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The meat truck wound its way up the crooked road, climbing higher into the storm. At every turn, deadly drop-offs appeared in the mist. The shadowy driver swerved again and again as a little plastic hula dancer swiveled her hips on the dashboard.

To a clap of thunder, the truck finally reached the summit, its yellowy headlights illuminating the headstones of an enormous cemetery. Ahead, a pitted road continued on toward tree-lined streets and slumbering old dwellings.

With an ear-shattering bang, the truck’s sputtering engine backfired, leaving behind a greasy black cloud for the wind to tear apart.
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The night was wretched. Rain clattered and wind howled. Gates banged and screeched as garbage cans blew down driveways and crashed into garage doors. Swollen black rivers rushed along gutters, roaring down through sewer grates.

Amid the clamor the crumbling old homes of the neighborhood creaked and moaned. Shingles streaming, they swam in the amber glow of the streetlights, their interiors dark and slumbering and otherwise lifeless.

Except for one house, that is. There someone lurked high above the sodden, winter-weary front lawn, peering out from beneath the paint-flecked gable and making little ovals of fog appear on the glass. An unknown watcher, waiting unseen.

But then came a zigzagging spear of lightning that despite its heavenly origins appeared hell-bent on striking the stubby little fire hydrant out front. With a deafening crack and a brilliant flash, the figure in the attic window was revealed.

It was a girl with sunny blond hair, her clear blue eyes now wide with fright.

For as long as she could remember, Joy Wells had lived at Number 9 Ravenwood Avenue. Like most properties in Spooking, a tired old neighborhood that had once been a bustling town, the home’s stately grandeur had long faded. With its scaly roof and Gothic exterior, it was a hulking dwelling, giving off a kind of menace usually accompanied by ominous organ music.

This appearance was at odds with its resident family, however. They were harmless people whose most sinister activity was keeping largely to themselves—an easy thing since few other houses on their block were currently occupied. Mr. Wells was a lawyer, while Mrs. Wells was a professor of philosophy; both worked down in Darlington, the sprawling modern city that circled yokelike around Spooking Hill.

At twelve years old, Joy was the older of their two children—and most certainly was expected to be in bed at midnight just like her brother, Byron. But Joy felt free to ignore such expectations, at least when they interfered with her investigations into the paranormal. With such activity occurring on her very doorstep of late, she found herself forsaking her warm bed for the frigid attic, where she now waited wrapped in a musty old sleeping bag.

Thanks to a careful log, Joy had determined that the unexplained event always manifested itself late Sunday night, usually sometime after midnight. First would come a distant rumbling, rousing her from her dreams. And then a series of terrifying blasts:

Ka-bang! Ka-bang! Ka-bang!

Her window still rattling, Joy would leap out of bed to peer bleary-eyed through the leafy elm to the street. But each time she was too late to glimpse more than a cloud of black smoke curling in the amber light of the streetlamps.

Clouds of black smoke. Earsplitting bangs. What horror could be responsible?

To answer the question, Joy had once again turned to The Compleat and Collected Works of E. A. Peugeot, a thick compendium written by one of the greatest authors of supernatural tales. Joy’s well-thumbed copy was a first edition, leather-bound and featuring a long red ribbon for marking the reader’s place. The book was one of her most prized possessions—not least because of the mysterious circumstances under which she had acquired it.

Her father had been handling the estate of Ms. Gertrude Zott, a longtime resident of Spooking who had passed away at over a hundred years old. In a tersely worded will, Ms. Zott had left specific instructions regarding the old volume, which was to be given to a spirited young Spooking girl with a taste for mystery, a thirst for adventure, and an eye for the inscrutable. Not knowing any likelier candidate, Mr. Wells had brought the book home and handed it to his daughter. His obligations satisfied, he’d then considered the matter closed.

With its tiny print and florid language, The Compleat and Collected Works of E. A. Peugeot had initially proved intimidating to the young reader. But soon the master author began casting a powerful spell over Joy. Night after night, she would hide under her covers, poring over the pages with a flashlight until the words swam under her bleary eyes.

