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Chapter 1

Lucas: Gaming

A voice in my ear says, “Are you OK, 
Grimwest?” 

I lean forward in the darkness. 
There’s no point in answering. I spin 
in the air, attacking ghouls with my 
sword. In the game Hollow Voyage, 
I’m wearing the powerful cloak of the 
highest clan leader. It cost me 1,000 
gold pieces, but that barely dented my 
wealth. I often play for other people all 
over the world, and they donate gold 
pieces to my account. Some even pay 
cash if I play for them. Real cash. I look 
at the screen and catch my breath. 

Standing in an open field, I am 
suddenly in grave danger. Even though 
I’ve killed the ghouls, I see shadows 
flickering across the ground. They 
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belong to invisible zombies who want 
to steal my soul. The only way I can 
see them is by opening my cloak and 
shining a light. But if I shine the light 
from my cloak to reveal them, I also 
become a target. I check my notebook 
of tips. Then I move and click quickly, 
shooting out sparks from my sword. 
It makes me feel good to destroy the 
undead.

“Good one!” someone shouts in my 
headset.

I hear a scream from a wounded 
zombie. The scream suddenly brings 
the nightmare back. I had it again 
last night. It’s the same every time. 
I ’m in the desert ,  near the shack. 
The ghost enters my body. I can see 
through the ghost’s eyes. I see the 
killer approaching. I know he’s a killer 
because the ghost says, “Here he is 
again. Here is our doom.” A gun fires 
and pain shoots through my body. I 
collapse and put my hand to my chest. 
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It’s wet. I scream and scream. 
The nightmare ended like it always 

does. My screaming woke me up. As 
always, I checked my chest—but there 
was no blood on me.

Even now the ghost’s fear seems to 
ÁRZ�WKURXJK�PH�OLNH�HOHFWULFLW\��,�ZDQW�
to quit playing Hollow Voyage, but I 
can’t. My clan is counting on me.

“Hey, Grimwest, help me!” someone 
says. I see he’s wounded, with only 
two lives left. In the mirror on my 
wall, I catch sight of myself in my 
cluttered bedroom. I have my headset 
on, and I’m barking out orders to my 
soldiers. I’m only a sophomore in high 
school, but most of them don’t know 
that. Since I have the most power, they 
respect me.

2QVFUHHQ��P\�EODGH�UHÁHFWV�WKH�VN\��
I whip it down to defeat my enemies, 
slicing through three blood-sucking 
ghouls at a time. They are part of the 
league of the undead. I need to defeat 
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them to capture more gold. I know 
ZKHUH�WR�ÀQG�LW��,�PDSSHG�LW�RXW�DIWHU�,�
woke from my nightmare. 

It’s better to be in this game than 
asleep.

More ghouls charge at me from 
behind ruined stone walls and from 
the tops of trees. Suddenly the roar of 
flames fills the screen. From nowhere, 
a ghoul’s fire ignites my body and I 
die. I look at the screen in disbelief. I 
see that I have only one extra life left. 
I take off my headset in disgust.

S o m e o n e  k n o c k s  o n  t h e  d o o r 
urgently. I shut my eyes against the 
one thing that frightens me: my real 
life, the life beyond this videogame, 
beyond this room.

“Just a second!” I yell.
At the side of the screen, my mailbox 

is filling up with messages from my 
clan. I have to return to the game to 
aid them. I have the weapons and the 
know-how to succeed, because I’ve put 
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so many hours into strategizing. 
At this moment, my clan needs me 

more than my dad does. 
“Lucas!” my dad says and walks in. 

I turn around with a scowl on my face.
“What?” I ask coldly. My mind is 

still in the game. I’m still in charge.
“Don’t use that tone with me,” he 

says. He speaks to me in Spanish.
Our conversations always seem like 

this lately. It doesn’t take much for us 
to get on each other’s nerves. 

I take a deep breath. “Lo siento,” I 
say. I actually am sorry. He and I are a 
family, just the two of us. 

