with it better. Maybe I should have moved on with my life."

      I nodded. "It was quite a long time ago."

      "That it was." She sighed, and I felt a faint breeze. "Okay. How about this... I promise to leave the fishing folk alone... until midnight each night. After that the lake's mine until sunrise."

      "I guess that sounds fair. Although it's not up to me."

      "In a way it is, because you're the one wielding that weapon. But if you say the matter's settled, then it's settled." She reached out like she wanted me to shake her hand, but lowered it as she seemed to remember she was a ghost. "Sometimes it's easy to forget you're dead, especially when you're surrounded by the living. So, we have a deal, Dylan?"

      "We do." I tucked the zapper into my waist band.

      "Good. Then it's time for me to go back to where I belong."

      "I should probably do the same thing, before anyone notices I've gone."

      Nettie nodded and began to drift away, but stopped and turned back. "You've done right by me. Now do right by the other lost souls caught up in that dreadful woman's trap." And with that, she floated away through the trees.

      As I watched her go, I realized she was right. Locking things in a box that they didn't want to be in was wrong, even if they were ghosts.

      My mind was set as I called Wilson and trudged back through the woods. The money had been great but I didn't want it at anyone else's expense. So all I had to do was explain my decision to Zach and the others and come up with a new way of paying off my idiot brother.

      "Ready for breakfast?" I asked. Wilson barked, and the noise echoed among Mr. Flittermouse's trees, which were all where they should be, or at least so I hoped.
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      “Are you kidding me?" Zach cried, spluttering milk and cornflakes over his hammock. He glanced from me to Jacob and Emily as if expecting them to back him up. "You want us to give up all that sweet moolah and end our careers as ghost hunters before they've even started? I mean, it's not like the Society of the Owl and the Wolf is paying us anything, are they? They don't even have any cases for us right now."

      "That's only because Mr. Ovalhide's away," Jacob said, "and we haven't met the other members. At least not yet."

      "And we are doing Owl and the Wolf work," Emily added, "by looking into these hauntings and trying to keep things from getting out of hand on the island. That's exactly what the Society's supposed to do."

      "Fine," Zach conceded. "But Dylan's about to end all that." He glared at me. "I've got ideas, big ideas." He tossed his bowl down and paced the floor. "I'm talking about a mass expansion of this ghost hunting operation!"

      It seemed like a long speech was coming but Emily cut it off before he could go any further. "I'm with you, Dylan."

      Jacob set his book down. "Yep, me too. We can't just go around imprisoning ghosts, especially ones that don't deserve it."

      Zach jabbed his finger at me like it was a dagger. "What about the money, Dylan? Have you thought about that? Or did you forget that your brother and his evil henchman Marshall Anders are itching to ruin your entire life by posting that video for the whole world to see? And tell me, exactly how is this footage of you running face first into a tree going to help the Society of the Owl and the Wolf? We're supposed to be a secret order, and you're about to go viral!"

      "I guess I'll have to deal with that if it happens," I snapped.

      "Oh you'll be dealing with it alright," Zach shot back. "You crazy, crazy fool!"

      "Zachary!" Emily gave him a warning glare.

      "What?" he asked. "I'm just being realistic. Our friend is about to have his entire life ruined, and we're lined up in the splash zone and about to take collateral damage from it. It's called guilt by association, Em."

      "No," Emily said. "You're trying to persuade us to catch more ghosts because you want the money. Be honest."

      "Yeah, I could use the cash, but there's the prestige too!" Zach said. "Prestige is incredibly high on my list of priorities." He turned to Jacob. "Please don't tell me you're ready to back out of the opportunity of a lifetime, Jakey?"

      "Yep," Jacob said. "There's wrong and there's right and locking up these spirits against their will is wrong. Or at least the innocent ones. That ghost in the tea shop was causing damage to Mrs. Twizzle’s business so he had to go. Whereas Nettie Hallawhumpa was trying to compromise."

      "And what about Molly?" Zach asked. "She wouldn't send us after the ghosts if it's wrong. She's trying to save them!"

      "That's what she claims," Emily asked. "but we don't actually know anything about her."

      "True," Jacob agreed. "And there's something very strange about that fair."

      "None of the workers seem happy," I chimed in. “They all look like they want the ground to swallow them up."

      "I know the feeling." Zach let out a long, dramatic sigh.

      "What about the ghost we caught in the tea room? He had to go, but did he really deserve to be locked up like that?" Emily asked.

      "What are you suggesting now?" Zach rolled his eyes.

      "If Dylan's right and Gallycrumble doesn't exist, then I think we should ask Molly to let him go," Emily said.

      "You can ask her if you like, sis."

      "Perhaps I will," Emily said. "Or I can try at least."

      "And if she says no?" Jacob asked.

      "Then..." Emily frowned. "Then maybe we can do it ourselves. Before the fair leaves town.”

      "Let's see if we can find out anything when we return Molly's stuff," Jacob said.

      "What stuff?" Zach asked.

      "The zappers and the ghost box," Jacob said, "we'll have to give them back and when we do we can try and find out if it's Nettie who's lying, or if it's Molly. Because one of them is."

      "I don't think Nettie lied," I said. "But I guess we should ask Molly some questions and see what she says." The thought of getting that over and done with during daylight was better than going to the carnival at night.

      "So, are you coming?" Emily asked Zach.

      "It's three to one," he said. "So I don't have much choice, do I?"

      "Not unless you want to be ghost hunting on your own," Jacob said.

      Zach considered it and shook his head.

      "Good," Emily said. "Now go take a shower and try to do something about that hair of yours."

      "It's always the hair comments with you," Zach said. He grabbed his cereal bowl and headed for the ladder, mumbling as he went. "I'll see you out front in fifteen minutes. I want to get this collective self sabotage over with as quickly as possible so I can get on with my life."

      We rode into Langley, our wheels whirring, and were halfway along second street when I spotted a blur of black and white. I slowed and glanced back to see Molly Maloney and the Bearded Lady outside the bakery. "Hey!" I called to the others. "She's over there."

      It was great luck! Confronting her here, in public, was way better than doing it on her turf at the fairgrounds, especially if things went wrong. But as I glanced at Molly again, I froze.

      She looked angry, really angry as she argued with the Bearded Lady. Then, as the Bearded Lady raised a large glazed donut to her whiskery mouth, Molly slapped it from her hand and jabbed her chest with her long finger.

      "Maybe we should wait till later," Emily suggested as we watched the scene unfold.

      "You know, I'm finding myself agreeing with you for once," Zach said. "She looks like someone with a hat full of wasps."

      "Yep, I'm voting for later too," Jacob added.

      "Or not at all," I said as Molly flung her hands into the air and stamped her foot on the sidewalk loud enough for me to hear the thwack. But before we could move on, she glanced at passersby, like she was checking to see who had witnessed her outburst and then her gaze settled on me. It was like her whole face transformed. Her angry brows calmed, her eyes lit up, and a huge smile brightened her entire face.

      "Oh no," Emily said.

      "Yep," I agreed. "Too late now."

      Slowly, we cycled over toward the shadowy side of the road where Molly Maloney waited for us, towering like a giantess.
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      “Hello my friends!" Molly said, as the Bearded Lady reached down and snatched the fallen donut up from the sidewalk.

      Molly didn't seem angry, but the Bearded Lady did.

      "And how are you?" Molly asked, ignoring the Bearded Lady as she chomped down on the donut and plucked crumbs from her mustache.

      "Good," I said awkwardly.

      "That's what I like to hear!" Molly crouched on her knees and regarded each of us in turn. "My dear, dear ghost hunters."

      "Um, there's a bit of an update regarding that actually," Jacob said. Usually he was calm, but he sounded stressed. I knew the feeling.

      Molly frowned, glancing down the street at the tourists and locals basking in the sunshine, oblivious to our strange situation. "We should speak somewhere more private. There's a quaint little park down the road, let's go there." Molly turned to the Bearded Lady. "I'll see you later. Now go and be entertaining." Molly bristled and ground her teeth as the Bearded Lady gave a loud burp and walked away. "She’s a one alright, but come my friends, let's go parley in the park."

      We strolled down the hill and crossed the road to the tiny park where I'd first got to know Zach, Emily and Jacob. It seemed weird to think how much had changed since that day, which already felt like years ago.

      The table beneath the overhang was empty and as we sat, Molly leaned back and sniffed the bright flowers bobbing in the breeze. "This island smells so sweet I could just eat it up!" she said, before glancing back at us. "Now, you mentioned an update. Do tell." Her gaze fell on the backpack as I unstrapped it and set it before me.

      Emily spoke first, which was a relief. I watched Molly's expression as Emily explained that we weren't going to be collecting any more ghosts. Her face was unreadable, but her fingers dug in to the edge of the wooden bench.

      "Well," Molly said, "I won't lie, it's not what I was expecting to hear. But," she let out a mournful sigh, "it's understandable. The job you committed to is difficult, not to mention downright spooky. I get it, you're scared, but we can remedy that easily enough."

      "How?" Zach asked.

      Molly pulled a purse from her waistcoat. "By tripling what I pay you." She fluttered her eyelashes. "I simply have to save those little ghosties, indeed I do. And so do you! And you know why, don't you? Because you're good people with hearts of solid gold." She shuddered as she glanced at the backpack. "I take it our fishy friend from the lonely lake's in there?" She shook her head. "I should have had my burping bearded assistant take the box before I sent her packing. You’ll need to go directly to the carnival and hand it in. I'd do it myself, but as you know I'm terribly allergic to spirits."

      "It's okay, you can take it. Nettie's not in there," I said. "The box is empty."

      "Empty?" Molly's voice echoed off the nearby wall. "I don't follow. I thought you went to the lake? That's what you said you were doing..."

      "We did go to the lake," Jacob said, pushing his glasses up his nose. "And we caught her."

      "Then why isn't she inside that box like she's supposed to be?" A stony edge crept into Molly's voice.

      "She... she got out," I said. "And I spoke to her, and she promised not to bother anyone ever again. She said she wants to live in peace."

      "Live in peace?" Molly asked. I didn't like the look in her eyes. "That ghost was a grade two apparition! She was exactly what I needed for the poltergeist parlor."

      "Poltergeist parlor?" Zach asked.

      "It's our newest attraction," Molly said. "We've already built it but it's not open yet. Of course, we already had a poltergeist, or polterguest as I called him; Mr. Gibbons. But somehow he managed to esc... evaporate from his little home. He's probably halfway around the world by now. No." She shook her head so hard I thought her hat was going to fly off. "This simply will not do. I must have a poltergeist, or at least a grade two ghost or better, and I need one now!"

      "But you told us you take them to Gallycrumble," I said. "You never said anything about needing them for your rides!"

      "They have to work before we take them to retire in the city," Molly replied. "There's no such thing as a free ride, if you'll pardon the pun."

      "But where do you keep them?" Emily asked. But it seemed she'd already figured out the answer. "They're in that creepy black trailer... aren't they? The one with the pipe that's connected to the back of the Haunted House ride."

      "I call it my Prism Prison," Molly said, "a home for unruly, unquiet spirits. We pipe them into the Haunted House when the ride opens. They chase the customers around, they get zapped, then they go back to their lair to rest before doing it all over again. It's a win-win for everyone."

      "Not for the ghosts it isn't," I said.

      "Look," Molly sighed as if she was tired of the conversation, "it's like I said, everyone has to pull their weight at Splendimendo's Carnival. It doesn't matter whether they're alive or dead." Her eyes turned as hard as stones as she faced me. "Now, you mentioned you'd made an agreement with the poltergeist."

      I nodded. I felt like a wilting flower beneath her stare.

      "Then we won't be able to trap her again." Molly shaped her fingers into a gun-like shape. "You have to zap them when they're unaware, otherwise they're on guard and almost impossible to catch. Frankly, you've made a terrible mess of things, but now you're going to fix it."

      "But we already told you we don't want to do this anymore," Emily said.

