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 To
my loyal readers.

I am sorry that things had to end this
way.
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 To my dear readers:
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When you look in the mirror…

Whom do you see? Not WHAT, mind you. WHOM.
This visage before you, that which you consider to be your
identity, what is its value you to you? Are you content?

Are you solid as stone or weak like the reed
that bends in the wind? This is important to know for this book,
this cursed tome.

It changes those who read it, and if you do
not have the proper mental fortitude, it will shatter your
consciousness and reduce your flesh form to a pulpy wet mess.

You have been warned.

As I compose this missive to you, I’m
currently looking out of the window in my temporary office. Last
year after a series of disturbances, I was forced to abandon my
home of many years. A classic, it was. A 1924 Craftsman built with
rugged and long-lasting oak beams. I built my life there. I wrote
every one of my books under that roof. I loved, I hated, I existed.
I was content.

I loved my home.

Now I find myself deep in a nameless Florida
swamp, hiding in a crude cabin that sits high on stilts for my
personal safety and to avoid the debilitating effects of rising
waters. It’s not enough to avoid the constant brackish smell of
decrepitude, which rises from the water, a bad omen, a plague. The
scent of the end.

All things in a primordial swamp both live
and rot simultaneously, the endless circus of the life cycle
playing itself out to infinity and there is the forever scent of
mold and ruin in the air.

And one day, soon, it will destroy me.

I am so far from the life I used to
possess.

You know me as the author of the Research
Randy Carter series of children’s books. Over three decades I’ve
delighted readers of all ages with his adventures alongside his
tough-girl sister, Charlie Carter. It was the novel concept of
being able to solve mysteries alongside the analytical kid genius
and his paranormal “sensitive” yet physically powerful sibling that
first made the books so popular, but it was ultimately the setting
and characters combined that kept the fires of interest alive.

My readers have always enjoyed my
conversational tone, the light and innocent rhythm of my prose, and
my sense of humor. Surely, you grew up reading my books. If not,
you must have had friends that did. Or maybe you are a current
reader. No matter what your individual situation might happen to
be, you have been wondering...

Why did I stop writing two years ago? Why did
I disappear from the public radar, seemingly overnight?

Where could I have gone?

Now you know.

I was trying to protect you.

Two and a half years ago, I sat down to write
my hundredth Research Randy book, to be titled “Research Randy and
the Mystery of Grandma’s Half-eaten Pie.” The book began like all
the rest, with an opening scene overlooking Research Randy’s
cherished hometown, Serenity Bay.

Ah, Serenity Bay. If only I could go there
now.

Many years ago, when I sat down to write my
first Research Randy book, I think the town was simply an attempt
at wish fulfillment. The perfect small American beachside town. It
was a pure pull at the nostalgic heartstrings, with its town
square, apple pie festival, a hopping burger stand/drive-in, one
screen movie theater, red brick school house, etc. I tried to place
a little something that any reader could identify as a pleasant
memory, even if that version of America never really existed.

But this time, as my fingers hit the keys of
my word processor, my very body fought me with each sentence I
composed. My hands cramped painfully with each keystroke. The story
did not want to be written. After an hour of struggling, I decided
to take a rest and give it another go in the evening.

I did not have a peaceful nap. I had fevered
dreams that left me damp with sweat. Dreams of deep, dark pools of
poisonous waters. Whispers spoken in a language painful for the
human ear to accept. Cyclopean cities that pulsated with a cursed
energy from an unknown age. I awoke feeling much not of myself.
Something else was driving my body as my consciousness sat curled
in a fetal position in the figurative back seat.

I returned to my office and began to write.
Randy, the “feet firmly on the ground” kid detective and his
paranormally inclined sister were torn from the comfort of sunny
Serenity Bay and moved suddenly and violently to the northeastern
town of Effingmouth, with its permanently leaden sky, suspicious
locals, and horrifying truths hiding behind paper-thin facades.

With each chapter, I grew more and more
fearful of what would become of two fictional characters that I
have lived with for so long that they became true children to me,
and for many of you, I am sure you possess the same
sentimentality.

