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Dedication

To Robin Magaziner,

STAND

I

that you’ve been waiting

your your your your
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Well, welcome to this page!

M U ALWAYS BELIEVE E

and
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Flip MOM upside down, and that’s the kind of parent you are.

    Thank you for all your help with this series—
for buying the whiteboard, for hashing out my ideas with me,
and for distributing bookmarks to every human you’ve ever talked to for exactly one second.

    But mostly, thanks for being my forever best friend! 
You are MILONELION.
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Day One



ELIZA IS DEAD wrong. It doesn’t happen that often—because my best friend Eliza is a logical, puzzle-solving genius. But right now is one of those rare times when she’s incorrect, and it feels like the Earth is tilting on its axis. As we pile out of the car, we shake our heads at each other.

“For the last time, Carlos,” Eliza says, “there are no such things as ghosts.”

Like I said: dead wrong.

“No such things as ghosts!” I scoff.

“That’s what I said.”

I pull my coat closer to me. It’s not snowing at the moment, but there are a few inches of powder on the ground.

Mom had warned me about the snow and the altitude, but no one said anything about the wind-chill factor. The wind at the top of Sugarcrest Mountain is no joke. It’s like being smacked in the face repeatedly with an icicle. It’s especially cold now that the sun is starting to set.

“Eliza, come on.”

“Prove there are ghosts,” she says, her cheeks bright pink from the cold.

“Prove there aren’t!”

She groans. “That’s not how proof works. It’s impossible to prove something doesn’t exist. But very possible to prove something does exist.”

“Well, of course there are ghosts!” I shout. “Thousands of people around the world have seen ghosts with their own eyes. What do you call them?”

“Wrong.”

“Are they going to stop arguing soon?” Frank asks, tugging on my mom’s sleeve.

Frank is Eliza’s younger brother. He’s a triple threat: loud, weird, and annoying. But after working on two mysteries together, I’ve actually grown fond of him. No one can crawl into small spaces or find random clues better than Frank.

Mom smiles at Frank. “Carlos and Eliza have been arguing about this for the last hour—why stop now?”

“I bet you already regret inviting us along,” I tease.

Mom grabs my coat and pulls me into a side hug. “I was actually just thinking the opposite, mijo.”

This isn’t our first case, but this is the first case Eliza, Frank, and I have been allowed to be on. We’ve solved two cases before this, and we had to sneak our way into both of them.

Mom co-owns a detective agency with her partner, Cole. For a while, Las Pistas Detective Agency was in danger of going under. The first case we ever solved, at a millionaire’s mansion, we flat-out stole from Mom to help save Las Pistas. Our second case was at a TV studio, on the set of my favorite show, and technically, we weren’t allowed to be investigating. Mom caught us trying to solve her mystery. And we ended up working together.

The four of us teaming up worked so well that Mom decided to make us junior detectives for her next case . . . this case.

A ghost has been terrorizing the Sugarcrest Park Lodge, a small bed-and-breakfast at the top of a mountain. Nearly every night for the past six weeks, there’s been some kind of haunting. Guests have been running away from the hotel screaming in the middle of the night. Nearly everyone who shows up has a harrowing ghost story. The reviews online have been terrible. The owner of the hotel, Reese Winters, hired us to save her quickly dying business and to stop this ghost before something truly horrible happens.

“So we’re on a haunting case,” I say to Eliza, “and you don’t believe it could be a real ghost?”

“It can’t be a real ghost,” Eliza says, “because, again, there’s no such thing as a real ghost.”

I throw my hands up. “Unbelievable!”

Frank rolls a snowball in his hands and pelts it at me. It hits me in the neck, and ice slides down my back. I glare at him.

“What?” he says, blinking innocently. “A ghost did it!”

“Okay, okay, enough,” Mom says, pausing at the shoveled path to the lodge’s front door. “We’re about to go in and make our first impression, and we have to be professional. That means no more fighting. The only way we’re getting to the truth is if we gather as much information as possible and work as a team. And that means you both have to open your minds to each other’s theories.”

“What about ME?” Frank says.

“Empty your pockets,” Mom demands.

Frank reaches into his pockets and takes a snowball out of each one.

“Again.”

Frank sighs and pulls a second snowball out of each pocket.

“One last time.”

Frank frowns. “But it’s my snow pet! I’ve named her Snovember.”

“Drop it!” Mom says, like she’s talking to a dog with a ball.

Frank puts Snovember on the ground gently. Then smashes it with his foot. “I’m a yeti!”

“No snowballs, Frank,” Mom scolds. “No farting in front of our client, either.”

The hotel sits alone at the top of a peak. Not the highest peak in the mountain region, but we’re high enough up that my ears started popping in the car. Mom has us drinking a lot of water to avoid altitude sickness.

There’s almost nothing else around. No town. No supermarkets. No houses. The closest thing nearby is another hotel, a little ways down the mountain. That one is called the Super Hotel Express, and it looks about five times bigger.

But it isn’t nearly as cute as the Sugarcrest Park Lodge, which has a log cabin feel to it. The outside is wood, with two chimneys made of tan stones. The fire is going right now—a cloud of smoke rises into the white sky.

“Looks like it’s going to snow,” Mom says, squinting up. “I’m sure it’ll be a light flurry. Just a dusting.”

Famous last words, I think with a gulp. Then I follow Mom as she heads inside.