      "You may not want to," Molly spat back. "But what you want to do is irrelevant. It's what you need to do that's important, and the thing you need to do is help me end the suffering of those poor unquiet souls, as well as the woes of the living they prey upon. That's what we agreed to."

      "We didn't sign anything," Jacob said. He sounded angry, and a little scared.

      "You agreed!" Molly's voice cracked like a whip, drawing the gaze of a passing woman walking her Dalmatian. Molly waved to the woman, but she walked away even faster. Once she was out of sight, she continued. "You don't enter an undertaking like this and simply back out. That's not how it works."

      Emily folded her arms. "Like I said, we're out."

      "No," Molly drummed her fingers against the table, "you're not. Splendimendo's Carnival is leaving, and I'll be taking the island's ghosts with me, or at least those worth having. Believe me, there's plenty more I could collect if time permitted, but we'll be dealing with Spokane's spooks by Monday. And in the meantime, you'll get me what I need because I’m going to make my Haunted House the most famous in the world! Forget the Lone Lake loonie, she would have been a good fit, but I've just learned of a far more intriguing phantom who I believe will be a grade five! And that will be the cherry on the top of my spooky cake, and you're going to fetch her by midnight."

      "And if we don't?" Emily asked.

      Molly leaned toward her until their noses were almost touching. "Then, I'll make your lives a living nightmare."

      "How?" Emily didn't budge. I was certain she was just as terrified as I was, but she didn't show it.

      "First, I'll see to it that each of your houses is filled with Slitherpops."

      "What are Slitherpops?" Zach asked, glancing at Jacob, but he shrugged.

      "Let's just say they're the most grotesque entities in the spirit kingdom," Molly said. Her voice was filled with disgust and awe. "And they're also the easiest to acquire because they're as dumb as a box of rocks. And by the time I'm finished, your houses will be brimming with the creatures, and believe me, there'll be no ridding yourselves of them. Such an infestation is guaranteed to ruin your parents’ finances. I've seen it time and time again. You'll want to move away but no one will buy your houses, and while you stay there you won't know a single moment's peace. Your family will be driven to their wit's ends, and you," she jabbed her finger at us, "will wish you'd never been born."

      "You're lying," Emily said.

      "Try me," Molly said, "just try me."

      "But we can't believe anything you say," Emily continued. "You told us you took the ghosts to Gallycrumble. It doesn't exist, does it?"

      "Nope. But it's a nice thought, isn't it?" Molly's smile was as fake as a nine dollar bill.

      “So you’re keeping the ghosts locked up in your Haunted House. Against their will?” Jacob’s face furrowed in anger.

      “They’re not locked up in there. But I do let them into the Haunted House to play for a few hours each day,” Molly said. “Just as you’d exercise a dog or a small, annoying child.”

      “Play?” Jacob straightened his glasses. “They’re not playing, you use them as props to scare the customers.”

      “I suppose you could put it that way,” Molly agreed. “But they get to roam a while, and who doesn’t like roaming?”

      “How comes they can’t get out?” I asked. She was talking freely, which meant the more information we could get out of her, the better.

      Molly traced her finger across the table. “Because there’s a barrier made of copper, iron and sacred water. I call it the slug line because the ghosties can’t cross it.”

      “I never saw that,” Zach said.

      “It’s right at the end of the ride before you come out,” Molly said. “A great bright golden barrier. You’d have spotted it if you hadn’t of been so distracted by the giant spider, which is why I put it there.” She seemed pretty pleased with herself.

      "Um," Zach said, "I just want to check something. Are you still paying us triple what you were giving us even if you're now basically forcing us to get the job done?"

      "I will, even though I shouldn't," Molly said. "And along with the cash, you'll have the assurance your loved ones will get to spend the remainder of their pathetic lives in peace. Quite the deal, eh? But you won't see a single cent or have a moment's peace until you've brought me that category five ghost. And that needs to happen tonight. By the stroke of midnight."

      "Where is this ghost?" Jacob asked.

      "In the woods near Penn Cove," Molly said. "Just off Shaded Lane."

      "Who is... was it?" I asked, shivering as the breeze seemed to turn colder.

      "An ancient witch," Molly replied. “Which is why she's such a high grade ghost."

      "What was her name?" I asked. The sinking feeling in my stomach grew heavier and heavier.

      Molly Maloney gave a slow, crooked smile. "Ragnhild! And I'm told she was a most fearsome witch indeed, at least when she lived."
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      “Ragnhild!" Zach spluttered. "She's the witch who-"

      "We've never seen," Emily said, cutting over him.

      Molly watched Zach closely. "Really? It seems he's familiar with her. Are you, Zach?"

      Zach shrugged. "I don't know. Maybe I read some kind of book of legends or something. But maybe I didn't, maybe I dreamt it!" He shook his head. "I dream a lot of weird things."

      I didn't say anything as I looked down. I didn't want my eyes to betray me. We weren't allowed to talk to outsiders about the things that had happened on Penn Cove, not since it became official Owl and Wolf business. I hid my shiver as I thought of Ragnhild and the fearsome curse she'd put on the pirates. If she could hex someone like Grimdire, and we knew full well that she had, then what else was she capable of? And now it seemed death wasn't the end for her after all, just like it hadn't been the end for Captain Grimdire...

      "I don't believe you, Zach" Molly said, "but I don't care. All that concerns me is catching this witch. I want her in a box and on my table by midnight."

      "You make it sound so simple," Emily said.

      "It won't be," Molly said. "She's far more dangerous than the cake-addled ghost you rounded up in the tea shop. He was only a grade one haunter. She's also far more formidable than that fishy old poltergeist you released." She gave me a sharp look. "So you'll need your wits about you. But I think, given the consequences you'll face if you fail, that you'll find a way to get the job done. Bring her to the fairgrounds tonight and that will be the end of our dealings. So, do we have a deal, or do things need to get seriously dark for you and your families?"

      "Suppose," Zach said.

      Emily and Jacob nodded, so I did too. It wasn't like we had a choice, not if we didn't want to ruin our parents’ lives along with our own.

      "Good, good, good!" Molly's face lit back up and she looked just as she had when we'd first met her. Charming, warm, friendly. "Now, get over to Shaded Lane by dusk. I'm told the place in the woods she haunts is relatively small and that you should find her in, or around, a ruined house. You're unlikely to be disturbed by other people, no one goes there for obvious reasons, but you should be cautious. She's a live one, in a manner of speaking."

      "How are we supposed to catch her?" Jacob asked.

      "The same way you caught the others." Molly sounded almost bored, like we were taking up her time.

      "But we don't know anything about magic," Jacob said, which was and wasn't true. We knew about it, we just didn't understand how to use it or defend ourselves against it.

      Molly shrugged. "Don't try to bog me down with details, Jacob." She gave him a disgusted glare. "You're like all the kids I meet. Not even a fraction as smart as you think you are, but I expect you're bright enough to get this job done. Because if you don't... well, you'll see what happens next." She checked her watch. "I need to get back the fair. I'll see you all later. Before the first chime of midnight." She righted her hat and strode away without glancing back.

      "We're finished,” Zach said. "It's game over."

      "Nothing's over," Emily said. "We've already caught two ghosts... we can catch another."

      "Right," Zach said, his voice heavy. "You do remember the story of Ragnhild, don't you? How she drove everyone around her away with her dark magic. How she cursed Grimdire and his pirates to an eternal life of damnation? And now she's a ghost and a witch. We're doomed. Doomed!"

      "Stop saying that," Jacob said. "We're not doomed. Not yet. We just need to go to the woods, find her, zap her and bring her back in that casket. And you know what, she deserves it too. She's evil."

      "Right," Emily agreed. "We'll be doing the island a favor."

      "I wonder what the Society of the Owl and the Wolf would think about this," I said.

      "We are the Society of the Owl and the Wolf now," Jacob said. "And it's not like we can ask Mr. and Mrs. Ovalhide because they've gone away on vacation."

      "Without leaving us their numbers," Zach said darkly.

      "I don't think that was a mistake," Emily added.

      Zach folded his arms. "It doesn't matter. They're totally useless, anyway. They can't help us. No one can."

      "Stop moaning and start thinking," Jacob said.

      "About what? Slitherpops?" Zach asked. "Or being eaten by the ghost of an evil witch?"

      "About how far it is to the woods by Shaded Lane," Jacob said "We could get a bus there, but it won't be running by the time we need to get back."

      "We don't need to get the bus," Emily said. "Not if we can persuade Violet to take us there."

      "No problem then, she still owes me," Zach said.

      "For what?" I asked.

      "For not telling Mom it wasn't Erasmus who broke her ceramic swan."

      "You blamed your hamster?" Jacob asked.

      Zach shrugged. "He took one for the team. And thanks to him we can get some serious favors out of Vile. Including taxi service. Come on," he nodded to Emily, "let's go and give her her orders."

      "I should probably get home," Jacob said. "I'll see if I can help my parents out with anything. That'll make it easier when I ask if I can stay out late tonight."

      "Why don't you ask if you can stay over at our house?" Emily asked. She turned to me. "Both of you. Mom and Dad are away for a couple of days, so Violet's in charge."

      "And she has the attention span of a forgetful mollusk," Zach said. "She won't know what we're up to."

      "That could work," Jacob agreed.

      "Sure, I'll ask my parents too," I said. Asking to stay over had gotten a lot easier after Mom had met Zach and Emily's parents at a yard sale a few weeks back.

      "Okay, be at our place by sunset," Emily said.

      "What time's sunset?" I asked.

      "Approximately eight thirty eight pm," Jacob said, glancing up from his phone.

      "Right. See you then." I grabbed my bike from the pile where I'd left it and cycled home as ominous clouds gathered around the dark jagged mountains.
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      "Remind me why we're here?" Violet asked as she glanced through the dusty windshield at the dark woods beyond the meadow.

      "We're just looking... for something," Emily said. "We shouldn't be more than an hour. Hopefully."

      I reached under the back seat and grabbed the backpack with the casket inside it. It felt light, but if things went well, it would soon be heavy with the witch's ghost...

      "You're weird," Violet said as she glanced from me to Jacob and Emily. "You're all weird." Then she turned to Zach in the passenger seat beside her. "This better be it. I'm not driving you and your freaky friends anywhere else after tonight. Got it?"

      "A deal's a deal," Zach said. "As far as Mom's concerned, it was Erasmus the third who broke her beloved swan. And I've kept to my word, which is why he's grounded and you aren't."

      "You can't ground a hamster," Violet said.

      "Can too," Zach said. "And I've been bribing him with sunflower seeds. He gets three of them every time he pouts in the corner when Mom's around, and if he really looks like he's feeling sorry for himself, he gets two extra."

      "You're an idiot, Zachary Brillion," Violet said, as she picked up her phone and began thumbing through her messages.

      "I know you are, but what am I?" Zach asked, but there was none of the usual bite in his voice. He sounded low, and I knew how he felt as I glanced back to the dark patch of trees across the meadow. The wind was getting stronger and heavy grey clouds covered the sky.

      "It's getting late," Jacob said. "We should probably get this over with."

      We got out of the car and slipped under the wire fence by the side of the road. A crow rose from the long wet grass as we ran toward the woods, and dozens more joined it, flying in a black swarm around us, their dark wings beating the air over our heads. One swept down and passed right over me, its claws dragging through my hair.

      "Go away!" Emily cried, swatting the air.

      The crows wheeled up over us and swept off into the trees until they became one with the darkness in the woods. I glanced back to the car. Violet's face was lit by the glow of her phone. She was oblivious to everything else around her. I wished I was too.

      "Come on," Jacob said as he strode toward the murky trees. We switched on the flashlights he'd brought, but their light beams barely cut through the earthy darkness as the woods swallowed us up.
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      The towering trees closed in as we stumbled through the brush. The air smelled of pine and mud, and something I didn't want to think about... rot.