“Do you want some ice cream?” he 
asks, handing me a bowl.

“Yes, thanks,” I say. 
I glance back at the screen. It’s 10 

p.m., and my dad goes to sleep around 
11. I should spend some time with him. 
Quickly I type that I will be back online 
in an hour, and I sign off. I can see my 
UHÁHFWLRQ�LQ�WKH�PLUURU��,�IURZQ��,·P�WDOO�
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and skinny. I have a big nose, and my 
hair is dark and stringy. I’m no great 
catch for the girls.

Not that I’m interested. That’s what 
I tell myself, anyway. I prefer to stay 
here in my cave, where no one can hurt 
me . . . no one outside my computer 
game, that is. 

! �  "
The next morning, I drag myself 

out of bed to have breakfast with my 
dad. I slouch in my chair at the kitchen 
table. My dad looks at my computer 
geek T-shirt. It says “Keep out of direct 
sunlight” on it. I thought it was funny 
when I bought it, but my dad doesn’t 
get it. 

My dad wishes I were like him 
when he was my age. He was popular. 
In Spanish, he asks, “Do you want a 
ride to see a movie with a friend?”

“Dad, I have no friends,” I say. 
He asks me about some friends I had 
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in elementary school. I stir my cereal. I 
hate to tell him, but those friends are 
popular now. They wouldn’t be caught 
dead with me. “They’re busy,” I say. 
“They’re always busy.” 

Carrying my half-empty bowl to 
the sink, I salute my dad to make him 
smile. Then I slink back into my room 
������ ,W·V�EHHQ�ÀIWHHQ�PLQXWHV�VLQFH� ,·YH�
logged on . . . that’s ages.

I don’t have much room in my cave 
for anything but piles of computer 
game magazines,  c lean and dirty 
clothes, a few schoolbooks, and my 
computer desk. On it, I have three 
monitors: one for whatever game I’m 
playing, one for trading game prizes, 
and one for music videos or streaming 
movies. 

I slip on my headset so I can talk 
to my waiting clan. Since last night, 
,·YH�JRWWHQ�ÀYH�H[WUD� OLYHV�DJDLQ�� ,·YH�
advanced a level, and I’ve earned about 
75 bucks in real money. I would’ve 
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earned more, but I fell asleep for a few 
hours in my chair.

“Dude!” I say into the headset. 
“Watch it with the mace!” The player, 
a regular who logs in from Australia, 
is acting like we’re all his enemies. 
He swings the mace around like it 
doesn’t matter if we lose an arm or a 
leg. Fortunately, I have a potion that 
heals wounds, even amputations. But 
most in my clan don’t have it. Some are 
walking around without hands. I can 
hear them complaining, and from the 
yellowish-gray cloud rising from the 
east, I can tell the enemy has found us.

All of a sudden, I hear a girl yelling. 
I ignore the voice. It’s from the real 
world, so who cares? 

“Dude,” someone in the game says. 
“Who’s yelling?” Startled, I realize 
the yelling is so loud it can be heard 
through my headset  microphone. 
That’s embarrassing. Annoyed, I put 
down my headset and walk to the 
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window. I pull the dark curtains open, 
getting ready to tell the person to go 
away.

I know that girl. She’s from next 
door! Niesha. She just moved here. 
Her hair is in tight braids with beads 
at the ends. She’s wearing a cut-off 
T-shirt with fringe and shorts, and 
VKH·V�VZHDWLQJ��+HU�H[SUHVVLRQ�LV�ÀHUFH��
She’s yelling at me. Bang! Her fist is 
hitting the window so hard she could 
break it. 
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Chapter 2 

Niesha: Heat

I can’t believe my bad luck. I want to 
blow up with rage, but who would 
hear me? Who would care? I wipe 
the sweat off my forehead. It’s baking 
outside in this West Texas wasteland. 
We l ive at  the end of  a  dead-end 
street, with only a few other one-story 
houses around. They’re all cooled by 
big swamp coolers outside the houses 
that buzz endlessly. There are hardly 
any trees. No shade. I’ve sweated 
through a couple of shirts already 
today. 

