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  Chapter one
The Stage That Squeaked


Vanessa decided that after-school cleanup deserved hazard pay. 
Not the kind of danger that made headlines. Just the kind where you stepped in something sticky and your shoe made that schlurp sound all afternoon.
She stood in the Maple Street School auditorium with her hands on her hips and stared at the mess.
Paper streamers drooped from the balcony. The FUNDRAISER FUN NIGHT sign leaned against the wall. Glitter was everywhere, like someone had tried to sweep up a starry sky and given up halfway.
In the middle of it all, Bruno sat on the stage, looking pleased with himself.
Bruno, Vanessa’s Yorkshire terrier puppy, could fit in a shoebox. He had silky brown fur, pointy ears, and a nose that never stopped moving.
Right now, he pressed his nose to the stage floor, as if the wood had offended him.
“Bruno,” Vanessa said, “this is not a snack hunt. This is a cleanup.”
Bruno sneezed.
His whole body shuddered when he sneezed, and his ears flapped like he might lift off.
Liam trudged in from the side door, dragging a big trash bag that was almost as tall as he was.
“I found fifteen empty juice boxes,” he announced. “And one sock.”
“One sock?” Vanessa echoed.
Liam held it up by two fingers, like it might bite. “Not even a clean sock.”
Vanessa wrinkled her nose. "That sock probably has its own ghost," she said.
Liam grinned, then looked at Bruno. 'Why is your dog staring at the stage like it took his lunch?'
“I don’t know,” Vanessa said. “He’s been weird since we walked in.”
Bruno sniffed, wagged his tail, sat, sniffed again, and pawed at the floor.
Tap. Tap. Tap.
Vanessa climbed the stage steps. The wooden boards were scratched and scuffed from years of kids running and dancing.
“Hey, buddy,” she said softly, crouching beside Bruno. “What is it?”
Bruno pressed his nose to the floorboard and snuffled, loud as a vacuum cleaner.
Then he froze.
His ears shot straight up.
His big dark eyes stared at the wood, as if he’d just heard someone whisper his name.
Vanessa leaned in, listening. All she heard was Liam wrestling with the trash bag and the low buzz of the lights overhead.
“Maybe a mouse?” Liam suggested, climbing onto the stage behind her. “Or… a stage ghost. A very polite stage ghost.”
Bruno let out a tiny “woof.”
Not a happy woof. Not a playful one.
A woof that meant business.
Vanessa rubbed Bruno’s head. “Okay. Show me.”
Bruno lowered his nose and moved it along the wood, slow and careful, like he was reading a story with his nose. He stopped at one board near the front of the stage.
He pawed it again.
Tap. Tap.
Vanessa ran her fingers over the board.
It felt like any other board.
But when she pressed down, the board dipped a little, like a loose tooth that wasn’t ready to come out.
Vanessa’s stomach turned over, the way it did before a spelling test.
She pressed again, harder this time.
Thunk.
A hollow sound.
Liam raised his eyebrows. 'That’s not how a stage is supposed to sound.'
Vanessa moved her fingers to the nails. Most of the stage boards had dark, old nails, a little rusty, like they’d been there forever.
But this board?
The nails were shiny.
Almost new.
The wood was a little darker than the rest, like someone had swapped it and hoped no one would notice.
“Why would one board have new nails?” Vanessa whispered.
Liam leaned closer. “Maybe they fixed it.”
Vanessa shook her head. “If they fixed it, why would it sound hollow?”
Bruno sniffed again and sneezed right into Vanessa’s hand.
“Achoo!”
Vanessa wiped her hand on her jeans and laughed, though her heart was beating faster than she liked.
“Thank you for that,” she told Bruno.
Bruno wagged his tail, as if he’d just helped with an experiment.
Liam looked around the empty auditorium. The rows of seats waited in the shadows. The stage curtains hung still.
“Should we tell Mr. Kline?” Liam asked.
Mr. Kline, the janitor, could probably explain the stage’s secret hollowness.
Vanessa looked down at Bruno. Bruno looked back up at her.
Then Bruno did something he almost never did.
He whined.