      "Whoa!" Zach said as the wind picked up. Leaves and twigs fell in a shower around us and the branches shook, creaked and groaned.

      The place felt eerie and hostile, and I wanted to leave. I glanced back through the woods, searching for the meadow or the glow of Violet's car, but I couldn't see either. All I saw were trees and thick stubby bushes with tiny black berries gleaming in my flashlight.

      I froze as a sound came from ahead. It sounded like singing... like a little girl chanting a nursery rhyme. The hairs on the back of my neck bristled. "That's not totally creepy," I mumbled.

      "Right," Emily said beside me.

      "Look!" Jacob pointed his flashlight into the darkness.

      We were near the edge of a clearing with a low, ramshackle house in its center. Its roof had sunk under a heavy load of moss, and there was no glass left in the warped window frames. My eyes fixed on the doorway, which was empty and open but there was nothing beyond it but shadows. "There." Emily pointed toward a ruined well which was like something out of an old fairy tale book. But the place didn't feel like a fairy tale; it felt like a nightmare.

      "Where is she?" Emily whispered.

      "The witch?" Zach said. "Don't know. Why don't you go take a closer look?"

      "I'm not going any further," Emily shot back. "Not on my own.'

      "You go then, Jakey," Zach said.

      "Nope."

      "Dylan?" Zach asked. "Up for an adventure?"

      "No way."

      Zach gave one of his long dramatic sighs. "The coin then, Coin Master. And make it snappy cause-"

      Someone shrieked behind us, making us all jump. As we spun around, our flashlights shook and skittered in several directions. My breath felt like it was stuck in my chest.

      "Time for glasses and zappers," Jacob whispered as he slipped his ghost-spotting glasses over his real glasses. My fingers trembled as I put mine on and glanced back to where the shriek had come from.

      A small figure, surrounded by a soft green light, waited in the trees. Her spooky glow illuminated her old tattered dress and highlighted her long dark hair and bony face, and... and she reminded me of someone.

      Who?

      Then it came to me. Mrs. Chimes, that's who she looked like, only younger, and even more sinister.

      We raised our zappers.

      "On three!" Jacob hissed. "One, two-"

      Before he could finish, Ragnhild lifted her scrawny fists into the air. The ground rumbled, and tiny flowers shot up from the grass, forming a barrier between us. I watched dazed as the flowers wilted in the air and a pulsing cloud of dirt flew up, thick and brown like a cursed wave. Slowly, the mud and dead flowers fell away.

      "Where'd she go?" Emily's voice quivered.

      We spun around, our flashlights striking tree trunks. I slowed my beam as I spotted a figure lurking between two leaning trees. I aimed my light, but it was just an old mossy stump.

      "No!" Zach cried.

      I turned to see Ragnhild flying toward him. Her face was filled with deeply etched wrinkles and her narrowed eyes shone with hate.

      Zach fired his zapper, but she swept to the side and circled us like a gleaming ghostly shark.

      I tried to fire, but my arms felt heavy. I yawned. Suddenly, I was so tired I could have curled up on the ground and gone to sleep with the pine needles for a pillow.

      "She's weakening us!" Jacob called. "Break out of her circle and run. Split up!" His glasses shone in the green light of Ragnhild's glow as she approached. He stumbled away into the trees.

      I waited for Ragnhild and the second she circled past me I staggered out into the trees.

      Somehow I got turned around and I found myself back in the clearing, racing toward her house! And then I saw the green glow creeping along the muddy ground beside me. She was coming for me!

      I threw myself down as she shot over me, lighting up the dirt as she flew toward the well, circled it and hurtled back into the woods with a shriek.

      Flashlights danced in the gloom. Zach raced past the edge of the trees, firing his zapper over his shoulder as Ragnhild bore down on him. I gasped as each silver beam missed its mark.

      Jacob appeared from around a tree and fired as she lunged toward Zach. His beam clipped her leg, and seemed to slow her. She screeched with anger.

      Emily strode from the murk, zapper raised and fired at Ragnhild, striking her outstretched hand as it grabbed for Zach. She howled again, the sound wild and desolate. I had to help them.

      I tracked Ragnhild with my zapper and fired a couple of beams, but they went wide and struck the trees with silvery splashes.

      Ragnhild turned my way and changed course. She was slower now, but no less ferocious, and all her attention was on me!

      "No!" I cried. I saw the others emerging from the trees behind her but they were too far off to help.

      I was on my own!

      Ragnhild roared toward me, filling my eyes with that green glow! My legs shook, I dropped to my knee to steady myself and took aim. My heart thumped like a drum, and my fingers ached.

      I had the perfect shot...

      Before I could take it, she let out an almighty wail. Terror froze me, and by the time I fired the zapper it was too late. The beam flew under her as she hurtled toward me. I threw myself down, pressing my face into the brightening neon glow of the wet grass.

      Ragnhild cried words I couldn't understand and before I could aim the zapper, she rose into the air and dove into the well.

      "You okay?" Jacob asked as they ran over. He helped me up.

      "I could have got her..." I said.

      Emily and Zach raced to the well, zappers raised, and peered inside. My legs shook as I joined them. There was no sign of her, just a deep, yawning darkness.

      "How are we going to get her now?" Zach asked.

      "We're not," Jacob said. "Not unless you want to climb down that well, and I don't." He patted the wall. "It's ancient, and it'll probably fall in the moment you try."

      "Plus we don't know how deep it goes," Emily added.

      "That's it then." I slipped the zapper back into my hoody pocket and wrenched off the ghost spotting glasses. "I messed up. Even worse than the last time I messed up, and that's really saying something."

      The others watched me in silence, and that in itself was telling. I'd given into my fear again, and now we were all going to pay the price for it.

      "It wasn't your fault," Emily said. "She was coming right at you."

      "Exactly," I said. "I had the perfect shot!"

      "Don't worry." Jacob took off his ghost glasses, folded them, and placed them in his pocket. "We can come back another night and catch her unawares."

      "But there is no other night," I said. "The carnival's shutting down, remember? And Molly's going to fill our houses with Slitherpops or whatever else she's got up her sleeve. No, it's too late. We're done." I took a deep breath. "I'm sorry."

      "Don't be," Zach said. "It could have happened to any of us." He put a hand on my shoulder. "Come on, let's get out of here before Vile drives off and leaves us stranded."

      A peal of laughter echoed from the well as we trudged back through the grass, and as I heard it I realized I was no longer scared. I was furious. And mostly with myself.

      If only I could have turned back time and taken that shot when I had the chance...

      But there was no turning back time. It was game over.
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      It was pitch dark by the time Violet pulled up outside my house. "Thanks," I called as I grabbed the backpack from the seat. I'd volunteered to return the empty casket to Molly and explain what had happened. The others offered to come with me, but I didn't expect them to. It was my failure.

      "Thank my idiot brother. I'm only dropping you off because I've got no choice," Violet said as she fixed me with a Medusa glare. "He's the one blackmailing me, remember?"

      "Not now, Vile," Zach said. "Dylan's already had a bad night. He doesn't need you making it worse."

      "Don't worry," Emily called as I climbed out the car. "We'll figure something out."

      I checked my phone. "Yeah, right. It's midnight in less than three hours. We'll have our houses full of Slitherpops and-" I stopped as Violet shot me a quizzical glance. "I'll see you later, I guess," I said. I didn't add that I had serious doubts about us surviving the night in one piece once Molly Maloney discovered what had happened.

      Violet sped off down the dirt road, pulled a u-turn, and drove back by. Emily gave me a weak smile while Jacob nodded through the window. Zach looked pale and preoccupied, and I couldn't blame him.

      A heavy wind rattled the trees, reminding me of the woods we'd just left, and of the witch. And then I thought of Mrs. Chimes who lived down our road. They'd looked so similar, she could have been Ragnhild's daughter, even though that was impossible... I recalled how Ragnhild had laughed at me from the well and shrugged.

      "Witches are the least of my problems right now," I muttered as I walked into the house. Wilson bounded over and jumped up, almost knocking me down. I stroked his head and avoided a glob of drool that landed on the carpet. He was so happy to see me, and I wished I felt the same. The truth was I couldn't be happy about anything because in less than three hours he was going to find himself living in a house full of hostile ghosts, just like we all were. "Sorry, boy," I whispered.

      'Here he is!" Jamie vaulted over the sofa and landed like an acrobat, before aiming the TV remote at me. "The star himself! Mom and Dad are out until late, by the way, which gave me extra time to work on everything. In fact, I just finished the new launch trailer Marshall and I were working on this afternoon. Want to see it?" His grin almost reached the sides of his face.

      Before I could say no, he flipped the remote and aimed it at the TV. The channel changed to the streaming site he always uploaded his moronic content to; mostly unfunny jokes, and him and Marshall wrestling with each other, logs, sandbags and anything else they got their hands on.

      The image on the screen showed a still of my face. My mouth gaped open and my hair was even more messed up than usual and my eyes were insane. The caption below the video read: "Whidbey's Biggest Looser."

      Jamie pressed play, and the trailer started. It was only ten seconds long, but it felt like it went on for hours as I watched myself running, my face crinkled with terror. And then it cut to the Reaper soaring from the trees in a clip they must have filmed before they'd set it after me. Sinister music played as the screen faded to black and the words: 'Coming Soon' filled the screen.

      The counter below the video showed it had already had nineteen views!

      "Ready to be famous, Dylaboo? Cause it doesn't seem like you've got our money, not by that pathetic look on your face. Right now you remind me of a loser who lost everything he ever had, found it all, and then lost it again."

      "At least I can spell. What's Whidbey's Biggest Looser?"

      "Looser?" Jamie snapped his head back to the screen. "Oh, I see. It should say loser. You're right, my bad. I'll get it fixed right away, thanks bro!" He scrambled to his laptop, which was set up on the kitchen table. "Yep," he said, as he slumped into the chair. "We don't want anything to distract from the entertainment. Wylde and Anders are a professional concern."

      "Course you are."

      I was too tired to argue, so I trudged up the stairs and slammed my bedroom door shut and pulled off my muddy clothes before slinging them toward the laundry basket. They missed, hit the wall and slid down, leaving dark streaks. I slumped onto my bed.

      Muffled laughter came through the floor and I heard Jamie chatting to someone, probably Marshall. I imagined them watching me running into the tree again, like they hadn't seen that enough times already, but the video was the least of my problems.

      I glanced at the backpack resting on my chair with the empty casket pushing against its canvas. I'd need to hand it in to Molly before she left. Maybe beg her for mercy...

      No, she wouldn't spare us. Behind her fake smiles and cheeriness was a heart of stone and I had no doubt she'd do exactly what she'd threatened to do and fill our houses with phantoms. And we'd never be rid of them. "I wish I'd never gone to that stupid fair," I muttered.

      But the fair wasn't where my problems had started. No, that had been with my brother. I could still him hear him laughing and braying like a crazed donkey... I hated him and his idiotic friend, but most of all I hated myself for giving into my fear and falling for their stupid prank. That was where everything had gone seriously wrong, right there, with me.

      "Loser," I muttered, as I turned over and stared at the wall. It was the kind of view I imagined prisoners saw, and it seemed fitting. Because thanks to me we'd all be prisoners in our houses soon enough with a bunch of horrifying ghosts as our wardens.
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            Whidbey’s Most Haunted

          

        

      

    

    
      As I lay on my bed, putting off taking the empty ghost collection box to Molly, my mind raced with thoughts. Fear, anger, but mostly blame. I couldn't believe how many people I'd taken down with me. Jacob, Emily, Zach... their parents. My parents. Not to mention all the ghosts Molly kept imprisoned in her spooky black trailer, or the Prism Prison as she'd called it. There was no way we could free them now. Soon we'd be living like them; stuck in a house, which was basically a big box, filled with ghosts and Slitherpops. Word would get around. I pictured the local newspaper's headlines: The Wylde House; Whidbey's Most Haunted Residence.

