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Chapter 1

Tricks and Treats

The sun was setting. An eerie cool mist settled around the nearby houses. The house I stood before was barely visible in the gathering gloom. I shivered.

I walked up the rickety front stairs, paused for a second, then rang the doorbell.

“Mrs. Gianelli? Are you there?”

I waited, holding my breath. No answer. I frowned. Then I rang the doorbell again. A cat hissed in the distance. Still no answer.

I turned to my green-hued companion and spoke clearly, despite my long sharp fangs. “You give it a try.”

My companion, my best friend Gabe, shook his head. “Um . . . I can’t really lift my arms in this costume.”
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“I know this is your first time doing this, but don’t call it a costume. You need to be one with your monster.”

“That’d be easier if I could move without making my head slide off.” To demonstrate, Gabe lifted a hand, forcing up the right shoulder of his enormous Frankenstein’s monster suit—one of my dad’s old winter coats. The shoulder bumped his big green head (a hockey helmet with a wig glued on top) and knocked it askew.

I nudged the head back in place.

“Booooooooo-m!” I said, mimicking an explosion.

“Boooooooo-m?”

“That’s what an exploding ghost sounds like.”

Gabe blinked. “Meaning?”

“Meaning your costume conundrum just blew up the spooky vibe we were nurturing.”

Gabe rolled his eyes. “It’s barely dark out yet. She might not even be home.”

I shook my head. “Oh, she’s home. I’m taking points off for punctuality.”

Gabe still didn’t make a move to ring the bell.

“Fine. I guess this is a job for Count Dracula,” I said with my best classic Dracula impression—Bela Lugosi, to be precise (which, if I’m being honest, is impeccable). I pushed the button again and counted to ten, this time with my best Count von Count voice—also, TBH, top-notch. “One-ah-ah-ah, Two-ah-ah-ah . . .”

Finally, the door slowly opened a crack, and Mrs. Gianelli’s face appeared in the sliver of light. She was wearing an apron and holding a large knife!
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“AHHHH!” Gabe screamed.

I reached out and grabbed his arm to stop him from bolting. “Trick or treat!” I said.

“It’s October 9.” Mrs. Gianelli closed the door slightly.

“Yup. Halloween-O-ween.” I beamed.

“Halloween-O-ween . . . already?” She lowered the knife.

Gabe relaxed, so I let him go. I held up my tombstone-shaped clipboard and clicked my bone-shaped pen. “Time for our annual pre-Halloween inspection.”

“I’m just making din—”

“I admit it’s a little earlier than last year. Didn’t you get my flyer with the date change?”

She sighed and rolled her eyes.

Some adults, I have found, do not appreciate the preparation involved in setting up the perfect Halloween.

Oh sure, they’ll happily decorate a dead pine tree weeks before Christmas. They’ll even brag about getting their shopping done months ahead of time. But ask them to put just a little prep into the only holiday that lets you be whatever you want to be? With all the theatricality, the candy, the PURE JOY? What Gabe calls the ne plus ultra and I call the super-duper-stupendousest of all holidays?

Well, getting adults to prep for that is like pulling fangs.

“Gabe and I are just triple-checking that everyone is getting things ready.”
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“Are they serious?” She raised an eyebrow at Gabe.

I smiled to myself and added a checkmark to her score sheet. Points deducted for punctuality, but points gained for the right pronouns. Thanks, Mrs. G!

“Yeah, they’re serious.” Gabe shrugged, loosening the helmet again. “Happy Halloween-O-ween?”

She turned back to me. “Okay, Zed, fire away.”

A few questions later, we turned and left. “Another successful Halloween-O-ween check.” I consulted my tombstone clipboard. “Mrs. Gianelli agreed to upgrade from licorice sticks—seriously!—to candy bars.”

“She was already planning to decorate her porch,” said Gabe.

“With just two pumpkins and a scarecrow!” I said. “But now she’s going to add spooky lights and maybe even some fog. This earns her house a four-out-of-five pumpkin rating on our official Halloween map.”

“Is your mom still going to print them off at work?”