It was a small sound, but it tugged at Vanessa, sharp and quick.
Bruno didn’t whine for treats. He only whined when he was worried, or when he wanted Vanessa to notice something.
Vanessa swallowed.
“Let’s just check it,” she said. “We won’t break anything. We’ll just… look.”
Liam paused for a moment.
Then he nodded. 'Fine. But if something under there grabs my ankle, it’s your fault.'
Vanessa grinned. “Deal.”
She tapped the board with her knuckle again.
Thunk.
It was hollow.
She slid her fingers into the tiny crack between boards and tried to lift. The board didn’t budge.
It didn’t move. Stuck tight.
Bruno stepped forward and clawed at the edge.
Scritch-scritch-scritch.
“Bruno, buddy, you’re gonna ruin the stage,” Vanessa whispered.
Bruno stopped and looked at Vanessa. He set his paw down, slow and careful, as if to say, "Your turn."
Liam looked around and spotted a metal bucket filled with cleaning supplies.
Inside were rags, a spray bottle, and a flat metal scraper for peeling tape off the floor.
Liam held it up like he’d just found buried treasure. 'This might do the trick.'
Vanessa took it and slid the thin edge into the crack by the board.
She went gently.
She wiggled it.
The board creaked.
Vanessa froze.
Liam froze, too.
Bruno’s ears went up even higher, which Vanessa hadn’t thought was possible.
In the quiet, the creak sounded too loud.
Vanessa waited. No one ran in. No teacher appeared. No stage ghost whispered, Stoppppp.
She wiggled again.
This time, something shifted.
Just a little.
Vanessa’s heart skipped a beat.
“Did you see that?” Liam whispered.
Vanessa nodded. Her mouth was dry.
She worked the scraper deeper. The board lifted a tiny bit more.
As it lifted, a smell drifted out.
Not the dusty auditorium smell.
Not the lemon cleaner smell.
Something different.
Something sharp and salty, almost like the ocean.
Vanessa blinked. “Do you smell that?”
Liam sniffed. “Yeah. That’s… weird. Our school does not smell like the beach.”
Bruno sniffed the gap and sneezed again, then retreated, shaking his head like the scent was overpowering.
Vanessa’s curiosity woke up.
Salt smell.
Hollow board.
New nails.
A board that didn’t match. Odd. Out of place.
Questions piled up in her head.
What’s under the stage?
Why would it smell like the ocean?
Why would someone replace this board?
Vanessa tugged again, harder.
The board lifted, then slipped back with a soft thump.
'Great,' Vanessa muttered. 'It’s stuck on something.'
Liam crouched beside her. “Maybe there’s a hook. Like a latch.”
Vanessa pressed on the board again, running her fingers along the edge.
That’s when her fingers brushed something cold.
Metal.
A circle.
Vanessa’s eyes widened. “Liam.”
“What?”
“There’s… something under here.”
Liam leaned in so close his hair almost touched the floor. “Like what?”
Vanessa hooked her fingers under the edge of the board again, then tried lifting while she slid her other hand along the crack.
Her fingertips touched the metal circle again.
It was an iron ring.
The kind you’d see on an old wooden hatch.
Vanessa held her breath.
'Okay,' she whispered. 'This is not normal.'
Liam’s voice was small. “Is it… a trapdoor?”
Bruno barked once.
Woof!
Then he sat back on his haunches, eyes bright, as if he’d been waiting for someone to finally catch up.
Vanessa stared at the board.
A trapdoor under the school stage was the kind of thing you saw in movies or in stories where kids got into trouble.
It also sounded like the start of the best mystery Vanessa could think of.
Vanessa glanced toward the auditorium doors. Still closed. Still quiet.
No teachers. No janitor.
Just them.
Vanessa’s hand tightened around the scraper. “We can’t just leave it.”
Liam swallowed. “We also can’t open it and fall into a pit full of… I don’t know… angry raccoons.”
Vanessa nearly laughed, but her hands felt shaky.
“Let’s do it carefully,” she said. “We’ll lift the board, look underneath, then put it back. That’s it.”
Liam nodded, slow and careful, like he was about to get on a roller coaster.
