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Ah, welcome, child. You must be very brave to enter the spooky woods at night, and braver still to tiptoe down the path through the graveyard. Only the bravest would dare raise a hand to knock on the splintery door of my decaying mansion on the hill.
	Allow me to introduce myself. I am M.L. Richey, author of tales to terrify. I live alone here, thinking up horrible things to let loose through my typewriter. I would invite you in, but I’m in the middle of finishing my latest story and cannot be disturbed.
	Oh, you just walked right in. You are brave. But I should warn you: this house is full of ghosts. And the kitchen is the most filled with ghosts, so don’t go in there. No, we don’t have any Ritz Bits. Get out of that pantry. It’s full of ghosts, I said!
	Listen, I can make you some tea, but that’s it. I really need to get back to my writing. The story is about a girl and her brother who encounter a mysterious wolf creature while vacationing in the mountains. No, that record player doesn’t work anymore. Did I mention yet this house is haunted? And full of goblins too. Goblins that curse you or eat you.
	Come sit by the fire with your tea. No, not in the comfy chair, that one is mine. You get this wooden one in the drafty corner. And scoot away from that side table. Those figurines are not toys, and cursed besides.
	I’ll read you some of my story, but once you finish that tea, you’ll have to go, even if I haven’t got to the end. So listen closely, and of course, if the story is too frightening, you can leave any time you want.
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“I call top bunk!” my brother shouted as he burst through the door.
“This is the living room. How do you even know there are bunk beds in this old, dusty cabin?” I asked.
“Whatever is top, I’m calling it. Top drawer, top shelf. If you find any top hats, those are mine.” Roger dashed upstairs just as mom and dad came walking through the door, each carrying three suitcases and several coolers. Our dog Murphy followed slowly pulling a duffel bag with his teeth.
“Millie,” dad called to me. “Go upstairs and make sure your brother hasn’t started stealing things for his collection.”
This was our family’s first vacation in any kind of rustic environment. My parents kept calling it our first “camping trip,” and I kept reminding them camping does not involve a cabin.
Whatever you call it, they were excited. Not me though. For weeks I begged them not to waste our precious summer in the dumb mountains. The stupid mountains. The rotten idiot mountains.
Back home, all my friends were hanging out without me, probably doing the coolest things I could imagine like eating ice cream and… eating non-dairy ice cream.
Instead, I was going to be hiking, biking, canoeing, rafting, paddleboarding, and rock climbing—all terrible activities for a girl whose go-to fantasy is eating ice cream.
When our family wasn’t doing outdoor stuff, we’d spend our days in the quaint town of Moon Creek down the mountain from the cabin. And where there’s a mountain town, there are boutique shops selling handmade crafts. From wind chimes to pottery to blown glass rocking chairs, if it can be handmade by an amateur, you can buy it for $700 in Moon Creek.
My parents will make sure we spend at least an hour in each store asking every artisan if they have a YouTube documentary about their process. And then we will watch it right then and there.
It’s times like this you have to look for a bright side, and if I was going to find one, it would be somewhere in this weird, old house.
I made my way into the living room to see where I’d be spending the next four weeks. TV, good start. The tan carpet looked like it had been vacuumed a million times but never truly cleaned. If I looked hard enough, I could make out where someone had fallen asleep in a pile of Cheetos—or perhaps was murdered in a pile of Cheetos.
A bookshelf! There’s a bright side. Wasting a summer alone in a cabin at least meant time to read. And here was a whole stack of books to look through. As I ran across the spines, I found the collection was 90% Tom Clancy, 8% Philip Yancey, and 2% Fancy Nancy. Maybe Moon Creek had a library.
I looked out the window at the town, if you could call it that. It was more like a few streets and some buildings. That’s all you need to make a town, sure, but in some cases even that’s not enough.
Just then I heard a soft woofing at my feet. It was Murphy, our dog, staring up at me with an empty look in his eyes and a green bandana tied around his neck. He is a polite dog, and rarely ever barks out loud. He mostly muffles his barks so they come out like murfs. That’s why we named him Murphy.
He wanted to go out. I opened the back door and watched him scamper to the backyard. It wasn’t fenced in, but Murphy was a good dog and a scared dog. He never strayed far from home.
I turned toward the staircase to see Roger running down.
“I call the room with all the ducks,” he yelled as he passed me.
“Fine,” I said.
“It won’t be fine when you see the other bedroom,” he laughed. What did that mean?
As I walked the hall toward the master bedroom, I saw the duck room Roger mentioned. Everything in it from the curtains to the bedsheets was all ducks. The duck-shaped window really showed their commitment to the theme.
I moved toward the door of what would be my room. What was Roger laughing about? Could it really be that bad? 
I completely froze.
This bedroom was wolf-themed—just like the duck room, but replace the ducks with horrible, nasty wolves.
It was all meant to be majestic and noble: wolves in front of the moon, collages of wolf packs blended under wolf faces—the kind of stuff you see on t-shirts worn by those kids who kind of try to sit and move around like wolves at recess. And when you come over to ask what they’re doing, they all stand up straight and say they’re playing soccer.