The lobby of the Sugarcrest Park Lodge has a concierge desk in between two staircases that wrap around it. To the left, there’s an open door to a fireplace lounge, with a rustic look. I walk closer to get a peek inside. There’s a double-sided fire with couches encircling it, and a door in the back of the fire den that leads to the library, which I can tell because there’s a sign that says QUIET IN THE LIBRARY . . . UNLESS YOU’RE PLAYING PIANO. THEN FORTE!

Which strikes me as very odd, because who puts a loud piano in a library? Unless maybe personal home libraries can break the rules.

I walk back to the lobby, where Mom, Eliza, and Frank are hovering. All around, the decorations are . . . awful, if I’m being honest. There are bearskin rugs everywhere. The walls have all sorts of stuffed animal heads—deer, moose, elk, and boars—with beads for eyes.

Eliza makes a disapproving noise as she looks at them.

“Don’t worry. They’re fake,” says the woman at the front desk. She’s younger than my mom. I’m really bad at guessing adult ages . . . but if I had to bet, I’d put her somewhere in her twenties. She’s got bright blue hair, a nose ring, lots of colorful makeup on her pale face, and eyes that are two different colors: one blue and one green. She looks like a mermaid. “Welcome to the Sugarcrest Park Lodge,” she says. “My name is Cricket McCoy, your concierge. Checking in?”

“In a sense,” Mom says. “We’re the detectives from Las Pistas Detective Agency. Can you let Reese Winters know we’re here?”

Her eyes widen. “Of course, yes.” She opens a drawer and picks up a walkie-talkie. “Mrs. Winters, your detectives are in the lobby.”

“Be right there,” Reese Winters says through the speaker.

Cricket puts the walkie-talkie back in the drawer. “We’re all so glad you’re here! It’s been, like, a spectacle around here lately. Like, ridiculously terrifying.” She glances out the window, where the sun has gone down fast. “It’s sundown. . . . I hope you’re prepared.”

“Prepared?” I ask.

“For the ghost,” she says, nervously playing with the frayed ends of her hair.

“I am SO READY!” Frank shouts, pumping his fist in the air.

“You say that now. But it’s a nightmare. We had thirteen cancellations today alone. Half of our guests have been ditching us in the middle of their stay. I’ve been asking permission to go home at sundown,” Cricket says in a low voice, “so I can get out of here before the ghosts come. But sometimes Mrs. Winters makes me work well into the night, now that guests are checking out at like three in the morning. . . .”

“Is Mrs. Winters a good boss?” I ask.

“So good! Super good! Best boss ever!” Cricket says with a big smile. But her voice rises an octave.

She’s lying.

I look at Eliza, who is busy staring at a piece of paper on the concierge desk. It’s like she’s not even paying attention to the conversation.

So I turn to Mom instead, and without even moving a muscle in her face, Mom’s eyes flash. And somehow I know that she too noticed how Cricket’s voice changed when she talked about Reese Winters.

There’s a weird silence, which is Mom’s favorite interrogation strategy. She likes to leave awkward pauses in the conversation to make people uncomfortable.

It doesn’t work on Cricket, though. She clears her throat and stands up straighter behind the desk. “You can, like, wait near the fire for the Winters family. I’m sure they’ll be down any moment.” Then she turns back to the computer and starts typing.

Clearly, we’ve been dismissed.

We walk over to the fire den, only to find a round, white, middle-aged man already on a couch by the fire. Even though he’s sitting, I can tell he’s short. Probably not much taller than Mom. He has half-frame glasses, bags under his eyes, and a bit of stubble on his reddish face. He’s definitely been up all night.

He’s typing furiously into his laptop, while three books and a notebook lie open beside him.

Suddenly he looks at us. “Guests! Welcome!”

Mom holds out her hand. “I’m Cat Serrano. This is my son, Carlos. And his friends Eliza and Frank. Do you work here?”

“No,” the man says. “I’m a guest too. The only guest brave enough to stay multiple nights, it seems. This place has been a ghost town lately.” Then he chuckles at his own joke. “The name is Byron. Byron Bookbinder.”

“So what are you still doing here, Mr. Bookbinder?” Mom asks.

“What does it look like I’m doing?”

Frank hums. “Blinking! No, wait, breathing! No wait, both at the same time. Very impressive.”

“I’m writing,” Byron says. “A nonfiction book. About ghost hauntings.”

“So I take it it’s not a coincidence that you ended up at this hotel?” Eliza says.

“No,” Byron says. “This lodge has a ghostly history, and I wanted to check it out. Imagine my surprise to find my EMF reader going out of control.”

“EMF reader?” I say while Eliza asks, “What ghostly history?”

Byron Bookbinder smiles, reaches into his bag, and pulls out something that looks like a TV remote. “This is an EMF reader. EMF stands for electromagnetic field. Often you can’t see a ghost, but you can feel it. As their spirits move through our world, there’s a disruption in the electromagnetic field. When you see a red light, all is normal. But when you see a green light? A ghost is nearby!” he says excitedly.

“Does it ever go green?” I ask.

“It goes green every night I’ve been here. This place is flooded with ghosts.”

“Let’s push it now!” Frank says, reaching for the power switch.

“It’s not a toy, young man,” Byron says, and he tucks the EMF reader back into his bag.

“You were saying something about the history of this lodge?” Mom reminds Byron.