And slowly Joy began to notice something: the eerie similarities between Peugeot’s gloomy settings and her own town of Spooking. She became convinced that the mysterious author, who had vanished without a trace a century earlier, had once haunted the very same streets, using their sights and sounds as the inspiration for his chilling tales. Not only that, she soon became certain that Peugeot’s stories were true accounts of strange and supernatural events he’d witnessed while living in Spooking.

The latter theory was a bit of a stretch, Joy had to admit. But somehow she knew it. She could hear the stories whispered by creaking mansions and repeated by the cold cemetery stones. She could even hear them roaring in the cruel winds that buffeted Spooking Hill as she read until gray dawn. The secret history of Ethan Alvin Peugeot was alive and well outside her very window.

Unfortunately, no one else entertained this belief for even a moment. Not her parents, not her teachers, and worst of all, not even the E. A. Peugeot Society, of which she was a proud and paying member. Although no one knew for certain where the shy author had in fact lived, everyone was in absolute agreement that it could not possibly have been Spooking.

They obviously needed a bit more convincing, Joy had decided.

It was with this mission in mind that Joy had once again slipped from her bedroom, ignoring her parents’ increasing concerns over the dark circles under her eyes. Having checked her latest suspicions against The Compleat and Collected Works, she’d decided that the higher vantage of the attic would be better for photographing whatever phantoms were approaching. Sticking an arm under her pillow, she’d retrieved her father’s camera—borrowed discreetly from his office earlier that evening—and then set off.

The attic had long been one of the more neglected spaces in the Wells family home, which was no small statement. Pigeons had roosted there for untold years, as Joy had discovered, and spiders had spun entire cities in its rafters. Nevertheless, its potential was immediately obvious.

With commanding views across the property, the drafty loft was a private space, accessed by means of a retractable flight of stairs set in the ceiling of the upstairs hallway. Once raised, the stairs could be lowered from below only by means of a special tool—a broom handle with a hook stuck on the end—which gave the attic the kind of security usually found only in castles with working drawbridges. By keeping the hook on her person, Joy could render the attic impregnable—at least until someone fetched the stepladder from the cellar. But even that didn’t seem very likely. It was the perfect retreat, a haven where she could slip away from her family without disapproval or suspicion.

Establishing this new base of operations had proved more challenging than Joy had originally anticipated, however. Though her father had denied the pigeons their penthouse by boarding up the broken window, their long-term tenancy had left the place in an unimaginably filthy state. After a few useless scrapes across their crusty droppings, she’d thrown down her mother’s favorite metal spatula in disgust. There had to be an easier way.

With no ideas forthcoming, Joy had sat down on the edge of an old trunk. What a chore this was turning out to be. Couldn’t some sort of poltergeist just take care of the job for her? She had read about such mischievous house ghosts in one of Peugeot’s many works. They were supposed to be sympathetic to children—even helping them out when not otherwise engaged in terrifying adults by throwing pots and pans around. Unfortunately, no kitchenware had ever taken flight in her house, as far as she knew.

It was then that her attention had been drawn to her seat. It was one of three trunks in the attic. With the exception of the corner on which Joy was perched, each was as spattered with bird droppings as the floor. There were many such heavy trunks stacked down in the cellar with the stepladder, each containing the cast-off belongings of the home’s former owners. Joy had spent many hours rifling through them in search of treasure. But her best finds were always in those trunks labeled with a single name: Ms. Melody Huxley.

From what Joy could piece together from crumpled old documents, Ms. Huxley had resided at Number 9 some eighty years before the Wells family had finally purchased the property. A glamorous adventure-woman, she was pictured in sepia photos wearing all manner of dapper outfits: grinningly flying planes and sailing sloops; giggling atop tall mountains; grimacing in thickest jungle; and jovially smoking pipes while waving swords and spears of all sizes. All these images were captured, it seemed, while she was on a merciless quest to blow away one of every species on the planet.

This rather disturbing hobby aside, Joy had instantly adored the long-dead woman, a rugged individualist who defied the world’s expectations of her with the same aplomb that young Miss Wells now disregarded her well-established bedtime. So besotted was Joy, in fact, that she immediately began helping herself to what remained of Ms. Huxley’s moldering wardrobe, despite her mother’s considerable horror and disgust.

