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This novel is dedicated to many readers who shaped it along with me.

I may have written the words, but you all steered the plot, and its a story I hope you’re proud of.


Foreword From the Author


A warning up top: this is going to be a fairly unique reading experience.

Way back in 2012, I started a yearly tradition on my website, DrewHayesNovels.com

For the 13 days leading up to Halloween, I would post a chapter of the following story, along with three options for the readers to vote between. Once the voting deadline passed, I would write a new chapter, have it up by that evening, and the cycle would begin anew.

And because choices create consequences, some of the paths led to Dead Ends. While the story was rewound each time this happened, I usually had a reward of extra chapters or short stories for the years when they made it through without any deaths.

Over ten years, the readers selected various choices, learning more about the underlying story, and even making substantial changes to the structure. Then, in 2022, they chose the most interesting option of all.

They chose an ending.

Collected here are those ten years of Halloween misadventures, along with the options presented, the selections made, and some of the hidden mysteries that were discovered along the way.

If that premise hadn’t put you off, then strap in and prepare for a story unlike anything else I’ve done before. Because while it might be written by Drew Hayes, the plot was guided by where the readers wanted to go.

And we went to some very fun place indeed.


Year 1
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You can not believe this frankenshit.

For once, for one damn year, you were prepared in advance. You shopped early, picking something fun, recognizable, and unique. It was all lined up, and at tonight’s Halloween party you were going to be the center of attention. People would bring you beers, laugh at your costume, and you’d have an instant conversation started. It was all perfect.

Until Jim, your roommate, came home wasted in the middle of the night and turned your costume into a bong. You’re still not even sure how it worked, really, there was nothing remotely bong-like in the original materials. Still, when you walked out this morning, your Steampunk Dankwing Duck costume was now unquestionably a bong. It was also in no shape to be worn, unfortunately.

That was why you’re walking down a windy sidewalk in the crisp fall air on Halloween day, trying desperately to find something passable for tonight’s party. Not just any party either, The Halloween Hell-House Hauntstavaganza. The revelry itself was going to be awesome, great food, free beer and liquor, not to mention fellow college revelers as far as the eye could see. According to local legend, in the years it had been getting thrown by some unknown patron, the event had risen past all the local clubs, bars, and frats for the “must attend” party of the year.

However, the mysterious owner of the mansion where it was held took Halloween super-seriously. Bouncers at the door had been known to turn away people who they felt hadn’t put in appropriate effort on their costume. Trying to get in without one was like trying to make reading James Joyce enjoyable. It couldn’t be done.

Perhaps that’s why all the stores were looted to the bones. You’ve checked every shop in the area and seen little more than a wizard’s hat, a barbarian’s plastic axe, and one child-size Little Bo-Peep outfit. After contemplated the Bo-Peep option longer than you’re proud of, you did grab the hat and axe, because at this point you’re grasping at straws.

A rogue stone juts out from the sidewalk, but in your costume-less funk you don’t notice it. The stone snags your foot and nearly sends you tumbling to the ground. With more grace than you’d have believed yourself capable of mustering, you catch yourself at the last moment. As you recover your bearings, you notice a spooky shop across the street. It’s made of aged, dark wood and has spider-webs obscuring most of the windows. In gold filigree writing across the front door are the words “Transient Collectables.” You’re almost positive it used to be a Blockbuster, so it sort of makes sense something else bought the space. With a half-hearted shrug you head toward the shop, because even if it’s not exactly a Halloween store, you still bet you can find some good stuff.

A small bell tinkles overhead as you step in. It smells like an old keg line, musty and with a strange whiff of yeast mixed in. All along the shelves are various knick-knacks. A set of golden rings that seems to glow softly in the light, a fake dragon’s skull almost as long as a cat, containers with colored liquids and signs in a language you can’t read.

It’s Latin, by the way, and you took that as a class freshman year, but showing up day-drunk didn’t exactly precipitate a healthy learning environment.

“What do you want?” The words come from an old woman manning a counter near the back. Wrinkles skin, slightly hunched- you know what? I think you know what an old woman running a shop like this is supposed to look like. Dragging it out just feels mean, so we’ll skip ahead.

“I was looking for a costume.”

The woman snorts, a phlegmy sound that makes you wish you had some hand-sanitizer on you, despite the distance. “I don’t trade in costumes. I deal in authentic wears only.”

“Costumes can be authentic,” you point out. “That makes them even better. You can pass as totally different person, if they’re good enough.”

The old woman gives you a long stare, then motions you to come forward. As you move through the store, it feels like some of the sculptures along the higher shelves are watching you, subtly shifting to take in your changing location. Arriving on the register, you notice it is set on top of a display case with frosted glass, which you feel defeats the purpose of a display case.

“So, you want to be something other than what you are?”

“Well, yeah. It’s Halloween. Being just you is pretty lame.”

“Being yourself would be the rarest costume of all, for most,” she disagrees. “I am a business woman, however, so I’m always up to make a sale.” You see her bend down and reach into her frosted display case. She emerges with a large jar holding a few tablespoons of golden powder.

“This will do the trick.”

“It’s gold powder.” You aren’t really wrong, but she still looks at your like those words were wildly stupid.

“It’s something that will really transform you. And you can’t beat the price.”

Now that perks the interest of your broke college-student ears. “Free?”

“No, silly one, nothing in this world is free. For this, shall we say the cost is a dream? Due at the end of Halloween night. But, because I’m sporting, it can be a dream fulfilled or a dream forsaken. That’s up to you.”

You’re pretty certain this lady is campaigning for re-election as mayor of Wacky Town. But, you’re in her store and this state has pretty lax gun control laws, so better to be polite until you know what’s up.

“Sounds like a great deal.”

The old woman sticks out her hand, and you take it, giving it firm shake just as generations of societal rules have instructed you to do. The instant you grasp her hand, a strange tingle flares from your arm to your stomach. It might be a light swirl of magic, or maybe that lunch burrito isn’t sitting great. Either way, probably best to wrap this up quick.

“Now then, I’ll just sprinkle this on one of your toys, and you should be set.” Letting your hand go, she motions to the barbarian axe and wizard hat, both poking out of your bag. Looks like one of them is getting coated in golden dust.

Poll: What Do You Hand Her?

Wizard Hat

Barbarian Axe
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Still uncertain why you’re playing along with this, you dig into the plastic bag and pull out the wizard hat. You hand it over reluctantly, aware that if she does something weird you’re already shitty costume is going to get fifty percent shittier. Her gnarled fingers clutch the hat, and she sets it on the top of the display case.

With more care than you expected, the old woman take the scoop of gold powder and sprinkles it on top of your wizard hat. As it falls, a strange ripple courses through the air, like looking down a highway on a hot summer day. Then, as suddenly as it started, the air shimmer is gone and she’s handed you back your property.

“Just remember, like all magic of Halloween, it starts and ends with the night,” she warns as you stow the wizard hat back in the plastic bag. “And don’t forget, fulfilled or forsaken, you owe me a dream by All Saints dawn.”

“Oh yeah, totes.” You hurry the words out while scrambling toward the exit with as much subtly as you can muster. It isn’t a lot. The old woman makes no move to stop you, though if you can still feel the statues’ stares from the higher shelves as you push open the door. Sprinting back into the street, you find the gray daylight calms your nerves and makes you wonder what you were feeling so weirded out about.

You don’t turn back, however. Instead you start jogging through the cold air toward home. Even among the starkly lit signs of reality, you can still feel those stares lingering on your skin. It’s a sensation that won’t fade until you’re back in your apartment and have had a long, hot, shower.

A few hours later, after time to let the ooginess of the shop fade away, finds you somewhat more optimistic about your costume. Digging through your closest allowed you to find some old costume remnants from Halloween’s gone by, which have been sheared and repurposed to compliment your wizard hat. Though you might have gone with the axe if possible, just to avoid thinking about that afternoon’s experience, your materials didn’t lend themselves to a barbarian costume.

They did, thankfully, let you create a passable wizard outfit. You took a blue Snugglet and wore it like a robe, added some silver star stickers to match the pattern on the hat, and found an old rainstick of Jim’s to serve as a staff. It no longer makes the rain sound, though, because last year Jim turned it into a bong. Jim might have a problem, but you aren’t going to worry about that tonight.

Admiring yourself in the apartment’s bathroom mirror, you feel like this might just work. Yes, the bulk of your outfit was haphazardly assembled and it shows, but the culmination of everything sort of works together. The hat is definitely the stand-out component. In the store it looked like cheap molded felt with a few garnish stars sewn on. Atop your head, it seems authentic and regal, the stars almost glowing at the edges.

You surmise the lighting at the costume store was shitty.

You are kind of slow on the uptake.

“Hey, hurry up!” Jim yells, pounding on the door. “I want to get going soon, but I gotta piss. That’s like a five minute procedure in this thing.” Even with the bathroom door closed, you know Jim is dressed like a famous dragon-turtle with a penchant for abduction, and that he’s going to use the “want to see my castle” line all night long.

“I’m almost done! What time is it?” You’d like to snip a few loose threads if there’s time, though at this point such actions are the equivalent of getting a paintjob for an El Camino.

“Fuck man, you know I can’t read digital,” Jim calls back. “The sun is pretty much down though, so maybe seven or eight?”

You’re contemplating how little sense that statement made, when suddenly your entire body seizes up. It’s like the time you drunkenly tried to fix the television, you feel as though your every cell is being ripped apart by electricity. Your bones seem to be stretching and contracting simultaneously, while you vision has completely dissolved into static. There’s no way to tell how long the attack lasts, only that it ends when you fall in a crumpled heap.

A minute later you pull yourself up from the floor. Since you use the bathroom counter to do this, you are immediately struck by the sight of yourself in the mirror. Gone is the worn-out Snugglet and stars, in their place is a vast, complex robe so dark it seems like someone dipped it in midnight. As you stare into the fabric’s depths, you think you can make out tiny stars swirling about, like dust motes, scattering away when you try and focus on them. The staff is no longer a rainstick-turned-bong. Now it has become a long length of gnarled wood, with various symbols etched into its surface. Your eyes have changed too, they’re glowing with an unearthly blue light, which matches the sparks of energy intermittently leaping between your fingers.

“Jim, did you put acid in the coffee today?”

“Nah man. I learned my lesson. Wait, did you use creamer?”

After a furtive moment searching your memory, you find the answer. “Not today.”

“Then you should be fine. Why, something up?”

“I… I’m not sure.” You finish getting up and stare at the reflection. Carefully, you pull the hat from your head, tensing for another burst of electric seizure. Nothing happens. You check your head for lacerations or bruises, and, finding nothing, must conclude that you are not experiencing a head trauma induced hallucination.

No, instead it just seems like you’ve turned into a wizard.

Taking a deep breathe, you steel yourself. Right now, this is weird and all, but it’s just a costume. It’s not like you actually got powers. Energy sparks off your hands again, right on cue. One spark hits your toothbrush and causes it to levitate off the counter.

Okay, so this shit might be a bit more than cosmetic. There’s only one way to see for sure, you’re going to have to try a spell. On the counter is an empty plastic cup that you’d previously had filled with pre-game beer. Next to it is a creepy ceramic frog figurine Jim made in one of his art classes. Refilling cups and animating the inanimate both seem like pretty like standard wizard fare.

Poll: What Do You Cast Magic On?

Beer Cup

Ceramic Frog
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Staring into the recently emptied plastic cup, you narrow your eyes slightly as your focus intensifies. The crackling blue at your fingers sparks more rapidly, as if it knows it’s about to be used. You lick your lips, and reach within your memory to find magic words which can be used to alter the very laws of reality.

“Ummm. Fucking Magic!”

Fucking Magic? Really? Not Alakazam or Abracadabra or even Presto? You watched Lord of The Rings last damn week so… you know what, fuck it. Just fuck it. It is what it is and we’re moving on.

Blue lightning leaps from your palm, striking the red cup and engulfing it in a blinding white glow. When the glow fades, you tentatively peer at your work. Sure enough, the cup is now filled to the brim with pale brown beer. You carefully pick it up and take a test sip. It’s good, cold and carbonated like it just came from a keg. You’re so impressed with yourself that you’re less careful putting it down, and the cup tumbles onto its side.