“Oh, yes. Very interesting story. About seventy years ago, six hikers stopped to stay in this lodge as they were climbing the summit. They broke in because the place was all boarded up. No heat, no food, no supplies. In the night, the storm got so bad that the lodge was almost completely buried under snow. By the time anyone found them . . .” He pauses. “Well, let’s just say they no longer had need for oxygen. Legend has it that they’ve haunted this lodge ever since, still desperate to finish their climb.”

“Six,” I whisper. “Six people died here. Does that mean there are six ghosts?”

It seems suddenly colder in here, despite the blazing fire.

For a moment, I regret letting Mom bring me on this case. This was the first time she’d ever let me be a junior detective on one of her cases, and I wanted to be involved. I was afraid to say no, but now that I’m actually here? I’m afraid that I’ve said yes.

Afraid, because ghosts are terrifying. And afraid because I don’t want to let Mom down. Now that she expects something of me, I feel more pressure than ever to prove that I really belong by her side as a detective.

Before we can ask Byron Bookbinder another question, three people step into the fire den. There’s no doubt in my mind it’s the Winters family, the owners of the hotel. We walk over to them, leaving Byron eagerly eavesdropping.

“So sorry to keep you waiting,” says a woman with the most infectious smile. It’s the first thing I notice about her. She is Asian, with sleek black hair that is pulled up in a ponytail, except for a swoop of bangs tucked behind her ear. She is wearing a suit and heels, and she has an air of perfection about her. Like she doesn’t have to try to be so put together—she just is. Naturally. “I’m Reese. This is my husband, Harris. And our daughter, January Winters.”

Reese hasn’t said more than four sentences, but everything about her radiates warmth. She’s just one of those people who seem genuine and kind.

Her husband, Harris, is the opposite. He is a large, frowny guy in a plaid lumberjack shirt. He’s white, with ginger hair tied up in a bun, an impressively thick beard, and moody gray eyes. He looks longingly out the window like he wishes he could be anywhere but here.

January Winters, their daughter, looks like she’s about the same age as Eliza and me. Maybe a year older. Like her mom, January has shiny black hair. Like her dad, she has a downturned mouth. Unlike both of them, she’s got big headphones on her ears.

“January, dear, don’t be rude,” her mom says, pulling the headphones down so that they rest on her neck. “You can listen to music later.”

“I’m not listening to music,” January grumbles. “I’m making music.”

“Yes, dear, but you’re in the hospitality business right now, not the deejay business.” Reese turns to us with a dazzling smile. “You’ll have to excuse her. She’s learning.”

January folds her arms.

Mom introduces us, and Reese shakes our hands—even Frank’s, despite the fact that he holds out his hand like a limp noodle.

“If you all could follow me into the dining room,” Reese says, “I’ve had Fernando prepare us a snack.”

We wave goodbye to Byron Bookbinder, who looks disappointed that he’s not invited to follow. The dining room is on the other side of the lobby, so we pass by Cricket McCoy again to get there. Cricket looks down at her feet as the Winters family walks by.

The dining room is just as rustic as the lobby, with snowshoes on the walls, a chandelier made of intertwining antlers, a gnarled wood table, and a long wood bench on each side. There’s someone already in here—a woman dressed in a housekeeper outfit. She’s very slim, Asian, with short hair that tucks just under her ears. Her nostrils twitch as the Winters family walks in.

She doesn’t like Reese and Harris. I can tell right away.

“Apologies,” the woman says, in a very nonapologetic tone. “I didn’t realize you needed this room. I was just dusting.”

“Thank you, Sunny—if you could take the Serrano and Thompson luggage up to room 237.”

“Of course,” Sunny mumbles. She walks out of the room, looking curiously behind her as she shuts the door.

Reese smiles. “We’ve put you in adjacent rooms—237 and 236. But I wasn’t sure how you’d want to divide up, so you can figure that out.”

“Who was that?” Mom asks.

“Who? Oh, Sunny,” Reese says. “She’s my . . . er. Well, she’s our housekeeper. She’ll be changing your sheets and getting you an extra pillow—if you need it. Shall we sit?” She gestures to the benches on either side of the table. Without discussing it, the Winters family all sit on one side, while we sit on the other.

“This is a charming hotel,” Mom says. “How long have you been here?”

Reese smiles. “I grew up here. My parents bought it when they immigrated, long before my sister and I were born. When they passed a few years ago, I took over. One day it will be January’s.”

January grunts. She doesn’t look up from her phone.

All of a sudden, the doors open, and a man with a curled mustache comes in carrying a tray.

“Fried-a mozzarella, fresh-a tomahto salad, and espaghetti bites for you,” the man says in a very fake Italian accent. He puts a tray in the middle of the table and bows. “Nice-a to meet you! I will be taking a-care of all your gastronomic needs.”

“Huh?” Frank says.

“He’ll be feeding us,” Eliza translates.

The man smiles. “My name is Fernando di Cannoli, the greatest chef in all of Italy.” He looks like he could be Italian, with his tan skin and dark hair. But his accent is way off.

“This looks delicious, Fernando, thank you,” Reese says, and Fernando leaves the room. Harris, January, and Frank start eating the food.

But I’m too busy watching Mom, who opens her case notebook. If I know her, she’ll skip the snacks and get straight to business. But to my surprise, she looks at me. Like she’s waiting for me to ask a question.

Maybe I should. . . .



TO ASK ABOUT THE DETAILS OF THE RECENT HAUNTINGS, CLICK HERE.
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TO ASK WHEN AND HOW THE HAUNTINGS FIRST STARTED, CLICK HERE.



