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			Dedication

			This book is dedicated to you, Dear Reader. May you have your  laughs, your thrills, and your dark fears  as you enter the Sectors. 

		

	
		
			SECTORS

		

	
		
			Walking through the dark in the abandoned house, Gilbert shuddered. Thoughts twirling inside his head of being in this abandoned old house that had been condemned over fifty years ago were frightening enough for a young boy such as him. And being inside the walls of the house was, well, downright scary—but, at the same time, fun! 

			There was a large red sign out front that strictly stated: KEEP OUT! NO TRESPASSING! VIOLATERS WILL BE FINED A MINIMUM OF $500 OR PLACED IN JAIL! Gilbert felt adventurous, ignoring the warning sign, wondering if the cops could possibly fine an eleven-year-old boy that much money, or place him in jail. 

			Gilbert didn’t think so—or at least he hoped not. Although his mind did give him a dreadful picture of being in jail with another guy who smelled like rotten eggs and had onion breath whenever he spoke. Some guy who had been in jail for murder, robbery, and tearing off the heads of troll dolls, just because of the multi-colored hair. 

			That thought didn’t set well in his gut. But he figured, with the help of his comrade in arms, that he would be pretty doggone safe. He would not have to worry about sharing a cell with a smelly dude. 

			“You know that over a hundred people died in this house back in the Civil War days?” a voice spoke behind Gilbert’s ear. 

			“Bobby, I know that isn’t true because the place wasn’t even built back then.” 

			“How do you know?” Bobby’s flashlight speared the dark, revealing the vulgar graffiti on the walls. 

			“Because my mom told me so.” 

			“What, does she know everything?” Bobby’s flashlight caught a huge gash in the wall, and he wondered if someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. 

			“She knows you like her homemade Mexican pizzas on Fridays after school,” he told Bobby, “so you’d better can it!” 

			Not much of a response came from the peanut gallery, except, “Well, ya got me there, Gilbert.” 

			Gilbert and Bobby could not be separated if the ground split open between them. One boy would simply take the chance and leap to the other, while the other would reach out with both hands and catch him. That was true friendship. Best friends for life. End of story. They had only been good friends—I mean best friends—three years running. Ever since the day Gilbert saw Bobby and his parents move into the house two doors down. 

			And on that particular day, under a bright orange orb that hung in the sky, radiating enough heat and humidity for the residents of Deputy Point, causing them to turn down their thermostats to allow the cold air to drift through the vents like an apparition floating through a wall, Gilbert saw Bobby bring out his bike—a cool, silver and black BMX with mag wheels and a plastic racing plate tied onto the handlebars that displayed the number one. 

			The magnificent sight of his bicycle filled Gilbert’s eyes, making him a bit envious. He went into the garage and got his out. Unfortunately, it wasn’t as neat as Bobby’s, being pieced together from other bike parts, but it did suffice. After a brief introduction between the two boys, finding out a few things they had in common, such as what kind of movies they liked and how much they hated—and I do mean hated—liver and onions, they took off together and rode down to the end of the street and into the woods, through the bike trails that delivered them above and beyond. And along the way, they found they had even more things in common, too. 

			It sparked an instant friendship. 

			So, now, together with Bobby’s little brother Timmy tagging along, because if he didn’t he would run and tell his mom they were going into the abandoned house down by the river, they slowly traipsed through the abandoned house. 

			“Are you sure your mom isn’t going to be home until ten, Bobby?” 

			“I told you already. She works until nine-thirty. And, I just got a cell phone. So if she does happen to call, I’ll just say we’re outside in the tent.” 

			Gilbert had told his parents he was staying the night at Bobby’s. What his parents didn’t know was that he and Bobby were going into the old house, which they had strongly forbidden him to do for years. But he was a kid, full of energy, and very curious about the house. Every time he and his parents would drive by it, he would ask if the place had a history. And every time, there was a long pause before his father would reply with, “Gilbert,” then a short pause, while his father formed the right words in his brain to say, “don’t let either your mother or me catch you in there. You understand, Son?” 

			Gilbert would sigh, replying, “Yeah.” 

			Then they would say, “Good. Because young boys with curious minds, like you, do not need to be in that house.” 

			“Promise me you won’t go in there,” Mom demanded. 