Hoping to uncover another such cache of leather and tweeds, Joy had leaped up from her seat. She’d then searched the trunks for any telltale tags or MH monograms. But the poop-spackled cases gave away none of their secrets. Her face pinched in disgust, Joy had then moved on to prying open the sticky latches with the spatula; but instead of a stash of ancient garments reeking of mothballs, she had been surprised to find entirely more useful contents: a solution to her stalled remodeling project.

So it happened that in a matter of minutes the filthy attic floor had vanished under dozens of Persian rugs. And soon the cobwebs too had disappeared, hidden behind colorful bolts of silk hung from bent nails driven through the roof. Joy had then stood back to admire her handiwork. The attic, she saw, had been completely transformed—from a spider-infested aviary to the psychedelic den of a desert nomad.

It was in the same space that she now sat, watching shadows thrash and sheets of rain flap ghostlike across the lawn as the lightning struck. Pulling the musty old sleeping bag around her, Joy lay there, her heart thudding as the thunder rolled off into the distance. With spots still swirling in her sight, her eyes suddenly went wide. Her parents! So far they had been blissfully unaware of their daughter’s school-night mission, but there was no way anyone could have slept through a noise like that.

With visions of her panicked parents rushing to reassure their frightened children, Joy snatched up her flashlight and began tiptoeing back to the retractable stairs. By laying gentle pressure on them, it was possible to lower them just enough to see down the length of the hall. The maneuver was tricky, however: an inch too far and the momentum would carry the stairs down with a crash.

Joy gently pushed on the stairs and peeked out into the impenetrable blackness. The hallway seemed clear.

Then suddenly there appeared a shaft of light.

It was her father coming out of the bathroom. With his heavy lids and outstretched arms, he looked as if he were acting out some mad scientist’s monster in a game of charades.

Panicking, Joy went to pull the stairs shut, but she slipped and fell forward, plunging from the ceiling toward him. At the same moment, her father’s hand brushed against the light switch, throwing the hall back into darkness just before the stairs hit the floor with a bang.

For a moment there was dead silence.

“Is anyone there?” Mr. Wells called down the black hall.

As she lay facedown on the stairs, the blood drained from Joy’s legs into her head until it felt like her face might burst. She held her breath. A few feet away, the floorboards creaked as a pair of slipper-clad feet approached.

“Hello?”

It was at that moment that Joy heard the familiar rumble. It was coming! Clenching her teeth, she felt as if she were in a straitjacket, maddeningly powerless to move.

Ka-bang!

Crying out in surprise, Mr. Wells leaped into the air.

Ka-bang! Ka-bang!

In a panic, her father tore back toward his bedroom, his pajama sleeves flapping.

Now was Joy’s chance. Throwing her legs over her head, she momentarily went into a handstand before landing nimbly on her feet. She then scrambled back up into the attic, bolting to the little round window overlooking the stormy avenue.

Black smoke curled in the amber light.

It was the ghost cannons! Joy was convinced. She’d missed them again!
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“You know, I like to think of this city as alive—like a living, breathing person. And like a person, it has parts, each essential for its survival and health. City Hall is the brains and the Mega Mall the mighty heart. And the people—the good citizens of Darlington—are the very lifeblood of the city itself.

“But touring this fine facility with you today, Mr. Skimmer, I’ve learned a lot about a part that, to tell you the truth, I never really gave much thought to. A part that people often take for granted—ignore, even. And that, my friend, is the city’s bowels. . . .”

Phipps winced, silently begging Mayor MacBrayne to drop his appalling analogy. The excruciatingly overlong tour of Darlington’s wastewater treatment facility had already been unpleasant enough without their dwelling on the particulars of its revolting function.

“Quite,” replied the plant manager, ignoring the mayor. “Now, what you see below you are the digestion tanks,” continued Mr. Skimmer. “Here the human waste—‘sludge,’ we call it in the industry—is thoroughly heated in order to encourage microbial activity. This in turn has a naturally sterilizing action that helps render it harmless.”

“Whoa, would you look at the size of those bad boys!” the mayor cried enthusiastically.