I nodded. “Then we can hand them out to all the little trick-or-treating ghouls. Now who’s next?” I ran my finger down our list. “Aha!” I pointed to the end of the street. “Mr. Ohi. Last year, he handed out bags of candy corn, if you can believe that.”
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“I remember,” Gabe said. “I actually don’t mind candy corn.”

“Ugh. It’s an automatic one-pumpkin rating!”

“So is Halloween-O-ween about improving our personal candy haul?”

“We are doing it for the children, Gabe. We need our neighborhood to keep its reputation as the best and scariest in the city.”

“Kids do come from all over to trick-or-treat here,” Gabe said with a small smile. (Anything more enthusiastic would have knocked his head off again.) “They even asked about it in that interview we did for the radio.”

“Exactly. Which we get to hear tomorrow morning!”

“If we can get up that early.”

“I’ve set six alarms in different rooms.”

“But you’re sleeping over at my house. You set alarms at my house?”

“Of course. You and your family hold on to old electronics until they’re fire hazards.”

“My dad likes old tech.”

[image: image]

“So old the snooze buttons don’t work, so you have to wake up when they go off,” I said, rubbing my hands together.

Gabe rolled his eyes so hard, his forehead slid a little more.

I nudged it back in place and tightened the strap that held it under his chin. “The other advantage of Halloween-O-ween is that we can practice walking and ringing doorbells in our frightening finery.”

“Like a dress rehearsal.”

“Maybe for a Halloween-y opera,” I said. Gabe had taken me to a few operas, and while they weren’t as boring as I thought they’d be, nothing has ever been made worse with a little Halloween spice.

Gabe smiled. “Have you ever seen the headpieces from Aida?”

“No, but do tell.” I didn’t always get the music part, but the opera costumes? Frequent winners of the Zed seal of approval.

“Ornate! Like, you can always spot her, Princess Aida, when she marches onto the stage, even before she starts singing.”

“Warns the audience it’s time to put in the earplugs.” I grinned.

“Haha.”

“Enough of opera. Time to complete the pre-Halloween haunting of our neighborhood haunts!”

The moon was smiling down on us as we secured more promises to step up the confections and decorations.

“We have done spooktacular work, Frankie,” I said, patting Gabe on the back. “With each strobe light, spooky fog machine and full-size chocolate bar, the children of this city will thank us.”
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Gabe finally took off his helmet. “That’s better,” he sighed. “Dinner’s probably ready.”

“Your dad’s lasagna?” My stomach rumbled. “With his secret ingredients?”

“Yup. My homegrown basil and oregano.” Gabe smiled, which was nice. He and his dad didn’t always see eye to eye, but our success in our first literary adventure (ever heard of The Monster’s Castle?) had led to some progress. Old Man Linden still didn’t get Gabe’s aversion to sports and love of Latin, but he was coming around on the opera and plant stuff.

I meditatively chewed a Snickers—a leftover from my Zed-approved Halloween-O-ween sample handout package—as we made our way to Gabe’s house.

“This Halloween is going to be the best ever,” I said, dancing around Gabe and waving a hand like a fluttering bat around his head. “Woooooh, so spoooooky!” I encouraged him to join in my celebratory Halloween serenade.

Gabe shuddered slightly. I cut it out; I’d forgotten he wasn’t the biggest fan of bats and ghosts.

We turned the corner onto Gabe’s street and saw a familiar pile of junk appearing through the mist.

“CARSSANDRA?!”
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Yes! The 1996 Subaru Impreza that helped us solve the mystery of a lifetime—sometimes with working A/C—had appeared unexpectedly like a phantom chariot.

Gabe and I ran over and hugged the parked car (which wasn’t easy in our getups), then burst through the front door of Gabe’s house.

Sure enough, Sam, Gabe’s sister and the owner of Carssandra (formerly known as Dolly CARton), and her awesome girlfriend, Jo, were setting out plates on the dining room table. They turned as we bolted into the room.

“Hey, look, it’s the dynamic doofuses!” said Sam, wrapping Gabe in her arms.

“We didn’t know you two were in town!” I said, hugging Jo.

