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	Chapter 1

	 

	 

	“Dallas, what are we doing here?” Jett Conway whispered to his best friend Dallas Howard as they met up behind the bushes on Fairfax Street.

	“We’re meeting Louis, Marchone and Zayne,” Dallas whispered back, peering through the bushes for the others.

	It was eight o’clock at night and dark as a blackout. Barely any stars shone, and the moon was a mere quarter.

	“Why are we here at night…and why are we whispering?” Jett continued, furtively glancing around for an adult that might tell them to go home.

	“Because it’s not scary enough during the day,” Dallas replied. “Quick, duck, someone’s coming.” He yanked Jett down behind the bushes as three figures slowly made their way down the street. Dallas and Jett peered over the top of the bush and saw it was their friends.

	“Psst, we’re over here,” Dallas whispered.

	The three boys sneaked over to their bush and they all huddled down behind it.

	“You made it,” Dallas said. “Did you bring torches?” Louis, Marchone and Zayne held theirs up. “Good,” Dallas continued. “Glad you could make it.”

	“I nearly didn’t,” Marchone said. “Ma wanted me to do housework, so I had to race through that and nearly didn’t come.”

	“I didn’t want to come coz the thought of doing this is freaking me out,” Louis added. “I’m not sure I want to do this, Dallas.”

	“Do what?” Jett whispered. “You still haven’t told me what we’re doing, and why we’re doing it at night. What are you up to, Dallas?” Jett frowned and punched his best friend in the arm.

	Dallas rolled his eyes. “If I’d told you, you wouldn’t have come.”

	“What do you expect?” Jett said, casting another glance around. “We’re huddled behind a bush at…” he checked his glow-in-the-dark watch, “at eight-forty at night, on a school night. So…?” He looked pointedly at Dallas. “What are we doing?”

	Dallas looked at each boy individually as he spoke, spacing his words for maximum effect. “We are going to…the old Dolby house at the end of Fairfax!”

	Jett’s brows flew up. “We’re what?”

	A huge grin spread across Dallas’s face. “We’re going to the old Dolby house.”

	Jett rolled his eyes and sat back on his heels. “Why, in God’s name, are we going to the old Dolby house…at night?”

	“Ssshhh,” Dallas shushed him. “Because it will be more creepy and freak us out more.” He nudged Jett. “Come on, it’ll be cool.”

	“It will be stupid,” Jett retorted. He shook his head. “I have no idea why we’re doing this, but let’s get it over with.”

	“All right,” Dallas crowed softly and the boys quickly, but quietly, took off down the street for the old Dolby house.

	Jett checked his watch. Eight-fifty. It was a good thing they were seventeen because at least they could stay out until ten, school night or otherwise.

	They made it to the end of the street and came to a stop at the rickety old iron gate at the top of the driveway of Dolby Manor. The moonlight barely made a dint on lighting the place up, so they flicked on their torches as they made their way up the driveway.

	The voluptuous trees towered overhead letting no moon through at all, and their torches barely helped light things up as they walked up to the forbidding manor.

	They all knew from all the times they’d seen the place in daylight, that the old grey wood was warped and rotting. Windows were broken, the porch bent and buckled. Paint had all but peeled off, and part of the roof had caved in.

	They stopped at the rickety old porch steps.

	“Whoooo…”

	“Ah!” they all cried and jumped back with racing hearts and pounding blood in their ears.

	“Whoooo…”

	Torches lit up the trees and finally landed on a huge grey owl with large yellow eyes and hooked beak.

	“Whoooo…”

	“Ugh,” came the moans of relief followed by scared, unmanly giggles.

	“Come on,” Dallas urged quietly.

	Five torches shone on the stairs as they made their way carefully up to the porch and across to the door.

	Five torches moved back and forth as one across the porch to the left, then the right, before Dallas reached for the knob.

	“Whoooo…”

	“Ah!” they all cried again, and their hearts took off like wild horses racing down the back stretch of the Kentucky Derby.

	Dallas laughed softly, licked his dry lips, wiped his sweaty hand on his jeans, and slowly reached for the knob again. It turned with ease and the door creaked open.

	Five torches moved as one to shine through the doorway.

	The boys huddled together, glancing around to make sure no one was watching. When they were satisfied there was no one around besides them, they stepped over the threshold and into the dark hall.

	Five torches moved as one to the left to see a large empty room with a broken down fireplace.

	Five torches moved to the right to see a slightly smaller room with a broken down fireplace and a doorway that led to what looked to be a kitchen.

	Five torches moved as one down the hallway before them and up to the stairs to the first landing.

	There was nothing. Nothing on the walls, nothing on the floor.

	“Let’s go that way.” Dallas nudged Jett and nodded to the left.

	The boys moved into the room, carefully avoiding broken floorboards and holes.

	“It’s probly the lounge room,” Marchone whispered. “With a fireplace that big, and those two big windows…” He flicked his torch across the two bay windows facing the street.

	They looked at the bare walls and saw white shapes framed by dirt and dust where paintings and pictures once hung.

	They moved through an arched doorway into a smaller room at the back of the house. Rotted wood made holes in the floor, bird nests sat in the fireplace grate. The boards screeched as they moved toward the door leading back to the hallway, and they found themselves between the stairs and the back door.

	Sweeping the floor with their lights, they crossed the hallway into what used to be the kitchen. A few rickety old cupboards remained, along with the rusted pipes sticking out of the wall from where the sink would have been under the broken window facing the back yard. Branches and leaves were scattered across the floor, as were bits of rubbish that would have floated in through the windows over time.

	Making their way into the dining room, they found bird carcasses in the fire grate and scattered across the floor. Clearly wild animals had made the house their home. They walked back into the hallway.
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