Phipps pinched his throbbing temples. He’d slept badly, awoken again by that infernal backfiring vehicle. If only he could get the license number, he thought, he could get the police to order it off the road. But he’d been too late again.

Startled awake, he’d not known where he was at first. He’d wanted to find a light, but his body had refused to move. It was like being strapped down, all freedom of motion stolen from him. Panicking, he’d tried to shout, but his cries had only sounded deep within his own skull.

Was this it—was he dead?

Then he’d heard the storm howling outside.

Gasping for air, Phipps had thrashed his way into a sitting position as his eyes snapped open. On the shelves opposite he saw familiar boyhood possessions gleaming in the light from the streetlamp.

Painted models. Old books. Tennis trophies.

The stab of a bedspring confirmed he was in his old bedroom in the tiny apartment above the music shop, alone but for the ghosts of vanished souls.

Wiping the sweat from his face, Phipps had sighed with relief. It was just a night terror, he told himself: the experience where a person is certain they are wide awake when they are actually sound asleep. He’d remembered being plagued by the affliction as a child, lying paralyzed for hours, unable to call out to his parents across the black hall.

It had stopped when he had left home to seek fame and fortune as a musician. But now, having come back empty-handed, these terrors had returned.

Exhausted the next day, Phipps let out another yawn, not caring what impression he made on their self-important little guide. The man seemed proud of having made a career out of crap! Well, as the mayor’s chief assistant and advisor, Phipps had more important things on his mind than the incredible journey that followed the flushing of a toilet. Why did he need to know these things? As a grave-digger in his youth, Phipps had learned enough about getting rid of unpleasant truths. Wasn’t it his turn to enjoy blissful ignorance like the rest of society?

“But as I was saying, the plant is unable to keep pace with Darlington’s current rate of growth” Phipps heard Mr. Skimmer telling the mayor. “Which is why we urge you to act now before the situation gets worse.”

“I see,” answered the mayor, chewing his thumbnail. “Now, Mr. Skimmer, how much are we talking to fix up these bowels of ours here? To get them back to working like a newborn baby’s?”

Mr. Skimmer stood blinking in disbelief for a moment before answering. “Well, I don’t have the exact figure drawn up, but we’re estimating that an investment of around sixty million should fulfill the needs of the community for another thirty years.”

The mayor’s jaw dropped. “I’m sorry—sixty what?”

“Sixty million dollars.”

The mayor didn’t answer. Instead, he stared down at the digestion tanks in disgust as if finally realizing that they were not filled with various flavors of sports drinks.

“I know that may seem expensive, but this kind of upgrade is a big undertaking,” Mr. Skimmer continued. “For one, you just can’t go ahead and cut off people’s service. In fact, it would actually be much, much cheaper to just build a new plant somewhere else, and then hook it up when it’s ready.”

At this, the mayor brightened. “Well that, Mr. Skimmer, is what we at City Hall call a no-brainer! A new plant it is, then!”

“I’m afraid that’s not an option,” replied Skimmer.

“Why not?”

“Well, this plant ties directly into the old Spooking system, you see, which once flushed straight into the Wiskatempic River.”

“The Wiskatempic?” cried the mayor in horror. “But that’s where I do my best trout fishing!”

“That was a long time ago,” Skimmer assured him. “However, I’d be cautious about eating any fish out of there. Those big meat-processing plants upstream don’t exactly have a great environmental reputation.”

“Hold on,” interrupted Phipps. “What’s wrong with the Spooking sewers?”

“There’s nothing wrong with them, really. The system is in very good condition, considering its age, and among the cleanest, thanks to the power of gravity and rainwater. . . .”

“Then what’s the problem?”

“The difficulty lies in hooking up a new treatment plant to it. We’d have to dig up half of Darlington just for openers, which would be very costly, not to mention a major inconvenience to a lot of citizens.”

Phipps fumed silently. Once again, Spooking stood in the way of the city’s progress. Like some giant boulder, the town resisted every attempt to shift it out of the way. It was his curse to have been born there—a curse that would never be lifted while that infernal town still hovered above him like a buzzard.