Let me be clear. I did not want to write this
book. I did not write this book. These words and pages should not
exist.

You should not want to read this book.

But you will.

In the end, it turns out that we humans have
very little choice in the matters that sweep us up like high tide,
only to drown us in the undercurrent mercilessly.

You have no choice but to read. On your
behalf, I pray that you remain in one piece after you have finished
the final page.

I pray for your survival.

 


Take care,

The Author.


 


 Chapter One:

The Mystery of the Vandalized Treehouse
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The “new” house sucked.

It was a stinky old colonial style,
wood-slatted house with peeling paint and droopy eaves.

“How long did you look for a rental?” asked
Charlie.

“About five minutes,” said her father.

“Good job, Dad. This place is awful. I’ll
never call it home.”

Mr. Carter, known to his friends as Dexter,
said nothing in return. People often described him as stoic, but
currently he felt anything but. As his old deputy Larry used to
say, “fake it ‘till you make it.” So he stood in silence rather
than reveal his nervousness to his daughter.

Truth be told, Larry never gave good
advice.

The doorbell rang, breaking what was about to
become a horrible trip down recent memory lane.

“Got your mail,” said a jovial man in an
ill-fitting postal service uniform.

“Already?” said Mr. Carter.

“We are quite efficient here in Effingmouth.
Everyone still writes letters, so we get lots of practice. It also
keeps me walking all day, which explains my athletic figure.”

He was far from athletic. Skin bulged through
every available stretched button hole and his untucked shirt barely
covered his belly. Mr. Carter, knowing that sometimes the best
thing to say is nothing at all, did not respond.

“My name is Kevin and I’m your mail man,”
said Kevin with a bit of song in voice.

“I’m Dexter Carter,” said Mr. Carter
cautiously extending a hand.

“I know. It’s written on your mail.” Kevin
shook Mr. Carter’s hand vigorously. His palms were cold, clammy,
and gross.

“Nice to meet you, Kevin,” said Mr. Carter as
he closed the door.

Kevin’s muffled voice carried through the
door. “Same here.”

Mr. Carter just shook his head.

Charlie stood in front of a sea of cardboard
boxes. None were labeled. For whatever reason, they had moved
nearly overnight. Now far from the comforting sound of the waves
gently crashing along the coast of Serenity Bay, here she was, in a
smelly old house in a nowhere town in the middle of inbred
Massachusetts. Everything was damp, reeked of mold, and the sun had
yet to even suggest it might make an appearance.

“This sucks,” she said, opening a box at
random. “Where’s all my stuff?”

Behind her came her know-it-all brother’s
voice. “We packed our rooms first, so our boxes were the first in.
Look toward the back. It’s just commonsensical.”

Randy moved beside her and flashed his
bright, big eyes. Even the thick plastic frames he called glasses
couldn’t hold back their utter cuteness. “I know moving is
stressful for you.”

“How would you? We have like, literally never
moved. All we know is Serenity Bay.”

“I don’t understand it either, but we should
keep our cards closely to our chests. I think Dad lost his job and
that’s why we had to leave town.”

Charlie had found nothing in the first box,
so she opened one a bit farther back. “Why would he ever lose his
job? He’s had it for years. Everyone loves him. He always cracks
the case.”

“Not always. Sometimes we solve them
instead.”

“I’ll give you that one.” Charlie pulled
something that looked very strange to Randy out of a box. It
appeared to be a huge, ornate knife. “Whoa, I don’t remember this.
I would totally remember this.” She held it in her hand as if she
was ready to take someone out.

“The handle looks like an octopus, but that’s
not exactly it.”

“There are too many eyeballs!” they said in
unison.

“I would remember a knife like that. It looks
very old. It’s not ours,” said Randy.

Charlie stuck it in her belt and pulled her
shirt over to hide it. “It’s ours now. This thing looks like it
could do some damage.”

“I want to study it further.”

“Sure. We’re bound to find your old
archeology books at some point. But later, OK? I’m bored. Let’s go
check out the neighborhood and see if there’s anything fun to do
around here.”

Randy pushed his glasses back to meet the
bridge of his nose. “Maybe even find our first mystery.”