      No one would visit us. We'd be locked away, stuck there forever.

      At least the ghosts in the Prism Prison got let out... Yep, right into a fake haunted house where they were forced to chase people and get zapped for target practice. It was hardly the good life. And there was no Gallycrumble waiting for them either, no way out. Just a circle of misery, and I'd done nothing to change that.

      Soon, Molly Maloney would take her revenge on us and whisk her trapped ghosts away to the next town where she'd collect even more.

      A thought tugged the edge of my mind like a child yanking their parent's sleeve. "Maybe..." No. I dismissed the idea, but it circled back like a thought boomerang.

      I glanced at the clock.

      10.33pm.

      There was still time...

      "It won't work," I mumbled. I was about to turn back to the wall when I sat up.

      I had to do something. I couldn't give in... and if I could find the key to the Prism Prison and let the ghosts out, Molly wouldn't have any phantoms left to fill our houses with... But I shuddered as I thought about returning to the fair alone in the dark.

      "It won't work," I muttered again. Molly Maloney would defeat me. She was smarter than me and as ruthless as a rattlesnake. She was fiercer, sharper, far taller than I was. I was nothing more than a kid facing a giantess...

      I shook my head. It was the fear talking, and I knew it.

      "I might fail," I whispered, "but at least I'll know I tried." And that was all that mattered in the end. I'd need help... but I couldn't ask the others. This wasn't their problem, it was mine and mine alone. Just like Jamie was my problem, along with Marshall and their stupid drone... I jumped off the bed.

      The drone!

      Did Jamie still have it? My thoughts darted around like the glowing fish in the Haunted House’s chandelier...

      I could use the drone as a diversion and grab the key to the Prism Prison from Molly. That was if I could find the keys... and then I remembered the chain she wore around her neck and the nervous way she'd fiddled with it while speaking about ghosts.

      "That's it!" I stood tall and promised myself I could do it. It kind of worked.

      I snuck down the hall and peered around Jamie's bedroom door. The lights were off, but a shard of moonlight fell across his floor like a silver dagger.

      Jamie's posters caught my attention, as they always did. Most were of slick, polished sports cars, which didn't bother me of course. No, it was the others that caused goosebumps to break on my arm, the movie posters of monsters and scary-looking people from horror films. Glowing eyes, far too many teeth... I did my best not to look as I tip-toed across the room.

      Creak.

      The floorboard below me groaned. I stood as still as a statue, listening carefully.

      The TV blared downstairs. It seemed like he hadn't heard...

      I checked his closet. It was packed with neatly folded clothes and baseball equipment but the whole thing smelt like a sweaty old sock. There was no sign of the drone.

      "Where-"

      And then I froze as a long pale face stared up at me from the shadows beneath his bed.
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            A Great Adventure

          

        

      

    

    
      “Who's there?" My words melted as I gazed, terrified, at the glowing face beneath Jamie's bed. Slow, cold sweat broke across my forehead.

      The face continued to stare back.

      I released the breath I'd been holding.

      It was the Grim Reaper mask they'd pranked me with! I pulled it out along with the cloak, drone, controller and Marshall's backpack. I knew it was his because it smelt like moldy cheese and there was a jagged M slashed across it in black Sharpie. The drone was lighter than I'd expected, and I stuffed it all into the bag and headed to my room to change into dark clothes in the hopes of being harder to see at night. Then I grabbed the other backpack with the ghost box, zappers and special glasses. Everything was ready, but as I glanced at the darkness through my curtains, I shivered.

      "No." I shook my head. Now wasn't the time for cowardice.

      I headed down the stairs, taking care to keep the backpacks from scraping against the wall as I avoided each of the stair's noisy spots. A jittery blue glow flashed across the living room carpet and the whole place seemed to rumble as Jamie threw grenades and launched rockets at his online opponents. The side of his face glowed by the light of the TV. He was rapt with attention and gritting his teeth, which usually meant someone had annoyed him in the game and he was on a campaign of revenge.

      It was perfect timing.

      He'd stay focused until he’d gotten the other player back.

      "Hey!" Jamie cried as the speakers rumbled.

      Wilson glanced up at me from the sofa, his ears raised. He was going to give me away!

      I tip-toed to the kitchen, grabbed a couple of leftover sausages from the fridge and placed them on the floor to stop him barking. Wilson skittered over and devoured them as I slipped out the back door. Jamie cursed as I closed it, and I hoped it was at the TV rather than me.

      The night was chilly, and clouds drowned out the moonlight, plunging the woods into darkness. I strapped the drone bag onto my bike's handlebars with a cable and slung the other backpack over my shoulders.

      "I've got this," I whispered as I pedaled. The bike wobbled like crazy, but I brought it under control. I glanced at our house as I cycled past. Golden light spilled from the windows making it look warm and inviting, despite the fact that my idiot brother was now hopping in front of the TV screen and pumping his fist in the air.

      I rode as fast as I could, doing my best to avoid the bumps in the road. The bike jittered all over the place, but I got the hang of it.

      My phone rumbled. I snatched it from my pocket in case it was Mom or Dad.

      It was Emily.

      I shifted my attention from where I was going, to the phone as I tried to thumb the decline call button, but the front wheel hit a pot hole and I pressed accept by accident.

      "Dylan?"

      "Hi-" I almost lost control of the handlebars as the bike splashed through a puddle.

      "I was just thinking," Emily continued, before pausing. "Where are you?"

      I almost lied to her, but a burst of wind shook the trees. It was obvious I was outside and I hated being dishonest anyway, especially to my friends. "I'm going to fix things," I said.

      "How?"

      "I've got an idea. It's probably the worst one in the world ever, but it's a plan."

      "Which is what?" She sounded irritated.

      "I'm going to take Molly's keys to the Prism Prison and release the ghosts."

      "Wow. We were thinking the same thing," Emily paused. "But wait, are you seriously going to the carnival alone, without telling us?"

      "I guess."

      "Why?"

      "Because it's on me, I messed up. This whole thing's my fault."

      "It's not your fault, it's Molly Maloney's fault. Where are you?"

      "On my way to Langley." I hit the brakes as an animal scurried across the lane. It could have been a rat or a rabbit for all I could tell. I took a deep breath and pedaled on.

      "We'll meet you there, by the gate, say in fifteen minutes? Jacob's here and Zach hasn't put on his pajamas or his dressing gown yet, so it won't take us long to get ready. Wait for us, okay?"

      "Yeah, okay." I ended the call. The trees whispered and creaked, but I felt braver knowing my friends were on their way and that I wouldn't be facing Molly alone.

      I flew out from the woods. Langley's lights twinkled along the hillside below me and the thick, heavy, watery darkness of the sound was pitch black behind them. The clouds shifted and pale moonlight lent its silvery glow to the winding track before me. It was the start of a great adventure, at least that's what I told myself. But as I thought of that cold, creepy black trailer, the Prism Prison, waiting for me in the depths of the fairground, I couldn't help shuddering.
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            Plans made by Moonlight

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaves flew from the branches as I cycled down the road toward the fairgrounds. Darkness filled the place and the Ferris wheel was eerie, strange and skeletal with its lights off. The carnival had closed at 9 pm, all the cars were gone, and Langley was like a ghost town, which seemed appropriate.

      I locked my bike to the lamppost outside the old school buildings and was about to search for the others when something hissed behind me. I spun around as Emily hit her brakes and pulled up beside me. Her face was red, and her hair was wild. "You okay?" I asked.

      "Yeah..." She took a breath. "I just...we rushed over here. We wanted to make sure you didn't go into the fairgrounds without us." She gave me a long, serious look. "We're in this together, Dylan. Remember?"

      "Sure. I'm sorry." I shrugged and bit my lips like I always did when I felt bad.

      "What's in the bag?" Jacob asked as he pulled up by the lamppost and kicked his stand down. Zach screeched to a halt beside him.

      "Jamie and Marshall's drone," I said. "I figured I could use it to distract Molly while I steal her keys."

      "Let's get this straight," Zach said as he leaped off his bike and let it clatter to the ground. "You were planning to operate a drone, steal Molly's keys and let all the ghosts out by yourself? Are you an octopus? Are you hiding tentacles under your hoody?"

      "I guess I didn't totally think it through," I admitted.

      "It's not a problem now," Jacob said, "there's four of us. We can make it work." But his face grew grave as he glanced at the fairground. "It looks even creepier with the lights out. I guess Molly and the carnival people have all sacked out so they can leave at dawn."

      "Could be," Zach said. "Or maybe they're waiting for us in the dark."

      "Shut up, Zachary!" Emily said.

      "So are you ready?" I asked, trying not to sound as terrified as I was.

      "Readier than an ever-ready red robin," Zach said, but he didn't look it. "So what's the plan? Apart from being zapped by Molly Maloney and chucked away into the depths of the Prism Prison once she's turned us into ghosts by killing us."

      "That's not helpful," Emily said.

      "Okay, how about this." Jacob pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose. "Dylan, you and Emily take the ghost box to Molly and tell her Ragnhild's inside. Maybe jitter the bag around like she's trying to escape. Once her guard's down, I'll fly the drone in. You got the Reaper outfit too, didn't you?"

      I nodded.

      "Excellent," he continued. "If she really is allergic to ghosts, then it'll totally freak her out, which will buy us time."

      "And what about me?" Zach asked. "You want me to stay out here and guard the bikes?" He sounded hopeful.

      Jacob shook his head. "No, you're going to sneak up and grab her keys while she's distracted."

      "In case you hadn't noticed, she's taller than me, by quite a lot" Zach said. "I don't think I can reach her neck. Not unless Dylan's brought a giraffe I can ride. Did you Dylan? Quick, check his backpack, he seems to have all kinds of weird stuff in there."

      "Improvise," Jacob said, and glanced at each of us in turn. "We only have one shot at releasing those ghosts before she leaves town."

      "And to stop her from filling our houses with Slitherpops," Emily added.

      "Right," Jacob said. "So are you guys ready to do this?"

      "Sure," Zach said, but he was paler than usual in the waxy yellow lamplight. I knew how he felt.

      We walked toward the fairground until Jacob stopped. "We need to split up. Zach, you come with me." He held his hand out for the drone bag. I gave it to him. "We'll creep like ninjas."

      "Copy that," Zach said.

      It sounded good, but as we walked toward the gates, I saw the darkness beyond the heavy archway, and my heart fell. And as we slipped through the gap between the chained bars I barely noticed Zach and Jacob creep away into the shadows. Emily and I were alone. My gaze fixed on the tower in the corner of the grounds; the Helter Skelter.

      I froze. For a second, it looked like someone was standing atop the giant slide, watching us, and then, in the blink of an eye, they were gone.
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      Shadows shifted through the gloom. I saw them from the corner of my eye, ducking behind fairground rides, looming by the wooden huts in the center of the grounds. They vanished as I glanced toward them, but one wobbled between two rides on a unicycle, his grin grey and toothy. A second later he was gone. "Can you see them?" I whispered to Emily.

      "Yep. Even though they're trying to hide. It's creepy." She sounded as scared as I was. And then, with a giant whooshing sound, the lights came on everywhere, flooding us in their blinding multicolored glow. I threw my hand up to shade my eyes and flinched as the music from the rides started. It was slow and warped at first, which made it even more terrifying.

      "It's them kids!" a gruff voice growled.

      I peered through the crack between my fingers as the Strong Man lumbered toward us. He had a metal pole slung over his broad shoulders.

      "We came to see Molly Maloney," Emily said. "About the ghost."

      "You shouldn't have sneaked in like that," the Bearded Lady said as she appeared beside us. "We thought you were trespassers. We don't take kindly to intruders." She nodded to the Strong Man. "Fred was about to give you a nice surprise."

      "That I was." Fred gave us a grim look and flexed the hand that wasn't holding the pole, as if he was itching to strangle something. He caught me looking and shoved his hand into his grubby pocket.

      "Where are the others?" The Bearded Lady asked, gazing around.