[image: image]







[image: image]

“YOU MUST HAVE observed some tension between the Winters family and the hotel staff,” I say. “Have you noticed any fights?”

“Indeed,” Byron says. “As an outside observer to all the trouble at the Sugarcrest Park Lodge, I’m constantly surprised how often people don’t care if they fight in front of me. As a transient fixture in this moment in time, I am the perfect fly on the wall.”

The way Byron speaks drives me nuts. He has this snobby, self-important way about him.

“Okay,” I say, trying to shake off my annoyance, “but what did you hear?”

“What didn’t I hear?” he says with a chuckle. “An uproar between all three members of the Winters family. A phone quarrel between Cricket and a mystery person. A squabble between Reese and Luther. A spat between January and Sunny.”

“A spit?” Frank says.

“A spat,” Eliza corrects.

But it’s too late—Frank is already dribbling a string of spit. Then he sucks it back in his mouth with a loud slurp.

I roll my eyes. “What were they all fighting about?” I ask Byron.

“I distinctly heard the words ‘You don’t understand me at all!’ bellowed from the youngest Winters to her parents—typical adolescent behavior. I believe that Reese and Luther were having their usual dispute about selling the Sugarcrest Park Lodge. And January and Sunny were speaking in hushed tones. Much too soft to hear. But their facial expressions indicated antagonism. Yes, they were very angry with each other. And of course I only heard one side of Cricket’s telephone conversation, but she sounded rather distressed.”

I wonder what that could be about. Who could Cricket have been talking to? Would January and Sunny even have a reason to interact outside of common pleasantries? Luther and Reese’s beef, we already knew about. But how far would Luther go to get the Sugarcrest Park Lodge in his clutches?

I look at Byron, who is puffing on his glasses and cleaning the lenses with a handkerchief. “Mr. Bookbinder, do you think any of them could be the ghost?”

“Absolutely not!” he says, outraged. “The ghosts are the six hikers I’ve been telling you about—the ones who perished in this very room. If you are truly after the mystery of these spectral beings, then you must follow the history! The history will lead you right!”



TO ASK BYRON ABOUT THE HISTORY OF THE HIKERS, CLICK HERE.
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TO END THE CONVERSATION, CLICK HERE.
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“WE HAVE TO go looking for that dog,” I say. “Before it attacks someone else.”

January nods and cautiously opens the door. The lobby is empty and cold. The front double doors are still open, with wind flinging snow inside. Snowbanks are piled high inside the lodge. January runs across the lobby, toward the right staircase.

“Come on!” she calls to us, but Eliza and I are taking it slower, elbows linked.

The lights flicker. For an instant, I see nothing.

Then—

There.

Right behind January. The ghost has no features on its face—just a round black circle where a mouth would be, and two round black circles for eyes. Empty, soulless black pits. Its body is bent in the wrong shape. Clawed hands reach out—

“January, look behind—”

It grabs her, and she shrieks. The thing drags her backward, up the stairs, as January cries, “Help! Please!”

We run after her.

When we get to the top of the stairs, the monstrous ghost thing is halfway down the hall with January. It’s crawling backward, arms and legs spiderlike. January reaches out to us.

Behind January, behind the ghost, the door to the Dead Room is wide open. My blood runs cold. Kicking and struggling, January is being dragged inside.



TO FOLLOW THEM INTO THE DEAD ROOM, CLICK HERE.
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TO RUN AWAY, CLICK HERE.
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I DECIDE TO confront Harris first about the glowing footprints. From our interview with the whole Winters family yesterday, it was clear to me that he was hiding something.

We check Harris’s office first, but he’s not there. So instead I go upstairs to his room. I can tell right away which door belongs to Reese and Harris. It’s much fancier than the others, and it seems to have a special passcode system that involves symbols instead of numbers. I raise my fist to knock, but Frank steps between the door and me.

“Allow me!” Then he starts hammering the door—his fists are like mallets, and the poor door is like a whack-a-mole game.

“All right already! I beg you, please stop!” we hear from the other side of the door. Harris opens it, looking haggard. His beard is tangled, and his blue eyes are bloodshot. He’s wearing lumberjack-plaid pajamas. “I was trying to take a nap,” he says. “I don’t do three a.m. as well as I used to in my younger years. Is this really that urgent?”

“Yes,” I insist. “May we come in?”

He sighs and stands aside, and we file in.

“What’s this about?” Harris demands.

“This is going to sound like a weird request,” I say. “But we really need to see your shoes.”

“My . . . shoes?” He scrunches up his face for a second. “Is this relevant to the case? Or just a weird kid thing?”

“Case relevant,” Eliza and I say together while Frank says, “Weird kid thing.”

“Okay,” Harris says, still confused. He leads us to his closet, where he has six pairs of shoes. Eliza and I start checking the bottoms of them, while Frank hangs a pair of flip-flops on his ears.

“Is this it?” Eliza asks Harris.

“Everything but my loafers. They went missing a few weeks ago. I keep forgetting to order a new pair—that’s what I should do today.”

Could these missing shoes be the pair we’re looking for? But if Harris says he lost them . . . then who has them?

“Feels like we’ve hit a wall,” Eliza says. “It seems silly to look for a pair of shoes that went missing weeks ago when we have lots of ghost-haunting clues to examine. Especially since we don’t know for certain that those shoes are the ones that made the glowing prints.”

“Still, it wouldn’t hurt to check on Fernando di Cannoli or Byron Bookbinder in the meantime. Just in case their shoes are the ones that made the prints.”