			Crossing his fingers and hiding his hand behind his back, Gilbert replied with a grin, “Sure, Mom.” 

			A cold breeze blew through the old house, and Gilbert could have sworn he heard something move behind them. He thought he heard a... was that a moan? Training his flashlight’s beam on the empty hallway they had just exited, he found nothing in sight. 

			“Hear something, Gilbert?” Timmy asked. 

			“I thought I did. Coulda sworn I did.” 

			“Probably nothing,” Bobby informed him. “I’m not sure if I believe in ghosts or not.” 

			“I do!” Timmy’s voice was loud. 

			“Timmy, you’d believe in anything.” 

			“Nu-uh!” 

			“Oh, I remember when you thought you saw Bigfoot out in our woods last summer. You ran and told Mom it was out there.” 

			“I thought it was. Really!” 

			“Remember that, Gilbert?” 

			“Think so.” After a short pause, while allowing the memory to seep back into his brain, “Who was that out there, anyway?” 

			“Skeleton man. Mr. Stiles. That weird old man who lives on the other side of the woods.” 

			Gilbert pondered on it for a bit, the picture of Mr. Stiles’ thin frame in his mind, the skin very taut around his bones. “That’s right! I had forgotten about that guy. Some say he lives in the woods.” 

			“No telling,” Bobby replied as his beam splashed the stairs to go down to the second level. “All I know is that guy gives me the creeps!” 

			“Me too!” Timmy added. 

			Bobby smiled. “Timmy, you are afraid of your own shadow.” 

			Timmy’s red Popsicle face scowled. 

			Gilbert brought up the rear and heard something behind him again. He looked over his shoulder, not training his light on it this time, and could have sworn he saw a shadow move in front of an open door where the moon shone through. He blinked and it was gone. 

			His stomach tightened, and he stopped. 

			Bobby had his foot on the first step to descend, glanced back, and asked, “You okay, Gilbert?” 

			For a moment, Gilbert didn’t respond; then he said, “Yeah. I’m fine. Thought I saw something. Now it’s gone.” 

			Timmy stepped beside Gilbert. “See a ghost, Gilbert?” 

			“I don’t know what it was.” 

			“Well, I believe in ’em,” Timmy boasted. 

			“Like I said,” Bobby added, “you’ll believe in anything, Timmy.” 

			After the sound of Timmy’s huffing, the three descended the steps, one by one, until they stood in front of a window on the second floor. A river reflected through the glass. 

			“You all ready to go? Bobby asked. “We’ve already been through the entire place.” 

			Gilbert and Timmy agreed and followed Bobby down to the first floor and out the door. In their wake, a white face appeared on the windowpane. Seconds later, there was the sound of racing footsteps slipping outside, right before the front door latched shut. 

			***

			Bobby’s mom came home around ten ’o clock. Gilbert, Timmy, and Bobby were in the midst of a role-playing game under a tent set up in the backyard. 

			“Hey! That ain’t right! How come I got shot?” 

			“Timmy, you chose to step out into the hallway and try to see what was out there. Gilbert’s character tried to tell you not to. But you did anyway. And it didn’t help that you rolled a two on the dice, not giving you much of a chance.” 

			“But I only have ten Life Points left!” 

			“Well, since you were hit by a laser cannon called a Turmoil, I wouldn’t have to wonder why.” 

			Timmy huffed, crossed his arms. “Stupid gun! Still isn’t fair that I don’t have one!” 

			“You didn’t have enough cash back at the scene in the alley where we bought our stuff from that dark man,” Gilbert said. 

			“Yeah,” Bobby explained, “you could have bought a gun instead of a sword.” 

			“But I wanted to be able to creep up on the guards and slice ’em up like a samurai warrior!” 

			“Not when they have a Turmoil,” Bobby defended. “That is the beast of all the weapons.” He glanced at Gilbert. “Right, man?” 

			“Yep. That’s why I’ve got one.” Gilbert beamed, piecing together a picture of a rifle in his mind with a thick barrel that swiveled like a Gatlin gun, shooting both ice and fire bullets. 

			“My turn, isn’t it?” 

			“Yeah,” Bobby said. “What do you want to do?” 

			“I’ll roll the dice and see if I can counterattack whoever’s in the hall.” 

			“Cool.” 