It was almost more than he could bear, having to live there again in his family’s old music shop. But with the current state of his finances, he had no choice. Every night he bedded down amid the dusty debris of the past, his childish interests mocking him from the shelves of his bedroom. Action figures posed as if still in battle. Hideous ceramic projects. The stuffed cobra an auntie had once knitted him, its head unzipping to admit a hot-water bottle.

It all made him shiver now.

But perhaps it was for the best. His fortunes had never been lower. In desperation he’d even sold off a few of his father’s fine handmade instruments—a cello and two violins—and begun gambling again.

Banned from the racetrack, Phipps had turned back to poker, a game in which he could bring the full force of his cunning to bear. Unfortunately, unlike the bigger cities, Darlington didn’t have the same availability of shadowy places where men could gather to swill liquor and relieve one another of money.

So Phipps had begun looking farther afield, driving to the outskirts of the city where vast industrial parks sprawled off into infinity. In seedy bars and roadhouses, he’d found the sort of people he sought—biker types, many of whom worked in the meat-packing industry, in the very slaughterhouses along the river of which Mr. Skimmer had just spoken. They cut throats for a living, they told him, grinning through broken and gold-capped teeth.

Phipps had been comfortable enough among them. There were a few notable differences from his old punk-rock companions: They favored square-toed motorcycle boots over the lace-up combat variety; they had terrible hair and listened to even worse music. But unlike punks, these apes had paying jobs and kept thick billfolds of cash stuffed in their leather jackets—which made them all the more ripe for the plucking.

He’d started by winning hand after hand, surprised at how easy it was to take money from them. Beneath the placid surface of his poker face, a great heaving chortle had lurked. What a bunch of hairy oafs, he’d thought. Supremely confident, he’d even begun betting with money he didn’t have.

That’s when he suddenly realized that these people were nowhere near as stupid as they’d been pretending to be.

He’d been suckered. Phipps had watched in horror as a goateed man gleefully shoveled away all of his winnings.

“I hope you can cover this, buddy.” The man had laughed grimly. “Otherwise, I’ll be taking that nice shiny black ride you got parked outside.”

But what skills Phipps lacked in spotting card sharks, he made up for in exiting a room. First throwing over the table, he’d made a break for it, scurrying to the exit like some sort of super-rodent. Outside, he’d paused only to deliver a swift kick to the first in a line of parked motorcycles, each of which then fell like dominoes as he’d bolted into the parking lot.

With a roar of his car’s mighty engine, he peeled away, laughing as the pursuing bikers choked on his dust.

His giddy sense of triumph was fleeting, however. The fact remained, he soon realized, that a gang of leather-clad Cro-Magnons was now out to get him. From that night on, Phipps found himself leaping behind mailboxes, crawling under cars, and even once dive-rolling into a lingerie store at the sound of every approaching motorcycle.

On a positive note, at least he now felt happy about living in Spooking again, which outside of this sewage treatment facility was probably one of the last places they would ever look for him.

“Gentlemen, it’s been a pleasure showing you around,” Mr. Skimmer concluded. “Any further questions before you go?”

“Well, I don’t know about my assistant here, but I’m feeling pretty nicely immersed in the world of sewage now,” the mayor told him.

“Thank you for your time,” Phipps added, shaking the man’s hand.

Back in the limousine the mayor sprawled out on the backseat, leaving Phipps to perch uncomfortably on the small seat beside the minibar.

“Toss us a bottle of fizzy water, would you?” asked the mayor. He promptly guzzled it without a breath. “What a pile of crap.” He burped as they drove past the little security hut at the edge of the plant. “Can you believe it?”

“A very impressive facility,” answered Phipps, yawning.

“I’m not talking about the sewage plant, dingbat,” snapped the mayor. “I mean how much money they want to upgrade it.”

Phipps shot him an angry look. The afternoon had been painful enough without having to endure needless insults.

“Sixty million,” the mayor continued obliviously. “Are they out of their minds?”

“Upgrading a city’s infrastructure is an expensive business, sir.”

“You mean a thankless business. Do you think I’d get any votes for that kind of investment?” The mayor began peeling the label off the water bottle. “Parks, stadiums, monorails—that’s the kind of thing people want to see a mayor spending sixty million bucks on.”

“You are probably right.”