My mom’s off at her job at Fort 
Bliss.  Bliss?  Ha. It’s anything but . 
Everything’s brown and dusty here. 
The only green plants that grow have 
spikes on them: cact i  and stubby 
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bushes. I hate them. Even the buildings 
are mostly brown. I kick the side of 
the house. All I did was take a box 
of  junk to the curb,  and the door 
slammed behind me. I can’t call Mom! 
My stupid phone was stolen back in 
Detroit, and Mom said I couldn’t get 
another one until I earned the money 
myself. 

I’m locked out of Grandpa’s house, 
which is more like a thrift store than 
a house. It gives me the creeps, it’s 
so full of junk. He died and left us 
his mess to clean up. I walk up to the 
screen door, open it, and kick the front 
door so hard I stub my toe. What am 
I going to do? Mom won’t be home 
until 6 p.m. That’s hours from now. 
I have no phone, no money, no food, 
no water, no nothing. I look down the 
road. Back in Detroit, I could always 
bum money or whatever I  needed 
from my friends. I have no friends 
here. I don’t even have enemies.
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I shut my eyes and wince, picturing 
the enemies I had in Detroit. Why think 
about them now? But they appear in 
my brain. They would laugh at me if 
they knew. They hated me, and I hated 
them back. I have the scars to prove 
it. They slashed me with a knife one 
time after school. But I left my mark 
on them, too—my fingernails are long 
and sharp for a reason, and I know 
how to use my keys as a weapon. 
If anyone tries to jump me, they’ll 
remember me forever. 

I  miss  my hometown—the tal l 
buildings, the park around the corner 
where we played basketball. At night, 
at least there was a breeze off the lake 
to cool folks off, and we could open 
WKH�ÀUH�K\GUDQWV� IRU� LQVWDQW� IRXQWDLQV��
I choke back a sob. It’s the heat, I think. 
Otherwise I wouldn’t cry. I wipe the 
tears off my face.

I look down. There, on my arm, is 
my worst scar. It’s from a bullet that 
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grazed me but killed my best friend. 
It wasn’t personal, we were just in the 
wrong place at the wrong time. It’s 
why Mom decided we had to move. 

All the cars on the street are gone 
except for the one next door. I don’t 
want to knock on a stranger ’s door. 
W h o  k n o w s  w h a t  w e i rd o  m i g h t 
live inside? My grandpa’s house is 
bad enough: piles and piles of old 
magazines, endless boxes of recyclable 
cans and bottles,  rusty tools,  and 
shelves of creepy porcelain dolls in 
dusty,  old-fashioned dresses .  My 
grandma owned the dolls and sewed 
dresses for them as if they were her 
daughters. I swear they WATCH me 
while I’m cleaning out the junk. I don’t 
believe in ghosts, but being trapped in 
the house is the worst. 

I  guess I  have to try the house 
next door. Even if I have to deal with 
a weirdo, it’s better than dying of 
starvation or fainting from the heat. I 
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curse the jerk who stole my phone.
,�VHH�ÁLFNHULQJ�OLJKW�EHKLQG�FXUWDLQV�

in one of the windows. Someone’s in 
there, probably watching TV. I’m short, 
but I can reach up and bang on the 
window. I start yelling. I know how 
to make myself heard. But why won’t 
anyone answer? 

“Hey! Open the window! I know 
you’re in there. What is your problem?!” 
I yell. “Open the curtain! You can’t hide 
in there! I need help!” 





Originally published as  
Freeze Frame by Sandra D. Bricker 

Revision Editor: Alex Behr
Series Editor: Holly Melton 
Cover Photo: andreiuc88/Shutterstock.com 
Cover Design: Lucy Nielsen

Copyright ©2013, by High Noon Books, 20 Commercial 
Blvd., Novato, CA 94949-6191. All rights reserved. 
Printed in the United States of America. No part of this 
publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval 
system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, 
electronic, mechanical photocopying, recording or 
otherwise, without the prior written permission of the 
publisher.

