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Cha pter 1

Good News,
Bad News!
On the last day of school, Luke James stepped off the bus
and raced through the front door of his house.
“How was your last day, honey?” his mom asked.
“Great,” Luke replied. “Fourth grade is over! Hello, summer
vacation!”
“Glad to see you’re so excited, buddy!” said his dad.
“We’re excited, too,” said his mom. “While your dad and
I love being teachers, we also love getting the whole summer
for vacation!”
“So where are we going—to the resort with the giant water
slide?” Luke asked hopefully. “I love that place!”
“We’re going to Merline, Nebraska,” his father replied.
Luke’s mouth fell open. “Wait—where?” he asked.
“I know this is a surprise,” his father began, “but my
grandfather Cornelius died suddenly, and since I’m the oldest
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surviving member of the family, I’ve inherited one of his
houses in Nebraska. It’s been in my family for generations.”
“So, we thought it might be a great adventure to spend the
summer at the house,” said his mother.
“Cool,” Luke said with a shrug.
“I’ve never seen the house,” his dad said. “But I’ve been
told it’s big, and no one has lived there for years. I’ve heard
strange stories about it all my life, but I’ve never believed any
of them.”
Now, thought Luke, this just might be a very interesting
vacation!
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It took two whole days for the family to
get to Merline from their home in Boston.
When they finally pulled up in front of
the three-story house that sat on a remote
country road, the moon was rising. The
house was just as Luke had pictured it: old
and creepy. Inside, the furniture was draped
with white cloths to shield it from dust. And only some of the
lights worked, so the place seemed very dark.
“I’ll have to buy light bulbs tomorrow,” Luke’s father
noted, as he turned on his cell phone’s flashlight.
“Can I go check out the rooms upstairs?” Luke asked.
“Sure,” his father said as he tossed Luke his phone. “You
might need this to see.”
Luke grabbed his duffle bag and suitcase. As he
headed up the creaky staircase, there was suddenly a loud
CRRRRAAAACCKKKKKK!
Luke jumped. “What was that?”
“Just the shutters hitting against the side of the house,” his
father called up the stairs. “Totally normal.”
“Yeah, right,” Luke muttered. “Totally normal.”
6

Luke put down his suitcase in a large dimly lit bedroom
near the top of the stairs. He dumped the contents of his
duffle bag onto the bed and grabbed some clothes to put
in the closet. By the closet door, he noticed a small framed
portrait hanging on the wall. The old man in the picture had
a stern, angry expression. Anderson James was etched into
the metal nameplate on the frame.
“Hmmm . . . Anderson James,” Luke mumbled. “Another
old relative, I guess.”
As he opened the closet door, something leaped out at
him. HISS!
Luke gasped and stumbled backward, falling hard against
the wall. His heart thumped rapidly as a big, black cat bounced
off his chest and ran from the room.
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Luke’s parents heard the noise and hurried upstairs to see
what had happened. They listened as Luke told them about the
cat in the closet.
“It’s been a long day, honey,” his mother said soothingly.
“Get ready for bed. You need a good night’s sleep.”
“We all do,” his dad added.
But that night, Luke had a hard time falling asleep. The
old house seemed to groan and creak. Tree branches scraped
against the windows. The wind whistled through every crack in the
building and slammed the shutters against the side of the house.
Luke burrowed under his blanket, listening to the unfamiliar
sounds. Swish, swish, swish. Just the tree branches blowing in
the breeze, Luke told himself as he drifted off to sleep.
Suddenly, Luke found himself running for his life. He was
being chased by a huge wolf. Luke ran as fast as he possibly
could—through dark hallways, down a steep staircase, and into
a damp cellar. He ran faster . . . faster . . . faster . . . until the
wolf tackled him. THWUMP!
Luke awoke from the dreadful nightmare, panting, gasping
for breath, and drenched in sweat. Then he screamed! The big
black cat was sitting on his bed.
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In one swift move, Luke grabbed the blanket and pulled it up
over his head, pushing the cat off the bed in the process. When he
peeked out from under the covers, the cat was nowhere to be found.
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