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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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The Collector

	 

	The dining hall at Braden Academy had a way of amplifying the sound of a scream like nowhere else on campus. The acoustics of the room were impeccable. Timing an incident to coincide with the midday meal ensured that everyone got to feel the same icy tingle down their spine as the sound echoed off the curved ceiling and bounded back down between the columns to where the students sat and ate.

	Students ran; some toward the sound and others away. Faculty glanced at one another as Dean Lewis stormed to the end of the hall. They were all in frantic confusion as they tried to unravel the puzzle regarding the situation. Only one person in the room had not been surprised by the sound, though he did play along to not give himself away just yet.

	Everything had gone as Duncan Anderson had planned.

	More screams erupted as the assembled students gathered to discover the source of the disturbance. At the table in the northwest corner of the hall, one unlucky student had pulled out a chair to discover the skinned remains of a raccoon.

	It took everything Duncan had not to laugh. The bloodcurdling sound was more than he could have ever hoped for. There was panic in that sound, real fear. Few people had come face to face with the bloody carcass of a skinned raccoon to recognize it for what it was at first. They looked absolutely demonic when they had no fur, and the unfortunate creature did its job quite well.

	Duncan had been careful in skinning and posing the beast. He wanted it to remain as natural looking as possible, but he also sliced a bit of its underbelly to allow its guts to spill forth when he propped it up on the chair.

	Groundskeeper Morris was quickly summoned to discard the carcass, and soon, the fuss was over. Duncan could tell that Dean Lewis was not finished, however. He would hunt down and punish the culprit as he was expected to. In short order, Duncan would be summoned to his office to face questioning.

	Duncan was fairly certain there was no proof he was behind the prank, but that would not matter to Lewis. Over the past year, Duncan Anderson had become the chief suspect anytime anything went wrong. Of course, he often was guilty, but he still strived to get away with what he'd done without being caught.

	The boy was adept at it now and had learned some good lessons when it came to committing acts without getting caught. One thing he had learned was the art of misdirection and distraction. If people's eyes were fixed on something else, they could not be fixed on him. Likewise, if someone expected him to steal with his right hand, it behooved him to steal with his left.

	Duncan had just celebrated his thirteenth birthday at Braden Academy. Mother and Father had not arrived, of course. They had also missed his twelfth birthday. They no longer had time or patience for him. His father had said as much when Duncan was nine, and they sent him to northern Massachusetts to be educated at the Academy with a host of other boys whose rich families couldn’t be bothered to spend time with their children.

	Disrupting life at the Academy had become Duncan’s raison d’être. There was just something about Dean Lewis that he couldn't stand. The man's smug pomposity grated on Duncan's nerves. He toadied to the rich parents and became a spineless lickspittle in the presence of money. And then, when their backs were turned, he was a tyrant to the helpless children in his care. A bully. A crass and cowardly man bloated by his sense of self-importance. Duncan wanted to humble him.

	While Duncan and the other children at the Academy had come from well-to-do families, Dean Lewis had not. Duncan had discovered some of his personal records during an office raid one evening.

	He learned that Lewis was single and had never had a wife or children. He lived in a small home not far from campus where he entertained no guests and spent time with no friends.

	Lewis' father was a shoemaker in Boston, his mother a teacher. It was only through her influence that he was able to carve a niche for himself as an educator and eventually rise through the ranks to be Dean of a school that his mother once taught at. He was only able to attend Braden because he was the child of an employee.

	Duncan might have endured his time at the Academy in peace had it not been for Lewis’ casual cruelty toward the students befalling him for something he had not even done. Mr. Hopper, their math teacher had lost an expensive, silver pen. Although he had been known to be forgetful, he was adamant that he had left it in his office.

	Because nobody admitted to the theft, the entire class was punished with twenty laps around the campus field in the scorching summer heat.

	Two boys collapsed before they finished the grueling run. Duncan made it, not first but not last, and was exhausted and drenched in sweat. His body ached and his head was light from the heat. Dean Lewis denied them water and instead sent them to their next class.

	The following day, they were met with the same fate. Twenty laps around the campus field. This occurred for two more days until the pen was recovered. Mr. Holmes, the geography teacher, had picked it up and had forgotten about it in a desk drawer.

	No apology was given to the students. Many of the other boys were thankful it was over, but Duncan was not. Duncan swore revenge.

	His first act involved hiring some men from town to come in the night and empty the privy houses into Dean Lewis' office. The men scoffed at the idea of doing such a job for a child, but his money was real and very persuasive.

	Lewis was incensed the next day, but he was unable to find out who had done it. He couldn't make the entire Academy run twenty laps around the yard every day until someone admitted to it. Instead, he fumed and made threats, but nothing came of it.

	Duncan had learned that Lewis was a man with a quick temper. Moreover, it was extremely easy to set him off. He was a weak man, he lacked self-control, and he was very easy to bait. Duncan couldn't resist himself.

	He gathered leeches for a month and introduced them to the pond in which students and faculty routinely swam. He filled the lamp oil containers with dirt. He gathered all the math textbooks and lit them on fire one evening. Duncan tried anything he could think of to cause disruption and discomfort.