      "Others?" I knew she meant Zach and Jacob, but I didn't want to let on. Was this a game? Had they seen them sneaking into the fairground with us? Had they been watching all along?

      "Those boys you're always with. Where are they?" the Bearded Lady demanded.

      "They're... asleep," Emily said. "It's late you know." It sounded awkward, but I couldn't have answered any better.

      "Sleeping are they?" the Bearded Lady asked. "But you're not."

      "No," I agreed. "We came to hand in the ghost Molly asked for. We caught her earlier." I shuffled the backpack and held the straps like I was trying to contain whatever was inside.

      The Bearded Lady extended her hand. "Hand it over. I'll make sure Molly gets it."

      "No," I said. "We'll give it to her ourselves. That's the deal."

      "Is it now?" the Bearded Lady asked. She reached out and seized the tip of her bushy brown mustache. "Is it now indeed?" She studied us as if reaching a decision. The Strong Man did the same, but I didn't look at him. I didn't need to, I could feel his eyes glaring at me.

      "Right," the Bearded Lady said finally, "follow me. Let's get this over and done with. Some of us have to be up at the crack of dawn, so we do."

      The Strong Man thundered off and we followed the Bearded Lady across the lot. The whole fairground glowed with light, making the world beyond it a thick black canvas. People crouched by the rides. Maybe they were dismantling them so they were ready to leave the next day, at least that's what I told myself. Better that than the alternative, which was that they were waiting to spring out at us.

      As we passed the Haunted House, the tall, topsy-turvy door creaked, and I heard a long dry moan, like someone letting out their final breath. I jumped as the door thunked with a heavy boom!

      We followed the Bearded Lady down the gap between the rides toward the back of the fair where the trailers were hidden away.

      Lights glowed in a few caravans and mobile homes, but most were dark, as if their occupants had gone to sleep. I wished I had. Wished it was all some kind of crazy dream, but it wasn't.

      I shivered as a cool breeze swept between the Haunted House and the House of Mirrors behind us.

      A portable streetlight hooked up to a rattling generator threw a flickering, sickly glow over us and turned the Bearded Lady's face waxy and grim. She leered at me, so I glanced away and watched the bugs dancing around the bright bulb.

      "Look," Emily whispered. I followed her gaze to the Prism Prison which shone with a spooky blue light and jittered on its wheels. The pipe was still connected to the Haunted House, so I hoped the ghosts were all inside the Prism, instead of lurking in the Haunted House. It would be much easier to free them that way, and it meant we wouldn't have to set foot in that terrifying place again...

      "There they are!"

      Molly Maloney stepped out from between the trailers, just like she had the first time we'd met. Her movements still reminded me of an overgrown Daddy Long Legs dressed in black and white.

      "Well, two of them at least." She grinned, her teeth yellow in the flickering light. There was no warmth in her smile. "Where's Jacob and Zach?"

      "Sleeping," I said, repeating what Emily had said before, just in case anyone compared notes. I glanced around but the Bearded Lady had left. It was just us, Molly Maloney, and the night pressing in.

      Molly's eyes leaped to the bag strapped to my back. She sounded nervous as she said, "You got the witch then, did you?"

      "Yeah..." My voice cracked. I shifted the bag, so it looked heavy and full, but all of a sudden it felt as light as air.

      Molly watched closely. Her face was unreadable and expressionless. For a moment it seemed like she was reading my thoughts... Then she gave a short nod and righted the tiny black and white hat on her head. "Good, good, good. Now," she said, "let's get this dark business concluded."
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      “Well, well," Molly said, eyeing the backpack, "she's in there is she?"

      I nodded. A nod seemed like less of a lie than speaking, even though that wasn't really true.

      "Good. This way." Molly led us to a picnic table. On one side was a deck of cards, and in the middle was a half hollowed coconut shell. She swept it aside. "Put the bag down."

      "Sure." I glanced around. The campground was pitch black beyond the flickering street lamp. Where were Zach and Jacob? And more importantly, where was the drone?

      Emily met my eye and looked as worried as I was.

      "Your hands are incredibly slow removing that ghost-laden backpack, Dylan," Molly said as I pretended to get my fingers stuck beneath the straps.

      I barely heard her. I was too busy worrying about what would happen if they caught Jacob and Zach. Both for them and for us...

      "Unless," Molly went on, "you're lying and there's nothing in the bag." I hoped my red face didn't show in the gloom.

      Molly's long fingers were like long hooked daggers as they tapped on the picnic table. "Are you stalling?" she asked as I continued to slip off the backpack. She glanced around. "And where are the others-"

      Bzzzzzzz!

      The din came from above us, like a giant wasp circling our heads as the Grim Reaper swept down through the night.

      Molly screamed as it flew right at her. "No!" she cried "Leave me be!" She ducked away and it shot past, crashing right into the side of the Haunted House with an almighty clang.

      Jacob had been right when he'd said he couldn't even fly a paper plane. The Grim Reaper half turned and buzzed toward Molly, before spinning and slamming into the wall again like a moth trying to get through a bright window at night.

      "What's that buzzing? Molly cocked her head and glanced from the Grim Reaper to us. Slowly, realization dawned on her face.

      A giant shambled from the darkness behind her, at least that was how it looked. But then I saw it was Zach, only he'd grown five feet taller!

      It took a moment before I realized he was walking on stilts. As they thudded along the ground, Molly heard them too and swung around but Zach shot past, reached down and pulled the chain with her keys from her neck. Zach clomped on and tried to turn, but it was too late...

      Wham!

      Zach thumped into the side of the Haunted House right next to the Reaper.

      "How dare you!" Molly cried. She seized the coconut shell from the table and threw it. It shot ahead, struck one of Zach's stilts and sent him crashing to the grass with an almighty thump.

      Molly ran at him, but before she could reach Zach, he threw the keys over her head. They gleamed on the chain as they sailed through the air. Emily leaped up and caught them.

      "Give them back!" Molly growled like a feral dog as she ran from Zach to Emily. She'd almost reached her when Emily threw the keys.

      I tried to snatch them from the air, but they went high, and then I saw she hadn't been aiming for me as Jacob leaped from the murk and caught them square. His silver glasses flashed in the light as he assessed the scene.

      We spread out in a circle, with Molly in the center. "Listen-" Emily began.

      "No, you listen. All of you!" Molly screamed. Her long, bared teeth made her look like a coyote. "And listen carefully. Give me those keys now, before I destroy you!" She jabbed the air with her finger and leaped at Jacob, who threw the keys to me. I caught them one handed.

      I was so fixated on Molly Maloney stomping toward me, I barely saw the figures emerging from the shadows. The carnival people... they were spreading out in a circle, slowly cutting off our exits, although they didn't seem particularly determined. I remembered the way they'd been so bored and miserable every time we'd seen them. I guessed that they didn't like Molly Maloney any more than we did.

      "What are you waiting for?" Molly's screech made several of them flinch. Me as well. "Seize those scrawny kids, so I can finish them off!"

      "Finish them off?" the Bearded Lady asked as she inched toward me.

      "Yes, finish them off. They'll become features in my newest attraction." Molly glanced at each of us in turn. "It's time I start making my own ghosts, that way you all can spend the rest of your miserable existence in my Prism Prison." It was exactly what Zach had predicted.

      My blood ran cold. I considered running for it, but the carnival people closed in fast, their faces shifting devilishly in the flickering waxy light.
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      I ran before the Bearded Lady could grab me and raced down the gap beside the Haunted House and the House of Mirrors. The carnival people took off down the alleyway after me and I glimpsed Jacob and the others stuck within the surging mob.

      "Come back!" Molly cried as she lurched through her stampeding staff, her eyes locked on the keys in my fist.

      I had to get away. If I could lead the group into the fairgrounds, Emily, Zach and Jacob might be able to make a break for it. Then I'd double-back and try and open the Prism Prison...

      But as I neared the end of the gap, I saw more carnies hurtling through the fairground toward us. The Strong Man led them, his barbell clenched in his hands like a baseball bat. He pointed it at me, his lobster-red face creased with fury.

      I was caught between the mob behind me, and the one ahead.

      There was only one way to escape...

      The Haunted House. The entrance loomed beside me, those wonky doors seeming taller than ever in the darkness as the surrounding gravestones jutted up from the ground like brittle teeth.

      "I can't do it." I slowed, letting the others catch up. It was time to quit running. I'd hand over the keys, plead for mercy, and...

      Thundering feet approached from all sides.

      "Run, Dylan!" Emily called from the crowd. I barely heard her plea as I gazed at the Haunted House and a fresh wave of terror jolted through me.

      "Go!" Jacob shouted.

      I glanced up as a shadow fell over the moonlit grass. The Strong Man was almost upon me.

      Crippling fear turned my limbs to jelly, but I shook my head. It was fear that had gotten me into this mess in the first place. "No," I whispered, "I won't give in."

      Before I could think, I ran along the ramp leading to the entrance.

      "Boy!" Molly Maloney's voice echoed like thunder as she broke through the crowd. I caught a glimpse of Zach behind her. He'd lost his stilts and seemed smaller than ever. "Give me back my keys!" Molly growled.

      "Okay," I said, "but you have to let my friends go first."

      "Fine." She turned to her staff. "Release the brats."

      "And, not just them..." I added, "the ghosts too."

      Molly Maloney laughed. "The ghosts? Over my dead body!"

      My hands rose toward the Haunted House doors and pushed them open.

      "What do you hope to achieve from going in there?" Molly asked as she took a slow, casual step toward me.

      "I'll hide the keys!" I said. "You'll never find them."

      Molly pointed at me. "All I'll need to do is find you. Because by the time I get through with you, you'll tell me where they are, believe me." She glanced at the Haunted House with a toothy, sadistic smile. "Still, if your heart's set on going inside, so be it." She turned to the Strong Man. "Power up the haunt! We'll make sure the boy has one last chill before his punishment begins." Her eyes glinted as she stared back at me and the ghostly whine of carnival music started up. "Run, Dylan. Run as fast as you can!"

      My heart thumped so hard I barely heard Molly's threats as I staggered into the icy gloom.
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      The creepy guy who'd been standing by the door, handing out zappers before, wasn't there now and the chamber ahead was darker.

      Clunk.

      Suddenly the chandelier lit up, its tiny ghost fishes swimming through the crystal maze, throwing their glow over the small room and the coffin-shaped door in the corner. The shadows dancing across the floor made me feel seasick, but as the clop of Molly's shoes grew louder on the ramp outside, I ran.

      The coffin door groaned open and before I knew it I was halfway down the narrow passageway.

      The floor whirred. I raced down, clutching the rails as the moving track began to take me backwards. I ran harder, putting everything I had into it. It felt like I was running in place, but slowly I inched along the corridor as crazy neon faces appeared on the dark walls.

      Thud!

      I turned to find Molly Maloney looming in the doorway behind me, a savage smile lighting her face. She didn't look pretty anymore. She looked monstrous.

      "There you are!" She cackled as she stood in the spot where the first ghost we'd seen on the ride had appeared. But there were no phantoms now, just her. "You haven't gotten very far have you?" Molly called as I continued to run.

      "Why don't you come and get me?" I called back. "See how easy it is when it's your turn." There was no way she could catch me, not in those high heels.

      "I don't need to come and get you. You're going to come to me." She snapped her fingers, and suddenly the floor sped up, taking me hurtling back at twice the speed. I clutched the rails and swung myself up so I had a foot resting on each one like a gymnast on the parallel bars. It helped for a moment until a buzz ran through the rails, making my legs feel cold and tingly.

      Molly laughed, and the sound of her mockery was enough to give me the strength to stand. I made my way down the rails, my arms held out for balance as the moving floor rattled along below me.

      "How clever you are!" Molly called. Then she spoke into a small handheld radio but I couldn't hear what she said.