Vanessa slid the scraper under the board again and tried to lift. She felt it give more this time.
The board rose. Just enough for Vanessa to see underneath. Her breath caught.
Just enough for Vanessa to see underneath.
There was wood under the wood.
And in that wood was an iron ring, dark, old, and scratched.
Vanessa held her breath.
It was real.
A ring handle.
A hatch.
Under her school stage.
Bruno waddled forward and sniffed the opening. His tail wagged once, stiff with excitement.
Vanessa’s fingers reached for the iron ring—
The board shifted in her hand, like it wanted to come up by itself.
Vanessa jerked back.
The board tilted up. A cold draft slipped out and lifted a strand of her hair.
From below came a soft sound.
Not a voice.
Not a growl.
A small metallic clink, like something tapping gently underneath.
Vanessa stared into the dark crack.
Liam whispered, “Did… did something move down there?”
Vanessa swallowed hard.
She didn’t know the answer.
But she knew one thing for sure:
They had just found the start of something big.
And whatever was under that hatch?
It was waiting.






  
  Chapter two
The Trapdoor Under Maple Street


Vanessa stared at the iron ring like it might blink back. 
It sat in the wood under the lifted floorboard, dark and scratched and old, maybe even older than the school itself.
Bruno stood with his front paws planted wide, ears up, nose aimed at the crack like a tiny detective who’d just found the biggest clue of his life.
Liam swallowed so loudly that Vanessa actually heard it.
“Okay,” he whispered. “That is definitely a trapdoor.”
Vanessa’s heart thudded. Excitement tangled with a whisper in her mind: Now you choose. Brave or boring.
Bruno let out a small, serious “woof,” like he already knew which one Vanessa should choose.
Vanessa leaned closer. The air coming up from the crack was colder than the rest of the auditorium. And it didn’t smell right for a school.
Not like pencils.
Not like lunch.
Not like dusty stage curtains.
It smelled like salt, old wood, and something else she couldn’t put a name to.
Like the inside of somewhere forgotten for a long time.
Liam scrunched his nose. “Why does it smell like… beach?”
Vanessa whispered, “That’s what I’m trying to figure out. " She reached out and carefully slid her fingers toward the iron ring, her movements slow and deliberate.
The ring was icy cold under her fingers. Vanessa hesitated. What am I doing? Why am I touching this?
What if it were maintenance? Supposed to be sealed? Full of dinner-plate spiders?
But then Bruno sniffed hard and pawed the edge—tap tap—like he was saying, Open it. Open it. Open it.
Vanessa looked at Liam. “We can just peek. A tiny peek.”
Liam’s eyes were wide, but he nodded anyway. “A tiny peek. Like… the size of a hamster peek.”
“Exactly,” Vanessa said. She hooked two fingers through the ring, steadying herself with her other hand on the floorboard, and pulled gently.
Nothing happened.
She pulled a little harder.
Still nothing.
Liam leaned closer. “Maybe it’s stuck.”
Vanessa pulled again—and the ring didn’t move, but the wood under it creaked.
A low groan, as if the trapdoor was waking up and didn’t like it one bit.
Bruno backed up two steps, then barked once, as if to say, Yes! That’s the sound!
Vanessa froze. “Shhh!”
They both held their breath.
The auditorium stayed quiet. No teacher voice. No footsteps. No angry adult shouting, WHY ARE YOU PRYING UP THE STAGE?!
Vanessa exhaled slowly.
Liam whispered, “Okay. So. It’s not an alarm trapdoor.”
“Yet,” Vanessa whispered back.
Bruno sneezed.
Vanessa gave him a look. “Your sneezes are not helping the stealth part.”
Bruno blinked innocently, like he couldn’t imagine what she meant. Vanessa carefully planted one knee on the stage for balance, reached for the ring with both hands, and pulled firmly.
This time, the ring lifted just a tiny bit.
Vanessa’s stomach flipped over.
“It moved,” she breathed.
Liam’s mouth fell open. “It moved.”
Bruno did a tiny spin in place, nails clicking on the wood.
Vanessa pulled again.