“Fair. You pick, Carlos,” Eliza says. “What does your gut tell you?”



TO CHECK OUT FERNANDO’S SHOES, CLICK HERE.
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TO CHECK OUT BYRON’S SHOES, CLICK HERE.
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“I’M SORRY, CRICKET,” I say. “But we have to tell Reese what you and Luther were up to. She’s the one who hired us, and it’s our job to tell her whatever we find.”

“WAIT!” Cricket says, a layer of sweat forming on her forehead. “Wait! Please! Before you do, I just want to show you something important,” she says, gesturing behind her to a door under the stairwell. “A secret tunnel that twists throughout the house,” she says, opening the door.

“In here?” Frank says, crawling in. “Really?”

Eliza and I stand at the entrance to the door. “Why are you showing us thi—ahhhhh!”

Hands have suddenly shoved me from behind. I tumble forward, with Eliza. The door locks behind us.

“Hey!” I shout. “This is just a closet!” A mothball-smelling, dust-filled closet. “Let us out of here!”

“Not until you learn to butt out of other people’s business,” Cricket says.

“Butt.” Frank giggles.

“And learn some manners!”

THANK YOU for locking me in this closet.

Now PLEASE may I have a do-over?

CASE CLOSED.
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WE MOVE TO the monitor.

“Where’s the popcorn?” Frank asks.

I ignore him and lean closer to the screen. Apparently there are hidden cameras in almost every room in the lodge, all livestreaming back to this command center. The monitor is split into nine squares, and I can see Cricket in the lobby from two different angles, Byron and Harris in the fire den, Sunny in the guest hallway, and Fernando in the kitchen. I can also look into the empty library, an unoccupied dining room, a bare hallway of employee housing, and the hallway where Reese and Harris have their professional offices.

“This is the boringest movie EVER,” Frank complains. “Nothing’s happening!”

“Do you see Mom?” I ask, looking for any signs of her lurking just out of view.

“No . . . she’s not in any of these shots.”

“Come on, she has to be! Where is she?”

“She has to be in someone’s room,” Eliza says. “It’s the only logical answer.”

“Well, what about these spaces between the walls? Clearly there are a lot of secrets about this house we don’t understand yet.”

“Or,” Eliza continues, like she didn’t even hear me, “she could have gone down the hill to interview Luther Covington. And maybe she got trapped down there when the storm came. You heard Harris—the landlines and cell towers are out.”

“I wish we could rewind these cameras. Then we could see what happened to her when she disappeared from right behind us!”

“Maybe she’s sledding,” Frank says.

Eliza and I look at him.

“Sledding? Really?”

He shrugs. “That’s what I would do.”

I squint at all the people moving around on the monitor. I still don’t have a clue who might be behind the hauntings. Maybe I should look at the table.



TO LOOK AT THE PAPERS ON THE TABLE, CLICK HERE.
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“THIS WAY!” I say, pulling Mom over to the mud at the bottom of the slide. The ghost, I can see, is following us carefully, slipping in between the cloths quicker than a breeze.

My shoes sink in the mud, and still the ghost person follows us. I can hear the squelch of its shoes in the mud . . . just a little bit farther, and we’ve got ’em.

Splat.

A mudball hits me in the face. I didn’t even have enough warning to close my eyes, let alone my mouth, and now I’m spitting out mud. My eyes are stinging—I can’t see a thing. More mudballs come flying our way; Mom gets hit with them too. And that provides the ghost with the perfect cover to escape.

When Reese and the cops come to the basement, it is ghostless, and we are empty-handed.

Reese makes sure to tell the press all about our failure in solving her case. She’s forced to sell her hotel to Luther Covington, and we are out of business. Back at square one, with Mom’s agency’s reputation in tatters.

When I signed up to be a detective, I thought I’d be doing the mudslinging at suspects . . . and not the other way around.

CASE CLOSED.
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THE LODGE ISN’T that big—we should be able to find Byron, Cricket, and January somewhere inside.

“Thank you,” I say to the group. “Stay here. We just have to . . . check something out.”

Sunny raises her eyebrows, and Fernando squints at us. But they don’t follow.

“What are you doing, Carlos?” Eliza whispers when we’re in the hall.

“I’m thinking we should find the missing suspects. If we’re quick enough, we might be able to catch our ghost.”

“So,” Eliza says, “you’re looking for Byron and January? I must admit, Byron leaving his computer behind does seem like he left in an urgent hurry. He wouldn’t leave that behind if he was headed up to his room.”

“And Cricket,” I say, gesturing to Cricket’s empty desk. “Didn’t Cricket say that Reese now makes her work nearly all night because guests have been checking out at three in the morning? Well, she’s not at her post. So where is she?”

“I don’t know, and I DON’T CARE!” Frank says.

Thump!

What was that? The ghost again? I look up the stairs, toward the second floor of the hotel. That’s where the sound came from. “Maybe we should go see what that noise was,” I say.

“No, Carlos, don’t you see? We can’t leave yet. This is an amazing opportunity! We can actually search Cricket’s desk while she’s not here. Don’t you want to see if . . .” Eliza trails off. Her eyes go out of focus as she stares at Cricket’s desk. That’s the second time she’s stared into space at the desk. The first was when we had just met Cricket.

“Okay, what is it?” I ask.

“Yeah!” Frank says. “You’re being weird!”

“I think,” Eliza says, her eyes bright, “I see a clue in plain sight on Cricket’s desk.”

Thump.