Beer gushes out of it, landing on the floor by the toilet. And it keeps gushing. The cup is sending a never-ending flow of alcohol onto the floor, and within moments the whole place is going to be a sticky mess while you sand there staring like a schmuck.

Finally you snap into motion when the expanding beer puddle hits your right shoe. You grab the cup and turn it onto its base. It’s filled to the brim, but no longer overflowing. You stand over the toilet and delicately tilt the cup, spilling alcohol into the open porcelain bowl. Under normal circumstances this would, of course, be sacrilege, but normal seems to have gone out for cigarettes and who knows when it will ever come back.

With some experimentation you learn that the further you tip the cup, the more forcefully the beer comes out. When flipped all the way over, it shoots out like there’s a firehouse blasting it. While a never-ending beer cup is pretty sweet, this wasn’t the spell you tried to cast. It occurs to you that maybe you should be careful with you magic, since it seems you don’t quite have perfect control yet. Big shock, Mr. “Fucking Magic.”

“Dude!” Jim is pounding on the door again and nearly making you drop the beer. “I. Need. To. Piss. Unless you’ve been hit with a magic spell and transformed into your costume, there is no excuse for taking this long.”

You stare at the door for several seconds, then let out an exaggerated sigh and reach for the knob.

“Actually…”

One bathroom break and recap later, you and Jim are sitting in your living room as you finish explaining the events of the afternoon. Jim has put in a serious effort to see the bottom of that magic cup, however so far it has come to no avail. He is straddling a bar stool so as not to ruffle his dragon-turtle costume. Your wizard garb seems to be immune to things like wrinkling, so you are far less concerned.

“So that’s the jist,” you surmise. “Looks like I’m a wizard tonight. Anyway, want to hit the party?”

As soon as he hears the word “party” Jim is already flashing a thumbs-up. “Oh hells yeah, but I think you’re overlooking something. You said the lady told you the price of your costume was a dream fulfilled or a dream forsaken, right?”

“Yeah, whatever that means.”

Jim shakes his head. “It means that lady is going to take a dream away from you come sunrise.”

A worm of dread wiggles through your gut at those words. “Wait, what? How can she do that? How do you take away a dream?”

“Asks the guy who made a never-ending beer cup.” Jim punctuates his words with a hearty gulp from the aforementioned container.

“Well shit. Maybe it won’t be so bad? What’s one dream in the grand scheme of things?” You try, and do an moderately successful job, to keep the mounting fear from your voice.

“Sort of depends on the dream. I bet you wanted to get hitched one day. Or have kids. Or live past thirty.”

The worm of worry has quickly grown into a serpent, as realization of your predicament finally setting in. “Fuck.”

“Exactly,” Jim concurs. “So it seems like we should go after the other option.”

“There’s another option?”

Jim rolls his eyes. “Dude, you act like you’ve never seen The Little Mermaid. The shop-owner laid it on the table for you. If you make one of your dreams come true, then that counts as payment. Fulfilled or forsaken. Pretty standard magical bargain, really.”

Part of you wonders why Jim is taking this so rationally, then you realize he’s probably so high he thinks he’s midway through a weird hallucination. Oddly, that shit is right in Jim’s wheelhouse, so it sounds like you might want to take his advice.

“I have to make a dream come true by sunrise? I still feel like I’m pretty well-screwed.”

“You do have magical powers,” Jim reminds you.

“Oh yeah, that might help. So what dream should I go for?”

Tapping his head to signify deep though, Jim’s image of intellectualism is somewhat barred by his perpetual sips from the bright red cup in his hand. “You’ve been trying to break one of your older brother’s records for a long-time now. I’d say pulling that off would count as a dream fulfilled.”

Ah, your brother, Thad. Older than you, better looking than you, and way more charismatic than you, he’s been a walking legend since he was crawling. Aside from his incredible skills on the football field, which you have zero percent chance of replicating, he was also known as the hardest partier your college ever saw. His frat still has a board full of records he set, from the most pizzas eaten in a night to longest kegstand to fastest beer drinking. That last one, by the way, he earned while leading your college to victory in the Intermural Beer Olympics. Beating even one of his vaulted accomplishments would definitely give you a warm glow of satisfaction.

“Not bad,” you agree. “But even with magic, that could be tough. What about something I’m actually good at? I’ve wanted to take the plunge on my cooking skills, and tonight there’s a Halloween fair with a pie contest.”

“Dude, you want to skip the party of the year and try to win a pie contest? My new dream will be punching you in the face if we do that,” Jim informs you.

“Fine, you’re so smart then what’s another good one?”

“Maybe you could talk to Victoria Dempsy.” Jim smirks as your face immediately flushes red.

Victoria Dempsy went to the same high school as you, and like the majority of your peers, you were more than somewhat aware of her beauty. It was a happy surprise when you saw her in a class freshman year and realized you’d picked the same college. It was a less happy surprise when you remembered she didn’t even know your name. She is definitely a dream, in more contexts than one.

“I don’t know what you mean,” you lie terribly.

“Uh huh. I’m not saying you should try to get a kiss or take her home; honestly just having an real conversation with the chance to spark a connection seems like a big step for you. But whatever you decide to do, we better get moving. Only so many hours of Halloween to work with.”

Poll: What Dream Do You Try For?

Pie baking contest

Talk to Victoria Dempsy

Break one of Thad’s records
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“I’m going to try and talk with Victoria,” you declare after a few moment’s consideration. “Winning the pie-contest wouldn’t really be proving my talents if I used magic to do it, and I’ve got a feeling that what mystical force has protected Thad’s records probably didn’t take Halloween off. Talking to a girl, that much I should actually be able to pull off.”

“Kick ass.” Jim rises from his stool. “That means we still get to hit the party.” He takes another giant swig from the cup of infinite booze. By your count he’s probably drained the equivalent of five or six regular ones. Looks like you’re driving, yet again. “Before we go, you want to try and magic my costume into being cooler?”

“No way,” you immediately reply. “I’m still getting the hang of this, the last thing I need is to turn you into a real video game villain.”

“That sounds awesome as hell.” Jim sighs, but he lets the matter drop. Together the two of you load up into Jim’s Jeep and drive off into the night.

One uneventful drive later, and you have arrived at the sight of the greatest Halloween party the entire area has to offer.

“Holy shit.” You don’t intend to whisper, yet your words still come softly.

Since the last party, your mind has managed to wash away the spectacle and detail of the mansion that houses the Hauntstravaganza. The mansion where it’s held is normally inaccessible, locked behind a massive gate and surrounded by dense forest. Now, having just parked and admiring the scenery, you are truly struck with a sense of wonder. Seeing as you got turned into a wizard less than an hour ago, that is certainly saying something.

The place is massive, looks like four stories tall and who knows how wide. The architecture is gothic and the veneer painted gray-black. It’s surrounded by rough grass, and a thick fog is hovering mere inches from the ground. In the rear, you can make out a small graveyard with bone-white markers protruding up, like a skeleton’s abandoned teeth. Just above the chimney sits a full moon, swollen and orange as it gazes down upon you. That part is especially weird, because you saw the moon driving over and it was at quarter-crescent.

Of course, the spectacle is made somewhat less realistic by the multitude of cars parked around you, and the long line waiting for entrance. You and Jim hustle through the crowd and take a place waiting for entry. He has brought the infinite beer cup, though why he is bringing beer into an open bar party is beyond your comprehension.

The two of you admire the costumes surrounding you, noting that many are quite spectacular, as good as, if not better than, your magically crafted one. Up ahead is a knight in full-plate, gleaming silver in the moonlight as they grip their sword and shield. A witch cackles at the front, hideous features and shriveled body hopping through the entrance. A muscular man who reminds you of a video game character you can’t quite place is wearing a gi and red headband, flexing without an audience to show off his sculpted body. A small cluster of people are dressed like Power Wranglers, complete with oversized helmets. You shake your head at the last group. Rookie mistake, never wear a head covering to a drinking party. They’ll be popping those bad boys off all night, every time they want a sip.

The line moves surprisingly quickly, the muscular bouncers at the door admitting or rejecting people in mere seconds. You don’t know what the criteria for entry is, however you’re really glad you didn’t end up having to do the hodgepodge outfit you originally wore. From the look of some of the costumes getting turned away, you’re not certain it would have flown.

At last, you and Jim reach the front. The large man with dark hair and sunken eyes looks you up and down critically.

“Acceptable dedication demonstrated. Good. Both can come in.” He motions through the door. “Bar is first floor, dance hall is second floor, haunted maze is third floor. Fourth floor will get unlocked later this evening.” With that, he has shoved you through the door and turned his attention to the next people in line.

The house’s inside matches the exterior’s decor. Spooky sculptures, ancient paintings, dust and cobwebs in every corner you see. Part of you wonders if the owner lives like this year round, or if they only redecorate for Halloween. Either option seems like a lot of work.

You also notice that, despite the insane amount of cars outside and people you saw coming in before you, the place isn’t packed. There are ample folks visible, however you expected it to be like a bar on St. Patrick’s day, a massive crush of bodies from the moment you walk in. Instead, there is room to walk around, and the overall noise is low enough that you can even see people talking without yelling. To accommodate so many people so easily, this mansion must be even bigger than you realized. True, you should have remembered this from last year, however your memory of the occasion is… let’s be polite and say “spotty.”

It does have an open bar, after all.

A few feet from the front foyer is a sign that looks like an abandoned road post. The marker pointing to the left says “Bar”, and the ones sticking right toward the stairs say “Dance” and “Maze.” The bar area you can actually see, it’s through an archway and filled with dozens of people, all accessing one of the bountiful kegs or availing themselves to the services of one of the bartenders dressed like reanimated corpses. The other two areas are a bit more a mystery. You expect the dance hall will be like a club and also having refreshment areas, but as far as the maze is concerned, you’ve got no idea what might be in store.

“Okay Wizard-boy, what’s the plan?” Jim asks. “Step one in talking to someone is actually finding them, so where do you think she would be?”

That’s a good question. Victoria loves cocktails, dancing, and haunted amusements enough to be enjoying any one of the three activities. You know this only because she headed up a Halloween Dance committee in high school, actively promoting it to make sure it had a good turnout. She succeeded, unsurprisingly.

With those as your options, it’s pretty much a toss-up, so better to just pick one and get started.

Poll: What Area Do You Check?

Dance Hall

Bar

Maze
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Spell or no spell, you came here to party. The night is young, and the dance hall is bound to have drawn in a good deal of the revelers. With a nod to Jim, the two of you head up the dusty, creaking staircase, ascending to the second floor. When you arrive, all that greets you is a turnaround to go up to the haunted maze, another sign post, and a pair of enormous black doors.

Seriously, these things are taller than the ceiling in your apartment. You’re a bit skeptical as you reach for the handle, but if strength fails you’ve got magic in your back pocket. A door-opening spell is something even you might not manage to screw up. The concern proves to be unwarranted, as with a nearly effortless push, the door slides open, revealing the overwhelming spectacle of revelry inside.

The room is filled with bodies, dozens if not hundreds. It should be slammed wall to wall, yet the room is so gigantic that there’s space for everyone. A zombie bartender is positioned at each corner of the room, and clustered around their stations are some chairs and tables. The actual dance area is marked off by large statues in each edge of the floor. Though roughly the same size, each is unique in its appearance. They are Halloween icons: a skeleton, a werewolf, a witch, and a vampire, all carved from some black stone and possessing incredible detail.

Through the hall can be heard haunting music, a strange sound collection that has never graced your ears before. It calls up images of desolate moors, empty graveyards, and shadows under the bed. Plus the bass in it is sick, so you can totally get down. The room is filled with a thin fog, mostly to give depths to the beams of flashing colored light that seem to have synced with the music. Overall, it’s a pretty sweet set-up.

Jim and you wade onto the dance floor, shaking your groove things conservatively to get warmed up. As you move through the massive area, you’re again struck by the amazing array of costumes that have been accumulated here. A seven-foot tall Frankenstein is being grinded against by a fairy that seems to actually be glowing. There are several girls dressed in period-perfect Victorian ball gowns, all enacting a complicated dance routine together. One fellow is dressed like he’s about to leap a tall building in a single bound, and he’s got it down to the dimpled chin and coiffed hair. He seems to have just finished rejecting the ugly witch you saw at the door, laughing with a cruel apathy that you’re certain the real character would never indulge in. As she trudges away, the guy you’ve started to think of as Doucherman, regardless of his costume, quickly flies to the nearest bar station.