They exchanged a glance, and my Extra Zed-sory Perception (or EZP, for short) started tingling.

“It’s a bit of a surprise visit,” Jo said. She was definitely giving off “we’ve got news” vibes.

Sam nodded. “We’ve got news.”
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Chapter 2

Let the Bells Ring Out

I sat as still as I could, trembling with anticipation, waiting for the telltale creak on the topmost step.

CREAK!

“Okay, Gabe—hit it!”

Gabe, sitting on the piano stool next to me, started tickling the ivories, and I belted out in my loudest voice, “Here come the briiiiiiides! All dressed in . . . pajamas?!”
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Sam and Jo appeared at the top of the stairs in some truly boring gray-checked flannels. I forced myself to look away, made a mental note to give them some fashion advice before they walked down the aisle and ended the song with “. . . sweet love united for GE-O-LOGY!!!!”

Gabe finished the march with a flourish.

“That rocked!” I high-fived Gabe.

Sam and Jo reached the bottom stair, glowered at us, then slunk into the kitchen.

“I think they liked it,” I said.

“It’s a great song. The original is from the Wagner opera Lohengrin. Completely different words in German. It’s for the wedding scene in act—”

“Yeah, yeah. Cool, cool.” I waved my hand at Gabe and quickly followed my favorite couple through the door and into the kitchen. They were sitting at the table, staring down at the breakfast Gabe’s dad had made before hitting the shower.

Sam and Jo had told us about their engagement the night before, but then we’d had dinner, and who can speak more than a few words when world-class lasagna is on the table? Then they’d rushed out to tell their friends the news and came back late. I had questions, and luckily, two of the alarms I’d set had been on the clocks in their room.

“Good morning, lovebirds!” I called. “I can’t believe you’re getting MARRIED!” I mimed firing Cupid’s arrow at them.

Their response was something between a growl and a louder growl.

Sam spotted the decorations I’d added to their bowls of oatmeal. Smiley faces made out of M&M’s, blueberries and squeezable icing. I’d even used the spoons to make it look like the bowls had arms.

Jo arched an eyebrow. “Why are they punching each other?”
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“They’re holding hands!” I said. “Like the brides on a wedding cake. And it’ll taste as good as it looks.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” Sam said.

“Hmph. Great artists are never appreciated in their time.”

Gabe walked in. “So did I miss any of the wedding plans?”

“YES!” I slammed my hands on the table. Sam and Jo jumped in their seats. “We must have details! Date? Venue? What are you going to wear? Please don’t say gray flannels. Flowers? Pets? Music choice: DJ or live band? Please no opera.”

Gabe looked hurt.

“Okay, fine,” I said. “But only Italian opera.”

Gabe smiled, and I resumed my interrogation.

“Menu? Venue? Rings? Ring bearers? I accept, BTW. I can also double as a flower kid or usher. WHAT KIND OF CAKE?????!!!!!!”

“Whoa, whoa, Zed,” Sam said, rubbing her temples. “I got up a little earlier than I expected to.”

“You’re welcome.”

She started to get out of her chair. “You set that alarm?”

“Both of them, actually, including the one I hid in your closet. Always have a backup.”

Sam’s arm muscles flexed. My eyes darted to the butter knife on the table.

“It’s okay, right, Sam?” said Jo, putting a hand on her shoulder. “We were getting up early anyway. And, Zed, we haven’t had our third cups of coffee yet. Let’s all take a deep breath.”

Sam sat back down. “We’re keeping it small,” she said through clenched teeth.

“Oh, so you’re saying the reception might have to be on a yacht instead of a cruise ship? We can roll with that.”
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Jo snorted. “Just family and a few friends. Leslie will come up and—”

“ALOYSIUS WILL BE SO EXCITED!!!!” I jumped up and down. Aloysius is my stuffed jackalope. He was made by Leslie, Jo’s uncle.

Sam wagged her finger. “No jackalopes.”

“But I’m dressing him up in a pumpkin costume! He’s a jack-a-lope-a-lantern!”

“N-O.”

“You fiend.”
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“The guest list is very limited,” Jo said.