That sound again.

I can’t be in two places at once, so I have to choose.



TO CONTINUE SNOOPING THROUGH CRICKET’S DESK, CLICK HERE.

[image: image]

TO FOLLOW THE SOUND UPSTAIRS, CLICK HERE.
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I PULL THE grape lever, and I hear a click.

But it isn’t the freezer door releasing. It’s the sound of the levers getting locked in place. I try to tug and pull, but they’re all frozen, right where they are.

“Bad news,” I say. “It wasn’t the grape lever.”

Frank groans. “I gon’ be tuck here fowever, awen’t I?” he says, with his tongue still trapped on the pole.

I don’t have the heart to answer him. Because yes, we’ll be stuck here until Fernando di Cannoli needs something out of the freezer. And who knows how long that will be?

Man, I regret pulling the grape lever. Our investigation ended up being really unfruitful.

CASE CLOSED.
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I TURN THE lock on Fernando’s safe to thirty, and it clicks open. We can finally see what he was so desperate to hide when we walked in before. I’m thinking money or jewels or ghost-haunting materials, like glow-stick liquid.

Instead, there is a letter.

    
    
        Dear Mr. di Marco,

        Thank you for letting me know about your claim. I will gladly provide witness testimony
        regarding the irresponsible actions of the owners of the Sugarcrest Park Lodge. I understand you want compensation only,
        but I strongly urge you—for the well-being of any future employees that may stray across Reese’s perilous path—
        to shut down her business for good. I will help you in any way you deem necessary.

        Luther Covington

    


“Covington!” I say.

“Reese’s perilous path?” Eliza says. “Shut down their business for good? This all sounds like a ghost-haunting plan in the hatching.”

“I knew Luther was a snake! Who is Mr. di Marco, though?” I ask, and Eliza shrugs.

We’re about to close the safe when Frank cries out. “Wait! Look at THIS!” He sticks his arm all the way in, reaching into the very back, a spot in the shadows I could barely see. He pulls out a driver’s license. It has Fernando di Cannoli’s picture, but someone else’s name: Stefano di Marco.

“Mystery solved!” I say. “Kind of. Our chef has a real name and a fake identity. But which is which?”

Eliza raises her eyebrows at me. “You think Fernando di Cannoli sounds more real than Stefano di Marco?”

“You never know.” Mom taught me not to assume. And if I want to impress her on this case, I need to take all her advice into account. And speaking of Mom, I want to hear what she has to say about all this.

“Mom!” I say into the walkie-talkie. “Code red. We need you to come to the kitchen ASAP. Alone. Repeat: code red. Over.”

“Ten-four,” she says to me. Radio speak for “Got it.”

She’s there within minutes, out of breath.

“Did you run here?” I ask her.

“You said code red! That’s an emergency code!” she says. “I was outside, digging through—”

“We don’t have time,” I interrupt, glancing at the clock on the wall. Ten minutes have come and gone. How much longer can January delay Fernando? I hand Luther’s letter and the driver’s license to Mom. “We found Fernando hiding these.”

Mom frowns as she looks at both our clues. “Well, this is interesting.”

And she doesn’t say anything more. But Eliza, I can tell, is eager to talk about this some more. “Yes, we thought it was interesting too,” Eliza prods. “Why would Fernando go by a false name? And why is he corresponding with Luther?”

“Does this give Fernando motive or means?” I add, hoping I’m impressing Mom as much as Eliza no doubt is.

“Fernando already had means, just by working at the lodge,” Mom says. “I do feel like this letter might contain clues to Fernando’s potential motive.”

Footsteps! I can hear them coming down to the kitchen.

Eliza, Frank, and I freeze in panic. But Mom, a true professional, doesn’t skip a beat. She hastily shuts the painting closed to conceal the storage space behind it. “We have to hide.”

“But where?” Eliza says.

We all look to Frank, who is by far the best at hide-and-go-seek.

“There!” he says, pointing to four industrial-sized trash cans on the other side of the kitchen. “Or there!” he says, pointing to the big metal door that leads to the walk-in freezer.

“I am not hiding in a trash can,” Eliza gags.

“I am not hiding in a freezer,” Mom says, wrapping her sweater tightly around her body.

“Well, we have to hide somewhere!” I snap. The doorknob to the kitchen is turning. We only have seconds!



TO HIDE IN THE TRASH CANS, CLICK HERE.
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TO HIDE IN THE WALK-IN FREEZER, CLICK HERE.
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“HAVE YOU SEEN a ghost, Cricket?”

“No, I run and hide before it gets to that point! Ghosts completely freak me out.” She tucks a lock of blue hair behind her ear. “I’ve seen the effects of the ghost haunting—the fog, the broken windows, the creepy messages. And I’ve heard those horrible howls, so technically I’ve, like, heard the ghost. I just haven’t seen any dead people floating around glowing and stuff.”

“And what about other people in the house?” I ask. “Do you notice if anyone’s missing during the hauntings?”

“Not really—like I said, I usually hide when something starts up. You can call me a coward,” she says, “but this is, like, not a job worth dying for. I bet my coworkers feel the same way.”



TO ASK CRICKET WHAT IT’S LIKE TO WORK FOR THE WINTERS FAMILY, CLICK HERE.
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TO ASK WHAT SHE THINKS OF HER COWORKERS, CLICK HERE.
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I CHANGE THE arrow so that it points north.

Instantly the room begins to shake.

“Uh . . . is it just me? Or is this room getting smaller?” Eliza says.