You blink in surprise. Did… did that just happen?

“Hey, take this,” Jim says, handing you the cup.

“Why?”

“I think I need to slow down. I swear I just saw a dude dressed like a like a Frankenstein take off his head and adjust his neck bolts. I usually don’t see that kind of shit until midnight-ish.”

By the time you turn to look, Frankenstein and his fairy are dancing as normal. Your mind wants to focus on what he said and what you just saw, unfortunately in the act of turning to check Jim’s story you caught a sight that that instantly snares your attention. Through the thick crowd and thin smoke, you spot Victoria Dempsy.

She’s dressed as a cheerleader, which is actually a little funny since she never went out for the team in high school. Still, you’d know that long, blue-black hair and set of sparkling hazel eyes anywhere. Of course, where there is such distinct beauty, there is also a throng of admirers. Two cowboys, a monk, and the muscular guy in the karate get-up are dancing around her, each trying to jockey into a better position than the others. You knew this was coming, but it’s still a bit disheartening to see.

With a stiff draw from the infinite beer cup to bolster your courage, you begin dancing your way across the floor, moving in her direction. For a moment you’re tempted to try and use some magic to make her look your way, however between the lighting, noise, and costumed spectacles, you aren’t certain summoning Godzilla would get her to glance over. At least, not until you’ve made it somewhat closer.

In the process of trying to dance, move, and hold the cup steady, you forget that you’re wearing long wizards robes instead of your normal pants. This catches up to you in one unfortunate moment of clumsiness, as your foot catches the hem of your robe and you trip forward. Thankfully, you manage to stop yourself before going to the floor. Unluckily, you’re panicked flailing sent beer sloshing at high velocity all over another nearby dancer. By the time you’re re-oriented, you are in the crosshairs of one very wet knight.

He shines in the flashing lights, covered from head to toe in gleaming silver armor. As you watch, the beer slides off the surface of his costume, as though he’d dipped the whole thing in a hydrophobic coating. You’re still admiring the liquid repelling nature of his outfit when he pulls his sword out from the sheath on his hip. In the same motion he readies a shield, and now you’re staring at a rapidly drying knight who looks like he’s ready to kick some ass.

“Whoa, man, it was an accident.”

“Wizard,” he declares, his voice echoing slightly from within the armored helm. “I need little provocation to detest your kind. I shall have satisfaction.” To illustrate his point, he swings his blade once, leaving a small slice in the floor with almost no effort.

“Holy shit, that thing’s real?” You are… less than eloquent in times of panic.

As you make frantic gestures, a few sparks fly from your hand and strike his shield. Rather than having any funny effect on it, they immediately fizzle out, like freshly poured soda bubbles. He still takes it as an act of aggression and begins to advance.

Looks as though you need to defend yourself, and quick. Since his shield seems to mess with your magic, which makes no sense to you in the moment but you’re kind of just taking shit as it comes, that means you’re best bet is to get something to do your fighting for you. Nearby you can see two of the large statues flanking the dance floor’s edges: the skeleton and the werewolf. You wish you’d gotten some animation practice by making the frog hop, however now is not the time for regret.

Poll: Which Do You Enchant?

Werewolf

Skeleton
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“Fucking Magic!” Your triumphant and idiotic evocation (Again, huh? Again with that shit?) echoes against the bodies around you, as you point your free hand toward the statue of the skeleton and blinding light fires from your palm.

The emaciated figure suddenly springs to life, pulling itself up from the hunch to a proper standing position, and striding purposely across the dance floor. Many of the dancers watch in wonder, but even more seem to be ignoring it in favor of having their own fun. Kids today.

The skeleton arrives, standing pointedly between the two of you, and gives you a hollow-eyed glance. “Well?” it asks, after a few moments of waiting. Its voice is deep, melodic, and surprisingly pleasant.

“Attack him!” You point toward the knight so rapidly that beer is sloshing from your cup.

“I see no reason to do such a thing,” the skeleton replies. “This is all nothing more than a simple misunderstanding.” He turns to the knight, who has his blade at the ready. “Good knight, the conjurer did not mean to douse you, he is merely a clumsy oaf. Such risks, as you certainly know, come with being on a bustling dance floor filled with open containers. Please accept his apology.”

The knight gives a small nod, though in no way makes a move to lower his blade. The skeleton turns back to you.

“Go ahead.”

“Go ahead and what?”

“Apologize.” You’re not sure how he can sound so forceful yet bored, especially without a tongue. Or lips. Or vocal chords. Maybe you should just let this one go.

“Oh, right! I’m sorry I spilled my beer on you. It was accident, and I sincerely apologize.”

“Well done.” The skeleton claps it’s boney hands together. “Now, I think that should sufficiently resolve this conflict. If you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to my post. However, good knight, should you get any ideas later in the evening, perhaps after a few drinks of your own, about coming back to settle the score, you should know one thing.” The skeleton leans in toward the knight, its skull seeming to splits at the corners of its mouth as a wide, horrifying grin spreads across the stone cheeks. “I will still be watching. I consider the disregard of diplomacy very annoying. And I am far less pleasant when I’ve been annoyed.”

The last line comes out shrill, like fingers on a chalkboard except the chalkboard is your brain. You wince, shutting your eyes as if that will hinder the ringing lingering in your ears. By the time you open them, the skeleton is back in place and the knight has headed somewhere else. Around you, the dancing and revelry has resumed without missing a step, as though a giant walking statue were interesting enough only to watch, not discuss.

Jim ambles over to you and takes the cup from your grasp. “Maybe I better hang onto this after all.” He takes a long, deep gulp. “Okay, so I’m halfway to wasted, but does this seem weird to you? I mean, weirder than just normal Halloween shit?”

“Little bit. I just brought a damn statue to life, but no one cared. I mean, they thought it was neat, and that was it.”

“Hauntstravaganza is known for the insane details and over-the-top special effects,” Jim reminds you. “They probably thought it was animatronic. I was actually talking about the weird shit with the people around us. I mean, who lets a dude with a real sword into a party? And while you were fucking around, I swear I saw a girl dressed like a ghost actually float through people to get to a punch bowl. All these costumes are too damn real.”

That’s when it finally hits you. You bought your costume on Halloween day, and since you put together Steampunk Dankwing Duck in August, you hadn’t gone looking for anything costume related. But the rest of the town had. Probably all of them had walked the same downtown street where the shops were clustered.

How many had noticed the small shop where the Blockbuster used to be? How many had walked in and talked to the old woman? You’d gotten the last few tablespoons of golden powder from a mysterious jar. A big fucking jar. A big fucking jar that, at some point, was probably filled all the way up.

“Shit on a skillet. Jim… I think at least some of these people got the same magic as me. I’m not the only one here with costume powers.”

You hear a raspy chuckling from behind you. With a quick spin you find yourself face to face with the hideous witch woman that Doucherman laughed at. She jerks her head forward a bit, sending her wart covered nose on a crash course with your face. When you jump back, she lets out a full-blown cackle of amusement.

“Aren’t you a dumb one.” A few chuckles are still bubbling from her throat. “Most of us figured that out within the first few minutes of being here.”

“Yeah, well…. you’re ugly!” This is not a proud moment for you, or your thin scraps of intelligence.

“Of course I am,” she agrees. “But I’m also rather intelligent. You, in contrast, seem somewhat inept, but have an astounding amount of power. It occurs to me that perhaps we could benefit from mutual assistance.”

“Aren’t you a witch? Why don’t you use your own magic?”

There’s a familiar flare to the way she rolls her eyes, but you don’t have time to dwell on it as an explanation follows quickly after. “Witches and wizards are different creatures. While wizards are all show, flash, and quick magic, our image of witches largely evolved from the image of wise-old women who held company with unnatural forces. Their magic works slowly, though potions and ceremony and curses.”

“You know a shitload about witches,” Jim notes.

She gives him an icy stare. “I know a lot about several things, including the fact that the woman running the shop gave us all different prices we would have to pay. The knight, for instance, must defeat a worthy foe or be doomed to never succeed at any competition for the rest of his life.”

You glare at her suspiciously. “How do you know that?”

“Because people are drunk, and chatty, and no one pays me any particular mind if I’m nearby. Now, someone with a little juice would help me to paying my price, and I’m sure I can assist with whatever yours is. In fairness, we can even do yours first. If you’re not interested, however, I can find someone else. It’s up to you.”

Poll: What Will You Do?

Go you own ways

Team up
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After a brief moment of consideration, you decide that since you’re pretty much stumbling around anyway, it might not be so bad to have another mind in the mix. Especially since Jim’s mind doesn’t qualify as fully-functional.

“I guess we can work together,” you agree. “As long as you’re serious about knocking mine out first.”

“A deal is a deal.” The witch bows, not an easy gesture with her existing hunch. “You may call me Circe, for this evening.”

“Weird name.”

“It’s from the Odyssey,” she informs you. “Given all the magic being tossed about, it seems prudent not to use our real names. Merlin and… Turtle should work fine for speaking with you two.”

“Why does it matter if we use our names?”

Circe rolls her eyes at you once more, again picking at something in your memory. “Did you pick that costume at random, or don’t you know anything about magical lore? Names have power in the wrong hands, and with this many different supernatural costumed beings in one space, at least one set of hands is bound to be wrong.”

“Okay, okay. Code names it is.”

“Glad you’re on board with a basic safety practice. Now, moving on, what price came with your costume?”

Part of you hesitates to answer, worried this is the equivalent of revealing a weakness, but you did decide to work together. Hard to do that without any trust. “Dream fulfilled or dream forsaken. So, I’m obviously trying to make one of my dreams come true before sunrise.”

“Not too bad. Lots of wiggle room in that one. Should certainly be doable.” There’s a detached, almost clinical way to how Circe takes in the information. “Which dream are you currently aiming for?”

You spin around and point across the dance floor, where Victoria is still dancing with the steady stream of admiring gentlemen. “I’m trying to muster up the courage to talk to my oldest crush, a woman named Victoria Dempsy. We went to school together and I’ve admired her for as long as I can remember. Seemed like a good dream to try and make headway on.”

Circe looks from you, to the girl, and back to you. It’s difficult to read her expression, mostly because staring at her face for too long is an unenjoyable prospect. All you know is that her eyes turn heavenward and she makes a few gestures into the sky. Not magical gestures, more like someone cursing another person out would make. When she finally speaks, her words are far easier to decode than her face.

“I suppose this is my own fault,” she mutters. “I knew I was throwing in with a fool when I made the offer. I’ll honor the bargain we struck and give you aid in reaching your goal, but here me well on this: while yours seems an innocuous goal, another human being are not meant to be dreams. Dreams, ambitions, these are things which revolve around what you can accomplish, what can be achieved despite all odds. People don’t fall into that category, because they independent entities, not achievements.”

“Whether you’re right or wrong, I don’t have time to try for another option,” you admit. “Besides, a first conversation is like… holding out a hand to shake. It’s an chance to meet someone new. Maybe they’ll have no interest at all, or maybe they’ll want to talk and you’ll add someone awesome to your life. That part is in their hands, but you can still give them the opportunity to choose.”

After a long, somehow sullen pause, Circe groans. “Fine, if you want to chat with that particular gal, then you’ll need catch her eyes, which demands you be dazzling without appearing as if you’re trying to approach her.”

“I can’t approach her?”

“She is actively dancing with four men while constantly inviting others to join,” Circe points out. “We can surmise that she either she enjoys the attention or putting on the appearance of such. Go over there now and you become another actor in the play on her their stage, pitted in a battle of charm and ego against those entrenched, as well as all new-comers. Are your social skills adept enough to handle that?”

“Well… no.” If they were, you likely would have tried to at least strike up a conversation long before now. “But I’ve got magic.”

“And they almost certainly have some costume powers as well,” Circe counters. “The choice of a battleground is almost as important as the battle itself. You need one where you can win.”

“Fine, I don’t approach. So what then?”

“You stand-out on your own, garner your own attention. Then you can approach her as an equal, not as one of her admirers.”

That sounds great in theory, pity you have no idea how to implement it. “Don’t suppose you have any suggest-”

“Attention, attendees of the Halloween Haunstravaganza!” This voice booms through the room, filling the ears of every attendee yet seeming to originate from right behind their ears.