“Or stab a hobo,” suggested Charlie. “This
knife is really cool.”

“Not cool, sis. Not cool,” said Randy with a
finger wag. “Why would you say something like that?”

“I dunno. Seemed like a funny thing to say.”
Charlie rubbed her temples.
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After about an hour of walking, Charlie
proclaimed that Effingmouth, just like their “new” house,
sucked.

Randy felt otherwise. It was more curious
than awful. He had taken a copious amount of notes regarding their
new hometown. Effingmouth was definitely a forgotten place. It
wasn’t easy to get to, there was little that was modern about it,
and one would be hard-pressed to call the people who lived there
friendly. It wasn’t on the water like Serenity Bay, but the smell
of salt, brine, and dead fish permeated the air so the sea couldn’t
be that far off.

“This town feels so dead, and not in the fun
way,” Charlie said, scrunching her forehead. “I can sense nothing.
It’s like there is a heavy, wet blanket laying over everything.
Nothing new or residual. It’s a spiritual dead zone.”

“With a place so old, it should be infested
with spirits,” Randy said.

“Well, they’re either blocked, imprisoned, or
simply not here.”

“Plenty of mystery to keep us busy,” Randy
said with a greedy smile.

Charlie considered Randy out of the corner of
her eye. “Um, yeah. Not having any mysteries for a while would be
cool too.”

“Now you are just talking nonsense. No
activity at all is a different kind of weird than we are used to.
Now, that’s a mystery to solve.”

Charlie sighed. “I guess it will keep us from
just sitting at home bored to tears.”

“That’s the spirit.”

Like any small town, it had a town square
with standard issue official buildings like a town hall, bank, post
office, pharmacy, fountain, and a memorial statue.

The statue piqued Randy’s interest. “Let’s
get a closer look. I want to learn just who that is,” said Randy.
“Maybe you’ll feel something off of it.”

“No,” Charlie said. “Even from here I can
tell you it’s fisherman or boat captain. I can also tell you that
he’s totally weird and it looks like he’s staring at you. It gives
me the creeps.” Charlie looked away from the statue. “There’s a
bunch of crappy houses up that hill. Let’s see if there are any
other kids around.”

As much as Randy wanted to see the statue up
close, she made sense. They had yet to see another kid and the
people they did see seemed to skitter about furtively.

“We can’t be the only teenagers around here,”
she added.

They chose a street at random (Peasley
Street, as it would turn out) and made their winding way through
the old, wooden homes. Pretty much every building in the town
square was made of wood, and the houses were no different. Randy
noted early on during their walk that nothing looked well
maintained, with clear wood rot infesting every building they saw.
The cold, damp air that just hung about the place had wormed and
worked its way through every wall, floor, and roof in Effingmouth.
It felt as if there wasn’t anything that wasn’t one strong storm
from becoming a pile of wet mulch.

Along with the rot, there wasn’t a single
house that didn’t lean in one direction or another. Some houses
seemed to lean in several directions at once, which made little
sense to either of the Carter children. “Nothing lines up,”
scribbled Randy into his pocket notebook. He then underlined each
word three times.

In the distance, a bit muffled, were the sobs
of a child. Randy lit up as he considered the possibilities. Where
there were tears, there was often a mystery to solve!

“Do you hear that?” he asked Charlie.

“Yep. I can feel it a little too.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. It’s a crystal-clear, single frequency
in what has just been a sea of cosmic static. This way.”

Randy and Charlie hustled down the street.
The sobbing seemed to move as they did, a bit slower perhaps, and
it did not seem to be in a fixed position. After searching every
backyard, shed, hedge, and open garage, they finally located the
source.

He was in a treehouse, in a hardscrabble,
weed-infested, backyard at the end of the street. The treehouse had
seen better days. Like everything else in Effingmouth, it was old
and rotting.

“Hello?” Randy and Charlie called out in
unison. “Can we come up?”

“Huh?” said the kid. He sniffled and snorted
in an attempt to compose himself. “I guess, if you






































So how did Randy solve

The Mystery of the Vandalized Treehouse?
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