      I reached the end of the bars and jumped to the small square of carpet before the two doors. Choosing which one to go through was a no brainer. I shoved the door marked:

      'To Unpleasantville'

      It didn't move an inch. I pushed again, as the moving floor slowed to a crawl and the clack of Molly's footsteps grew even louder.

      I gazed at the other door.

      'The Nightmare Dungeon'

      It was ajar...

      "Are you sure you want to go in there, Dylan?" Molly called as she approached. "Wouldn't you rather hand over my keys and be done with this house of horrors? For now at least." Her face glowed with sickly green neon light and she walked toward me, like she had all the time in the world.

      She was turning it into a game. My terror amused her.

      I stumbled through the door of the Nightmare Dungeon and it slammed behind me with an echoing clunk. The room, or wherever I was, was pitch black.

      A low moan drifted up from beside me and it was all I could do to swallow my scream.

      Slow, pained groans filled the darkness, and a distant bell chimed. Fake burning torches burst to light on fake stone walls. I was in a hall-like chamber with caged cells lining the walls, their inhabitants skeletons with rictus grins flickering in the eerie glow.

      Behind me came the muffled sound of Molly's shoes. She was almost at the door...

      I ran down a corridor. Jail cells loomed. Waxwork prisoners sat hunched inside; wretched men and women chained to the floor and walls, their still, lumpen faces staring out at me. A few cells were empty and I was sure they'd usually be filled with ghosts, but...

      The ghosts! Where were they?

      I recalled the pipe joining the Prism Prison to the Haunted House. Molly must have ordered them to shut out the ghosts because she was allergic to them... which meant the last thing she'd want would be them running loose in the Haunted House while she was inside it!

      I toyed with the keys clenched in my fist. What if I filled the place with ghosts? I shuddered. It was a terrifying idea, but what else could I do to stop her? I jumped as a door crashed open.

      "Dylan!" Molly's singsong voice echoed along the cells behind me. "You know, it's funny that you've come to the Nightmare Dungeon because this is exactly where you and your friends are going to spend the rest of your lives. In the deepest, dankest, darkest cell there is!"

      I turned a corner and froze.

      A man stood right in front of me. He was huge and bare chested, with a long black executioner's hood pulled down over his face and a giant ax glowing in his meaty hands.

      At first I was sure it was the Strong Man, but as I crept closer, I saw he was just another waxwork figure.

      I slipped past him, half expecting him to lunge, but he didn't.

      Molly's shoes continued clacking behind me and she began humming a demented sounding song. The chamber ahead was full of slabs draped in white shrouds with what might have been bodies under them. "It's just a haunted house," I muttered. Then the bottles lining the shelves on the walls shimmered and began to glow with bright green and blue light, making everything even more ominous. A faded neon sign crackled to life, illuminating train tracks at the end of the room. It read:

      "Bring out your dead!"

      It had to be for the same train cars we'd ridden in before. If I managed to grab a carriage before Molly got there, I could get away...

      ... right to where her mob was waiting.

      "Come to me, my little lamb!" Molly called, her footsteps loud on the fake flagstone floor.

      I ran to the train tracks as they fizzled, crackled and spat. A carriage was coming!

      It thudded through a hidden door and came to a juddering halt before me.

      I climbed on, grabbed the bar as it swooped down and gripped it for dear life.

      Molly's shadow fell across the floor. I turned back. Her face was lit green and blue in the light of the glowing bottles and her earlier humor had gone. She scowled and pulled the handheld radio from her jacket and clamped it to her ear. "Stop the trains!" She barked.

      But the only answer she received was a burst of static, and then the train lurched forward, carrying me off into darkness.
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      I gripped the metal bar as the cart rattled and clattered through what felt like endless darkness. I pictured the journey ahead in my mind. The first stop: the spooky train platform with the barred doors and prisoners. The second: the weird Victorian London scene and the creepy ghost of the newspaper boy. The third: Dracula's castle...

      My mind froze on the ending... that hideous, giant spider.

      I shuddered until a thought nagged at me, pulling me back and drowning out my terror. Just before the spider at the end had been a room... I recalled the smell of oil and grease, and the woman working behind the scenes surrounded by steam.

      The control room.

      Was she the one letting the ghosts in? Because if she was controlling them from inside that room, and letting them in and out... so could I.

      Something scraped in the darkness behind me. I turned to find Molly sitting in a cart, her face lit by the phone clamped against her ear. She kept pulling it away and jabbing the screen with her finger. Maybe it wasn't working, just like her radio hadn't. I checked my phone. Yep, no signal.

      Boom!

      My heart pounded as the cart shot through the doors, taking me into the fake train station. The faces on the Wanted posters seemed to stare at me with fresh hatred as the train slowed.

      The platform was deserted, but somehow that made it even spookier. I couldn't hear the ghosts who'd lurked behind the darkened doors on the far wall, but something made a slow, scraping shuffling sound.

      "Who's there?" I tried to sound brave, but my voice wobbled like a paper plate filled with gelatin.

      Footsteps echoed out. Was Molly Maloney, running through the tunnel?

      Seconds later, she appeared on the tracks, her face pale and terrible in the gloom. "Give me my keys you little-" She slipped and fell hard, and when she climbed back up she was covered with soot. She'd lost her hat, but she didn't notice as she staggered toward me. "You'll pay for this, Dylan Wylde. Oh, how you'll pay!"

      I fought with the bar, but it was locked tight.

      Her hands were almost on the cart when the rails rumbled. Molly cried out, jumped off the tracks and clambered up onto the station platform, but before she could reach me my cart shook and rumbled, taking me racing away. She watched, grinning as her cart burst through the doors behind me but as she leaped in it, it slowed to a stop.

      The last I saw of her, as my cart broke through the next set of doors, was her stare as she gripped the bar like it was my throat.

      I decided I'd better jump out at the next stop and run as fast as possible, even though her mob would be waiting for me outside. But it wouldn't matter if the ghosts were already free. Once they were out the Prism Prison, she couldn't threaten to haunt us with them any longer.

      Except for the slug line, as Molly had called it, the barrier keeping the phantoms confined to the Haunted House when they weren't locked up in the Prism Prison.

      The train slowed and stopped before the painted Victorian London scene. I pushed on the bar, but it held firm. I threw my weight behind it. The bar shook and gave way a little, but then tightened even harder.

      Molly's voice echoed from the tunnel. Was she running after me, or riding along in her cart, knowing I'd be grabbed at the end of the ride?

      Thud!

      I spun back to the painted scene. The ghost of the newsboy hadn't appeared, but something had made that noise...

      The cart rumbled forward, taking me back into the darkness. It was moving faster now. The whole thing was wobbling from side to side. I glanced back as Molly's cart rattled right past the painted scenery without stopping. Her eyes were fixed on mine, and her smile was filled with malice.

      Whoosh!

      The cart zipped past Dracula's scene with sparks flying up from the rails. I couldn't tell if they were real or fake. "Stop!" I cried as the cart whipped around a dark bend and plunged down a slope.

      The web ahead glinted, lit by spooky green light and a single black leg descended before withdrawing back to the shadows.

      It was just a prop... at least that's what I told myself as I fought to push the bar up.

      And then the cart came to a stop, pitching me forward in my seat.

      I glanced back. Molly's cart had stopped too.

      As I tried to shift the bar, a dull thudding sound pattered behind me. It took me a moment to realize what it was. Molly, running bare foot, racing along the tunnel toward me!

      I shoved at the bar. Beads of sweat broke on my forehead as I wrenched at it. "Come on!"

      The sound of Molly's footsteps sped up as if my terror had given her a fresh burst of energy.

      "Move!" I shouted.

      I pushed the bar with all my might. It shifted and rose up in a gliding mechanical swing. I clambered up on the seat and glanced around. The platform beside me was almost hidden completely by the gloom.

      My heart was in my throat, I leaped, landing awkwardly. My momentum took me rushing forward and I collided with a wooden wall.

      "I'm coming for you, boy!" Molly's voice was loud and close.

      I inched along the platform, my hands brushing the wall. Where was the control room? It was like it had vanished.

      The glowing web drew closer as I stepped carefully through the darkness and I could still see the tip of the spider's black leg. Emily was wrong, it didn't look like a prop at all!

      I ran my hands along the wall, searching for the doorway, but the wall seemed to stretch on forever...

      It sounded like Molly was seconds away.

      My hands trembled as I grabbed my phone and jabbed at it, trying to get the flashlight on. It shone brightly in the gloom, and there, ahead, was the opening! I ran toward it, the light dancing on the wooden walls as I raced for the door.

      I seized the handle.

      Locked.

      "Come out, come out wherever you are!" Molly called as the tunnel doors slammed open behind me.
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      The keys jangled madly as I tried to seize one and slide it into the door lock. The first one didn't fit, but the second did.

      I turned it, yanked the handle and threw the door open.

      Ahead was a bank of controls filled with levers, buttons, blinking lights and small glass monitors...

      I glanced around, my blood pounding in my head as I listened for Molly.

      "Where have you gone?" she growled. She must have reached the empty cart.

      "Where is it!" I whispered as I searched through the controls again, checking for something that would...

      There!

      The large brass dial had a crumbled label taped to one side that read: 'Ghosts.'

      I tried to turn the dial, but it was locked tight. And then I saw the tiny keyhole beside it.

      "Get out of that room!" Molly's voice swept at me like a tornado. She knew where I was... she knew what I was doing.

      I heard the creak of her bones as she pulled herself up onto the platform outside the short corridor.

      My fingers shook as I tried one key, then the next. Finally, I got the right one and twisted it hard. I seized the dial and spun it open. The needle on the gauge beside it waved madly. The whole control bank rumbled and hissed as the valve opened and a deep groaning din came from the floor, walls and ceiling.

      Before I could figure out what to do, the door behind me exploded open, and I turned to find Molly Maloney staring down at me, her face a mask of fury.

      "Shut it off!" She jabbed her finger at the dial. "Now!"

      I pulled the key out of the lock. My fingers shook and my whole body felt like it was as light as air. As Molly pounced toward me, I threw the keys in a high arc, ran forward, fell to my knees and skidded past her. Before she could turn, I reached out and snatched the keys before they hit the floor. I'd never moved so quick.

      Molly seized the valve and jerked at it, but it wouldn't budge.

      She spun toward me and it seemed she was about to say something, but she cocked her head as the pipes rumbled again.

      Bright green, blue and mauve lights glowed as they raced through the pipes over our heads, lighting the darkness. It was beautiful and terrifying.

      It was the ghosts...

      "No!" Molly raced toward me.

      I was so scared my feet were rooted to the ground, but she wasn't coming for me, she was trying to escape. She ran down the dark platform to the doors past the giant spider web. I ran too.

      A low moan came from the tunnel behind and as Molly turned to glance back, she slipped. Her hands flailed in the air as she fell, landing smack bang in the center of the web.

      She screamed, but she didn't seem to be concerned with the spider descending toward her in twitchy steps. She reached up and snapped its leg off, stabbing it around and trying to dig her way free of the web as she stared madly at the tunnel we'd just come from.

      I pulled on my ghost-spotting glasses as the first of the phantoms emerged from the dark railway tunnel. It was the prisoner who'd chased me on the train station platform when we'd first entered the Haunted House. He grinned, but there was no humor in his steely eyes as they fixed on Molly.

      More ghosts appeared behind him, their glowing bodies filling the passage with pulsing shades of blue and green. They looked furious and triumphant as they gazed at their captor, Molly Maloney. She swung the spider leg in frustration and pried at the web. Clumps and strands came away in her fist, but she was still stuck firm.

      "Help me, Dylan!" She screamed. "I'll pay you. A thousand dollars. It's yours, I swear it!"

      I nodded to the ghosts. "You haven't shown them any mercy," I said. "And what about me, my friends and our families? You swore you'd fill our houses with ghosts and ruin our lives."

      "I know, I know!" Tears streamed down Molly's face, but I was certain they were only for herself. "I'm sorry!"

