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The Dare
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It was the week before Halloween, and the town of Laurelsville hummed with an energy that could only mean one thing—something spooky was on the horizon. Autumn had arrived in full swing. The leaves had turned to fire: bright oranges, moody reds, and golden yellows, swirling through the streets with every gust of wind like nature's own confetti. Front yards were filled with crooked scarecrows, plastic skeletons, and grinning jack-o'-lanterns flickering to life as the sun dipped below the tree line.

The chill in the air was just enough to warrant jackets, but not enough to keep the local kids inside—not when Halloween was less than a week away. Behind Laurelsville Middle School, where the bike racks met the old football bleachers, a group of sixth and seventh graders huddled together. The sky overhead had darkened into a rich indigo, the stars beginning to peek through.

Every year, around this time, a dare was issued.

And every year, Billy Platts made sure it was his.

"Listen up, fart sniffers," Billy announced, pacing like a general rallying troops before a war. His red windbreaker was zipped halfway, revealing a faded T-shirt with a snarling werewolf on it. His freckled cheeks were flushed, either from the cold or from the power trip. He had a voice that cracked every fifth word, but no one dared mention it. Not if they valued the rest of their childhood.

He stopped, turning on his heel to face his so-called crew—John Slatten, Matt Picklehorn, Gracie Stewart, Pumpkin (whose real name no one remembered), and his ever-loyal best friend, Rock.

“This year’s dare," Billy said with a wicked grin, "is the biggest yet. We’re spending the night at Old Oak Inn.”

A gust of wind blew a swirl of dead leaves across the blacktop. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked once and fell silent.

For a few seconds, nobody spoke.

Gracie narrowed her eyes. “You mean that Old Oak Inn? The one off the Cold Fever Court? The one they tried to bulldoze three times and all the workers quit?”

Billy gave a cocky shrug. “The very same.”

“You’ve got to be kidding.” Gracie crossed her arms. “You know that place is haunted, right? People say it’s cursed.”

“Oh please,” Billy scoffed. “Those are just dumb stories made up by boomers to scare little kids off.”

Pumpkin visibly flinched. He was the youngest in the group by at least a year. His jacket sleeves were too long, his sneakers were too white, and his round glasses kept sliding down his nose. He gripped the strap of his backpack like a lifeline.

“They say people who go there... see things,” he muttered. “Like the ghosts of slaves who died on the plantation. Screaming in the night. Chains dragging through the halls. One kid said he saw a woman hanging from a tree—she started smiling at him.”

“Shut up, Pumpkin,” Billy snapped. “That’s just garbage people say because they want to feel important. Truth is, I don't think anybody has ever seen anything.”

Pumpkin’s lower lip quivered, but he said nothing more.

Rock, who usually followed Billy like a shadow, shifted uncomfortably. “I dunno, man. I’ve heard stories too. They say a preacher used to live there... and he went crazy. Started locking people in the cellar and reading from an old leather book that wasn’t even the Bible.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “You scared too, Rock?”

Rock looked away.

Matt Picklehorn snorted. “I’m just wondering what’s so daring about sneaking into a crumbling house filled with raccoons and asbestos.”

Billy’s grin faded. “Shut it, Picklehorn. As a matter of fact, I got a dare for you, we'll talk about it later.”

Matt shrugged. He always had something smart to say, but he was also the kid who once climbed the water tower on a dare. No one could deny his bravery—even if it was coated in sarcasm.

John Slatten stepped forward. He was the quiet one, always watching, always calculating. His gray hoodie was pulled up over his head, casting shadows over his sharp features. When he finally spoke, his voice was calm. “I’m in. But if we’re doing this, we need more than flashlights. That place has no power, no heat, and probably no floor in some parts. Someone’s gonna break a leg.”

“I’ll bring a first aid kit,” Gracie said with a sigh. “This is so stupid. But fine. I’m in too.”

Billy clapped his hands once. “That’s the spirit!”

All eyes turned to Pumpkin.

He was silent for a long time, chewing the inside of his cheek. The wind whistled through the metal bleachers behind him, making them groan like a ghostly warning.

“I-I don’t know,” he stammered. “I mean, what if something does happen? What if we see something we’re not supposed to?”