			Gilbert rolled the twelve-sided die, and it gave him a ten. He smiled. “I’ll take out my Turmoil and peek around the corner.” 

			“You’re safe. The guy doesn’t see you,” Bobby said. “Roll again if you want to try and shoot the guy. See if you hit him.” Timmy scowled and mumbled something under his breath while Gilbert rolled a twelve. 

			“Dang! You killed the dude!” Bobby said. “Splattered his brains all over the walls and floor!” 

			“Cool!” Gilbert replied as he and Bobby high-fived each other. He looked at Timmy, who sat there pouting. “Saved your life, man. Now you can use one of your Med Patches and cover that wound.” 

			“It’ll add thirty Life Points to your character,” Bobby said. 

			“So? This game is stupid!” 

			“Well, don’t play it,” Bobby said defensively. 

			“I won’t! I wanted to kill that guy and get a bunch of points. It ain’t fair!” Timmy stood up and ran out of the tent. 

			Bobby and Gilbert watched him go and glanced at each other. 

			“Kids,” Bobby said, shaking his head. 

			“Kids,” Gilbert agreed. 

			Then, they both chuckled. 

			“Sorry, bro,” Bobby said. 

			“No problem,” Gilbert replied. 

			“You know how Timmy is.” Bobby shook his head again, grinning. 

			Still chuckling, Gilbert said, “I know, man. No sweat. Hey, I gotta go pee. Drank way too much Coke.” 

			“Go over there by the woods if you wanna, instead of going into the house.” 

			Gilbert pondered it. “Might just do that. Timmy might be in there or something.” 

			“If he is, he’s crying his eyes out,” Bobby snickered. 

			As Gilbert stood up, the back screen door to the house flew open, and the voice of Bobby’s mom shouted, “Bobby! Why is Timmy crying? What did you two do to him?” 

			Bobby poked his head out of the tent. “We were playing a game, and he thought we were unfair with him.” 

			“Were you?” 

			Gilbert poked his out, too. “No. We were playing fair. Timmy got mad because he got shot.”

			“Got shot? With what?” Her voice tensed. 

			“A Turmoil, Mom.” 

			“A Turwhat?” 

			“It’s a made-up gun for the game, Mom. Make believe. You know Timmy gets upset easily.” 

			“I know he does.” Her voice softened. “Just let him win sometimes, okay?” 

			“We do! He thinks he has to win all the time!” 

			“Well, try and be easy on him, okay?” 

			Bobby let out a long sigh. “Sure, Mom.” 

			“Hey, I got you boys some pizza if you want.” 

			Gilbert and Bobby’s eyes lit up. Even though they had already eaten leftover Manwich from lunch, two whole bags of barbeque potato chips, and a king-size chocolate bar apiece, their stomachs grumbled. 

			“Sure, Mom! Be right there.” 

			“Okay. I’ll leave it on the counter. I’m going up to take a bath.” 

			“All right.” 

			The screen door shut. 

			“Well, guess you’d better go pee outside after all, Gilbert.” 

			“That’s fine.” Gilbert stood up and stepped out of the tent. The darkness hummed with crickets and other nightly sounds. A light in the bathroom upstairs flicked on. Below, the kitchen light blazed from behind a window with yellow drapes. 

			Gilbert began relieving himself and heard a twig snap. He whipped his eyes back and forth, trying to investigate the darkness. But his vision brought him nothing. 

			Something rustled only a few steps from him. Hurriedly, he finished and zipped up. For a moment, Gilbert shuddered. His mind was creative, and with that said, it brought him an image of a wild animal crawling out of the woods after him. 

			It wasn’t that Gilbert was a scaredy-cat, it was just the fact that there really wasn’t much light in Bobby’s backyard at night. And it was a bit eerie. The porch light only pushed away the darkness so far, while the continuing sounds of what lurked in the dark of the woods stayed hidden from the naked eye. 

			Five minutes later, Gilbert and his best friend entered the house and found three quarters of a pizza pie left. Timmy sat at the kitchen table, devouring his second piece. He didn’t speak a word to them for the rest of the night. 

			Later that night, while watching an old horror flick on TV in the basement, both boys fell asleep while huge cockroaches swarmed an entire town, attacking everyone. Each boy was unaware of the grinning face peering at them through the window, leaving not a mark of breath on the glass. 

