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Upon moving into an old house, Ella and Duke heard a voice. It told them to paint a door onto the basement wall with some magic paint.

When they painted the door, it became real. They opened it to find a storage cave filled with craft and costume supplies. They also found a scroll addressed to them:

Dear Ella and Duke,

Great job getting into my storage cave! Everything you see in here can be turned into something as magical as the door you just opened. You now know the secret to making magic.

There is one more supersecret that I did not reveal last night. Brace yourselves, for what I am about to tell you will sound even more strange than anything you’ve learned so far. Please don’t be afraid.

Ghosts need your help. They yearn to be set free from haunting so that they can rest in peace. You both know the secret to setting them free.

Please consider helping them. Take some time to think it over. I will leave instructions for you if you decide to do so.

Sincerely,

Mr. Eric Nid.

Although stunned, Ella and Duke decided they should help ghosts, so Mr. Nid sent these directions to their printer:

Dear Ella and Duke,

Thank you for being so helpful. Please follow these directions carefully:

	Find a haunted location anywhere in the world

	Research its history and geography

	Learn about the ghosts who are haunting the site

	Use the magical supplies in my cave to make the basement look like the haunted place

	Create costumes to help you blend in with the ghosts


If you do a good job, your basement will transform into the actual haunted site at midnight on Halloween. Your mission will be to help the ghosts that you meet.

Sincerely,

Mr. Eric Nid

For their first mission, Ella and Duke found an English castle that was haunted. According to the instructions, they built a replica of this castle in their basement. They hosted a haunted house on Halloween to keep their parents from becoming suspicious about the castle.

At midnight, the castle magically became real. Ella and Duke completed their mission by being good role models for the ghosts. The ghosts could finally rest in peace when they learned to apologize and forgive. Thanks to Ella and Duke, the world now had one less haunted place.

[image: A white anchor on a black background

Description automatically generated][image: A white anchor on a black background

Description automatically generated]

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: A computer with a ship on the screen

Description automatically generated]CHAPTER ONE

Mission Assigned
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Ella awoke at midnight to tap, tap, tap.

“Shh!” she snapped.

Tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap, tap . . . tap, tap.

“Shush!”

Tap, tap . . . tap.

“Ugh!” Ella blocked her ears with her pillows, pulled the covers over her head, and fell back to sleep.

A few minutes later, Duke awoke to the same tapping noise in his bedroom. Oh, no! The boogeyman found me! he thought. He pulled the covers over his head and kept his eyes wide open until the tapping stopped. Sleep did not come easy after that.

Rolling out of bed in the morning, Ella found a tiny top hat resting on her laptop’s keypad. On the screen was an article about a haunted sunken pirate ship. “Mr. Nid!” she blurted out.

Ella threw on a robe, slid into fluffy slippers, then placed the tiny hat on the tip of her pinky finger. With laptop in hand, she ran down the hallway to her little brother’s room.

“Duke, wake up!” Ella said, shaking his arm. “Check this out.”

Duke opened his eyes and yawned. “Check what out?”

“Mr. Nid stopped by my room last night.” Ella showed him the image on the screen.

Duke glanced at his desk. His laptop was open with the same image on his screen. Phew! It was only Mr. Nid, he thought. The top hat on Ella’s pinky caught Duke’s attention. “I see he forgot his hat.”

Ella fiddled with the hat, spinning it on her finger. “Cute, huh?”

“Looks like our spider friend is trying to tell us something,” Duke said.

“Yeah — something about pirates,” Ella said.

Duke’s face brightened. “Argh!”

“I bet Mr. Nid knows you’re crazy about them.” Ella pointed to Duke’s bookshelves. “Just look at your collection.”

“Ha! I probably own every pirate book ever written,” Duke said.

“I wouldn’t doubt that.” Ella placed her laptop on Duke’s desk and rested Mr. Nid’s hat next to it. “Let’s go eat. We can read about these sea rovers after we fill our bellies.”

“Good idea, matey. This buccaneer is hungry,” Duke said with his best pirate impression.

When they entered the kitchen, their mom glanced up from reading the news. “Good morning,” she said.

They sat across from her at the table and poured cereal into their bowls. “Good morning.”

Duke hummed sea shanties as he munched down breakfast. Seafaring ships swirled in his imagination. A mission to help pirates would be his dream adventure.

Ella thought about pirates too. Did Mr. Nid pick this mission so Duke won’t be frightened? she wondered.

Ella’s and Duke’s thoughts faded as something caught their attention. On the far side of the kitchen the basement door rattled. They watched the door inch open.

C-R-E-A-K!

Their mom glanced up from reading and turned around. “Must be a draft,” she said.