      The glow from the phantoms drew closer as they glided toward us. They'd be upon her in moments.

      She was an evil, despicable creature for sure, but enough was enough. I couldn't bear to see her distress any longer. "If I let you out, the ghosts have to be freed too," I said. "And you'll need to remove the slug line."

      "Are you crazy?" Molly cried, burying herself deeper in the web. "They'll be loose!"

      "No, they'll be free."

      The ghosts stood before us, watching in silence. The prisoner’s face was creased with fury and he looked like he was ready to attack Molly, but the others held him back.

      I walked toward the doors leading to the fairgrounds. "I'll just leave you to think about it," I called.

      "No! Don't go!" Molly gave me a weak, desperate smile. "I'll do it. Hand me my radio, it's in my pocket. Quick!"

      I shuddered as I reached through the webbing, pulled the handheld radio out, and pressed the button on the side. There was a squawk, squeal, and a whine of feedback. Someone spoke, and it sounded like the Strong Man. "Molly?"

      "Yes!" she called, her eyes glistening with fresh tears.

      "Have you got him?"

      "No." Her watery gaze fell on me. "He got me. Listen, you need to power down the slug line."

      "What? Why?"

      "Just do it, Fred. And do it now!"

      The glow of the ghosts drew so close that Molly's face shone.

      Moments later a heavy rumble rang out and the bright golden light at the end of the ride crackled and faded like embers in a hearth.

      The ghosts crept closer.

      I reached into the web, grabbed Molly's arm and pulled. Slowly, but surely, she broke free.

      The ghosts gazed past us to the doors leading to the fairground, and then to Molly like they couldn't decide if they wanted revenge or freedom.

      "Go!" I called, hoping they'd listen to me.

      They swept by in a spooky, glowing tide but Molly ran ahead of them, her long legs sprinting through the gloom. She glanced back one final time and shot me a look of utter hatred as she wrenched the doors open onto the fairground's twinkling lights.

      The ghosts glided along, following the track and passing right through the cart and spider web. I ran too and shivered in the icy spectral air surrounding them.

      "Dylan!" Emily shouted. She waved as Molly fled past her, parting the mob of carnival people. Jacob and Zach stood gaping as I blundered toward them, surrounded by glowing phantoms.

      The ghosts slowed around me as they hovered among the living and I wondered how long they'd been locked away. How long it had been since they'd seen the stars or the world beyond the Prism Prison and Haunted House?

      "There!" The ghostly prisoner pointed at Molly as she flew down the avenue between the Haunted House and the House of Mirrors. "Come back here!" he cried as he swept through the crowd with several of the phantoms following him.

      "Thank you," someone said.

      I turned to find Nettie Hallawhumpa, the ghost of Lone Lake, behind me. "Sure, you're welcome." I replied. I was disoriented. Everything felt dreamlike.

      "Good job, Dylan," Zach said as he wandered over. "I probably couldn't have done it any better myself."

      "Me neither," Jacob pushed his glasses up his nose as he gazed at the ghosts.

      Suddenly, the sound of a growling engine filled the night. Two golden headlights cut through the darkness as Molly's car raced through the fairgrounds. She shot by us and swerved around the midway booths and rides with a long glowing line of ghosts chasing her. It seemed they weren't done with her yet.

      I hoped she'd keep going until Whidbey Island was far behind her.

      "She won't be back," the Strong Man said to his companions.

      "We're free!" the Bearded Lady cried. She ran her fingers through her tangled beard and gave me a big toothy grin. "Thanks! And..." her smile faded. "I'm sorry we were so mean. We didn't want to be. Molly was constantly threatening us. And if we messed up, she’d lock us up in that Haunted House overnight.”

      "I understand," I said. They'd pretty much been Molly's prisoners just as much as the ghosts.

      "So, now what?" asked the man who'd handed us the zappers when we'd first visited the Haunted House.

      "You should pack up and leave," Zach said. It didn't sound like he'd forgiven them, even though it hadn't really been their fault.

      "After you destroy that Prism Prison," Nettie Hallawhumpa added, before turning to speak with Emily. I couldn't hear what they were saying.

      "Yep," Zach said, with a long sigh. "Do that and we won't be forced to take further action against you." He glanced up at the Strong Man towering over him. "We're members of an ancient, secret society," Zach continued. "Believe me, you don't want to mess with us."

      The Strong Man grinned and gave a slow nod. "That we don't." He turned to the others. "Come on ladies and gents, let's get this show on the road."

      "Where are we going now?" the Bearded Lady asked.

      "Wherever we please," the Strong Man answered.

      I wandered off to get some air. Zach and Jacob followed me and we sat on the grass, waiting for Emily. Nettie gave us a curious look, before drifting away into the night. "What was that about?" I asked.

      Emily shrugged. "Nothing."

      "Is she going back to the lake?" Jacob asked.

      "Yep, once she's finished her errand." Emily started back across the fairgrounds. "Come on, we should go home before Violet realizes we're not there."

      We walked back to the gates as, slowly and carefully, the carnival people began dismantling the rides.
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      Birds wheeled in the deep blue sky as I made my way home from Zach and Emily's house. It had been nice waking up on their sofa and having breakfast with everyone in the Tower Of Eternal Secrets. Zach had reenacted the events of the night before, exaggerating of course. My favorite part was when he described how he'd stood at least twelve feet high on his stilts and fought the monstrous Molly. Maloney, wrenching the keys from her like King Arthur freeing Excalibur from its stone.

      We all laughed. He'd managed to spin up a great tall tale, even though the real story was far more interesting.

      I cycled up the hill toward home, wondering if the fairgrounds were empty now, if the carnival had left town, and if the ghosts had returned to wherever they belonged. I hoped so, but if they stepped out of line we still had the ghost-spotting glasses and the box to capture them in. I smiled, but as I entered the woods and saw our house through the trees, my mood soured.

      Had Jamie posted the video yet? Probably. "At least I got to be a hero for a few hours," I muttered, "before becoming the whole town's laughing stock."

      I was almost home when a shriek burst from Jamie's bedroom window. "Please!" he cried. "No!"

      I watched, amazed, as a line of his prized model racing cars floated out his window on thin air!

      Jamie appeared, his face red and flustered as he grabbed at the cars but they flew out of his reach. And then his ears wobbled back and forth, like he was trying to take off.

      The cars made a quick u-turn and zipped back into his room, speeding through the air like they were on a race track. Jamie thumped his head on the sill as he pulled it back through the window to follow them.

      I threw my bike down on the lawn and ran inside. Mom and Dad seemed to be out, so hopefully there was time for me to deal with whatever was going on before they got home. I had a feeling it involved me, somehow.

      Had Molly Maloney managed to find my house and fill it with Slitherpops after all? It was possible. Anything was possible. I pulled on my ghost-spotting glasses, made sure the zapper was still tucked in below my hoody, and bounded up the stairs two at a time.

      "I'll do it!" Jamie cried from his room. "I promise!"

      Wilson stood outside the door staring inside, his ears high and alert, his tail bushy. He looked concerned, but not worried enough to go into Jamie's bedroom.

      I pushed past him in time to see Nettie Hallawhumpa perched on Jamie's windowsill, preparing to jump. Jamie's cars and model planes hung in the air around him and as I met Nettie's eyes, she winked and they fell to his feet. Then she leaped out and vanished.

      "Bro!" Jamie cried, as he glanced from his cars to me. I wrenched off the ghost-spotting glasses, but if he'd seen them he didn't show any sign of it. "Bro!" he said again.

      "What happened?" I asked, like I didn't know.

      "Wait! Stay there!" Jamie dove under his bed and pulled out a dirty sock. He fished around inside it, retrieved a flash drive and held it out to me. I'd never seen his hands shake so badly. "Take it!"

      "What is it?"

      "The video we took with the drone." He nodded to his laptop, which was open on his bed. The streaming site he'd uploaded it to was on the screen and I could see the title "Whidbey's Biggest Loser" but the rectangle where the video had been was black now. "I took it down. Deleted it just like she told me to."

      "Like who told you to?"

      "The ghost. There was..." Jamie glanced about his room and lowered his voice. "There was a ghost. She was just here, I swear it." He pointed at Wilson. "He saw it. Didn't you, boy?"

      "Ghosts? Yeah, right!" I shook my head. "Good thing you have a witness, Jamie, let me know if he starts talking."

      "No, really!" Jamie seized my hoody. "I'm not making it up! I promise. She told me I had to delete the video and hand over any copies I had..." He paused and gave me a slow, appraising look. "Did you send her? Are you some kind of Ghost Master now?"

      "Don't be ridiculous, I didn't send a ghost after you." It was true. I hadn't, but now I had some idea about what Emily had said to Nettie last night.

      "Well she was here," Jamie let go of me and pointed to the open window. "Right there. You believe me, right?"

      I almost said no but decided to cut him some slack because he was going pale and I needed him to calm down before our parents got home. "I suppose."

      "Good! Good!" Jamie peered at me for a moment and his brow furrowed. "Listen,” he said, looking as if his mouth contained a shot of poison. "I'm sorry about the drone..." He glanced at Marshall's bag, laying on the floor where I'd dropped it. "You took it?" A note of anger crept into his voice but then he peered around the room as if Nettie might still be there, and his expression softened.

      "I just borrowed it," I said, "and I brought it back. Is that okay?"

      Jamie stared me in the eye but as a breeze came through his window and the corner of one of his posters drooped down, he flinched. "No problem, Dylan. No problem at all!"

      "Glad to hear it." I smiled as I turned and left. I was free, and it felt so good.
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        * * *

      

      That night, as I walked Wilson through the woods, the wind rattled the trees. The place was still spooky, but I wasn't too afraid. The Society of the Owl and the Wolf had fought off another threat, and I was still buzzing from it, at least until a pair of high beams lit up the dirt road and I spotted Mrs. Chimes in her car.

      She didn't see me standing by the track with Wilson, or if she did, she paid us no mind. But as she drove past, and I saw her face, I shivered. She really was the spitting image of Ragnhild, the ghost witch who was still out there, prowling in the trees around that ruined house.

      It was unfinished business.

      The wind rustled the trees again, and a strange sound rose up from the bushes behind me. It almost sounded like whispering. I walked straight back home, but I didn't run, even though I wanted to.

      I was braver than I'd been before. Kind of. But I froze as something zipped through the sky over the trees, catching my eye.

      A shooting star?

      I closed my eyes and made a quick wish, and then wished I'd wished for more wishes, but it was too late. And as I opened my eyes again, the star flashed back in the opposite direction and raced away faster than I could blink.
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        * * *

      

      Are you looking for another spooky tale? Dive into the magical world of Krampus and The Thief of Christmas

      

      Discover new Eldritch Black stories & news by visiting my Facebook page
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      The man in the long red robe stood by the window as storm clouds rose from the south and a shadow fell across the land. He watched as the gathering darkness swallowed the crescent moon and extinguished the twinkling star. "It will be tonight then," he said. Black silhouettes dashed across the distant snowy landscape, like letters inked upon paper. They vanished beneath the city gates, then reappeared as they wound through the empty streets.

      His spirits dropped and the room grew cold, despite the roaring fire blazing in the hearth. He jumped as someone rapped upon the door.

      Eldos Stark, his faithful elven servant entered, a flicker of disgust upon his usually stony face. "You have visitors, m'lord."

      "Show them in."

      "Are you certain?" Stark raised a coppery eyebrow. "They're trolls."

      "Trolls or not, please show them in." For nothing will stop them from entering, if that is their will.

      Three grizzly wizened figures pushed past Stark, their dark garb leeching the color from the elf's bright green and red livery. Stark turned on his heels and retired to his quarters.

      "Good eventide old Father Christmas," one of the trolls said, his black eyes narrowing below his wild, bushy eyebrows. He ran a grimy finger through his long beard and a slow, unpleasant sneer creased his face. "The master awaits you upon the hill near the border."

      "Very well. I'll make my way there."