The ring lifted higher, and the trapdoor—because that’s what it was, no question now—shifted up with a soft thunk.
A draft rushed out, colder and stronger, fluttering Vanessa’s hair across her cheeks.
Liam stepped back. Vanessa tried to hold the trapdoor open with both hands, bracing herself to keep it from slamming down.
It was heavier than she expected. Thick wood, something strong underneath, dragged at her arms.
Bruno hurried forward, sniffed the gap, and then—before Vanessa could stop him—stuck his nose right into the opening.
“Bruno!” Vanessa hissed.
Bruno’s ears shot up. He went stiff.
Then he made a strange little sound. Not a bark.
A huff.
Like he was insulted.
Vanessa leaned down and peered into the darkness.
At first, she saw nothing. Just black.
Then her eyes adjusted, and she caught a glimpse of something pale and straight.
A rope.
No—more than one rope.
A rope ladder dropped down into the dark, its rungs disappearing into shadow.
Liam leaned in next to Vanessa, his shoulder bumping hers. “There’s a ladder.”
Vanessa nodded, barely breathing. “Under our school.”
Liam whispered, “That’s not normal.”
Vanessa whispered back, “That’s what I’m saying.”
Bruno’s tail wagged once, stiff and excited, and he shifted like he wanted to climb down first.
“Nope,” Vanessa murmured. “You are not going first.”
Bruno looked up at her with big eyes, like, Excuse me, I found it.
She adjusted her grip on the ring. It trembled—not from the door, but from her shaking hands.
She lowered the trapdoor just a bit, so it wouldn’t swing too high and bang, then held it steady.
The darkness below seemed deeper now that she knew it went somewhere.
A tunnel. A room. A secret. Something.
The salty smell rose stronger.
Liam sniffed again. “That smell is like… old ocean.”
Vanessa frowned. “How can the ocean smell be under a school?”
Liam shrugged. “Maybe the cafeteria fish sticks are haunted.”
Vanessa almost laughed, but the laugh stuck in her throat.
Because from below came a sound.
A soft metallic clink.
Like a coin tapping a bottle.
Or a chain brushing against metal.
Or—
Vanessa tightened her grip. “Did you hear that?”
Liam’s voice came out squeaky. “Yep.”
Bruno’s head snapped toward the opening. His ears went so straight they looked like little exclamation points.
Vanessa stared into the darkness, waiting.
Nothing moved. No eyes. No glowing monster. No ghost hand reaching up to grab her ankle.
Just darkness and the rope ladder.
Liam whispered, “Maybe it was the ladder. Like, moving.”
Vanessa shook her head slowly. “We didn’t touch it.”
Bruno growled.
Not loud. Just a tiny rrrrr in his throat.
Vanessa felt her skin prickle. Nerves and curiosity tangled, leaving her breath shaky.
Bruno didn’t growl at anything.
He growled at things he didn’t trust.
Like vacuum cleaners.
And the neighbor’s huge cat.
And the mail truck.
And now… whatever was in the dark.
Vanessa swallowed. Her mind whispered another warning.
You should close it. You should tell an adult. You should not get trapped in school.
But curiosity always wins. Isn’t this why stories start? There’s a reason Bruno sniffed this out. I need to know why it smells like the ocean down there.
There’s a ladder. There’s a secret. There’s a reason Bruno found it. There’s a reason it smells like the ocean.
Vanessa turned her head slightly toward Liam. “We should mark this spot.”
Liam blinked. “With what? A neon sign that says ‘SECRET TRAPDOOR HERE’?”
Vanessa scanned the stage quickly. Glitter, paper, a roll of painter’s tape, and a stack of posters.
She grabbed a poster from the pile—one with half of it blank—and tore off a small strip.
Then she wrote in big letters with a marker she found in the bucket:
DO NOT STEP HERE.
Liam raised an eyebrow. “That’s… not suspicious at all.”
Vanessa shrugged. “Better than ‘PIRATE TUNNEL DOOR.’”
Bruno sneezed again, as he agreed with both options.
Vanessa looked back down at the opening.
The rope ladder swayed just a little.