I look to my right and then my left—and there’s no mistake. Two of the walls are closing in.

“Push on it!” Mom shouts, taking one side with Frank, while Eliza and I take the other.

No matter how hard we push and dig our heels in, the walls keep squeezing tighter and tighter until we are standing, all four of us, in a row. A wall presses in on my back, while the other wall presses in on my front. I don’t even have room to shimmy sideways.

“A Frank sandwich!” Frank says, the only one of us amused by this turn of events.

“We’re stuck!” Eliza says.

“Like peanut butter!”

“This isn’t a sandwich, Frank!”

“Peanut butter sandwich,” he says, clearly not even listening to me, “but where’s the jam?”

“Don’t you see?” Mom says. “The jam is exactly what we’re in.”

CASE CLOSED.
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WE WAIT FOR Mom and Eliza to return . . . and we wait . . . and we wait . . .

We wait until the sun rises. And then we wait when the sun sets again.

“They’re clearly missing,” I say to Frank. “Maybe we should go look for them now?”

“Sit. Stay. Good doggie,” Frank says, patting my head.

We are still sitting and waiting when we hear screams outside our door. We sit and wait as the doorknob to our room turns. We sit and wait as the lights flicker and then die. We sit and wait as a ghost comes creeping in, clawed hands outstretched.

“Wait!” I shout at the ghost.

But attacking ghosts do not wait. Ready or not, here it comes. . . .

CASE CLOSED.
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I APPROACH THE coffin first. Please don’t let January be in the coffin. Please.

I slowly lift the coffin lid—and there is something moving inside it.

No—a million things moving inside it!

Cockroaches. Hundreds of cockroaches crawling on top of each other, crawling to get out.

“SHUT IT!” Eliza shrieks. Bugs are her biggest fear.

I close the lid, but it’s too late. Hundreds—no, thousands—have already escaped into the room. I am screaming, Eliza’s screaming, Frank’s screaming, Mom’s screaming as cockroaches scurry up our legs, across our torsos, up our necks, and on our faces. . . .

These cockroaches are revolting, sure. But nothing bugs me more than not being able to finish my investigation.

CASE CLOSED.
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“WHAT ARE YOU doing awake?” I ask January.

“I woke up from this laughing noise,” she says. “And then I thought I saw Fernando walking across the landing. Did you find out what he’s hiding? I didn’t see you again after you dismissed me from your circle.”

“No, we didn’t find out what he’s hiding,” I say.

“Maybe you should have accepted my help after all,” January gloats.

Then she moves to the door of the fire den and opens it a crack. While her back is turned, I catch Eliza’s eye. She smiles weakly; she’s shaking off her run-in with that dog.

January turns around, tucking a lock of her black hair behind her ear. “Okay, I don’t see the dog anywhere. Should we make a run for it?”

“And go where?” I ask.

“I don’t know,” January says, annoyed. “To find the owner of the dog, maybe? Or to figure out who’s out of bed? You’re the detectives—not me! Where do we go next?”

We? What we?



TO GO LOOKING FOR THE DOG, CLICK HERE.
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TO HIDE FROM THE DOG, CLICK HERE.
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I NEED TO know Fernando’s alibi for last night, right around when the footprints appeared. If he can’t account for those hours, then maybe he’s guilty.

“What were you doing last night at three in the morning?”

“Sleeping?” Fernando says.

“Can anyone verify that?”

“No,” he says.

“Then how do we know you’re telling the truth?”

Fernando shrugs. “I’m not concerned whether you think I’m telling the truth. I was asleep. That’s the truth.” He looks at his watch nervously. “Is that everything? If I don’t get dinner started, Mrs . . . ah . . . she’ll have my head.” He’s still afraid to say Mrs. Winters.

He’s getting too jumpy as a witness. I feel like, unfortunately, this is all we’re going to get out of him. But Eliza jerks her head—a little gesture that I know means she wants me to dig into Fernando’s alibi more. I don’t know if that’s a good idea. Sometimes it’s best to call it quits and try again later. But Eliza makes the movement again. “Go on!” she mouths.



TO PRESS FERNANDO ABOUT HIS ALIBI, CLICK HERE.
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TO LEAVE THE KITCHEN, CLICK HERE.
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“WE’LL HAVE A snowball fight,” I say. “But first we have to talk to Reese.”

I drag him to Reese’s office, and he is looking severely unhappy as I knock on the door.

“Come in.” Reese is sitting behind her desk, looking rather tired with dark circles under her eyes. She sighs and slouches in her chair. “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” I say.

“No,” Frank pouts.

“I have to know . . . why didn’t you want to hire detectives?”

“But I did hire detectives,” Reese says.

I’m flubbing this. “Yeah, but Harris said you didn’t want to hire detectives, not even after your hotel was being haunted and your business was crashing and burning. So what was that about?”

She frowns. “Harris has a big mouth.”

“I just think he has nothing to hide,” I say. Unlike you, I add inside my head. I don’t say it, but I think I’ve already pretty much implied it.

“I . . . I have done something so shameful,” Reese says. “A few years ago, I—”

“Snowball fight!” Frank interrupts.

“What?”

“Snowball fight! I’ve waited long enough—I want a snowball fight.”

“No, what to Reese, not to you. You be quiet, Frank!”

