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Cha pter 1

The New House
After stepping out of their car, Zach’s family looked at
their new house.
“It’s got towers like a castle!” yelled Zach.
“I think it’s creepy,” said Sophie.
“Look at all the weeds,” said Dad, with a big sigh.
“It needs a lot of work, but we’ll fix it up in no time,”
Mom said cheerily.
She was right. This wasn’t the first time Zach and Sophie’s
parents had bought a dilapidated old house to renovate.
The huge house looked as if no one had taken care of it
for decades. A jungle of tall grass obscured the first floor.
In many places, the paint was faded and peeling. Some of the
windows were closed up as if the building were hiding a secret.
“Come on,” said Dad. “Let’s check out our new house.”
Zach and his family walked up to the front porch. Dad
unlocked the front door with an ancient-looking skeleton key.
The door opened with a long, loud creak.
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As the family walked into the hallway, their footsteps echoed
throughout the house.
“Mom and Dad, is it okay if I explore? Can I have a
bedroom in one of the towers?” asked Zach excitedly as he ran
up a wide staircase.
“Yes,” Mom said as she, Sophie, and Dad walked to the
kitchen. “Just be careful. No one has lived in this house for
ages, and the previous owners left a lot of old stuff behind.”
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At the top of the stairs, Zach found a long, gloomy
hallway. Down the hall, he could see a wooden door set into
the curved wall of the turret. Zach ran to the door and shoved
it open.
Inside the room, heavy curtains and shutters blocked out
the late afternoon sun. Even in the dim light, Zach could
see the room’s rounded walls. He walked to the window and
opened the long curtains. A cloud of thick dust rose up like
smoke from the old fabric. Then dozens of mummified bugs
fell onto his head. Startled, Zack stepped backward and batted
the bugs out of his hair. Then he suddenly felt something soft
brush against his cheek.
Hanging from the curtains, with one of its tiny wings
caught in the fabric, was a dead
bird. All that remained of the little
creature was a fragile skeleton and
some wing feathers. Zach shook
the curtains. The bird fell to the
floor, finally free.
Zach bent down and gently picked
up the small animal. Then he looked at an old metal bed
and a large antique dresser in the room. Sitting on top of the
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dresser was a black top hat. It was so thick with dust that it
looked gray.
“Zach, time for dinner!” yelled his mom from the kitchen.
Zach walked to the dresser and carefully laid the skeleton
near the top hat. Then he hurried downstairs.
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After dinner, Zach grabbed his sleeping bag and headed
back upstairs to spend his first night in his new bedroom.
Dad came, too, and together they tidied up the room,
sweeping up all the dust and the dead bugs.
“Get some rest, kiddo,” said Dad, as Zach finally climbed
into his sleeping bag. “Good night. And don’t let the dead
bugs bite!” Dad said with a smile.
After a long and exciting day, Zach fell fast asleep.

Zach stirred as he felt a burst of cold air around him. He
opened his eyes, but could see nothing but blackness. Shivering,
he tried to figure out where he was and why the air around him
was so cold. It felt as if he were sleeping in a refrigerator.
Confusion and fear began to spread from his stomach into
his chest. Zach tried to take a deep breath, but he couldn’t get
enough air. It was as if he were . . . suffocating!
A terrible feeling of panic flooded his body. He couldn’t
breathe . . . and he was trapped in icy blackness.
A strangled cry for help burst from Zach’s mouth as he
woke up with a jolt.
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Panting for breath, Zack realized he was inside his sleeping
bag in his new bedroom. Moonlight filtered in through the
window. He could see the room’s curved walls, and the black
top hat and the bird’s skeleton on the dresser.
Zach switched on his flashlight for comfort, and then
wrapped himself up tight in his sleeping bag. Finally, he closed
his eyes and tried hard not to think about the terrifying dream.
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