Immediately the music stops and the lights cease their rapid strobing. “Please welcome tonight’s host, Doctor Willowbrook.” With that, a single spotlight appears at the northern edge of the room, illuminating a platform you’re certain wasn’t there a few moments ago.

Atop the platform stands a tall man, wearing a long-tailed coat and a top hat. Despite the proper attire, he seems to be a cheery fellow. A wide grin runs between two rosy cheeks, and his eyes twinkle each time the light strikes them. He rubs his hands together in unabashed excitement, then begins to speak.

“My, my, so many guests at my party this year, and all with such wonderful costumes. I feel truly honored that you all came to my humble home for this celebration. In honor of the efforts you’ve put forth with creating your ensembles, I’ve decided to add an additional event to the night’s festivities.”

Another beam of light appears, this time shining right into the center of the dance floor. Somehow, in the time he’s been speaking, every person standing there has been shuffled about, so the perfect circle of light is falling only on empty space.

“I intend to throw a costume contest,” Doctor Willowbrook announces. “The likes of which I’m certain hasn’t been seen for centuries. I’ve even got a very special prize for the winner. Now, if you want to enter, all you have to do is step into the circle of light. Once we have our contestants, everyone is welcome to come to the fourth floor and watch.”

Doucherman immediately leaps into the circle, as does Victoria’s karate-style admirer and the knight you spilled beer on. Victoria herself joins the spotlight only a few moments later. Several others begin filing in too, though significantly less than you’d expect for a simple costume contest. Then again, when you look at the light, an inexplicable sense of dread rises in your gut. This isn’t as straightforward as it seems, and a part of you already knows that.

You feel a sharp prod in your back, and turn to find Circe sticking you with her elbow.

“Go. You need a place to stick out, so get inside the circle already. And make a statement when you go in there, you’ll want all eyes on you.”

“Or just play it cool, maybe get a party going,” Jim suggests.

Reluctantly you plod forward, pausing only when Jim hands you the infinite cup. You accept, taking a few swigs as you go, to calm your nerves. The crowd parts instinctually as you draw closer, knowing it would be an unforgivable sin in this house to keep someone from competing. At last you arrive at the circle’s edge, staring at the multitude of other people you’ll be competing against. You step forward, drawing in a large breath before you do.

Poll: What Will You Try?

Lay Low

Stand out

Socialize
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The hell with it, since when do wizards stay quiet? Big, loud entrance it is.

“And I’m all out of bubblegum!” You yell this with ample gusto as you step into the circle, a far cry from the delivery given by the great thespian Rowdy Roddy Piper, but respectable all the same. Several of you competitors chuckle at your outburst, and a few even thrown you knowing nods. Victoria is not one of them.

With the entire group assembled, Doctor Willowbrook leaps down from his platform and crosses the room to your circle. How he moves so quickly through such a crowd is a mystery, even though you see him do it. He arrives at the edge of the spotlight and stops, leaving his face cast in a strange confluence of shadows.

“The observers will meet you upstairs,” Doctor Willowbrook declares. “As participants, you’ll be sequestered until then. Now, if we could just bring the lights up a bit…”

At his words, the spotlight brightens, flooding you in a world of fluorescence. Within moments it’s all you can see, everything outside the circle is too dark to make out. Even the sounds have faded away, like the light is overwhelming vibrations through the air.

For a moment, one terrifying moment that seems to stretch out past infinity, it feels as though your group exists alone in this island of light and all the rest of the world has been unmade. Then, as suddenly as it hit, that moment is over and you can hear voices. A lot of voices, actually. More than you can account for having been around you earlier.

The light begins to fade and you can see past your circle once more. The sight that greets your eyes tells you that you are no longer in the dance hall. Now your group is on a raised platform, at least four feet off the ground. It’s wider than the fading spotlight, taking up a huge portion of this massive room. At the ground level are hundreds of costumed guests, all packed around the stage with looks of anticipation. As you’re peering about, you spot two pairs of arms waving frantically. One pair is scaly and ends in claws, while the other is withered and ancient. Recognizing Circe and Jim, you plod over to edge where they’ve managed to claw out a spot.

“Hey guys.” You call the greeting with more casualness than you’re actually feeling. The experience of teleporting has left you a touch unsettled.

“Five hours,” Circe yells at you as soon as you get near her.

“What?”

“Five hours, Merlin. You’ve been gone for five hours.”

“No, we… we just came right here.” Even as you protest, your mind flashes back to that moment of isolation, where it felt like the outer world has been cut away. Could time have been sliced off with it?

“Witchy woman is right,” Jim confirms. "You all got vanished away, then Willowbrook said that the contest would be the night’s closing festivities."

“You’ve got to be shitting me. What have you been doing all this time?”

“Trying to drink away my mounting concern” Jim holds up a half-empty cocktail. “Which was hard, since you took the cup with endless beer.”

“That’s what he’s been doing,” Circe amends. “I’ve been working to wrangle up anything I can that help you. Unfortunately, that wasn’t highly successful.”

“No luck?” Your beginning to feel a bit desperate now, by your estimation sunrise is probably about an hour away.

Circe throws you something. You catch it deftly, reflexes trained from years of snagging shit Jim has drunkenly knocked off counters. Your hand uncurls to reveal a small Bluetooth device, with a few stars drawn on.

“What the hell is this?”

“An earpiece,” Circe explains. “It should let us at least give you advice.”

You poke the celestial decorations, half-expecting them to light up. “Why the stars?”

“I did some experimenting while the dragon turtle tried to drink his weight in vodka-”.

“Tried, my ass,” Jim interrupts.

“Anyway, the costumes are a tad… finicky. If something is added that doesn’t fit, it won’t stay on. But if it goes with the theme then it gets transformed like the original outfit did. The stars are because it’s a ‘magic’ transmission device.”

“Sure, why the hell not.” You take the explanation at face value slide the earpiece in place. This makes as much sense as everything else. There’s a strange tingle, a wave of heat, and then you can feel something hovering just beside your ear. You begin to thank her, however Doctor Willowbrook’s voice echoes through the room, interrupting you.

“Thank you all, for coming to the Haunstravaganza costume contest. In fifteen minutes, we will begin judging whose costume is the best. This will be done by applause, which is the only fair way to decide anything. In the fifteen minutes before voting, you are encouraged to show off your talents, flaunt your stuff, and shamelessly garner votes in any way you see fit.”

A sense of both worry and relief fills you. This is something you might actually be good at, but only if you can come up with the right spell to win votes. Still, it’s better than it could have been.

“There are three other things each contestant should be aware of,” Doctor Willowbrook continues. “First, there was a bit of time slip in your transport here, and sunrise is currently less than forty minutes away. Second, only costumes still intact at the beginning of the judging are eligible to win the prize. And third, the prize, which is quite a doozy. As part of their reward for victory, the winner of this contest shall have the price of their costume paid in full. So, good luck everyone. Remember, do whatever you like for the next fifteen minutes.”

“Ohhh crapola.” You can hear Jim’s voice in your ear, and as you look over you see he’s holding a phone up between he and Circe. “They’re going to shred the stuffing out of each other’s costumes.”

It seems like he’s right, already people are edging away from one another and sizing up their fellow opponents. It’s only a matter of time before the first attacks are thrown.

“What am I supposed to do up here?” The words are more mumbled to yourself than spoken aloud, which is why you’re a bit surprised when you get a reply, only to remember that the entire point of headsets is that they allow two-way communication.

“Hide like the wind,” Jim advises. “Use some magic spell to vanish.”

There’s a sound of scuffling as Circe grabs the phone. “No, you already drew too much attention for that. You need to run, stay mobile and take your shots when a good chance presents itself.”

“Or I can barge in and sling some magic all around.”

“You’re not the only one with powers,” Circe cautions. “But you are the one on that stage, so whatever it is, do something.”

Poll: What Is Your Strategy?

Hide

Stay mobile

Start blasting
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“Fuck a bunch of this.” Goddamnit, you’re a wizard, and you’re only going to be one for around another half an hour. Running and hiding are the options you’re going to have for the rest of your life. But for the next thirty or so minute, you’re got one more choice. If you’re going down, then by hell you’re going down swinging.

Or in this case: casting.

You begin to sprint forward, toward the largest cluster of other costumed competitors. With an exertion of will you feel the familiar energy crackling along your fingers. A charge up the middle, that’s the way to kick this shit off. It’s actually a solid tactical idea, not to mention it will raise your profile in Victoria’s eyes.

Unfortunately, you aren’t the only one who thought of it.

“Fucking Ma-”

BOOOM.

The entire stage rocks and dust goes flying, along with several bodies, as a red and blue blur leaps into the air and slams violently back down. Your words and charge are both cut off as the tremor sends you tumbling to the ground. By the time you stop rolling, you’re covered in dust, beer from the cup, and dust mixed with said beer. You look up in time to see Doucherman catch the knight’s sword mid-swing and crumple it into scrap. With a casual effortlessness, Doucherman then grabs the armor on both ends and rips it away, like he’s opening a Christmas present. For a moment, the knight stands there, the remains of silver armor still shining in Doucherman’s hands. Then, an instant later, the armor is gone and the knight is just a gangly young man holding a broken toy sword. Doucherman turns his eyes to his next victim, and darts off to continue the reign of destruction.

You pull yourself up carefully, eyes still adjusting to the dust-filled air. You notice you dropped your cup of infinite booze and bend back down to get it. This action is all that saves you as a meaty foot goes flying past where your head was only moments ago. Victoria’s admirer dressed that is like some sort of karate guy lands on the other side of you, spinning around the moment his free foot makes contact with the ground.

“Nice dodge,” Karate-Guy compliments, red headband flapping in a non-existent breeze. “You’re quick for a wizard.”

You adjust back-up to a standing position, only now putting together what just happened. It seems like you two are apart from the main group, so at the moment he’s your only concern. A small smile slips onto your face.

“This should be easy.” To punctuate the sentiment, you even take a sip from your cup.

“Umm, dude, you know who he is, right?” Jim’s voice comes through clearly on your “magic” Bluetooth headset.

“Doesn’t matter,” you reply. “He won’t be anything in a second.” Karate is well and good, but this fool brought punches and kicks to a magic fight. You’re going to show him the error of his ways.

“You’re over-confident.” Karate-Guy shifts his foot position and taking a strange stance.

“Pfft, whatever, fucking magic.” You give a simple thrust with your free hand, blasting a bolt of magic right at Karate-Guy’s center of mass. It’s as fast as ever, however it is nowhere as quick as Karate-Guy’s reaction. In a single motion he steps back, presses both wrists together like he’s cupping an invisible basketball, and summons a burst of blue light in his empty palms.

Karate-guy screams a word you don’t quite make out, firing his blast forward. It strikes your magical bolt on the way, destroying the weaker energy as it moves. And move it does, closing the gap between its origin and you before you even have a chance to dive away. Thankfully, it seems your magic had a little effect on the energy ball, as it curves at the last moment to strike your lower body rather than torso. This still sends you flailing to the ground, waves of pain washing over your legs and even more beer showering on top of you.

“I was trying to tell you,” Jim says, voice perfectly clear over your heavy, pained breathing. “He’s dressed like a dude from Street Puncher. So, you know, watch out for the fireball.”

“It was a good warning,” Circe’s voice consoles him. “Pity that Merlin was too foolish to listen.”

You flip onto your back in an effort to get up and catch sight of your robes. While the dust and beer are falling away, there are burn holes where the energy ball struck that seem to be staying in place. Karate-Guy walks over carefully when you’re noticing this.

“Looks like your outfit has almost had it. One more should destroy it completely. Sorry about this, but with so little time there’s no other way I’m going to be able to pay my price.”

“What was yours?” You grab the first words that come to mind, trying desperately to buy time while you think of strategy.

“I have to conquer my greatest fear.”

You notice Karate-Guy begun to shift back into his fireball stance.

“Wizard, he’s about to attack,” Circe warns you, not that you really needed her too. “This is your last chance.”

“What do I do?”

“Try not to move,” Karate-Guy advises. “It’ll hurt less.”

Jim’s voice chimes in with a somewhat less fatalistic option. “If you’re going down anyway, may as well make it hurt. Blast him when he blasts you. Mutually assured destruction.”

Circe is right on Jim’s heels, disagreement plain in her tone. “He’s ready for that, just like he was the first time. You need to do something out of the box, something he wouldn’t expect. I don’t know, throw beer on him, do anything.”