Vanessa froze.
Liam froze.
Bruno froze so hard he looked like a tiny statue.
The ladder hadn’t been moving before.
Vanessa whispered, “It’s moving.”
Liam whispered, “Maybe there’s a breeze.”
Vanessa shook her head. “The breeze is coming up. That ladder is moving sideways.”
Liam’s eyes widened. “Something touched it.”
Another sound drifted up.
Not a clink.
A soft scrape.
Like rubbing a stone with wood.
Vanessa felt her throat go dry.
Bruno growled again, then let out a sharp bark—one loud enough to bounce off the auditorium walls.
“Bruno!” Vanessa hissed. “Quiet!”
Bruno’s bark echoed across the empty seats and up into the balcony.
The sound faded.
Then the auditorium went very, very still.
Vanessa listened hard.
No footsteps.
No adult voice.
Just the hum of lights… and the faint whisper of air rising from the hole.
Liam whispered, “Okay. So. We heard a clink. And a scrape. And then your dog yelled into the void.”
Vanessa whispered, “That’s a fair summary.”
Bruno shifted his weight, still staring down. His nose twitched fast, like he was trying to read the air.
Vanessa took a deep breath and did something she didn’t think she would do today.
She slid one foot onto the rope ladder.
The rope felt rough under her shoe.
The ladder didn’t wobble too badly. It held.
Liam grabbed her sleeve right away. “Wait. Vanessa.”
Vanessa looked back at him.
Liam’s face was pale in the stage lights, but his eyes were bright. “We said a hamster peek.”
Vanessa nodded slowly. “I know. I’m not going all the way down.” She carefully lowered her other foot onto the next rung, gripping the trapdoor ring with one hand and the rope tightly with the other.
Bruno edged closer, whining like he wanted to follow.
Vanessa whispered, “You’re staying with Liam.”
Bruno stared at her as she’d just suggested he take a bath.
Vanessa’s legs dangled over the opening. Cold air wrapped around her shins. The smell was stronger now, as if she were leaning into a different world.
She lowered herself one rung.
Then another.
The stage above her became a bright rectangle of light.
The space below her swallowed everything else.
Vanessa pointed her flashlight down.
The flashlight beam cut through the darkness, landing on wet stone walls carved with marks.
Then it slid lower.
More stone.
A corner.
And finally, the beam landed on something that made Vanessa’s breath catch.
There was a floor down there.
And on that floor, scattered as someone had dropped them, were little dark shapes.
Vanessa squinted.
Were they rocks?
No.
Not rocks.
Her flashlight beam caught a dull shine.
Metal.
Small pieces of metal.
Like…
Coins?
Liam whispered from above, “What do you see?”
Vanessa swallowed. “I… I don’t know. Something shiny.”
Bruno barked softly, like, YES, SHINY.
Vanessa lowered herself one more rung so she could aim the light better.
The beam slipped to the side and caught a different object.
A hook.
An old iron hook bolted into the stone wall, holding a chain.
The chain hung down, disappearing out of sight.
Vanessa felt her skin prickle.
A chain meant something moved here.
Or something was meant to be locked.
Or something was meant to be held shut.
Her flashlight trembled slightly in her hand.
She angled it deeper.
The ladder creaked.
Vanessa froze again.
Not from fear, but because she had moved and the ladder creaked.
But because the creak was answered.
From somewhere below and ahead came a sound that made her blood fizz.
A second click.
Closer this time.
Like someone or something had bumped the chain.
Vanessa’s voice came out in a whisper so small she could barely hear it. “Liam.”
Liam whispered back, “Yeah?”
Vanessa stared into the darkness beyond her flashlight beam. “I think… something is down here.”
Liam’s grip tightened on her sleeve. “Like… a rat?”
Vanessa thought of the chain. The coins. The scrape sound.
She whispered, “Maybe.”
Bruno suddenly wriggled between Liam’s legs.
“No, no, no!” Liam hissed.
But Bruno was fast.
He planted his front paws on the edge of the opening, leaned his head down, and sniffed hard.
Then he let out a sharp, warning bark directly into the hole.