“Very.” Sam glared at me over her coffee. “And getting more limited by the second.”

“It’s okay”—I turned to Gabe—“you can be my plus-one.” He snorted.

Sam actually spat out some coffee, then shrieked as more gushed out her nose. Jo grabbed a napkin and dabbed her chin. It was so cute I had to rush over and hug them.

“OUCH! MY RIBS!” said Sam.

I released them.

Gabe sipped his freshly squeezed orange juice. “Back to the wedding. How do you actually define ‘small’?”

Jo picked a few blueberries from her oatmeal. “As small as possible. Weddings are expensive, and we’re students, so we don’t have much cash. And we want to have the ceremony soon, while we’re both up here working on our PhD theses. So we want to keep the planning simple too.”

Sam croaked, “We also want to help pay for Leslie and Jennie to come up.”

“Jennie!!!” Gabe and I shrieked.

Jo smiled. “She’s taking a weekend off so her diner can get a fresh coat of paint. She offered to do the catering!”

Jennie’s diner was one of the coolest places I’d ever been. Gabe and I still drooled at the memory of the amazing fry bread she’d made for us.

“OOHH! Has she cooked for a couple of hundred people before?”

Sam sighed. “Small wedding, Zed. S-M-A-L-L. Like your ability to listen.”

“We want a simple ceremony,” Jo added. “A few guests. That’s it.”

I snorted. Lots of my relatives had gotten married, and every one of them had said “We want a simple wedding.” But what they really meant was “We can’t afford the wedding we want.”

Everyone wants a big romantic night filled with family, friends and people you barely know dancing in a gilded hall as they toss confetti in the air and stay up way too late. But as Jo said, weddings are not cheap.

“But if you could, you’d go crazy, right? Cake the size of the Monster’s Castle? Matching purple-and-green linen jumpsuits? White roses on every table? Stretch limo? Maybe a Halloween theme?!”
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“We like simple, Zed,” Jo and Sam said together. It sounded like they’d rehearsed it to convince themselves.

“Riiiight,” I said, winking at Gabe. He winked back, which meant our minds were now clicking. Which is how we start hatching plans.

“Why are you two winking?” Sam pointed a finger at us.

Darn, she was good.

I pretended to wipe away a tear. “We’re just so happy for you both.”

“Don’t cook up some cockamamie plan, you two.”

I was about to salute her use of the word “cockamamie” when Gabe’s dad rushed into the kitchen, his hair still wet.

“Turn on the radio!”

“Why?”

“The interview has started!”

My eyes locked on the kitchen clock. We’d been so swept up in the wedding interrogation that we’d missed the start of the show!

Gabe leapt up and switched on the ancient brown radio on the counter. It took a few seconds for the tubes to warm up (I’m not kidding), and then the interviewer’s voice emerged from the static like a ghost at a seance.

“So has the Mystery of the Monster’s Castle led to more detective work?”

A strange voice burst out of the speakers.

“Not at the level we’d hoped. We helped find some lost library books—they were under a bench in the park. That sort of thing, so far.”

“Who is that?” I asked.

“That’s you,” said Sam.

“I don’t sound like that!”

“True,” Sam said, smirking. “You usually sound worse.”

Gabe’s dad—a real estate agent who did his own radio ads—shushed us. “People always think they sound weird when they hear themselves back. Now listen.”

“And how do you get new cases?”

“Word of mouth,” Radio Gabe said. “But we’re always open to any kind of mystery.”

“Especially if it has ghosts and monsters,” Radio Me said.

“And opera.” You can guess who said that.

The interviewer laughed. “That seems like a million-in-one chance!”

“And if possible, ice cream.”
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He laughed harder. “Well, you intrepid investigators have a great Halloween this year. I hear your neighborhood is always the one to visit.”

“We make sure of it,” I said.

Then we said goodbye, and they played the theme from the TV show The Munsters. A+ choice.

Gabe and I got up from the kitchen table and started dancing. Jo and Sam had apparently now had their third coffees because they joined us!

Gabe’s dad gave him a big hug. “My son, the radio celebrity!”