Poll: What Will You Do?

Grab the beer cup

Blast him back

Stand still


10


Karate-Guy clearly knows you’re packing magic, so a surprise attack isn’t likely to work. You could offer to help him if he spares you, but with current time constraints you doubt he’d listen. Besides, if you’re going to be eliminated then it won’t be while you’re pleading on the ground.

To hell with that noise.

In a single movement, one practiced by countless games of flip cup, you spin the plastic cup around in your hand so that the top is facing the floor.

You were right that Karate-Guy was prepared for you to shoot magic, and had a counter in mind for when you did. What he was not expecting, however, was a red plastic cup exploding upward in a forceful stream of beer, directly at his face. The angled shot strikes true, hitting him square in the nose and soaking him in beer. The cup ricochets away, still overturned and flying off in a direction you’re too occupied to trace.

“Son of a bitch!” Karate-Guy is grabbing his likely broken nose as it begins spewing blood. He would probably lay one hell of a smack down on you for that, but in the commotion you have leapt up from the ground and taken off in an unabashed sprint. Bravery is well and good, however there is something to be said for a well-timed tactical retreat.

As you run, you notice the dust is clearing and the ground has become littered with groaning people holding destroyed costumes. Evidently, the thick of battle was not a fun place to be. On the upside, at least it means you probably don’t have a whole lot of competition left. With an increase in gasping for air, you press on, seeing more and more destroyed costumes. Your eyes scan about for Victoria, however you’re unable to locate her in the chaos. Unless her cheerleader outfit was from the some sort of secret action-commando cheer squad, you’ve got a sneaking suspicion she isn’t doing too well.

Concern for others flies out of your mind as a body crashes down only a few feet away from you. It’s a pudgy man in a white bathrobe, and clutched in his hand are the tattered remains of a red headband.

“Karate-Guy?” Your voice seems to echo off the floor, and your confusion is evident. You’ve only been running a few moments, what could have already happened to him?

“I’m him,” he groans. “You idiot.”

“What the hell happened?” You choose to ignore his insult, but you can’t help noticing that a lot of people are calling you stupid today. This is not a trend you’re a fan of.

He wearily points over to the left, where you can see Doucherman ripping apart a cowboy’s costume while the six-shooter fires vainly into the big blue “S” on his chest. “Got me when you ran off. He’s all over the place. The rest of us don’t stand a chance.”

As if to prove the point, at that instant the cowboy begins to shimmer, and seconds later he is nothing more than a young man in a torn coat. Doucherman lets out a hearty laugh, then turns his eyes about. Unfortunately, they land squarely on you.

“Wizard.” He ambles toward you at little more than a saunter. “I didn’t expect you to survive this long.”

“It’s only been around four minutes.”

“Exactly.” No matter how wholesome his face might, there’s a maliciousness in that smile that’s impossible to hide. Not that you think he’s trying.

Karate-Guy slaps the ground and gets your attention. “Hurry, cast some spell to get away. We’ve all attacked him and nothing works. He brushed off my strikes like they were a light wind. There’s no way you can beat some copying those powers.”

“Quite right,” Doucherman agrees. You’re about to ask how the hell he heard that, then you remember that super-hearing in one of his many, many powers. So is super-speed, which means running away is probably not going to be a viable strategy this time.

“Shiiiiit. Team, got a big blue problem bearing down on me. Any ideas?”

“You’re a wizard!” Jim yells through the phone. “Summon Kryptonite!”

You hear a scuffling as someone struggles to take the phone away from him yet again. These two probably make for quite the sight, wherever they are in the crowd.

“No!” Circe yells. “Listen, you’re a wizard, he’s right about that - damnit, Jim let me talk – so what you should do is-”

“I’m telling you, just magic up some kryptonite. Everyone knows he’s vulnerable to that!” You get the feeling Jim’s overenthusiasm might be stemming from the fact that he feels like he’s finally able to contribute.

Circe’s objection continue unabated. “That won’t work. Give me the fucking phone right now. Merlin, you need to blast him, because- DAMNIT!”

The curse word and a not-so-subtle crunch are the last words you hear before the connection cuts off completely. Doucherman lets out his laugh again. That annoying, douchebag of a laugh that grates more and more on your nerves with each occurrence.

“Such helpful friends you have.” Doucherman is only ten feet away now. You know he could close that gap before you even blinked, yet he seems to be taking his time, truly enjoying the sense of impending doom that is rippling through you. “Feel free to try either one. It will be exactly as effective as every other idiot’s attempt to attack me so far. For tonight, I’m someone who flat out cannot lose, and my only vulnerability is rock that doesn’t exist in our world. I somehow doubt your skillful enough to conjure something like that.”

He’s coming toward you. Running is out. So is staying hidden. Even if he didn’t have an entire suite of sensory powers, you couldn’t bear to turn your back on this asshole. No, now is the time for do or die. You’ve got one shot, so make it count.

Poll: What Spell Do You Cast?

Magical blast

Attempt to summon kryptonite


11


Circe’s words echo in your ears, sparking a memory that brings an unexpected smile to your face. Yes, pretty much everyone knows about the famous vulnerability to Kryptonite. But you aren’t everyone, are you? You’re the kind of guy who picks wizard over barbarian, the type of man who shouts a quote from They Live when heading into a brawl, you’re a full-fledged geek of modern pop-culture. Three hundred and sixty four days a year, that doesn’t come in handy in any meaningful way.

But, today, on Halloween, it’s a fucking godsend.

“Hey dickhole,” you say, magical energy crackling across your fingertips. “You don’t actually read many comics, do you?”

“Nah brah, I just go see the movies.”

“Pity. Movies only tell you about the new stuff, they keep it all simple. There’s a lot more mythos that what’s been thrown on the silver screen. If you had read the comics, you’d know you’re your costume sucks at dealing with more than kryptonite. Like, just for example…”

You take a deep breath and try to pull out every bit of mojo still pumping through your body. Your hands are practically glowing with energy, but still you press more into them. Your tongue darts out and moistens your lips, preparing to call forth untold power.

In this highly unlikely scenario, your go-to evocation is perfect for the situation. So, just this once, go for it. Holler than sumnabitch to the rafters. Make the moon shit its pants.

“…Fucking MAGIC!”

You hurl both arms out as you scream, releasing a bolt of energy easily as thick as a sumo wrestler’s leg. Doucherman could dodge it, but it’s only as the blue blast is about to make contact that he understand the meaning of your words. Even for someone pilfering the those nigh unstoppable powers, it’s just a second too late.

The magical blast strikes him dead-center and envelops his entire body in an explosion of light. When it finally clears, there is a crater in the stage, five feet across and three feet deep, as well as scorch marks going out for another ten feet behind it.

In the crater’s center, keeled over on his back, is some douchebag with frosted tips. All that remains on his body is a tattered pair of work-out shorts and several poorly drawn tribal tattoos. He opens his mouth to speak, however instead of words all that comes out is a small wisp of smoke. With that, he falls completely back into unconsciousness.

Yes. Fuck Yes.

Your ears are still ringing from the explosion, which might explain why you don’t notice the air behind you shimmer or hear the soft rustle of wings. You do, however, hear the loud RIIIIIIP sound as your costume is shredded across the back. For a moment, your stomach drops away and you feel as though you’ve fallen into a pit of molasses. Then it’s over, and you’re normal again. Completely normal, in fact. Your hands lack any blue sparks of magic and you are now clad in a tattered Snugglet and wearing the shredded remains of a wizard hat. You have no idea where the rain stick went, you lost that shit early in the night. With some trepidation, you slowly turn around.

Gazing back at you is a grinning girl with pointed ears and fairy wings. In her right hand is a dagger that still has scraps of your robe clinging to the blade. Unlike the fairy you saw grinding on Frankenstein earlier, she’s quite tall, adorned in dark purples and blacks, and her smile is more predatory than adorable.

“So close.” Her grin stretches to the corners of her mouth in a way that leaves you deeply unsettled. “Silly boys, always underestimating the power of a good illusion.”

Doctor Willowbrook’s voice rings out, whereabouts still unseen “Creatures of the night and visitors of the day, it seems we have only one costume left. Thus, by default, Midnight Fairy is our costume contest champion.

The girl who just destroyed your costume, and hopes for winning, gives a deep bow. Her wings flutter in excitement as she begins to rise from the floor.

“All other contestants, please leave the stage. Midnight Fairy, please come to the spotlight so I may present you with your prizes.” A beam of light appears near the entrance, and she immediately heads that direction.

You do as your told, trudging off toward Circe and Jim, a numb sense of disbelief still wedged solidly in your stomach. This is nuts, you should have won. Looks at the set of power you managed to defeat. Unfortunately, It seems wizards aren’t called glass cannons for no reason.

After a quick walk, you rejoin your friends, receiving a fist bump from Jim and a high-five from Circe. Jim has, somehow, recovered the cup of infinite beer and is chugging away before the sun can rise.

Circe offers a pat on the back. “You did well. There was no way you could have seen the fairy coming. Not with such a daunting threat demanding all your concentration.”

“I can’t believe you beat him with magic.” Jim sneaks the words out between enthusiastic slurps, he has really missed that cup apparently.

“There’s more than one way to skin a cat. Even a super one. But some credit goes to the voice in my ear. Thanks, Circe, for helping me remember. Actually, thanks for all of your advice in general.”

Circe beams at you, making a face that’s almost tolerable, even with her hideous visage.

A scream from the front of the room tears away your attention. Before your eyes, a mummy’s bandages fall away, revealing a normal girl only a few years your senior. That alone would not be so bad, but what is terrifying is the woman standing next to the former-mummy. It’s the old lady from Transient Collectables. A slight green coloration washes over your face, as you realize that time is up and you haven’t paid your price. What’s more, you never got around to helping Circe, either. This is just a fuckbundle no matter how you slice it.

You scan the room, noticing the old woman move quickly and efficiently, appearing at each person’s side as their costume melts away. At the same time, you can see the first few rays of dawn poking through the windows.

It seems the magic is failing sequentially, not all at once. As you sweep things visually, you notice that there is another door, all the way at the back. Maybe it leads somewhere further away. Maybe not. Still, it’s better than nothing. Or is it? Perhaps the dream she takes won’t be so bad. Then again, you still don’t know what Circe’s price is.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Make a break for the door

Tell the others to run

Wave hello
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“Get out of here, I’ll try to buy you some time,” you instruct Circe and Jim. “There’s a door over near the rear. I have no idea how long I can keep her occupied, but maybe you can get somewhere safe.”

Circe stares at you a long several seconds before shaking her head. “Merlin, that’s touching. Stupid, but touching.”

“It’s the least I can do,. You at least tried to honor our bargain. I screwed things up so much that we never got around to your price. Now hurry up and go already.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Circe chuckles as looks off to where you pointed. “I have no intent to run. Especially not into that door. The things behind it are… less than friendly.”

“Same here,” Jim adds. “I didn’t even get a magic costume, so I don’t owe any price.”

“Not to mention, I’d have found all of you easily anyway,” the old woman from the shop chimes, her voice coming from over your shoulder. You leap nearly a foot in the air, coming down on both feet but certain you just lost a few years off your life. “Now then, I think it’s time we settled up.”

Before you can think of an excuse, Circe steps forward. “Me first.” At the sound of her voice, the air around Circe ripples. Moments later the witch you know is gone, and in her place is an woman in a long black robe wearing a hideous, but plastic, mask. “My price was met.”

“Yes, yes, able to win the trust of a mortal without use of your looks or powers,” the shop-keeper grumbles. “Though you left it down to the last minute.”

“Dramatic flair.” There’s something about Circe’s voice that’s familiar now, however you find yourself unable to place it.

“Right then, which brings us to the wizard.” The old shopkeeper looks you up and down, eyes lingering on the tattered remains of your robe. Jim edges slightly closer to you in a protective fashion. The effort is appreciated, but you aren’t sure what he’s going to do against magic.

“Looks like you paid yours off too,” she announces at last.

“I, wha… I did? When? How?”

The shopkeeper points to Circe. “She’s always wanted to be appreciated for more than her power, position, and beauty. Tonight, through you, she was able to showcase her own type of wisdom. You took her advice and thanked her sincerely for it. You made her dream of showing she had her own talents come true. Dream fulfilled.”