      The trolls continued to stare in silence.

      "Fine," Father Christmas said. "I'll travel with you, if that is your will."

      The trolls gave a sharp nod and turned. Their long pointed shoes clacked and thumped down the stone steps as he followed.

      A mighty black sled harnessed with a team of six wolves waited just outside the palace door. Their fur was the color of charcoal and sleet, their eyes flashes of green. Father Christmas climbed aboard and wedged himself on the seat beside two of the trolls. The third sat cross legged upon a pile of furs and seized the reins.

      They travelled in silence through the city and out the gate, crossing the snowy wastes toward the great forest.

      Father Christmas shivered as they passed beneath the trees. The lands had never looked so dark or so fearsome as they did upon this freezing, bitter night.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The wolves raced across the frozen lake and up the tall snowy hill that stood on the border between the land of Christmas and the black lands beyond. A giant pine tree rose from the crest and he saw Krampus leaning back against its trunk. He wore a long sleek black coat and his bright yellow-orange eyes gleamed below the dark silhouette of his horns. Krampus gave Father Christmas a fox-like grin. "You missed our last meeting." His voice was low yet gruff. "And the one before that."

      "I was preoccupied."

      Krampus nodded. "I see you've been living the good life. You've certainly grown in width since we last met. But your tailor has done a wonderful job of tucking most of it away." Krampus stroked the tip of his long goatee beard. "So you built your machine then."

      "Indeed. It's been bliss. My elves and I only have to put in a few nights worth of work now. When I think back on how we used to toil away for months on end….  Well, let’s just say, we've come to appreciate the same extended break you yourself enjoy for the better part of the year."

      Krampus's smile widened, revealing his long, curved teeth. "Does it still irk you that my role only requires a performance on one evening of the year? I'd work every single night if it were up to me. Because unlike you, I relish my responsibilities."

      "If only we could have swapped places," Father Christmas said.

      "Quite. I'd sell my ancestor's teeth for the reputation you enjoy. Hardly a soul knows who I am, and those who do are terrified. I'm as reviled as you are loved."

      Father Christmas gave a short, bitter laugh. "I may well be known, but there's plenty who don't even believe I exist. I'm lampooned, made into a caricature, my identity assumed by countless imposters. Would you settle for that?"

      "Perhaps," Krampus said. "But I didn't summon you here for this."

      "So there's no time for idle conversation and friendship?"

      Krampus's smile faded. "I want my gold. Every single gram. A year and a day has passed. You promised I'd have it back within six moons, when you borrowed it to build that machine. It's given you the easy life you dreamed of, as made evident by the girth of your belly, but now it's time for you to repay me."

      "I...I can't. Not tonight. Give me more time and I'll have your gold. And more still. I'll-"

      Krampus's tail lashed the tree trunk and a long claw caught the moonlight as he held up a single finger. "I've given you more than enough time. A deal is a deal."

      "I'm sorry." Father Christmas felt his face flush. "I don't have the means to pay you. Not right now."

      "Then when?" Krampus's purred but a hard edge crept into his voice.

      Father Christmas shrugged. "Don't worry, everything will be well. I'll work night and day-"

      "Time has run out." Krampus loomed over him. "If you can't pay me now, then we'll have to leave it for chance to decide." He pulled a deck of cards from his pocket. "We'll play a simple game. We will each cut the deck and whoever holds the highest card will win."

      "Win what?" A sinking feeling passed through Father Christmas.

      "If you win you can keep my gold without any further complaint or demand. But if I win, you hand me the key to Christmas."

      "But it's not mine to give."

      "And neither is my gold yours to keep," Krampus growled. "Now play the game, allow chance to decide. The deck is stacked in your favor, luck favors the good and noble, and I'm neither of those things."

      "And if I refuse?"

      "Then by the rock and the stone, I'll have my trolls throw you into the darkest pit beneath my mountain. And there you'll fester until I gather the goodwill to release you."

      "I see," Father Christmas said. The hill and the dark lands surrounding it were making him feel very small indeed. Small and vulnerable. He averted his gaze as the trolls glared down at him, their eyes as hard as flint. "Let's play then." Father Christmas said.

      Krampus nodded and held up his deck of cards while lightning lashed the clouds and thunder rumbled across the lands.

      No matter what her uncle said, Gabrielle Greene was certain she'd heard wolves. She gazed through the flurries of snow that fell like soft curled feathers, toward the distant wooded hills and mountains. An icy wind screeched from the east and with it came another chorus of howls.

      She glanced to the jagged mountains, and imagined the beasts descending, lean and grey, with slathering tongues and wicked-cruel teeth. She wished she could howl back, to tell them to keep away from her and Percival. To warn them that even though she lacked claws and fangs, if they threatened her or her brother, she'd tear them apart.

      But if they wished to devour her cousin Matilda, she was fine with that.

      "Mind out little girl." A man in a long coat bustled past Gabrielle and hurried into a bright snug shop.

      "I'm not a little girl," Gabrielle called out. "But you're definitely an idiot." She muttered as she swiped a snow flake from the tip of her nose. It seemed like it had been snowing from the moment they'd arrived, and even though they had only been in this town for a few weeks, it felt like years. "Is it ever going to stop?" she asked, half expecting her brother to chime in.

      I wish we were anywhere but here. Gabrielle had lost count of the times she'd made that wish. She was completely sick of this strange, creepy place.

      A din of rattling chains broke her thoughts. It was time to go home.

      Gabrielle glanced at the bookshop, expecting to find Percival with his nose pressed against its window, but there was no sign of him. "Percival?" She checked the shops. He wasn't in any of them. "How many times have I told you about wandering off?" she whispered, as she scoured the snow for his footprints.

      A cry rang out, and then it was gone. It came again, blown along with the wind as it whistled down a nearby street. Gabrielle glanced at the street sign with its odd, foreign words, and she knew exactly where Percival had gone.

      She ran down the narrow lane, passing coffee shops, chocolatiers, bars and boutiques. Then she spotted Percival, standing near the toy shop window. Two older kids loomed over him and one tugged at his satchel.

      "Get off!" Percival cried.

      The boy let go of the strap, sending Percival flying against the window. He struck it with a dull thud. Their laughter grew shrill as Percival fell, and lay crumpled in the snow. Percival held his hand up as the boy leaped towards him. The boy drew back his fist but froze as he spotted Gabrielle thundering along the street towards him. "Leave him alone!" she growled.

      The boys watched her from below their hoods, their expressions sullen. But when she stepped into the light of the shop window, they turned and fled.

      "Are you okay, Perce?" Gabrielle helped him to his feet.

      He nodded, his face either red from the struggle, or from embarrassment. Or both. He wiped his mousy-brown hair from his eyes. "I'm fine."

      The boys stood at the end of the narrow street, watching. Then one of them leaned down and moments later a snow ball hurtled towards her. Gabrielle sidestepped. It landed upon the ground with a soft thump and broke apart like a lump of confetti. "Halfwit." Gabrielle's breath billowed from her mouth like dragon smoke as she whisked the snow from Percy's sleeve. She just wanted to get home and take her wet socks off. But the boys were now compacting snow into balls of ice in their padded gloves, and she knew they wouldn't stop. Not until she confronted them and provided proof of her monstrous reputation. "Go home, Percival. Don't dawdle."

      "Ignore them."

      "I can't." She stood her ground as another snowball whizzed past her head. Gabrielle waited for the next to fall at her feet, before running straight at them. They fled, their boots better suited to the icy ground than hers, their jackets buffering them against the screeching wind. Unlike Gabrielle's limp, ragged coat and her hand-me-down shoes. She pulled her scarf over her mouth and sprinted down the lane, the falling snow glistening around her like static on an old television screen.

      The boys ducked around a corner at the end of the street. Gabrielle followed just in time to see them vanish down a gloomy alleyway. She slowed as she reached it, half expecting them to leap out and pelt her with ice-balls. Because that was what she would have done if the tables were turned.

      The alley was empty.

      Gabrielle ran past the dark doorways and frosted windows. Their mocking laughter seemed further away now. She emerged into a lane of closed shops, their interiors filled with formless shapes and restless shadows. It was an eerie place and her fury began to wane. She turned back and tramped through the snow, eager to be back among the warm glow of the street lights.
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        * * *

      

      Percival was gone by the time Gabrielle reached the toy shop and his footprints, with the distinctive star-shaped tread in the heels, led toward the market place. There was still a small circle of condensation on the shop window where he had stood and Gabrielle could see the ornate ship-in-a-bottle he'd been obsessing over since they'd first arrived. Why it sparked his imagination, she had no idea, but it did. She'd lost count of how many times he'd mentioned its intricate sails, and the tiny wooden captain and sailors. And how he suspected they'd sail away if they were ever free of the bottle. And how they most likely came alive at midnight and plotted their escape to distant shores filled with treasure and glory.

      Gabrielle checked the tag to see if the price had been reduced. It hadn't, but the fact the ship was still there meant she still had a chance to earn enough to buy it before Christmas.

      She walked toward the high street, smiling as she imagined the look on Percival's face when he unwrapped it on Christmas morning. "Hey!" Gabrielle jumped back as a passing car splattered her with wet icy slush.

      The market square was busy with tired-eyed locals and bright faced tourists, their cheeks rosy from either the cold winter weather or their own festive gluttony.

      "Hey!"

      Gabrielle turned to find a tall, fidgety looking boy approaching her. His hair appeared grey in the darkness below his hood. "Gabrielle Greene, right?" He used the same broken English as the other locals.

      "I might be. Why?"

      As he inclined his head, the shadows from his hood crept over his eyes. "I heard you can make problems go away. Is that right?" He stopped talking as a stream of people and a blast of jazz music spilled out from a nearby coffee shop.

      "Not here," Gabrielle said. "Meet me at the library tomorrow. Eleven o'clock. Bring money."

      "Right." The boy loped away.

      A rush of excitement prickled through Gabrielle. Word was still spreading, just as she'd hoped it would. She could still remember the first kid who had approached her when she'd first arrived in the city. A pudgy faced girl who had asked Gabrielle where she was from. And how her eyes had gleamed when Gabrielle had told her. At first Gabrielle had been flattered by the girl's interest. Until it became clear that the only thing she required from Gabrielle was for her to take the blame for a spree of thefts from the chocolatiers. In return Gabrielle received a payment. A very generous payment.

      There had been no reason she could think of not to take it. It wasn't as if she'd be staying in town for very long, and she could always do with money. But that had only been the start of her strange new venture and soon it seemed as if all the kids in the city needed someone to take the blame for their wrongdoings.

      Gabrielle crossed the road. She was startled as a high pitched scream came from the market square. Within moments the scream became laughter.

      A crowd of tourists surged through the market. Many clutched decorated cups, some in the shape of long red socks or scarlet and green striped canes. The scents of cinnamon, candied fruits, mulled wine and fried sausages laced the air. Gleaming festive baubles and tinsel hung from the stalls and glistened in the evening light. There were all manner of handmade goods on sale; blown glass stars, carved wooden nutcrackers, waxy scented candles and glittery holiday cards. Garlands and Christmas lights were strung up everywhere, twinkling silver, white, gold and red. Streams of voices rose around Gabrielle, tourists, shoppers, and vendors cajoling and barking for attention.

      She hurried on, eager to get to the other side of the market, but as she passed by a carousel of painted horses, she froze as something sprang from the gloom.

      The creature towered over her, horns jutting from its long, furry head. Fiery red eyes stared down from above its long wolfish snout. The beast brandished a clutch of birch sticks as its tail sloshed through the snow.

      It roared and bore down upon her, cackling as its claws reached for her face.
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      To read the rest of Krampus and The Thief of Christmas click here
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      You’ve read the book, now experience the adventure in audio. Each of the characters have been brought to life in a entirely new way by the fabulously talented narrator J. Scott Bennett. Visit https://eldritchblack.com/audio-books to hear a sample now!
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