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Chapter 1


Noah Walker did not like being interrupted. He had already been interrupted by the cat walking on his papers and chasing his pencil across the table.

Then Mom came through and asked about school and if he had turned in his paper. Now Noah could hear his little brother calling him. He didn’t answer.

“Noah!” Noah’s little brother Josh was shouting his name from the clubhouse. “Noah! Come here, it’s done! I finished it!”

Noah kept doing his math homework. He had no idea what Josh was shouting about.

Josh burst into the room. He was wearing shorts and a T-shirt even though it was not that warm yet. He was excited, and his blond hair was a little sweaty from running around. The back door stood wide open and the birds were singing in the spring air.

“Noah! Come and check out my set-up in the treehouse. I have the kitchen bugged! I can hear Mom and Dad talking over the walkie-talkie!”

“Josh, it's a clubhouse. It’s not in a tree so it’s not a treehouse. And I am doing my homework,” Noah added.

“It’s Friday! You have all weekend to do that. Stop working and come check out my spy setup with the walkie-talkies.” Josh pulled on Noah’s arm. “Come on, I heard Mom and Dad talking about the Haunted House.”

There was a house down the street from Noah and Josh that they called the Haunted House. It used to have a nice family living in it, but after they moved away it stayed empty for a long time.

No one wanted to buy the house and some of the kids on Sycamore Street said the house was haunted.

Noah didn’t believe in haunted houses, but there was something funny about that empty house. He did want to know what Mom and Dad were saying about it. And he wanted to see what Josh had rigged up with the walkie-talkies.

Noah closed his math book and stood up. He ran his hand through his short brown hair and stretched. He followed Josh out the back door and across their small backyard to the clubhouse next to the oak tree.

The clubhouse was high on wooden posts and had a wooden ladder. A rope with knots hung out the window.

Josh started to climb up the rope.

“Ahh!” he yelled as the rope came loose and Josh fell to the ground. The rope fell out of the window and Noah picked it up to look at it.

“Josh, are you okay? This rope isn’t safe. What did you attach it to?”

Josh jumped up. “I’m fine! I’m working on a way to attach it to the window. I guess the hook I tried isn’t strong enough.”

Josh always thought he could climb anything, and he liked to rig up his own ropes and ladders. Mom and Dad went a little crazy trying to keep Josh off the roof. He went to climbing classes at a local gym, but it looked like he was still trying to make his own courses.

Noah and Josh hurried up the ladder and Noah looked around the clubhouse. When they were younger, they had built this house under the tree with Dad’s help. They would play out here every day, even when it was raining. The roof didn’t leak at all.

Now his brother Josh had all of his supplies stacked in the clubhouse. His binoculars and ropes, his flashlights and his walkie-talkies. Josh was always packing up supplies to go on “missions” and begging Noah to come along.

Noah had a lot of work to do for school. Sixth graders had much more homework than fourth graders, and Josh didn’t seem to understand that. He said that Noah never played with him anymore.

Right now there was a walkie-talkie duct-taped to the wall. Josh turned the volume up on the side and Noah heard Mom’s voice. The other walkie-talkie must have been set up in the kitchen.
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“... who is going to buy it now? That house has been for sale for almost two years! And it looks terrible. I hope they called the police,” Mom was saying.

Noah and Josh looked at each other. Some kids said they saw strange flashes at night in the windows of the Haunted House. One kid said he heard bumps and scratching sounds from inside the house when he walked his dog by there.

What could have happened to the house that the police had to be called? Had someone broken in? Noah hoped there wasn’t a fire.

Dad talked next.

“I asked the real estate agent who would clean it up and she said she would try to get in touch with the owners. But she didn’t know when they would answer her emails.”

Noah listened closely, wondering what needed to be cleaned up. The Haunted House looked sad and spooky, but it wasn’t dirty or messy.

“Did they find anything else at the house besides the writing on the front?” Mom asked.  “No. There were no broken windows or graffiti on the sides or the back,” answered Dad.

“Do you think it was kids who did it?” wondered Mom.

“I don’t see how any kids could have gotten up high enough to paint above the upstairs windows without getting inside the house. Even an adult would have a hard time reaching that spot with a ladder. The house is locked and protected with a security system,” said Dad.

“So there is writing on the house and we don’t know how anyone could do it without getting inside the house, which is locked and guarded with an alarm. What did the writing say anyway?” asked Mom.

“Just one word,” answered Dad. “Beware.”

 


Chapter 2


“Whoa. Let’s go check it out,” Josh said to Noah.

Noah took a deep breath and thought about his math. “What about my homework? I have a lot to do this weekend.”

“Noah! You are always doing homework. You never have time to go on missions with me anymore. A crime at the Haunted House! We need to see this.”

“Painting on someone’s house isn’t a felony, Josh. But I guess I have time to ride down there if it’s quick.”

Noah and Josh grabbed their bikes and helmets from the garage.

“Wait! I need my supplies.” Josh climbed back up the ladder and came back down with a backpack. “Now I’m ready.”

“What do you have in there?” Noah asked.

“Just my flashlight and binoculars and some supplies in case we need them. It’s good to be prepared. And granola bars, don’t worry.”

Since it was still afternoon Noah didn’t see why they would need a flashlight, but he didn’t argue with the snacks.

When the brothers saw the Haunted House they could read the word “Beware” right away. It was painted in red paint up at the top just under the roof.
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Noah and Josh looked up, wondering how someone could have painted on the house all the way up there.

“Maybe they had a super-tall ladder, like for working on the roof,” Noah suggested.

“But wouldn’t someone see a ladder that big? It was probably the ghosts,” Josh added, half joking.

Just then the front door opened, and a tall woman walked out, followed by a man who frowned and looked mad.

Josh and Noah rolled their bikes next to a little library box across the street. The brothers pretended to look at the books inside while they listened to what the woman and the man said.

“This house costs way too much!” The grumpy man almost shouted. “And now it’s worth even less money. The owner should take my offer. He is lucky that I even want to buy a haunted house!”

The woman was the real estate agent for the house. She smiled and told the man that she would let the owners know that he still wanted to buy the house.

“I’ve been trying to buy this house all year! Why won’t they sell it to me?” The man was yelling at the woman. “You’re not doing your job! Your job is to sell this house—to me!”

The woman sighed, and Josh and Noah hoped the man would stop shouting and go away. The man climbed into his car and slammed the door, driving away too fast for a road where kids played.

Noah and Josh crossed the street. “I’m sorry about the house,” Josh said to the woman as she pushed the buttons for the alarm and locked the door.

“It’s okay.” The woman didn’t look upset as she put the keys away in her purse. “Nothing you kids need to worry about.”

“What’s going to happen with the graffiti?” Noah asked.

The woman shrugged. “We’ll get it cleaned up. You boys should go off and play somewhere else now.” She smiled politely and waved as she got in her car and drove off.

“Why was that man so mad about the house?” Josh asked Noah.

“I guess he wants to buy it, but the owners won’t agree. Maybe the owners want a lot of money for it. I wonder if he would paint on the house to make the owner want to get rid of it and sell it? It’s more likely than a ghost!”

Noah turned to see what Josh thought about his idea, but Josh was peering around the corner of the house.

“Noah! There’s someone sneaking in the bushes in the backyard,” Josh said quietly.

Noah came over to his brother and peeked around the corner of the house. There was a shadow behind a big bush that could be a person wearing dark clothes and crouching down.
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