The song ended, and I bent over to catch my breath. Gabe’s dad reached up to turn off the radio, then stopped.

Why?

Because the interviewer said these magic words:

“Zed and Gabe, if you’re listening . . . you are not going to believe the call we just got!”
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Chapter 3

The Mystery of Glyndebourne Manor

An anonymous caller had phoned in to the radio show with the Mystery of Glyndebourne Manor.

Turns out, there was a real actual haunted house, once owned by a rich and famous artist! The caller told us to check out the website for the house. It had very little information and only one or two blurry old photos, but it did say that every twenty-five years, the manor held an epic contest. Anyone who could spend three days and two nights there without getting so scared they peed their pants and ran away screaming would be rewarded beyond their wildest dreams.

Okay, that’s maybe not exactly what it said on the website.

More good news: it was close! Only a few hours away by car (or seventeen hundred hours in Carssandra). It had almost everything we were looking for—ghosts, mystery, even art and opera for Gabe. Ice cream wasn’t mentioned on the website, but I was sure we would be able to sniff some out sooner or later.

At the bottom of the web page, there was an “Apply Here” button for the contest. I smacked that button so fast I almost broke my finger. Then I refreshed and applied again for good measure.

After my fiftieth application, Gabe had had enough.

“Zed, take a break. You’re going to destroy my keyboard.”

I sighed and flopped down on his bed. He sat down at his computer and clicked through the site. After a second, he exclaimed, “Oh, wow!”

I sat bolt upright. “We got in???!!!!”

“No, not yet.”
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I frowned, then said in my Dracula voice, “Then why are you disturbing my eternal slumber?”

“You said there was opera,” said Gabe, “but you didn’t say there was so much! The owner was a famous opera costume and set designer!!! Her name was Charlotte Scherrer. I’ve never heard of her, but I gotta check out her stuff. This is SO cool! I wonder if the caller was an opera fan like me.”

“Mysterious caller, mysterious manor, why there’s more than one opera superfan in the world—a lot of mysteries here.”

Gabe chuckled.

Sam appeared in the doorway, holding up her phone. “Hey, dingbats. Why did I just get five hundred emails telling me about a haunted house contest?”

“DID WE GET IN?” I yelled.
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She narrowed her eyes. “So it was you. Why, exactly?”

“Because Gabe won’t let me use his address after the Zombie Cat Fiasco,” I said.

Gabe nodded. “They tried to order—”

Sam cut him off. “I don’t want to know.”

I sprang to the door and grabbed her phone, breathlessly tapping on the message.

We were in! Two tickets to the contest, starting October 29.

Sam took her phone back. “I’ll forward the email to Gabe. I’ve got stuff to do. With my phone. And my email.”

“You look tired. I guess geology research is hard work.” Hee-hee.

She rolled her eyes.

“Sam, what are you doing on October 29?” I asked.

“Let me guess. I’m going to be in Carssandra, driving you to a remote and creepy location.”

Gabe and I put on our best “please, please, please” faces.

Sam sighed. “And to think I imagined coming home would be a nice break.” She walked away.

I turned back to Gabe, bouncing. To my surprise, he did not seem excited.

“What’s wrong?”

He looked up from his computer. “Just reading the email Sam forwarded. It says there are real ghosts there.”

“I sure hope so!” I said.

I sat down on the bed next to him, and we looked at the email together. One part in the first paragraph stuck out immediately: “Charlotte’s fortune is thought to be hidden within the house. Contestants will have the opportunity to discover her secrets for themselves.”

“A vast fortune!” I jumped up immediately. “Okay, now we really have to go. I know ghosts are scary, but if there’s money—”

“We could get Sam and Jo their dream wedding!” said Gabe.

I turned back to him. “Exactly!”

I began pacing the room. Charlotte’s fortune would give Sam and Jo the wedding of their dreams. Yes, they kept insisting they wanted a wedding that was small and inexpensive, but Gabe and I knew that we had to get that money so they could stop kidding themselves and see that we were right.

Or they could use the money to go on a cool honeymoon! They said
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