Uh-oh. That was the wrong thing to say. He puffs his cheeks out and stands up on his chair. “SNOWBALL FIGHT SNOWBALL FIGHT SNOWBALL FIGHT!” He picks up different snowglobes and paperweights and mugs off Reese’s shelf and starts throwing them across the room. “SNOWBALL FIGHT!”

“Frank, no! Frank, stop!”

“My parents’ heirlooms!” Reese cries.

“I’ll have a snowball fight with you! Just stop this!”

“TOO LATE!” Frank says, and I lunge at him and put him in a headlock. “REGULAR FIGHT, REGULAR FIGHT!” he cries with glee.

We roll around in Reese’s office.

Frank, breaking everything he can get his hands on.

Me, accidentally breaking things in an attempt to stop him.

And Reese, shrieking at the top of her lungs.

Maybe I should just have given him that snowball fight after all.

CASE CLOSED.
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OKAY, I’M DONE deciphering the doorknob twist message.

“‘Key is hidden behind the deer head. But antlers have a pattern. Go outside for the answer.’” I’m not sure this answer is any clearer than the numbers. “Antlers have a pattern? What’s that supposed to mean?”

Eliza squints at the message. “Do you think . . . that maybe we have to press the antlers in a particular order? And something out in the grounds will give us the answer?” She frowns. “Only . . . it will be really hard to go outside, since we’re totally snowed in.”

“How would Mom even know this about the key?”

“It’s a trap!” Frank sings.

The doorknob turns twice for no.

“Let’s go,” I say. Whether it’s a trap or not, I can’t just leave this alone. Not when there’s a chance that it really is Mom behind the Dead Room door.

We lace up our boots and grab our coats, and run to the front door.

“What are you doing?” Cricket says as we pull on the doorknob. We’re met with a wall of snow, six feet high. “We’re snowed in!”

“Doesn’t hurt to try,” I say.

“Hey, how did your conversation with Reese go?” Eliza asks.

Cricket grins. “Surprisingly awesome! She was, like, super understanding and really forgiving. But obvi I can never do anything like that again, or I’m fired.”

“Well, I’m glad you worked it out,” I say, trying to move the conversation along. Mom is waiting for me. “We’ve gotta run.” Then I pull Frank and Eliza toward the kitchen, where I know there must be a delivery door for groceries.

We try the door in the kitchen. We try the door in the library. Both doors have a giant snowbank, keeping us locked in.

We catch our breath in the fire den, with Byron Bookbinder typing away on his laptop. He doesn’t look up at us . . . so I guess he hasn’t noticed that we stole the EMF reader.

That’s when I remember the letter we never looked at—the one we took from his briefcase. I dig through Eliza’s bag, but it isn’t there.

“What are you looking for?” Eliza asks.

But I can’t tell her in front of Byron. My heart sinks—I can’t believe we lost it.

“Look!” Frank says, yanking on a window. For a second, I think it’s going to be useless—totally frozen over. But then it wobbles. Maybe we can get out through the window. The fire den is up on a slope, so the snowbank is level with the bottom of the window. Yes, this could totally work.

“What are you doing?” Byron says, looking up from his computer. “You’ll let the heat escape.”

“I’m going to pass out. It’s so hot—I think I’m going to faint,” Eliza lies. Her cheeks turn pink, like they always do when she’s lying. But it actually makes her story more believable.

“Let me help,” Byron says, coming over to the window. With the four of us, we yank the window open. Frank pushes the snow aside, and there’s a perfect crack, just big enough for a kid to fit through. At least we know our suspects won’t follow us out here.

“I need air,” Eliza says, crawling out the window and onto a bed of snow.

“I should go with her,” I say, “to make sure she’s okay.”

Behind me, Frank pauses. “Made-up excuse,” he says to Byron, and I try not to groan. Then Frank follows me out the window.

The storm last night was no joke. The snowfall has died down, but the wind is still harsh and cold, smacking snow into my face and down the front of my coat. There are pieces of tree branches everywhere—probably scattered from the wind. I had expected the snow to be powdery since it’s so fresh, but the frigid temperature has frozen much of it into ice chunks.

Outside the lodge, there’s a hot tub and an outdoor firepit. There’s a shed with a sign that says OUTDOOR EQUIPMENT SHED. And there’s a gated area, a little bit down the slope, that looks like a creepy garden. With a fountain and some iron statues. I bet it’s nice in the summer, but now that it’s December, the whole place is totally blown over with snow.

“‘Key is hidden behind the deer head. But antlers have a pattern. Go outside for the answer,’” Eliza recites.

“Well, we’re outside,” I say. “I don’t see an answer.”

“We have to keep looking. Maybe it’s in the equipment shed. It would be a good place to hide a deer head. Or a clue to a key.”

“Isn’t that technically inside?” I say. “Mom told us to look outside for the answer.” I keep my eyes focused on the gated garden area. From far away, those statues look almost like deer or moose or elk. That has to be important, right?



TO CHECK OUT THE EQUIPMENT SHED, CLICK HERE.
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TO CHECK OUT THE GATED GARDEN, CLICK HERE.
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I PROMISED MOM I wouldn’t look. So I won’t.

“Mom!” I shout, reaching my arm behind me. “Grab my hand!”

“Get away!”

“Mom! Grab ahold!”

She shrieks.

“Mom?”

I reach my hand back as far as it can go, and something wet touches my palm . . . like someone has licked it. I shudder and pull my hand back.

“Mom? Mom!” I cry.

I don’t hear her anymore.

I promised her I wouldn’t turn back. But it means I had to turn my back on her.

CASE CLOSED.
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