Fine. People like wolves and they’re magnificent creatures, but I hate them. They scare me. Even a majestic, noble wolf can bite, snarl, and eat a rabbit whole.
I was just about to turn to leave the room when something grabbed my shoulder!
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“Aaaah!” I screamed.
I spun around to see Roger. “What are you doing here? I thought you went downstairs.”
“I did go downstairs,” he said. “Then I came back upstairs. You can use stairs in both directions these days, thanks to the internet.”
“I can’t stay in this room. You know how I feel about wolves,”
“Yeah, I know. That’s what makes it so funny for me.” A nasty grin spread across his face. What a jerk. He loves teasing me. I try to tease him back, but the best I’ve done so far is pouring out his Gatorade and refilling the bottle with Powerade. I’m not sure what I was going for, but I didn’t “get him,” so to speak.
	“No, it’s not funny. Please Roger, switch rooms with me.” Roger and I fight a lot, but when he goes too far, I get extra sulky and sad and he can’t take it. I furrow my brow and squeeze my eyes shut and frown, and start kicking my foot aimlessly at something. If that doesn’t work, I kick my foot aimlessly at two things, and he usually gives in.
“All right, fine,” he said, rolling his eyes. “But you owe me. Something in town. When we go to Moon Creek, you gotta buy me something. Like a… woodchuck skeleton. Or a corncob pipe like the one Popeye smoked at the Alamo.”
Just then something fell out of Roger’s pocket—a spoon.
“What’s that?” I asked.
“Nothing,” he said, kicking the spoon away. This kick shook loose another spoon and three forks.
“Roger, are you stealing again? Mom and dad talked to you about this.”
“It’s just some spoons and forks. And I’m not stealing. I’m taking from a communal pile. It’s for my collection.” 
Roger had a collection of things taken from every place we’d ever stayed for vacation—towels, phone cords, spray bottles of chemicals. We encouraged him to just take ketchup packets or soaps with the hotel logo on them, but he always wants something weird, and this time it was silverware. “Just don’t steal any more. I don’t want to get in trouble. It’s bad enough spending the whole summer here.”
“Don’t worry. We’ll make it fun.” For being a weird, thieving jerk, Roger did make an effort to be brotherly sometimes. “There’s still some daylight left. Let’s explore the town. It’ll give us a chance to see what we’re dealing with.”
“Good idea. I think there are some bikes out front we can use.”
After a quick goodbye to mom and dad, we headed for the front door. But just as I reached for the knob, a hand grabbed my shoulder.
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“Aaaah!” I screamed.
“Don’t forget to wear your helmets,” mom said, letting go of my shoulder. As my heartbeat slowed to normal, we went outside.
One of the cabin’s amenities was a collection of bikes thrown under the front porch. After pulling back the lattice, getting scratched by the exposed staples, dragging out a clump of bicycles, untangling the chains, and an hour of light repair work, we were off.
The nice thing about staying on top of a mountain is everything is downhill. There’s going back to worry about later, but presently I was still mad, so I contemplated not going back at all. Maybe I don’t even stop at the town, and I use the downhillness of the whole setup to just coast all the way back home.
But we did stop in town. Our parents would call it quaint, but to a kid, that kind of vibe is unimpressive. It’s the type of town where people don’t even describe a place by saying “vibe” or “energy” or “location sauce.”
The only shops of interest were Jenkins’ General Store and Mayfield’s Department Store. Of distinct disinterest was the town hall, the bank, the hardware store, the church, the other church, the Law Offices of George Hamflake, bicycle repair, and about seventeen boutique shops selling handmade crafts.
It was after 4:00 PM, so the department store was closed. Jenkins’ General Store was our only option.
A bell rang as we entered.
There was a small selection of food, a few trinkets, books, and snacks. The man behind the register greeted us with a warm smile of suspicion. 
“Howdy kids, you’re not from around here.” His name was Mervis Jenkins, and as we’d learn about most people in Moon Creek, Mervis was very friendly and liked to remind us in a kindly way that we didn’t belong there. 
At this first meeting, we greeted him back, and in our city folk way, we proceeded to not talk to him anymore. Mervis stuck close by so he could comment on things we were looking at, and perhaps keep an eye on the city kids with hearts of darkness.
I immediately headed for the old-timey candy, which was divided into two sections: stick and rock. There were at least thirty flavors of each, plenty to choose from, but if you wanted your old-fashioned penny candy in ball, bean, or lolli form, you were out of luck.
Getting some books to counteract the mass of Clancy back at the cabin was a top priority, but the selection at Jenkins’ was all almanacs, self-published local history, and Woman’s Day annual cookbooks. There was one fiction book about a small-town lawyer who solved crimes with the help of an angel. I bought it just to have a non-Clancy to read, but there were whole chapters of praying, and in the end, the angel just tells the lawyer who did it, so not much crime-solving happened
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