 
International Standard Book Number:  

978-1-57128-864-6 

22   21   20   19   18   17   16   15   14   13   
10   09   08   07   06   05   04   03   02   01

www.HighNoonBooks.com

Hauntings set order #8860-8

The Voice: Final 8-15-13



Contents

 1 Shots by the Lake . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  1

 2 A Murder Scene . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10

 3 Robbed  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

 4 Back to Work . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 24

 5 Missing Clue  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 30

 6 New Clue . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 36

 7 Pursued  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 44

 8 Case Closed . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

 9 A Farewell  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 55

The Voice: Final 8-15-13



1

The Voice: Final 8-15-13

Chapter 1

Shots by the Lake

Click—click—click.  Isa Garcia took 
photo after photo of the sailboats lined 
up on the lake. They looked amazing, 
their sails all  pointed in the same 
direction, bobbing on the slightly 
choppy blue waters.

It only takes one great shot, Isa told 
herself. I have to win that photo contest! 
The first prize was a professional 
digital camera, a camera she could 
never afford to buy herself. Today she 
had borrowed a camera from Paul 
Stevens, her boss at the newspaper. He 
had hired her for a summer internship. 
Paul was the newspaper’s editor and 
an expert photographer.

I sa  exper imented  wi th  Paul ’ s 
c a m e r a .  T h e  l i g h t  w a s  p e r f e c t , 
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reflecting off the lake. She adjusted 
her focus and moved around to get 
different angles. She had pulled her 
long brown hair back in a braid. She’d 
learned that lesson the hard way. 
Once, on a windy day, she hadn’t put 
her hair back. When she’d looked at 
the photographs, they had shown long 
strands of blowing hair.

BANG! A gunshot! Isa jumped and 
dropped the camera. Luckily, it was on 
a strap around her neck. She looked 
at the people around her. No one else 
seemed worried. Then she looked at 
the lake and realized the boats were 
sailing now. The sound must have been 
the starting gun for the race.

Isa quickly snatched up the camera 
and started taking photos of the race. 
Her sandals sank into the sand as she 
moved closer and closer to the water, 
trying for unusual angles and shots. 

“HELP! HELP!” 
Isa  whipped her head around. 
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Who’s that? she thought. It was a man’s 
voice. But where was it coming from? 
It was hard to tell, since people along 
the shore were cheering loudly and 
blowing horns for the racers. 

It didn’t seem to be coming from 
the  lake .  Turning away from the 
lake, she hurried toward a line of tall 
trees. It could’ve come from those woods, 
she thought.  She held the camera 
ready, just in case she saw something 
newsworthy. All her senses were on 
alert. She had learned that from Paul—
to use all  her senses while taking 
pictures. That way she was more likely 
to notice the unexpected. 

I wonder where Paul is? she thought. 
He was supposed to be at the lake, too, 
but she hadn’t seen him.

Isa passed some picnic tables and 
a barbecue area. She didn’t hear any 
more calls for help. She peered into the 
trees, but all she saw were dark spaces 
between them. 
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6XGGHQO\�D�EOLQGLQJ�ÁDVK�RI�ZKLWH�
light shone in her eyes. It was much 
stronger than a camera flash. It hurt 
more than looking straight at the sun. 
Blinking, she rubbed her eyes. That was 
strange, she thought. When she looked 
again at the trees, the light was gone. 
She felt suddenly afraid, but she knew 
she had to control her fear. She raised 
her camera again.

The boat race was forgotten as she 
forced herself to walk further into the 
woods. She took a few photos, thinking 
the camera might catch something she 
didn’t see. The trees absorbed the light 
and muffled the sounds of the race. 
She breathed heavily, and her hands 
shook. 

She heard footsteps coming toward 
her. In the dim light, she saw a shadow 
of movement. 

“Hello?” she called. No answer. 
Then she called loudly, “Hello!” 