	The burning math books finally brought Lewis' attention to Duncan. There should have been no way to connect the crime to him, but Duncan had neglected to ensure that his roommate, Josiah Combs, was asleep before he left that night.

	Combs had not been asleep and had heard Duncan leave the room. He followed him and observed what he was doing. The next morning, Duncan was pulled from bed by Dean Lewis and levied with accusations. A town constable was present, as was the math teacher and Josiah. The Dean explained that Josiah had witnessed his crimes and that he was caught.

	Another thing Duncan had learned over the years was to never admit guilt. Admitting one's fault was to give in to weakness, and that was not something he would do. He had learned from a young age that if he wanted to be successful, he could only focus on success.

	“I didn’t do anything,” Duncan said immediately.

	“Mr. Combs saw you leave your room,” Lewis continued.

	“I saw him leave the room,” Duncan countered. “He used a key to open the classroom; I saw it all. I was going to tell you this morning, sir, but he must have planned this ahead of time and sought to pass the blame onto me for his crimes.”

	“That’s not true!” Josiah shouted.

	“He hid the key in his closet; you can check for yourself,” Duncan said, pointing across the room.

	The constable was the first to act. He crossed the room and opened Josiah's closet.

	“In that gray jacket, sir,” Duncan continued.

	The man reached into the side pocket and pulled out a small key. Josiah's expression was one of surprise while Mr. Hopper quickly identified the key as a spare that he had lost more than a year earlier.

	“That’s not mine,” Josiah protested.

	The Constable was not convinced, nor was Mr. Hopper. Dean Lewis was forced to shift his anger to the other boy, and soon, Josiah was being questioned. Eventually, they took him from the room and Duncan was told he might be needed later to describe in detail what he had seen. Duncan promised that he would tell them everything in the interests of truth and honor.

	The truth, of course, was that Duncan had seen Josiah following him on the way back from the burning. It was a simple matter of slipping the key into the other boy's jacket pocket before he returned to the room, and then going to bed.

	Josiah was not expelled. Instead, his father made a sizable donation and, lo and behold, the matter was resolved, and everyone moved on. Except for Duncan and Josiah.

	Both boys knew the truth. Josiah could tell no one because no one believed him anymore.  The mistrust was ever prevalent, though, and it made anything Duncan planned to do from there on out almost impossible. Josiah watched him constantly.

	“You think you’re so smart, but you’re not,” the other boy told him one evening. “The next time you slip up, I will catch you. I’ll have you thrown out of this school, and my father will ensure you never get into another academy in America.”

	Duncan smirked but said nothing.

	“My father will have you ruined,” Josiah promised. “You’ll see. I’ll make you regret what you did.”

	Duncan had little patience for Josiah Combs at the best of times. He was a silly boy who liked silly things. He never had anything interesting to say, but he was convinced of his superiority based on nothing more than his father's wealth, which was certainly robust.

	“You do make me regret something,” Duncan told him.

	The boys faced each other in their small dormitory room, each sitting on a bed with only a few paces of floor between them. Conditions were spartan at the Academy, something that was more of an inconvenience to Josiah than Duncan.

	“What?” the other boy asked.

	“I regret not burning you with the books that night.”

	Josiah stared daggers at him, and Duncan smirked again. He had said it just to upset the other boy, but he realized as the words escaped his lips that he was not lying. Had he known what Josiah was doing and how inconvenient it would make things for Duncan in the aftermath, he would have killed him right there.

	Duncan watched Josiah storm from the room and thought that perhaps he should have kept that last comment to himself. It was too late, however, and he had other things to worry about.

	The boys avoided each other for the rest of the day. More specifically, Josiah kept his distance from Duncan. It was just a matter of time before he wrote a letter to his father complaining about Duncan and exposing everything he knew. Josiah's father seemed like the kind of man who would believe his son without question just to protect his reputation, which put Duncan in a bit of a predicament.

	Duncan needed to deal with the situation as it presented itself. He couldn't let word of what he'd done escape, and he couldn't let a man as powerful as Mr. Combs suspect that Duncan was doing anything untoward on campus. There was but one solution.

	 

	***

	 

	Duncan was not there when Josiah returned to his room that evening. Instead, a handwritten note waited for him on his pillow. It was short and direct.

	 

	Dear Josiah,

	 

	I apologize for getting you wrapped up in my affairs. I’ve never been good at handling frustration or anger. I hate that my parents sent me to this place, and all I wanted was to be sent home. I panicked when I realized I had taken things too far, and I’m sorry you suffered for my mistake. I wish to make it up to you. Please meet me at the clock tower, for I have discovered something remarkable.

	 

	Duncan

	 

	Josiah sighed and stared at the paper in his hand. He did not trust Duncan, but he understood the feeling. Josiah had no desire to be at Braden Academy either. He hated that his parents had left him there. He felt like they had abandoned him, like he had wronged them in some way. It must have been worse for someone like Duncan.
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