“You will,” Matt said dryly. “You’ll see mold. Lots of it. And probably bums and squatters.”

“Come on, Pumpkin,” Billy jeered. “Don’t you want to prove you’re not just some scared little baby?”

“I’m not a baby,” Pumpkin whispered, although he didn’t sound very convinced.

Billy leaned closer, his grin wide. “Then prove it. Or don’t bother showing your face at school Monday.”

Pumpkin hesitated, heart pounding. He hated that feeling—the burning behind the eyes, the sting of tears that hadn't fallen yet. But even more than fear, he hated being laughed at. Being the joke. He tightened his grip on his backpack.

“Okay,” he said, his voice barely above a breath. “But... I’m bringing extra underwear, in case I have an accident.”

The group cracked up, even Gracie. Pumpkin flushed, but a small, shaky smile tugged at the corner of his lips. Maybe it wasn’t so bad. Maybe if he just stuck close to Gracie or John, he’d be okay.

Billy threw an arm over Rock’s shoulder. “Alright, freaks. We'll all sneak out meet tomorrow night. Midnight. Behind the gas station. We’ll bike out there. Bring your guts.”

As the group slowly dispersed into the night, bikes squeaking and footsteps crunching through leaves, Pumpkin lingered. He stared in the direction of the county road, where Old Oak Inn waited like a shadow from the past. Its peeling paint. Its boarded-up windows. Its front porch that sagged like a frown. People said it had stood there since before the Civil War.

He had heard the stories since kindergarten.

About the cries that came from the attic at night.

About the window that always looked fogged up from the inside.

About the faces that weren’t there one moment... and were the next.

Pumpkin pulled his jacket tighter around him.

He didn’t know what they’d find at the Old Oak Inn.

But he was starting to think... he didn’t want to find out.
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The First Night
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By the time they reached Old Oak Inn, a sliver of moonlight had vanished behind the tree line, and the world had slipped into darkness. The narrow road that led there had long since turned to dirt, and the kids’ bikes were now stashed behind a cluster of overgrown bushes near the gate.

The house sat hunched at the end of the path like something waiting to pounce. Its roof sagged like the frown on a clown, and the windows—what few remained unboarded—looked like dark eyes watching them from the inside. The paint, once white, had peeled away long ago, leaving behind a mottled skin of gray and brown. Weeds choked the path to the porch, and rusted tools lay half-buried in the soil, forgotten by time.

It was worse than the stories made it out to be.

And the stories had already been bad.

Billy Platts stood at the head of the group, arms folded and chest puffed out like he owned the place. “Well,” he said, turning to the others, “looks like we found our playground for the night.”

Behind him, Rock stared past the main house toward the distant hill. There, barely visible through the haze of fog rolling in, stood Stormyside Cemetery. The tombstones jutted out of the earth at odd angles, cracked and leaning, like the jagged teeth of some underground beast. The names carved into them were older than any of the kids could imagine—dates from the 1800s, maybe earlier. Some said the cemetery went all the way back to the days of slavery, when the plantation owners buried the people they worked to death without ceremony or stone.

Rock shivered and pulled his hoodie up. “I’m not so sure about this, Billy.”

Billy didn’t even look back. “Stop being a wuss. This is going to be epic. Once we make it through the night, we’ll be legends.”

As they moved forward, the wind picked up, cold and sharp. It swept through the tall grass and whispered through the trees. The house groaned as if it heard them coming. Pumpkin trailed behind, dragging his feet, his flashlight trembling in his grip. His mind ran wild with thoughts of ghosts, witches, and unspeakable things that lived in the dark.

They climbed the porch steps one by one. The wood creaked and shifted beneath them. Gracie tested one with her boot, and it nearly gave way, a chunk breaking off and falling into the crawl space below.

“Perfect place to break an ankle,” she whispered.

The front door loomed before them, its once-elegant carvings now faded and scarred. Billy reached for the rusted handle, and with a loud creeeeeak, the door swung open.

"Welcome to Old Oak Inn,” he said, his voice mock-grand. “Home of cobwebs, cold spots, and your impending doom.”

The others rolled their eyes but followed him inside. The flashlight beams cut through the darkness like swords, revealing a grand entryway that had fallen
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