			***

			Gilbert said his goodbyes to Bobby the next morning and walked home. He said he would return that afternoon after he’d done his chores. They both agreed to add bike riding through the trails on the agenda. 

			Walking home, Gilbert saw Mr. Houchin across the street mowing his lawn, and he waved at him. The old man returned the gesture and grinned. A few cars passed by, and one vehicle thumped music from within, nearly vibrating the entire frame. 

			Today was Saturday. Both of Gilbert’s parents were home. 

			Before Gilbert walked through the front door, he could hear the vacuum running. When he entered, his thin-framed mom was cleaning the living room carpet, her back facing him. 

			“Hi, Mom!” he shouted. “I’m home.” 

			His mom didn’t even turn around, devoured by the task of moving the vacuum back and forth, sucking up dirt. 

			“Mom!” He raised his voice a little louder. 

			She still didn’t turn around. 

			Gilbert walked up to her and tapped her on the shoulder. She jumped and her face whipped around, eyes wide. She shut off the vacuum. 

			“Gilbert! You scared me!” 

			“Sorry, Mom.” 

			Her shocked expression eased up. “That’s fine. Have fun?” 

			“Yep.” 

			“What did you and Bobby do? Watch movies?” 

			“Yeah. A couple.” Gilbert refrained from speaking about entering the house by the river. Mom would kill him. “And we played that game that Bobby made up.” 

			“Dungeons and Dragons?” 

			“No, that was invented by two guys named Gary Gygax and Dave Ameson.” 

			“Really? Huh.” 

			Gilbert’s mom loved to hear her son talk about things while his eyes filled with excitement. 

			“We played the one Bobby and me made up together, called Shank.” 

			“I see.” 

			“So, um,” Gilbert looked over his mom’s shoulder and down the hallway toward the bedrooms, “where’s Dad?” 

			“Oh, now, you shouldn’t have to ask me that.” 

			“The garage?” 

			“Yep.” 

			“Oh, okay. I’m going out to see him.” Gilbert began stepping away until his mom stopped him. 

			“Hey, kiddo! No hug?” 

			Gilbert didn’t mind giving his mother a hug—as long as he wasn’t around other kids who, if they saw him doing it, would call him a mama’s boy quicker than he could roll a twelve-sided die. Hidden inside his house, between the walls, he knew he was safe. 

			Unless some kid he didn’t know had a super-duper telescope. However, he guessed that the word for such a person would be a Peeping Tom. 

			Gilbert embraced her, and she kissed him on the cheek. As he drew away and walked toward the back door, he heard the vacuum start up again. He had a few questions for his father about the house. Maybe he could sorta slip it by him, nonchalantly. 

			Gilbert saw the door to the garage wide open and noticed his dad’s legs sticking out from under the front of the car that sat on two jacks. His dad was changing the oil in the car. 

			“Hey, Dad.” 

			The legs twitched. A second later, a tall man rolled out from under the vehicle on a long piece of hard plastic with wheels. His face had a smudge of grease on it. His hands held even more. “Hey, sport. Have fun last night?” 

			“Yeah. We had a lot of fun. Um, Dad?” 

			Gilbert’s father got up, turned around, and dragged out a large plastic bowl filled with black oil that sloshed around the edges. Bending down to pick it up, he replied with a grunt, “Yeah, Son?” 

			“Ummmm...I was wonderin’. What’s up with that house down by the river?” 

			So much for being nonchalant. 

			Gilbert’s dad paused in mid-step. Then he regained his movements, walked to the back of the garage, and sat the bowl of oil down off to the side. “Why do you want to know, Son?” he said, not turning around. “Both me and your mother have already told you to never go in there. Ever.” 

			“Oh. I know. I was just wonderin’ if there’s a bad history there or not.” 

			Gilbert’s father glanced back at him. “Did someone tell you that?” 

			“No. I was only wonderin’.” 

			“Gilbert.” His dad grabbed a rag and started wiping off his hands while stepping over in front of him. “I’m not going to lie to you. There’s a history in there, but I shouldn’t tell you until you are older.” 

			“Why not?” 

			“Well,” he cleared his throat, swallowed, “it’s a bit hard to explain. And I’m your father and I know best. Just promise me you won’t go near that place.” 