“BRUNO!” Vanessa whisper-yelled.
The bark echoed down the tunnel.
For half a second, everything was silent.
Then, very faintly, came a new sound.
Not metal.
Not scraping.
A soft, slow creak.
Like wood.
Old wood.
Vanessa’s eyes widened.
Wood?
Under the school?
Vanessa held her breath.
The creak happened again.
And then a whisper of air brushed her cheek—as the darkness exhaled.
Vanessa didn’t wait to think. She climbed up fast, rung by rung, arms shaking, heart pounding.
Liam hauled her sleeve to help, and Bruno bounced backward just in time.
Vanessa’s head popped back above the stage level, and she sucked in a breath of warmer air.
Liam whispered, “You okay?”
Vanessa nodded, but she wasn’t sure her voice would work.
She pushed Bruno back gently. “You too. No more shouting into mystery holes.”
Bruno wagged his tail like, I did excellent.
Vanessa gripped the trapdoor ring with both hands and carefully lowered the heavy door.
But when it reached the bottom, it didn’t settle flat.
Something underneath stopped it—like the chain, or the ladder, or something else was in the way.
Vanessa lifted it slightly and adjusted.
That was when she felt it.
A tiny tug.
Not from her.
From below.
The trapdoor ring moved in her hand—just a bit—as if something had pulled the other side.
Vanessa felt her stomach drop.
Liam’s eyes went wide. “Did it… move?”
Vanessa whispered, “Yes.”
Another soft clink echoed up.
Closer than before.
So close it sounded like it was right under the wood.
Vanessa slowly let the trapdoor fall shut and slid the stage board back into place—careful, careful, careful—until it covered the ring again.
She pressed down.
The board settled.
But the salty smell still leaked out around the edges.
Bruno pressed his nose to the crack and growled like a tiny alarm system.
Vanessa stared at the board, her heart pounding like a drum.
Liam whispered, “So… hamster peek?”
Vanessa swallowed. “That was… more like a raccoon peek.”
They stood very still, listening.
No voices.
No footsteps.
Just the hum of the lights.
And then,
A final sound came from beneath the stage board.
A slow, deliberate scrape.
Like something dragging across stone.
Vanessa’s eyes met Liam’s.
Liam whispered, “What… is that?”
Vanessa felt her mouth go dry.
She didn’t know.
But she knew they couldn’t pretend they hadn’t heard it.
And she knew Bruno had found something for a reason.
Vanessa placed her hand on the board again. It felt normal. Solid.
It was trying to act innocent.
But beneath it, something had just moved.
Vanessa whispered the only question that mattered:
“Did we just wake something up down there?”






  
  Chapter three
The Coin in the Dust


Vanessa didn’t sleep much that night. 
Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the rope ladder dropping into darkness. She heard the soft clink of metal. She smelled that salty, ocean-air smell that did not belong under a school.
And every time she started to drift off, Bruno would shift in his dog bed and make a tiny “huff,” like he was also thinking, Something is down there.
By the time morning crept into Vanessa’s room, her head ached and her thoughts felt tangled from a night of worry.
At breakfast, her mom slid a bowl of cereal across the table. “You look tired. Late reading again?”
Vanessa nodded quickly. "Yeah. Uh. Reading."
She had been thinking about a story, but not the kind her parents would praise.
It just happened to be the story of a secret trapdoor under the school stage.
Bruno stared at Vanessa’s socked feet with unwavering focus.
Vanessa dropped him a tiny piece of toast.
Bruno gulped down the toast and went back to watching her feet, as if socks were the real prize.
“Don’t give him too much,” Mom warned. “He’ll start begging.”
Bruno blinked in the innocent way that meant, I have never begged in my life.
Vanessa patted his head with her toe.
At school, Vanessa saw Liam by the lockers. He looked tired, but he was grinning in a way that made it hard to tell what he was thinking.
He leaned in close, like they were spies and the lockers were listening.
“I dreamed a pirate skeleton crawled out of the trapdoor and stole my sock,” Liam whispered.
Vanessa stared. “The sock you found?”
Liam nodded solemnly. “The haunted sock. It came back for revenge.”