Suddenly a strange voice in her ear 
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said RUN FOR YOUR LIFE. The voice 
VRXQGHG�FKRSS\�DQG�ÁDW�� OLNH�DQ�ROG�
computer voice. It sounded . . . dead. 

Panicked, she turned and started to 
run, still holding the camera. Behind 
her she heard the footsteps coming 
faster.  As she ran,  she zigzagged 
around trees. She knew she had a better 
chance of survival if she was a moving 
target.

She ran out of the woods and toward 
some people sitting at a picnic table. 
There were pieces of bark and torn 
leaves on her clothes, and streaks of 
dirt on her arms and legs. 

The people looked at her as if she 
was crazy. A woman asked, “Are you 
OK?”

“Someone’s following me!” she 
cried. 

Everyone looked into the woods 
where Isa had come from. No one 
was there. Isa used the camera’s zoom 
lens to look more closely. All she saw 
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were trees and more trees. 
“Should we call 911?” asked the 

woman.
Isa realized that she hadn’t actually 

seen a person—only a moving shadow. 
She had only heard footsteps, and a 
strange voice in her ear. Who would 
be l ieve  her?  “N-o-o-o ,”  she  sa id 
slowly. 

She walked back to the lake. She 
tried to pay attention to the race, but 
she kept thinking about the cry for 
help, the strange light, the warning, 
and the footsteps. 

Across the lake, the boats were 
following a triangular course. The 
people  around I sa  were  ta lk ing , 
eating snacks, and watching the race. 
The wind picked up, and she saw 
a signal flag appear on the starting 
boat. 

“What’s that for?” she asked the 
person next to her. 

“The wind is blowing hard, so the 
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ÁDJ�PHDQV� WKH�SHRSOH� UDFLQJ�QHHG� WR�
put on life jackets.”

Isa held up her camera to take a 
photo of a boat nearing the finish line. 
One man on it wasn’t wearing a life 
jacket. Dumb, she thought. Suddenly 
the boat  t ipped far  over  into the 
waves, and the sailors couldn’t control 
it. The mainsail swung around and 
the man without a life jacket fell in. 
Splash. Click! She caught it! She and 
the people around her watched with 
relief as the boat swung around and 
rescued the man. 

Maybe this would be her winning 
shot! She kept taking photos. Click! 
As the race ended she saw a warning 
messag e  on  the  camera :  Memory 
almost full. 

I only have a few pictures left, Isa 
thought. I guess I should have brought 
an extra memory card—but how could I 
have known? It’s Paul’s camera.

She decided to go home. She walked 
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toward the snack stand where she had 
left her bike. The shortest path took 
her past the woods. She forced herself 
to look into the trees. Suddenly she 
heard the same strange voice as before. 
FIND THE TRUTH, it said. FIND. THE. 
TRUTH. 

She looked around, but no one was 
near her.

There was a parking lot by the 
woods.  A police car ’s l ights were 
flashing and an ambulance had just 
pulled up.  The piercing sound of 
VLUHQV�ÀOOHG�WKH�DLU�DV�PRUH�SROLFH�FDUV�
arrived. Bystanders gathered, looking 
down at something. “Excuse me,” Isa 
VDLG��6KH�ÁDVKHG�KHU�SUHVV�SDVV�FDUG��
6KH�ZDV����\HDUV�ROG�DQG�RQO\�ÀYH�IHHW�
two inches—but the press pass gave 
her authority. 

Whatever had happened, she knew 
it was her job to report it. Paul had 
taught her that, too. If you accidentally 
came upon a story, you were on the job.
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There was a body on the ground. 
Paramedics were working on it, trying 
to revive it. There was a lot of blood. 
Isa moved a little closer, feeling ill. She 
hated the sight of blood. Come on, Isa, 
she told herself. Do your job!

Someone came with a stretcher. 
The paramedics lifted the body onto 
it. Isa saw the person’s face.

“NOOOO!” she screamed. 
It was Paul.
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