“Dang straight, I am. Even the thought burns my britches. Do you think I want to be remembered in fifty years as the guy who kept the johns flushing? No, sir. I want to be remembered as someone greater. Someone who made a real difference! Like bringing the beachfront to Darlington, for instance!”

“We already talked about that.” Phipps sighed. “A miniature man-made ocean just isn’t feasible, no matter how small the surf.”

“Nonsense! It’s called innovation, Phipps, innovation!”

“Idiocy is what the civil engineers called it, if I recall correctly.”

“Horse hockey!” roared the mayor. “That was one stellar idea and you know it. You’re just sore I thought of it first! If you ask me, idiocy is that stupid water-park project you came up with. You should’ve known not to build a theme park over a protected wildlife area!”

Phipps glared at the mayor, wondering idly what his chances were of choking the life out of him before the driver could pull over. The Misty Mermaid Water Park project had been a stroke of genius! He only wished he could tell the mayor what bold measures he had actually taken to make it happen, could explain what incredible risks he personally had taken. All undone by some interfering little girl—a Spooky no less—who’d made a phone call to the Federal Imperiled Species Protection Agency. Well, he was tired of taking flak for it.

“Don’t blame me. It wasn’t my idea,” Phipps finally replied.

“Oh yeah, I almost forgot it was a kid who came up with it, the little genius you’ve been hanging around with. What’s his name again?”

“The boy I am mentoring,” corrected Phipps. “His name is Morris Mealey.”

“Yeah, that’s the one. The weird kid. Maybe I should get him to do your job, since he’s got both the wardrobe and the ideas. Unless there’s something you’d like to share.”

“I’m working on something pretty exciting right this minute in fact,” Phipps answered.

“Finally! Come on, then, out with it. I just hope it isn’t another cockamamy scheme to sink more money into Spooking.”

Without reply, Phipps sat back in his seat, glowering.

“Oh, not again!” cried the mayor. “What is it with you and that dump, anyway? It’s all you think about. Listen, I told you already: Our administration is through with it. You heard Skimmer. That old wreck is driving up our costs for this whole sewage problem as it is.”

Phipps sighed. It was mind-bending having to keep explaining the same thing over and over. “Yes, Spooking is a dump. Which means property up there is worth next to nothing. Which means that despite all the services we provide—fire, police, sanitation—we get almost nothing back in taxes from it.”

“Hey, that’s true… ,” growled the mayor. “What a bunch of freeloading stinkers!”

“Precisely. Now, if we could transform the neighborhood, bringing in a whole new class of resident, well, then we could really start raking it in. Have you even been up there? They’re all heritage properties—giant mansions that could be worth millions.”

“Mansions, huh?” The mayor raised an eyebrow.

“Yes. And I’ve been working on a proposal to substantially increase their market value. If you just bear with me, I should have something for you very soon. Something that will turn that neighborhood around and make it a real gem in the crown of Darlington.”

The mayor sat back in his seat, chewing over the regal image before kicking off a shoe to scratch between his toes. “Well, all right, then. But you better come up with something good soon. Guys like you are only as good as your last bit of advice, and besides your friend Morris, I know a lot of people angling for your job.”

“Yes, sir,” answered Phipps, gritting his teeth. Could the mayor really fire him? Such a move seemed too rash, too stupid—which was exactly why he was starting to get worried.

“Hey, I’ve got a good idea!” exclaimed the mayor. “Why don’t you call up that meat-processing plant by the river? I thought maybe we could get a tour of it sometime.”

“The meat-processing plant?” Phipps coughed. “What on earth for?”

“For one, I want to make sure my trout aren’t swimming in square bologna or whatever else they might be dumping into the river. And don’t you think it would make a nice palate cleanser after this revolting sewage business? I’m also thinking there might be something free at the end of it, maybe a few nice pork chops . . .”

Phipps gulped, imagining those bikers again, this time wearing hairnets and carrying meat hooks.

“Oh yeah, speaking of butchery, would you get the driver to swing by Darlington General? I just remembered I’m supposed to pick up the wife at noon when she gets out of surgery.”

Phipps reeled with shock. “Surgery?” he repeated. “Is Mrs. MacBrayne all right, sir?”