“But… I didn’t make any of my dreams come true.”

“Sure about that, are you? Besides, even if you’re right, when did I ever say the dream had to be yours?” With that the old woman vanishes off to claim the price from someone who was likely less fortunate than you.

“Um, what did she mean power?” Jim is peering at Circe with uncertain eyes. “And why did yours sound more like a bet?”

“Because it was,” Circe admits. “I wagered with my father that I had the talent to beguile mortals even without any magical means. The beauty thing was merely him upping the stakes.” Circe reaches up and pushes down her hood, revealing a long tumble of blue-black hair. As she peels off the mask, you’ve already figured out what’s waiting beneath it. The plastic facade falls to the ground, revealing Victoria Dempsy’s stunning face in its place. “Not that you fools made it easy.”

“Wait, but, I saw… you dancing when I met… you.”

“Did your loss teach you nothing about illusions? The girl you saw was the same fairy who cut away your costume.”

Suddenly you become aware that you told your secret crush that talking to her was the dream you were trying to fulfill, and your ears begin to burn with a bright redness. Victoria pretends not to notice, which is made easier by Jim continuing to pester her.

“Okay, so you were the old lady, and the you we saw was a fake you,” he surmises. “I still don’t get why you made a bet about winning people’s trust.”

“Because trust, my dear dragon-turtle, is the first step in illusion.” These words come from Doctor Willowbrook, who has stepped into the conversation right out of the shadows. “And illusions are the beginnings of all magic. You did well, my little Lantern.”

“I appreciate the compliment, Father, but I care more about the wager.”.

“I am a man of my word.” Doctor Willowbrook drops into a deep, theatrical bow “Next Halloween, you shall be part of the planning. We will see how you do from there.”

Victoria looks distinctly unimpressed by the pageantry. “About time.”

“I thought your name was Dempsy,” you blurt out, finally recovering from the case of numb-tongue that struck you during your embarrassment attack.

“My mother’s name. In our family, wearing the Willowbrook name is a right that must be earned, it is not conveyed by blood alone. We are no mere aristocrats, you see, we are one of the high families of All Hallows Eve.”

“Oh, well that makes sense,” Jim says, sipping the beer.

You stare at him. “How does that make sense?”

Jim shrugs. “I dunno, I mean this was a lot of crazy shit. I doubt I’ll understand it any better if I pry, so it seems like just rolling with this is easier. The girl you like is some sort of super-Halloween-witch.”

“The drunk one is surprisingly adept,” Doctor Willowbrook notes. “I think I might like to take a look at his brain.”

“Be good. You already got your ‘winner’.”

On cue, a horrifying, gut-wrenching scream pierces the air. You can’t see the source, however you think it sounds vaguely familiar.

“Ah yes,” Doctor Willowbrook sighs. “She was so lucky to win the grandest prize: a permanent position in my mansion. With someone like her, our haunted maze will be all the scarier next year. On that note, I must remember to settle her debt. Don’t want to go sewing bad blood.”

“It will be… a spectacle.” There’s a hardness to Victoria’s gaze as she looks at her father, but the eyes soften slightly as they tilt toward you. “And you, Merlin, will have to join us. I promise, now that I have a voice, the proceedings will be changing greatly from this point forward.”

Under the concentrated attention of Victoria and Doctor Willowbrook, you begin to stammer while grasping for an answer. “I…uh…I…”

Poll: What Do You Say?

“Let’s raincheck that idea.”

“Sure, count me as booked.”

“Next year, why wait?”
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“Next year seems like a long time to wait. Why don’t we trade numbers and do something earlier?”

“Asking out one of the daughters of All Hallows, and in front of her father.” Doctor Willowbrook laughs lightly. “This one has guts.” From the way he says he that last word, you have a sickening feeling that he’s wondering what they look like.

Rather than laugh along, Victoria nods. “Guts indeed. I suppose it would be nice to have a few friends around town that actually knew the truth of my lineage.” She pulls out a small card and scribbles a few digits across it. “Don’t go getting any big ideas. There is no chance of romance between us.”

“Of course.”

Victoria already felt out of your league, and that was before you knew she was part of some magical Halloween family. The idea that she’s not interested is easy to swallow. Even if a small part of your crush lingers on, it would take a capital-grade morons or a legendary romantic to hang onto true hope. Only time will tell which you prove to be.

“Let’s get going,” Jim suggests. “I am hungry like a dolphin.”

“See you soon.” Doctor Willowbrook doesn’t move any closer, yet the words still sound like a harsh whisper being spoken directly into your ear.

You try not to let the certainty with which he utter those words unnerve you. You fail, miserably.

It does spur you to move quickly as you and Jim head for your cars, driving back home as the sun rises steadily up from the horizon.

By the time you’re parked and walking back toward your apartment building, the sun has fully emerged and the day has begun. The two of you have bags stuffed with fast-food burritos, a pitiful attempt to fend off both the hunger and impending hangovers you are destined to begin November with. Still, given how things could have gone, this actually seems like something of a best-case scenario.

“Hell of a night.” You pause, looking up at the sunrise. The other denizens of your complex are giving you funny looks as you walk the parking lot dressed only in a wrecked wizard costume.

Jim’s outfit, at least, is still functional. He shifts his bag of food from claw to claw, moving things around so he can grab another sip of beer. “Not bad.”

“Not bad? How was that ‘not bad’ in your book?”

“I mean, it was cool and all, but remember last Arbor Day? Now that shit was insane.”

Jim makes a valid point, this was actually pretty tame compared to last Arbor Day. You reach for your keys just as Jim takes another awkward sip and spills beer on his costume, not that a few more stains will matter. As he angles the cup back up, you notice it’s full to the brim.

“Is… is that the magic cup I enchanted?”

“Yeah. You didn’t think I’d forget this beauty, did you?” Jim looks at you like you’ve just suggested taking a shit on the Guinness factory’s lawn.

You stick your keys in the lock, juggling your own food to a free hand. “No, it’s just… the sun’s up. Shouldn’t it have stopped refilling by now?”

“Beats me.” Jim takes another glug. “Maybe it was just your magic that died at dawn, but the stuff you put spells on stay enchanted.”

“Damn, makes me wish I’d cast a spell on more than just the cup.” You final manage to turn the key and twist the knob.

The door opens to reveal your nice, cozy apartment living room, illuminated by sunshine and the television you forgot to turn off. This picturesque scene is somewhat marred by the seven-foot tall giant skeleton sitting on your couch, watching a cooking show with exceptional interest.

“Ahhhh!” You yell loudly, dropping the bag of burritos to the ground. This gets the skeleton’s attention, who looks over at you.

“Morning,” he calls, giving a polite wave. “Hope you don’t mind, but since you brought me to life Doctor Willowbrook says you’re responsible for food and lodgings.”

You are too stunned to move, however Jim is stricken by no such predicament.

“Scoot over.” Jim is already setting his food and beer cup on the coffee table, settling in without a second thought. “Are they making French toast? Fuck yeah, brunch is my jam.”

Slowly, ever so slowly, you reach down, grab the now busted bag from the ground, and pull your door closed. Looks like Halloween has resulted in more lingering effects that just a hangover in…

The First End
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“Yo, come check me out!”

You push yourself off the couch wearily, still fighting off the hangover from last night’s Post-Pre-Pre-Halloween-Pre-Actual-Halloween-Party. Having real Halloween fall on a weekend has led to an entire week of themed costumed parties, which has been hard on both your liver and your supply of costumes. Last night’s barrel-scraper was a bed-sheet toga, which is now drenched in beer, among other fluids, and tossed in the dumpster behind your apartment complex. Whatever, a comforter is all you really too to sleep on anyway.

“How do I look?” Jim asks as you push open the partially ajar bathroom door. He’s wearing jeans, a baseball cap, and a hooded sweatshirt; all of them on backwards.

“Honestly? I have no idea what the hell you’re supposed to be,” you tell your best friend/roommate.

Jim absorbs this news along with a few sips from the Cup Of Infinite Beer, a leftover treat from last year’s Halloween shitshow. “Damn,” Jim says at last. “I was really hoping you’d make a guess and I could use it as my idea. I’m basically out of shit. Guess we have to hit up the costume shops.”

A slight shudder worms its way down your spine as you remember what happened last year when you went to buy a costume last minute. It’s really Jim’s fault you’re in this mess, again. You had a perfectly adequate zombie doctor costume lined up for this year. Unfortunately, it only survived the first three parties of the week, and you were really pushing on the third one at that.

“I’m sure we’ll think of something,” you say.

“We better think quick. Victoria is going to be here soon.” Jim points to the antique grandfather clock he came home with one night in July (not that he had any memory of how he procured it), which indeed says there are only a few minutes left before Victoria shows up.

Since last Halloween, she’s become a semi-regular fixture in your life, regarding you and Jim as her friends. Friends she often looks at like an alligator watching a toddler play on the banks, but friends all the same. You were surprised when she asked if you three could go somewhere different this year, given her relation to the man who threw the biggest Halloween party in the county, but you didn’t object. After last year, there was no way you were going to the Halloween Hell-House Hauntstavaganza. Unless they booked a sweet band. Or if there were lots of cool people going. Or they had more of that free top-shelf… yeah you were probably going to end up there.

A crisp knock on the apartment door pulls you free of your reverie, and you rush down the hall to answer, all thoughts of a lingering hangover forgotten. It might have been a year, but you’re still a bit smitten with Victoria Dempsy. You fling open the door, revealing her standing there, bundle of garment bags clutched in her arms. Despite what they must weigh, she seems not the least bit inconvenienced, waltzing through the front door with an effortless smile.

“Evening, Merlin.” Victoria greets you. You’re pretty sure she’s learned your real name since last Halloween, but you aren’t completely certain. “You and the dinosaur ready for this evening?”

“It was a dragon-turtle!” Jim yells from across the apartment, causing Victoria’s smile to widen a touch. She took a strange joy in ribbing him about last year’s costume choice, despite that fact that her own had been a hideous witch. Despite the late afternoon Halloween hour, she isn’t in any costume yet. With her worn jeans and dark purple hoodie, Victoria could pass for a regular, everyday college-aged woman. Which, were you feeling particularly brave, you might admit was more costume than anything you had ever worn.

“Did you not know what you wanted to wear?” You try to help her by taking a few of the garment bags, but she swipes your hand away and begins delicately setting them out on the couch, one by one.

“Mine is the one with the red hanger,” she replied. “But I assumed you two buffoons would have destroyed every worthwhile costume you possessed by the time the true All Hallows Eve rolled around, so I brought along a few options.”

“Thank the sweet lord of vodka,” Jim said, bounding of the bathroom. “I had no idea how I was going to manage peeing in these pants.”

“By your tenth drink you probably would have just soiled yourself,” Victoria said.

“Well obviously. I meant until then.” Most people would have been bothered by that sort of assumption on her part, or at least disagreed with it. Most people were not Jim.

“Here, I had yours made up special. It’s extra-resilient, especially against the sort of stains one acquires from spilled drinks.” Victoria hands the last garment bag to Jim, who accepts it and immediately darts right back into the bathroom.

“You didn’t need to do this,” you tell her.

“I most certainly did. Tonight, you will be seen with a member of one of the high families of All Hallows Eve. It would shame the entire Willowbrook line if I publicly consorted with those who don’t honor the evening properly.”

“About that, aren’t you supposed to be at the Halloween Hell-House Hauntstavaganza? I mean, you went through all that trouble last year to win the right and help plan it.”

Victoria looks up at you, then gives a slow, solemn nod. “That was my intent, but the opportunity to offer a more prestigious service has arisen. This will be greatly benefit my family, and will move me through the ranks much more quickly. Now, Merlin, will you ask me questions all night, or would you like to select your costume?”

“I get to choose? How come? Jim didn’t get to choose.”

“I only had so much material for a costume that wouldn’t be immediately destroyed by his antics. Since you’re somewhat gentler, I was able to commission a few options.”

Victoria leans down and unzips the first garment bag, revealing long black cloth as thick and heavy as morning fog. Further inside is a white shirt, sashes, and what appears to be a thin sword next to an ancient pistol. As you look inside, you also notice books and a hat. There is no way all this stuff fit into just a regular garment bag, that much is for sure.

“In my line, we like to stick with the classics. Your first option is to wear the garb of a pirate.”

