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Chapter One
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Welcome Home 
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On the last day in August, a van rounded the corner in the sleepy New England village of Codding Hollow. From inside an old vacant house, eyes secretly watched as the van pulled up.

“Check out our yard!” Duke’s face lit up as he stared out the van window.

“You see a yard. I see privacy,” Ella said. Moving from the city meant no more sharing walls with neighbors... or a room with her little brother.

Duke hopped out of the van onto the dewy grass. “Smell that!” He took a big whiff. “Fresh air.”  

Birds chirped their morning songs as Ella landed on the lawn behind him. “Hear that? No traffic.”

Ella and Duke race up the stone walkway to check out their new home. The eyes followed their every move.

Inside the front door a circular tower-like entrance gleamed with freshly painted walls.  

“Whoa! This is cool,” Duke said. “Let’s explore.”

“First things first.” Ella shot up the stairs to stake a claim to her bedroom. A bright corner room with views of the backyard gardens won her heart.

Duke dreaded sleeping in a room by himself. This was the only part of the move he didn’t like. He came upon a cozy bedroom with bookshelves and a window seat. It looked lonely, but it would have to do.

Ella zipped past Duke’s new room on her way to the staircase. She couldn’t wait to see the first floor. 

“Wait for me!” Duke shouted. 

Ella slid down the banister to the front hall.

“Be careful. You could get hurt.” Duke gripped the railing as he made his way down the squeaky old steps.  

Across the front hallway they came to a sunny living room. Ella cartwheeled across the spacious emptiness while Duke looked out the windows to his new yard. 

Oh no! Duke worried. He spotted movers carrying his bed and hoped the boogeyman from under the bed did not hitch a ride to this peaceful place.

The eyes followed them into the next room where a stone fireplace and wood paneled walls invited them in.

“Check this out! We have a family room.” Duke could picture himself snuggled up next to a roaring fire with his future dog.

Ella proceeded across the hall. “And an actual dining room... with a sparkly chandelier!” 

“I can’t believe this is our home,” Duke said. 

As they made their way to the back of the house, a noise echoed down the empty hallway.

C-R-E-A-K! 

“Must be the movers,” Ella said.

They followed the sound to the kitchen, but not a soul was in there. Instead, they found an open door. It led down into the basement.
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“You go first,” Duke said. He was not a fan of dark, spooky-looking places. In fact, he thought the world would be a better place if such places never existed.

Ella stared into the black hole. “No way — too many spiders.”  

“It’s not the spiders I worry about.”  Duke peered down the dusty wooden steps. “Basements give me the creeps.”

Ella thought for a second, then asked, “Did you notice how Ms. Specter looked at us when she told us there was a cellar?” 

“Who?” Duke asked. 

“Ms. Specter — the real estate agent — the woman who sold us this house.” 

Duke looked up at his sister. “You noticed that too?” 

“I think she was trying to tell us something behind Mom’s and Dad’s backs,” Ella said. 

“Yeah, something —” 

WHOOSH! 

A gust of wind roared up the stairs and took Duke’s breath away. A chill shot down his spine. Basements don’t have wind, he thought. He pushed his big sister away from the cellar door and closed it.

It popped back open. 

Duke jumped backwards and bolted out the kitchen door to the moving van. Ella grabbed the basement door, slammed it shut, then ran outside behind him.

Their dad glanced over at Duke while unloading the truck. “You look like you just saw a ghost,” he said jokingly. 

Duke was out of breath and speechless. 

“Here, bring these to your rooms.” Their mom handed them each a large suitcase filled with clothes.

“Then come right back to get boxes,” their dad added. 

Up until a few minutes ago, Duke could not wait to move in. The cozy family room and big yard were everything he had ever dreamed of. Now his heart pounded as he looked back at the house. Did the boogeyman find him?

Ella rolled her suitcase up the walkway. Settling into her own bedroom was the only thing on her mind. Upon reaching the front steps she heard, “Wait for me!” 

Duke raced up behind her. His heartbeat thumped in his ears as he stared at the door. He did not want Ella to open it, so he grabbed her arm.

“What are you doing?’ Ella asked.

“What do you call a guy who’s lying on the front step?” Duke asked.

“Is this a joke?” Ella knew this was what Duke always did when he was nervous and wanted to stall. 

“Yes. What do you call a guy who’s lying on the front step?”

“I have no idea,” Ella said.

“Matt,” Duke replied. “Get it? Mat, as in doormat?”