“I sure hope so,” the mayor answered. “You can never be too sure with these face jobs. You know, after her third lift, I could’ve sworn they moved her ears an inch closer to her eye sockets. Freaky. Anyway, she doesn’t want to be seen in public, wandering the streets like something out of Night of the Mummy. Who can blame her? So let’s step on it, my man, and get her home before the anesthesia wears off.”
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From under the thick pile of blankets came a muffled voice: “But, Mom, I’m feeling sick.”

“Get to the bathroom this instant or you’ll make me late for my class,” growled Mrs. Wells.

Exhaling furiously, Joy threw off the covers. She sat up and perched herself on the edge of her bed. Yawning, she tested the floor. It felt like a frozen pond as usual. Bleary-eyed, she looked around for her slippers. They were nowhere in sight. Giving up, she stomped her way to the bathroom, hoping that the repeated impacts would not only broadcast her general mood to the household but generate a little bit of heat in the process.

Joy’s mother was always hounding her to hurry up in the bathroom. It seemed hardly fair considering that, between her father’s shaving and her brother’s mysterious rituals, she took the least amount of time in the whole family. What’s more, her mother’s own makeup routine had become so elaborate and time consuming that Joy sometimes couldn’t help wondering if she was moonlighting as a mime as well as teaching philosophy at Wiskatempic University.

With her porcelain white skin and raven hair, Joy thought her mother looked beautiful enough without any makeup, like a character from an old black-and-white movie. So why did she even bother?

“It’s the aging process,” her mother had answered. “People do everything in their power to try and stop it,” she’d explained, fearlessly underlining her eyes with a sharp charcoal pencil.

After quickly washing, dressing, and wolfing down some toast, Joy found herself out on the drippy avenue waiting for the bus. Her brother stood nearby ignoring her and pelting stones at a puddle left over from the previous night’s storm as behind him their parents raced each other to the station wagon.

Seeing them, Joy was struck by the gulf between her mother’s and father’s appearances these days. Wearing pointy high-heeled boots and bloodred lipstick, Mrs. Wells looked glamorous and powerful. Mr. Wells, on the other hand, appeared haggard and hassled, his beard like something borrowed from a miniature schnauzer.

Joy returned her father’s wave as she watched him slowly maneuver the station wagon down the driveway as her mother sat in the passenger seat, looking pained. It felt a bit weird, as usually she and Byron were long gone by the time they pulled away. Frowning, Joy reached for her watch. The burnished timepiece was another scavenged possession of Ms. Melody Huxley, attached to a long chain that had a bad habit of snagging on the loose threads of her coat pocket. Yanking it loose, she checked the time. The bus was officially late. She began fantasizing about what would happen if it just never showed. Without parental supervision, what adventures they could have!

After all, thrills had been in short supply lately. Joy longed to be able to rewind time and replay the events of the past Halloween, when she and Byron had faced all sorts of terrible adversity. Then they had saved Spooking Bog from destruction, in the process running afoul of monstrous swamp creatures and civil servants alike and only narrowly avoiding their doom.

Good times, Joy recalled with a smile.

But even the powerful afterglow of such an exciting adventure soon lost its luster for Joy. Rather than embarking on a new life full of danger, intrigue, and displays of personal heroism, she’d instead found herself back in the same old boring routine. Not only had ponderous normality returned but it had done so with a vengeance. Each morning the yellow school bus showed up at her doorstep, belching out blue smoke as its angry honks signaled its intentions to bear her against her will down to Darlington, the horrible suburban city where she and her brother were forced to go to school. To Winsome Elementary, where the days had never felt longer.

But even back in Spooking, where Joy so desperately sought asylum at the end of each day, things had never been the same. The weird world of classic horror fiction held substantially less allure than actual sinister plots. And after breaking her arm escaping death in the bog, Joy now found herself constantly under the watchful eyes of her suspicious parents. Unable to operate as freely as she once had, she now found herself with fewer opportunities to investigate Spooking’s mysteries.

Since Byron was the only person in the world who took her investigations seriously, Joy decided to fill him in on the latest supernatural occurrence straight from the pages of The Compleat and Collected Works.