She unzips the second bag, revealing fiery red cloth that spills out so quickly you’re afraid it will light the couch on fire. As you peer in deeper, you catch sight of what looks like a trident, only far more cruelly designed, and a pair of monstrous horns.

“Second up, you may don the visage of one of hell’s army: a demon.”

The last bag is unzipped to reveal a gleaming crest; one that almost looks like it has a skull and a beer cup on it. The crest is on a shield, which is next to a tunic, boots, another sword, and a lot of chainmail. Victoria takes a step back to admire this one before speaking.

“Lastly, you may take up the mantle of a knight, if you are so inclined.”

“Okay, level with me here: am I going to turn into my costume again? You haven’t told me where we’re going or what we’re doing; and I feel like I’ve been pretty cool about that. You’re our friend, you asked for a favor, so Jim and I are down. All of that said, if I’m going to turn into my costume again, I really feel it’s only fair to tell me up front, before I decide what to wear.”

“The enchantress who visited last year has not returned, nor do I sense her type of magic in the air. However, never forget that on All Hallows Eve the costumes were once meant to hide from and fight against monsters. I cannot promise that the weapons you pick up may not be needed at some point on our journey.”

Well, that’s about as straight an answer as Victoria has ever given you, not likely you’re going to get much more out of her. Time to decide what you’ll be for Halloween this year.

Poll: Which Do You Select?

Pirate

Demon

Knight
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“If I might have to fight monsters, then for once I’d like to be on even ground with them.” You reached forward and pick up the demon costume, noting that it all stays inside the open garment bag as you lift it off the couch.

“You’ve grown more bold, Merlin.” Victoria zips up the other two and sets them aside. She plucks the final bag, the one with the red hanger poking out, from the couch and tosses it over her shoulder.

“Hey, I’m a demon now. Shouldn’t you be calling me Lucifer or something else appropriate?”

Victoria smiles, a rare and stunning sight that makes your heart beat so loudly you can feel it in your ears. “No, the costumes are fleeting, but memories remain. You’ll always be Merlin to me. Now go to the restroom and change. I’ll use your bedroom.”

You could protest the unfairness of getting evicted from your own more spacious room, but in truth you likely would have made the same arrangements if she’d let you decide who went where. It might have been nice to have had the chance, at least. Wordlessly you take your garment bag into the restroom, nearly knocking over the Cup of Infinite Beer that Jim had abandoned. Shutting the door behind you, the changing begins.

Victoria did you right on the costume front. As you fasten and buckle things into place, you realize that what you’re wearing is as elaborate as last year’s magically augmented wizard outfit. The outfit is done in sweeping reds and black, stylized nicely and hanging off your body like it was tailor-made for you, which it very well might have been. Edges of the rear robe trail for a few inches behind when you walk, and a tall collar rises high behind your neck. The horns stick to your forehead with minimal effort, whatever substance they are coated with proving far more effective than standard spirit gum. Your final costume piece, the pitchfork, feels cold yet comfortable in your hand.

When everything is on and you catch sight of yourself in the mirror, you nearly jump at your own reflection. Gone is the everyday person you’re accustomed to seeing. In his place is a demon.

Opening the door and heading into the hall, you can hear Jim trying to talk Victoria into pregaming. It makes sense they’d both finish first, Jim had a head start and Victoria is…well…Victoria. Rounding the corner, you catch sight of your roommate as he clutches a bottle of knock-off Jaeger and some shot glasses.

Jim is adorned in the outfit of a roman gladiator, complete with sleeveless vest, sandals, and a net resting on his belt. You can see why the costume is largely drink proof, the whole thing seems like it’s made of leather, and might actually function as armor. Suddenly you think back to the chainmail in the knight costume and wonder if perhaps you didn’t think enough about defense when you selected your outfit. Then you catch sight of Victoria, and for a moment all rational thought flees you’re mind.

Honestly, you aren’t sure whether you’re more afraid or turned on as your eyes fall upon her. Victoria has dressed herself like a fairy, but not one of the Tinkerbell persuasion. Her dress is done in dark colors and bold patterns, her nails extended out in precise points, even her teeth seem a touch sharper as she smiles. The wings on her back look like gossamer wings spun of silken razor wire, and her already pale skin has lost a few shades in the moments since you last saw her. Victoria is dressed as the fairy, but she is dressed as the kind that reminds you that once upon a time fairies were not the sweet vessels of magic or bundles of light modern cinema turn them into.

Once, fairies were revered as some of the scariest monsters a person might meet.

“Ah, there’s our demon,” she calls, spotting you leaving from the bathroom. “Nice to see everything fits.”

“Yeah.” Your mouth is struck dumb, still low on your brains priorities as it debates between ogling and cowering. At last you managed to get a grip on yourself and continue speaking. “Yeah, it’s perfect. Like it was made for me.”

“My escorts must be properly attired.” She flashes a grin, exposing those white, just a touch too sharp, teeth. Somewhere inside you know it’s impossible for her to have put on this many accessories, to say nothing of the make-up in the short amount of time that’s passed.

“Speaking of, can you tell us now where we’re escorting you too?” Jim butts in. “I’m trying to figure out how I can smuggle stuff in, but if it’s a place with a metal detector then flasks are out, and if it’s a full pat-down place then I’ve got to go deep with any of my additional party favors.”

“I suppose there’s no harm in it now.” Victoria’s agreement is a pretty big shock to you, since she’s steadfastly refused to cough up the goods so far. “We will be visiting this town’s newest Halloween attraction: Tortured Terror Town.”

Jim’s eyes go wide. “Ohhh shit, that’s the place that’s supposed to like ten whole blocks of attractions. They play advertisements for it every night during the three o’clock Knife-o-rama cooking shows.”

“They’ve also been advertising in lots of other, far more normal, place.” Victoria doesn’t speak the words so much as exhaustedly sigh them.

“I’ve seen the ads too. Haunted houses, spooky cemeteries, loads of staff; it’s supposed to be this fully-immersive experience,” you chime in.

“I have no doubt it will be a spectacle to behold, especially since the ones putting it on are another of the high families of All Hallows Eve.” Though Victoria isn’t generally what you call a warm person, these words are so icy that you can actually feel a chill run through your spine.

“Fuck me; are we in the middle of some Godfather turf war shit?” Jim asks. He’s pulled a few plastic baggies from out of a pocket on the couch and seems to be deciding how to tuck them into his costume.

“Nonsense. As a representative of the Willowbrook family, I am going to wish them well in their newest endeavor… that they decided to launch in the town where we’ve been operating for centuries.” Victoria has forced a smile on her face, but the murder in her eyes leaves you with doubt of her actual feelings.

“You two are coming along as my escorts, which actually brings us to one thing we must decide before leaving. There are certain roles escorts are expected to fill in these situations. One of you must be an attendant, while the other shall be a guardian. My attendant will be expected to cater to my minor needs as required, while the guardian shall defend the family’s honor if demanded. These are simply ceremonial titles as I require neither of you to do any such thing, but all the same, they must be defined should another ask. I leave it to you to determine who will take which title.”

Jim shrugs and begins trying to squeeze a bagging under one of the leather bracers on his wrist. “Your call. I’m good with whatever.”

Poll: Which Role Do You Pick?

Attendant

Guardian
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Much as you love Jim, he’s not what you might think of as “reliable” in any sense of the word. For show or not, you’ve known Victoria long enough to trust that anyone who takes up the role of guardian for her is putting themselves in a world of potential hurt. By your reckoning, you’ve got a better chance of surviving than Jim, if for no other reason than you won’t be tripping on drugs and unsure of what’s an illusion vs what’s real.

“Jim can be the attendant, I’ll be the guardian.”

Victoria raises an eyebrow slightly and a grin tugs at the edge of her lips. “Bolder and bolder. Perhaps one day you might make a worthwhile vassal yet.”

You really want to ask for clarification on that last bit, but before you get the chance she claps her hands together and gestures toward the door.

“Formalities now handled, it is time we were off. I took the liberty of having one of the family cars brought out for the evening, driver included.”

“Oooh! Shotgun!” Jim yelps, darting out the door, several inches of plastic baggy still jutting out from under his leather bracer.

“That’s not how being driven works…” Victoria trails off, realizing that Jim is no longer in earshot, and even if it were it would likely make little difference.

“Let him have this one. The guy loves winning shotgun.”

“Very well, though I daresay once he sees the driver he’ll regret that choice.” Victoria crooks a finger to you, a dark humor in her eyes. “Now follow me, guardian. It is time for us to depart.”
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Despite Victoria’s warnings, Jim is trading numbers with the limousine driver as you depart from the vehicle. Due to the partition between the front and the back you were unable to see this mysterious driver or hear much of the conversation, but from the surprised look on Victoria’s face it seems clear she really did expect Jim to go hollering into the night, or at least join you in the back. All of which goes to show: not even Halloween royalty knows what the hell Jim is going to do.

Now free of the car, you gaze upon Tortured Terror Town in all of its glory. You have no idea how they managed to procure this much land, or build such a spectacle in only a few weeks. Beyond the massive, iron gates lies what appears to be functional buildings, winding roads, and a few signposts pointing to varies attractions. They constructed a faux haunted town so quickly that you’re a touch surprised that you’re just now realizing these people might be on the same level as Victoria’s family.

“Garish, isn’t it?” Victoria has joined you in looking at the impressive work of craftsmanship, though her own expression is far from admiring. “That’s the Garrote family for you, though. Once a proud emissary of the ancient traditions, now they’ve resorted to using things like pop-out scares and gore. They’ve forgotten what the true meaning of fear is.”

“Woo! That was an awesome ride. I can’t wait to see what’s next.” Jim has lumbered over, finally shutting the door as the car and driver drift away, presumably until needed again. You notice that the plastic bag is no longer sticking out from under his bracer.

“Finally get your stuff jammed in the costume?”

“Nah. Thought of a way better plan,” Jim says. “I just ate them all.”

“How… creative.” Despite Victoria’s dismissal tone, you notice she seems to be fighting down a bit of giggling. “Let’s get inside before you lose all comprehensive touch with reality.”

Jim pats Victoria on the back and shakes his head. “You’re like six years too late for that, but I’m good with heading in anyway.”

The three of you waltz up to the massive gates, in front of which stand several ticket booths. Inside are kids you’d bet were in high school, wearing fairly decent zombie costumes. They aren’t as grandiose as what Victoria provided, but there’s lots of peeled skin and blood make-up to compensate. Before you can even speak, Victoria puts a hand on the counter and meet’s the clerk’s eyes.

“The Willowbrook party has arrived.”

The teen’s eyes grow wide at her words, and he starts fumbling with something under the register. After a few moments, he pulls out three laminated passes on thin silver chains and stuffs them through the whole in the glass. Victoria accepts them, fanning the passes out as she turns back around to face you.

“These will get us anywhere we need to go.” As she has them fanned, you noticed all three are identical save for one section. In the very middle, where a name might normally go, is a symbol, different on each pass. One has a shield, the other a wine glass, and the third is a jack-o-lantern. “Last chance to change your mind.”

In response, you hold out hand, into which Victoria deposits the pass with the shield. As you’re slipping the chain over your head, you see her give the wine glass one to Jim, while she dons the pass with the jack-o-lantern. For a moment, you’re a bit bummed at how much they will ruin your costume, but when Victoria turns around you realize that you can scarcely even notice that the pass is there. Your eyes just slide across it, refusing to acknowledge its existence for more than a few moments. A quick glance at Jim confirms the effect is the same on him, which means it probably works on you as well.

You all walk through the gates, which are parted in the center just wide enough to allow people through, and properly enter Tortured Terror Town. Directly in front of you is a bone-white sign post, pointing in three directions. As you draw near, the words become more visible.

“Since we’re here, we may as well take in the attractions,” Victoria suggests. “So, Merlin the guardian, why don’t you select one for us.”

Peering up at the sign, you can just make out where it’s pointing toward. There are only words, no explanation, so you’ll have to trust your gut as much as your mind on this one. The first arrow has the words “Graveyard” written on it. On the second is the word “Abandoned House” scrawled in long script. The final arrow has “Circus” etched in the white wood.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

Graveyard

Abandoned House

Circus
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“Let’s stick with something nice and not deadly,” you say. “We’ll go check out the circus.”