“Got it.” Ella was in no mood for jokes. She had a new bedroom to move into. “Let’s get these suitcases up to our rooms.”

This was not what Duke wanted to hear. He took a deep breath ... then another one.

Ella lifted her bag over the threshold into the entrance hall. As Duke entered behind her, a familiar sound echoed through the empty house. C-R-E-A-K!

“Aah!” Duke darted up the stairs as fast as his legs could take him. The suitcase weighed almost as much as he did, but fear made the bag feel light as a feather. 

Duke skidded upon reaching his bedroom. He thrust the suitcase across the floorboards, spun around, then hightailed it back to the moving van.
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Ella joined Duke out on the lawn where heaps and heaps of boxes were piled high. They found several stacks with their names written in bold print.

“This is going to be a long day,” Ella said. 

Staring at the boxes, Duke realized all the heavy lifting he had ahead of him. “Ugh!” 

But this was good. Lugging their belongings up to the second floor distracted Duke from his worries. Up and down, up and down, they climbed all day long until every muscle in their bodies ached.

At sundown they collapsed into their beds, happy to be done with all the backbreaking work. 

I’m wiped! Duke thought as he pulled the covers up to his chin. He was nervous about sleeping in a room by himself but was too exhausted to do anything about it.  

“Phew!” Ella said. She lacked the energy to feel excited about having a room to herself.  

Rest was the only thing on their minds. They nodded off as soon as their heads hit the pillows.

When the clock struck twelve everything appeared normal on the outside of the old house. Crickets chirped, owls hooted, and stars twinkled overhead. The dark house was quiet, just like all the other houses in Codding Hollow.

But all was not normal inside.
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Chapter Two
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The Secret
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Everyone dreamed sweet dreams in their second-floor bedrooms as the basement door inched open again. C-R-E-A-K! 

Minutes later, Duke’s and Ella’s heads itched. 

The itching continued until a strange voice whispered, “Ahem! Please excuse my interruption.” 

What’s going on? Who’s there? Ella wondered.

“My name is Mr. Eric Nid.” 

Duke’s heart pounded so hard he thought his chest would explode. This can’t be happening on my first night sleeping alone. He pulled the covers up to his eyeballs while he peered around the room. 

“I’ve come to deliver a secret,” Mr. Nid announced. 

A secret? 

“Yes — an extraordinary secret for two extraordinary kids.”

You mean ... us?

“Yes,” the voice said. “Please don’t tell a soul. What I’m about to reveal is super secret.”

Super secret? What is it? 

“You both have the ability to turn your basement into any place that you want it to be,” Mr. Nid said. 

Huh?

“Go down into the cellar and look for a door. If you cannot find the door, look for paint and create your own,” Mr. Nid said. “Paint the door onto the wall near the stairs. Magic will happen right before your very eyes.”

Ella’s and Duke's heads tickled once more, then the visitor vanished. POOF! Both were back in dreamland. 

In the morning, Ella awoke to the sun streaming through her bedroom windows. Ugh. I can’t wait to get curtains, she thought. As she climbed out of bed, she remembered the strange voice last night. How crazy was that? Did that really happen? she wondered.

Her little brother woke up soon after. Now that was creepy — but cool. Duke hoped he could have a magical basement. Imagine that.

Over breakfast, Duke asked Ella about their strange midnight visitor. 

“It’s a weird coincidence,” Ella said. 

“How can you say that? We had the exact same experience on the exact same night,” Duke said.

“First of all, a stranger can’t barge into our dreams and make announcements. That’s impossible,” she replied. “Plus, basements can’t magically become other places.”

“I thought we agreed that Ms. Specter tried to tell us something about the cellar,” Duke said. “This confirms it.” 

Ella giggled. “You’re kidding me, right?” 

“No,” Duke said. “Let’s go see if we can find Mr. Eric Nid.” 

“I think we’d know if someone was living down there,” Ella said. “Anyway, I thought you were afraid of the basement.” 

“I was, but that was yesterday. Now I know it’s magical and not spooky,” Duke said.

After their breakfast dishes were cleaned up, the two descended the old wooden stairs. Duke went in search of Mr. Nid while Ella followed behind to prove Duke wrong. 

“P.U.” Ella pinched her nose. “It stinks down here.” 

All sorts of foul, musty odors overpowered the basement. A single light bulb dimly lit the dingy space. Floor-to-ceiling cobwebs made it look like no one had been down there
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