Vanessa tried not to laugh, then made her face serious. "Did you tell anyone?"
“Nope,” Liam whispered. “Did you?”
“Nope.”
They both glanced down the hallway, half-expecting an adult to appear and catch them.
No sign.
No adult.
Just the usual sounds of school: shoes squeaking, kids laughing, a teacher telling someone to stop running.
Vanessa’s stomach twisted with nerves, the way it did before a test.
Last night had felt like a dream. But now she was back in the building, and the secret was right under their feet.
Bruno wasn’t allowed in school, but Vanessa had a plan.
It was a simple plan.
After school, they planned to return to the auditorium during cleanup. They would open the trapdoor, take a single shiny coin from the tunnel floor for proof, and then leave.
Then they would close it. No harm. No trouble.
At least, that was the plan.
After the last bell, Vanessa “accidentally” stayed behind while her class left.
She waited until the hallway was emptier, then met Liam near the auditorium doors.
He held up a flashlight. “Borrowed from my garage.”
Vanessa pulled a small zip bag from her pocket. “For the coin.”
Liam’s eyebrows jumped. “You brought evidence bags?”
Vanessa shrugged. “My dad watches crime shows. I’ve learned things.”
They slipped into the auditorium as quietly as they could.
The place was dim. The stage curtains hung heavily. The seats were empty and quiet.
And the stage…
The stage looked completely normal.
Vanessa tried to keep her nerves in check.
But Bruno was not there today to help.
Vanessa walked to the spot anyway—right near the front edge, where the board had lifted yesterday.
“Are you sure it’s here?” Liam whispered.
Vanessa nodded. “I’m sure.”
She crouched and ran her fingers along the wood.
There were the nails, shiny against the wood.
One board did not match the others.
Vanessa slipped her fingers into the crack and felt the tiniest gap.
Liam held the flashlight ready.
Vanessa whispered, “Okay. We do this fast. We grab a coin. We leave.”
Liam whispered back, “Fast like… cheetah fast?”
Vanessa: “More like… quiet mouse fast.”
Liam: “So not cheetah.”
Vanessa pressed the flat metal scraper into the crack of the mismatched board and gently wiggled, trying to lift it.
The board creaked.
Vanessa paused, listening.
Silence.
She wiggled again.
The board lifted.
Cold air slipped out, brushing her skin.
Vanessa’s skin prickled with goosebumps at the sudden chill.
Liam shone the flashlight into the opening while Vanessa exposed the iron ring attached to the trapdoor.
There it was. Old. Dark. Waiting.
Vanessa hooked her fingers through it.
For a second, she hesitated.
Yesterday, the trapdoor had tugged back.
Yesterday, something had moved.
But today… they needed proof. A coin. Something to show this was real.
Vanessa pulled steadily on the iron ring, lifting the trapdoor.
The trapdoor groaned and lifted, heavy and stubborn.
And the salty smell rolled out stronger than ever.
Liam made a face. “That is definitely not cafeteria fish sticks.”
Vanessa didn’t answer. She held the door open, peering down.
The rope ladder hung there, still, as it had never moved in its life.
Vanessa whispered, “Okay. I’m going down just enough to grab one coin.”
Liam nodded quickly. “I’ll hold the door.”
Vanessa swung her legs over and found the top rung with her foot.
The ladder creaked softly.
Vanessa froze.
Liam whispered, “It’s okay. It’s just a ladder.”
Vanessa whispered, "Ladders aren’t supposed to feel like they’re breathing on your ankles, right?"
She lowered herself one rung, then another, shining the flashlight downward.
The stone walls gleamed wetly. The chain hung from the hook. The coins—yes, coins—still lay scattered on the floor like spilled buttons.
Vanessa’s heart beat harder.
Coins meant people.
People meant secrets.
She moved down to a rung where, if she stretched her arm, she could barely touch the floor.
The ladder swayed beneath her.
Vanessa stretched her arm out toward the nearest coin.
It was half-buried in dust, as if it had been waiting there a long time.
Her fingers brushed it.
Cold.
Metal.
She carefully pinched the coin between
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