			The words were like a replay of his mother’s. “Sure, Dad.” So was the replay of Gilbert’s fingers silently crossing behind his back. 

			“I only want what’s best for you. Okay?” 

			“Sure. I won’t go near the place,” Gilbert replied with a small lie. 

			***

			The rest of the day went swell. Gilbert and Bobby teamed up and followed through with their plans and rode through the trails on their bikes. They even had time to stop at Harry’s for ice cream—by far one of their favorite places to eat a double banana split with whipped cream and nuts and two cherries on top that came in an elongated bowl in the shape of a boat. 

			“So how are you boys on this fine sunny day?” Harry spoke through teeth with gaps, standing at the order window inside his ice cream shop. 

			Both boys replied, “Fine.” 

			“That’s good.” Behind Harry, four teenage girls wearing solid white uniforms, much like a nurse would wear—minus the white bandanas stretched and tied over the top of their heads—were busy making ice cream treats for other customers. Vehicles in the drive-thru coiled around the building and ended at the entrance/exit off the street. 

			Gilbert felt the cold air of the air-conditioning drift out of the window as he stepped forward to order. “We’d like our usual, Harry.” He smiled. 

			“Mmmm. Let me see.” The owner placed a finger on his chin. “If memory serves me right, you two want two small chocolate cones.” 

			“No!” Gilbert’s smile dropped, and a worried look pushed through. “We want a double banana split.” 

			“You sure about that? I thought for sure you two would rather have two child-sized cones of ice cream.” 

			“Yeah, we’re sure,” Bobby defended. When it came to eating ice cream, both boys meant business. 

			Harry smiled. “Aw! I knew you two wanted your double banana split. I just wanted to see what you’d say.” Gilbert and Bobby grinned. 

			“Don’t mess with us like that, Harry!” Gilbert said. “We’re serious about our ice cream. Right, Bobby?” 

			“Right,” Bobby answered. 

			Harry guffawed. “I know you two are. One desirable, delicious, huge, double banana split coming up.” 

			Paying Harry, then retrieving the tasty morsel from the next window, from one of the workers who barely even offered a thank you, Gilbert and Bobby sat at one of the concrete tables with a large umbrella hanging over their heads like a vulture. 

			“You know,” Gilbert said as he scooped up his second cherry, “I really wonder what is up with that house.” 

			“You mean if it’s haunted or not?” Bobby spoke through a mouthful of whipped cream. 

			“Yeah. But I’d like to know its history. I still think I heard and saw something there last night.” 

			“Probably nothing.” 

			“Probably. But what if?” 

			“If what?” 

			“What if there’s a ghost in there. Or many ghosts? It would be cool to go back and scout them out, you know? See if we can hear anything. We’d be heroes of the town!” 

			Bobby swallowed a spoonful of ice cream before he said, “It would be cool to check it out again. That was only our first time there. If there is a ghost, maybe we can communicate with it.” 

			“Yeah! We could go back and try and be real quiet. See if we get a response.” 

			“Without Timmy.” 

			“Without Timmy.” 

			“Good idea.” 

			That evening after returning home, after eating dinner, after watching TV, Gilbert turned in for the night. Around three a.m., a ghostly presence stood at the foot of his bed, its head lolled to the side, glaring at his sleeping body. 

			***

			The following week drifted by. Gilbert was stung by a wasp while out in his backyard, and it felt like a stake had been driven through his hand. He did not cry. Big boys did not do such a thing. However, wincing was allowed. 

			In the latter part of the week, Bobby and Timmy got into a fight, broke an antique lamp that had been their grandma’s, and were both grounded for two days and had to sit in the house with the bright sunshine teasing them through the windows. And, like mental telepathy, showing them that if they had not gotten in trouble, they would be basking in its warmth. So, Gilbert had to find other things to do during their incarceration. 

			When Friday arrived, though, the dark clouds parted and gave them a better end to a non-enjoyable week. This time, Bobby was spending the night with Gilbert, and they had hauled over the tent and set it up in his backyard. Gilbert’s mom and dad had gone off to a movie, but not before informing them that there were Cokes in the fridge, potato chips in the cabinet, and chocolate bars in the freezer. Both boys loved to eat them frozen. 

			Despite how
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