Ella leaned over and whispered into Duke’s ear, “I think Mr. Nid wants us to go down to the cave.”

Duke gave Ella a thumbs up. “Roger that,” he whispered.

While placing their bowls into the dishwasher, they looked over at their mom. She was reading something important with her back towards them.

Ella and Duke saw their chance. They tiptoed over to the basement door and stepped down into the stairwell. Ella yanked the knob so the door wouldn’t squeak.

Trying to be as quiet as mice, they crept down the old wooden steps to the musty basement. On the cement floor they found a paintbrush.

“Where’s the magic paint?” Ella asked.

Duke looked around then shrugged. “Don’t know.”

Ella and Duke searched the entire cellar, but the paint was nowhere to be found.

“Oh no! We can’t get into the cave without it!” Duke said.

“If we can’t get into the cave, we can’t get the magical supplies. Without the supplies there will be no missions,” Ella said.

Duke added, “And without missions, ghosts won’t get help and there will still be haunted places all over the world.”

“Where can it be?” Ella asked.

“I saw Dad throwing all sorts of things away yesterday,” Duke said.

Ella sprinted up the basement stairs. “It’s trash day!”

When she reached the top step, she cracked open the door and peeked out. Their mom was still reading. Ella squeezed through the opening and quietly made her way down the hallway to the front door.

Stepping out into the frigid January air, her slippers sank into snow. “Brr!” The garbage truck turned the corner and rumbled down the street. “Oh no!”
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Ella ran through the powder to the curb. She lifted the snow-dusted garbage can lid and rummaged through the bags inside. Where is it? she wondered.

The garbage truck was one house away. It has to be in here!

The sound of the neighbor’s trash dumping into the truck made her heart race. The truck now headed toward her house. She had to find it — fast!

Phew! That was close! There it was — resting under one of the trash bags.

Ella tucked the can of paint inside her robe, then ran back into the house. Looking down, she noticed snow on her slippers. She cracked the door open and clapped the powder off.

Tiptoeing down the hallway and through the kitchen, Ella passed the table without her mom noticing. I’m glad Mom is a focused reader, she thought.

Ella squeezed through the open cellar door and tiptoed down the stairs again. When she reached the basement, she found Duke pacing back and forth.

He twirled the paintbrush, deep in thought about pirates. His eyes lit up when he saw the can. “Thank goodness!” Duke held the brush out to Ella. “Paint a door onto the wall — fast!”

Ella’s teeth chattered and her fingers were blue. “M-my fingers are frozen. Why don’t you paint it this time.” She handed him the can.

Duke opened it, then dipped the brush into the paint. A door with a frame, hinges, and knob were drawn hastily.

Nothing happened.

Duke felt frustrated. “I painted everything I was supposed to. Do you think magic doesn’t happen when the paint is cold?”

“You were impatient, that’s all,” Ella replied.

“Oh, right. Magic only happens when we try our best.” Duke took his time to make everything look like a real door. His patience paid off. The doorknob magically became solid bronze and popped out of his painting. “Let me go in first this time.”

“After you...,” Ella said.

As Duke turned the knob, the rest of his painting transformed into a wooden door with clunky bronze hinges. He pushed it open and entered. “Mr. Nid, are you in here, in here, in here?” His voice echoed into the cavernous space.

Ella followed him into the cave and called out, “Mr. Nid? Mr. Nid? Mr. Nid?”

There was no reply.

She looked at Duke. “He doesn’t seem to be.”

Duke scanned the room. “Look! There’s a scroll on that shelf again,” he said. “It’s probably another letter from him.”

Ella stood on her tiptoes and grabbed it off the shelf. Upon unrolling it, she discovered it wasn’t what Duke thought it was. “It’s not a letter.”

“What is it?” Duke asked.

“It’s an old treasure map.” Ella studied it more closely. “A really old one.”

“Whoa! First the haunted pirate ship on our laptops and now a treasure map,” Duke said. “Mr. Nid definitely has our mission planned out for us.”

“Seems that way,” Ella said. “Let’s bring this to your room and read about the pirates.”

Once they stepped out of the cave, the door vanished.

“Did you notice the paint on this brush disappears when the door disappears?” Ella asked.

“So cool,” Duke replied. “I love this magical paint.”

“We should hide it, so Dad doesn’t throw it away again.” Ella’s eyes scanned the cellar. “Hey, look!” She pointed to a cubby in the corner of the foundation.

“Perfect! Hide it up there,” Duke said.

The can and brush were tucked as far back into the hole as Ella could place it. “He’ll never find it here,” she said, dusting herself off.
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As she turned toward Duke his jaw dropped, and his eyes popped out of their sockets.

“What’s wrong?” Ella asked.

“Look!” he cried. “The wall swallowed it!”
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