“So I snuck up to the attic last night,” she began, but Byron just grunted and continued his rock throwing. Miffed, Joy stood waiting for his attention, and when it never came, folded her arms and glared at him. “You’re not even going to ask why?”

“Oh, sorry,” he answered, glancing at her. “Why?”

“Did I ever tell you about Peugeot’s revolutionary tale, ‘The Legend of the Ghost Cannons’?” she asked. There was a plop as a stone landed in a puddle. “Byron!” she cried, outraged. “Did you just roll your eyes?”

“What?”

“If you don’t care, just tell me and I won’t bother you anymore!”

“I wasn’t rolling my eyes at you,” he insisted, pointing. “I was trying to hit that leaf!”

At that moment, the bus came screaming around the corner. Joy took a step back onto the sodden lawn. Byron stood on the curb as the huge tires cut through the puddle, splashing brown water across the back of his corduroys.

“Aw, man!”

Joy pushed past him onto the waiting bus. Struggling with his heavy school bag, Byron climbed on behind her, falling on his face as the bus peeled away.

“Come on, Joy,” he begged, crawling up the aisle. “I was listening, honest.”

Joy sighed. Although in a mood to punish him more, she had been dying to relay her latest mystery, and it seemed ridiculous to keep up the pretense. Ever since their adventure in the bog, when they had nearly sunk to the bottom in Madame Portia’s submarine house, things had been comparably dull. Now a genuine mystery was unfolding within an easy five-second commute from their doorstep. How could she possibly keep it to herself?

“What were you talking about again?” Byron asked. “Goat canyons?”

“Ghost cannons!” Joy corrected.

“Okay, okay. What the heck are they?”

Joy began explaining how “The Legend of the Ghost Cannons” was an unusual Peugeot work, being one of only a handful of stories that did not feature his famous paranormal investigator, the intrepid Dr. Ingram. In fact, the dark tale lacked a hero entirely, taking place more than a century earlier when a bloody revolution had swept over the nation and brave rebels had fought to free themselves from their heartless colonial masters.

The story began at a rebel fort, she told her brother. Standing high upon a craggy hill, the fort contained a small hospital where doctors tended to the endless procession of soldiers run afoul of muskets, swords, and cannonballs. It was there that, along with his friend Fairfax, the nameless narrator found himself working as a stretcher bearer.

One day, while tending to another wave of wounded, the two friends carried in a man so gravely injured they were certain he’d die. But the grim surgeon operated nonetheless as the nurse gave comfort. Racked by pain, the patient called out for water, which Fairfax and the narrator brought by the bucketful from a nearby well. The injured man drank and drank until they thought the sulfurous liquid might soon spring from his wounds like a fountain.

But then, as if by some miracle, the man survived.

The patient attributed his recovery not only to the surgeon’s considerable skills but to the water, which had some sort of curative powers, he believed. He told them how with every sip he’d felt himself growing stronger until his pain finally vanished into nothingness.

The hospital staff laughed and praised not only the doctor but the patient’s incredible constitution and fortune. They bid him a hearty farewell and a wish that his luck would endure.

Breaking down with gratitude, the gentleman then confessed a secret. He was not a soldier of their army, he told them, but an enemy officer. His uniform had been so bloody and torn, they had been unable to identify it. For fear of capture and torture, he had kept his identity a secret. But now he could not leave without making the admission.

In their fondness for a patient who, as if by divine intervention, had somehow cheated certain death, the hospital staff could not betray him. Instead, they listened as the man told them how the war was nearly lost, and their allies on the brink of collapse. They heard how traitors to the crown would soon hang from the branches of every oak in the country, and how terrible retribution would be visited upon those who’d given aid and comfort—even doctors and nurses and poor little porters such as they. So convincing was their former patient that the staff took him at his word and made plans to escape.

But then the grateful stranger made them a proposition. To avoid prosecution, they could simply prove themselves loyal subjects to the king by helping to quash the rebellion.

Desperate, they demanded to know how.

The officer told them that one of the king’s companies would shortly land upon the riverbank and advance to the hill under the cover of night. The staff would meet them and then lead the soldiers to the fort, where they would be announced as a group of wounded friends requiring immediate treatment. When the gates were opened, the company would seize the fort.
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