“Hells yes,” Jim agrees. “Right now I’m seeing like five colors that I’m pretty don’t exist, so looking at that big top is going to be fucking tiiiiight.”

Victoria softly rolls her eyes, but begins walking off in the direction of the circus. You and Jim hurry to catch up. Once you’re clear of the entrance area, you notice the winding path is filled with fog. It slithers across the road, winding its way up your ankles, stopping about halfway to your knee. It’s hard to make out much detail in the swirling whiteness, but a few times you think you see the foggy outline of hands reaching up for you.

This would be impossibly creepy if it were just you three alone. Thankfully, loads of other people saw the advertisements and are filling up the town. Spooky as the fog is, you find it hard to be terrified when surrounded by other groups of loud, raucous college kids in costumes. Humans are pack animals, after all, and the larger the group you’re in the safer you feel.

After a few minutes of walking, you notice music floating faintly on the wind. It’s a light, twinkling tune that calls out to all faintly to all who hear it. The three of you turn a corner in the road, and suddenly the music is no longer faint. In fact, you can’t imagine how you didn’t hear it sooner. Standing in the middle of the road is a massive circus tent, red and white, with several smaller tents and shacks built around it. Even from where you are, you can make out various people in the same candy-cane striped uniforms directing guests about.

“Shouldn’t we have been able to see this from where we started?” You glance back the way you came, but between the fog and the darkness you can’t make out any of the buildings from the entrance. The walk wasn’t that long. Maybe five minutes. Tops.

“Oh, my sweet little Merlin. If you find such trickery as this maddening, how on earth do you expect to survive the night?” Victoria pats you once, then continues walking toward the giant circus tent.

You and Jim follow, keeping Victoria flanked on either side. As you draw near the circus, you begin to notice a strange thing happening. With most of the tourists, the staff show big, underpaid grins and offer to help them find any attraction they might fancy. However, when they catch sight of you three, they briefly but immediately bow their heads in your direction. Nothing else about them strikes you as otherwise off, and you’re pretty sure they aren’t magical constructs or imprisoned ghosts. They seem like people grabbing a seasonal job to score extra cash. So, if they aren’t really part of this world, then for them to act so uniformly must mean one thing: they are goddamned terrified of people who wear these passes.

A loud honking draws your attention, and you look away from the staff to find a clown on a unicycle staring down at the three of you. His make-up is done in more red and white paint, smeared about to make him look like he has big red lips. It’s not perfectly done though, leaving a few smudged drips of red trailing down his mouth. This creates the impression that his mouth isn’t painted at all, merely soaked in freshly consumed blood.

The clown honks his nose once more, then tilts at the waist to bow, eyes never leaving Victoria’s icy gaze. “Welcome Welcome! Such a pleasure to have an esteemed guest in our company. The Garrote family welcomes the representative of Willowbrook, on this most sacred of days.”

“Willowbrook recognizes your hospitality and thanks you for it. Rise and speak your name.” Victoria’s speech draws strange looks from some of the regular people milling about, though she seems unbothered by them.

“Call me Sunshine, the merry clown who devours frowns.” Sunshine lifts himself up, eyes still fixed on Victoria as he does so. “Please, dear guest, explore and enjoy our festivities here at the circus. For one such as you, skip the smaller attractions and head right to the main events. We have a funhouse that will leaving you giggling with fright, a hall of mirrors guaranteed to delight, and a heart-stopping show put on several times a night. Of course, there may be some danger, but I’m sure a Willowbrook will be all right.”

“We’ll be sure to explore any attraction we test thoroughly.” Victoria makes it sound more like a threat than an acceptance.

“Of that, I had no doubt,” Sunshine replies. At long last he looks over at you and Jim, and for the first time you notice his eyes are red and white, just like the tent, his make-up… everything. “To you, dear attendant, let us know what your master desires and we shall endeavor to provide. To you, poor guardian, I wish luck in making it through the night.”

Then without explanation, Sunshine is off, pedaling his unicycle across the rough terrain, smiling and honking at other guests as he veers about.

“That dude was creeeeeepy,” Jim noted, watching him go. “I don’t know he could see with all those bugs on his face.”

You’re about to ask for clarification, then you remember that Jim decided to stuff who knew how many hallucinogens in his body before coming here. At the moment you’ll have to trust your own observations and nothing else.

“Well, my guardian, which attraction should we investigate?” Victoria asks.

“Don’t you mean visit?”

“I mean what I mean,” she shoots back. “It makes no difference to me. Any of them could contain what I’m looking for. Since it’s a matter of sheer chance, it seems most prudent to leave it in your hands?”

“Why me?”

“You survived my father’s mayhem. Whether it’s instincts or luck, you have knack for not dying. Let’s see if it will be enough.”

Poll: What Will You Investigate?

Funhouse

Hall of mirrors

The heart-stopping show
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“Seeing as Sunshine used the word ‘heart-stopping’ a little too freely, and we all know funhouses are just machines that churn out corpses, let’s go for something moderately safe and do the hall of mirrors.”

“Safe is a relative term in these parts,” Victoria replies, though she doesn’t seem to object to your choice.

“She’s dead on, man. One time my uncle bought a ton of fireworks for the fourth of July, then he got drunk in the back of his truck and his cigarette ashed on the fuses. Next thing you know he’s trying to outrun his own flaming pants and all of us cousins were dodging rogue artillery shells and bottle rockets.”

I don’t really need to tell you that Jim said this, do I?

The three of you head over to a moderately sized building that seems to be made almost entirely from mirrors. Every inch of it is reflecting a warped, distorted version of the circus around you. The only exceptions are a doorway, which seems like a patch of black draped across the endlessly shining exterior, and a large red sing that reads: “Mr. Glass’s Hall of Mirrors.”

An attendant greets you all as you walk in, she’s wearing the same candy-cane striped outfit as the others, and like them she bows her head as soon as she catches sight of your passes. By this point you barely even notice her behavior; your eyes are drawn to the gleaming hall stretching out before you.

Mirrors line every surface, from the walls to the ceiling, even the floors are mirrored, though these are distorted enough to not make anyone in a skirt feel ill-at-ease. Some make you appear lumbering and tall, while others flatten you out into a near-circular form. You’re barely two steps in when you lose all sense of location. With a glance back toward the entrance, you hope to readjusted, but the doorway is gone. In its place are more smooth, endless mirrors.

“I, um…I think we’re trapped in here,” you announce. Strangely, even your voice seems to be reflected, bounding around with a different tone each time it reaches your ears.

“That’s hardly surprising, seeing as this is a trap.” Victoria taps one of the mirrors producing an unexpectedly harmonic note. “After all, we are in an attraction run by one of the high families of All Hallows Eve.”

“You know, one day I think I’d really like to know exactly what it is you and these families do.”

Victoria stares at you, slowly lifting one of her eyebrows. “Are you certain of that? Some things, once learned, can never be forgotten. Not even I’ll have the power to take it away from you.”

“Y-yes. I’m sure I’ll want to know…someday. Just, you know, not while we’re stuck in this giant mirror hall.”

“Ohhh shit? These things are mirrors?” You turn to find Jim licking one of his reflections. Strangely, even the mirror version of Jim seems to be wondering what the fuck is going on. “Thanks goodness, I thought I’d walked into another Columbus Day cloning shitshow.”

“More nonsense?” Victoria asks.

“No, that’s actually a pretty well-grounded fear. We barely made it out of that one,” you reply. “Anyway, we’re not getting any closer to an exit by standing around.”

Moving carefully, the three of you begin walking down the hallway, arms stretched forward to feel about. It saves you from bashing your nose countless times, but it also forces you to touch several of the mirrors. Most are normal: smooth and cold, though a few seem…off. They either feel slimy, or rough, or have a strange pulsing heat that reminds you of a heartbeat. You never let your hands linger on any of them, even the normal ones, just touching and moving on. This strategy works fine for several minutes...

Until you brush up against a mirror, only to have your reflection reach out, grab your arm, and yank you through the suddenly intangible surface. It feels like going through a soap bubble, and when you land on the mirrored floor you quickly scramble to your feet, pitchfork outstretched, braced for an attack.

Instead, you find yourself completely alone, save only for the dozens of reflections that surround you. They are all still of you, but not all of them of you tonight. There’s some of you as a child, others of you in your teens. Many are of you from the last few years, there’s even one of two of you in your wizard outfit. Others are of an older you, though only by a couple of years. Then, in one corner, you spot a reflection that doesn’t seem to be of you at all. Instead it shows a small meadow with a single grave marker wedged in the side.

Yeah…probably best not to think about that one too much.

“All right you sons of bitches, I know where this is going. Come get some!” You brandish your pitchfork, doing all you can to appear courageous instead of letting on that you’re three seconds away from pissing yourself. Fight or flight has been engaged, and with flight off the table all you can do is hope to spear a few of these evil dicks along the way.

“You know, you shouldn’t talk that way about mom,” one of your older reflections says.

“What do you…oh yeah.” You finally realize that some insults are double-edged swords when used against this crowd.

“Anyway, we aren’t here to hurt you,” explains a reflection of you from high school.

“We pulled you in to warn you. I mean, us. We are you. Screw it, you get the general idea.” You’re pretty sure this reflection of you is from a time when Jim made extra special cookies and didn’t bother to tell you of their specialness.

“Yanking me away from my friends is a hell of a way to help me,” you shout.

“We pulled you away from Victoria,” counters a child version of you.

“She’s dangerous, and she wouldn’t like what we have to say.” This is another old version of you, he looks to be maybe in his late-twenties. “But this is one of the few chances we might have to change things.”

“What are you trying to change?” you ask.

“Look around,” advises a reflection of you from high school graduation. “Do you see any versions of yourself older than thirty?”

Actually, no, you don’t. That late-twenties reflection was the oldest looking one in the room. Other than him, there’s just younger ones and the meadow.

“Oh.”

“Yeah, oh.” This time the reflection speaking is you from last year, wearing the wizard outfit. “And he only exists in a few very lucky timelines. You’re in way deeper than someone like you should ever be, and sooner or later it’s going to get you killed. Unless you take our advice and run, right here and now.”

Behind you, there’s a sound like a knife sliding across glass, and when you turn to look you see a doorway has opened up. Outside you’re pretty sure you can make out the entrance to the town that you three passed through.

“Leave, and never look back. Not many people get a second chance. Don’t waist yours,” the wizard you begs.

It’s an enticing offer, but your friends are still stuck in the hallway somewhere. Then again, if these versions of you are telling the truth, one of them is the thing that will put you in danger. You could say no, but they might not like that. Of course, you have a weapon and they’re just mirrors, maybe you could force your way through.

Poll: What Wil You Do?

Refuse

Run

Swing your pitchfork
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“Yeah, I’m going to go ahead and tell you all to kiss my ass.” As you watch, a brief flicker of uncertainty runs across your reflection’s faces.

One of the child versions of you speaks up. “But we’re trying to-”

“You can cut the bullshit,” you interrupt. “I’ll admit you do a good impression of me, but you fucked up a few key details. The biggest of them is that Victoria is supposed to be the one who gets me killed? Are you out of your mind? She hasn’t even been around for the really crazy shit. She missed the Guy Fawkes Day animated mannequins, the Boxing Day aliens; hell she wasn’t around for Groundhog’s Day, and even I’m not sure how we survived all that mutagen.”

The wizard version of you stares with open eyes. “What the hell kind of life do you live?”

You shrug your shoulders, though still keep the pitchfork at the ready. “I like to party. Sometimes shit happens. Now get out of the way so I can go find my friends.”

“Forget it. If we can’t change your mind then we’ll just have to have someone with a more agreeable sentiment take your place.” As the wizard reflection speaks, it begins to morph and warp, until it’s a perfect duplicate of how you look tonight. It smiles at you, an eerie effect when coupled with your demon costume. “You can just rot in here.”

“No, I don’t think he will.”

You spin around at the new voice to find Victoria besides you. Her face is composed and polite, but there’s an unmistakable gleam of murder in her eyes.

“Testing a guardian is all perfectly in line, but you go too far, Glass. My servant has passed, yet you would try to replace him anyway. That goes against the very spirit of the Accords. As the mundanes might say: consider this strike one.”

The smile on the mirror-you’s face falls away, and he begins to warp again. This time all the others do as well, the color and shape oozing off of them until they all look like no more than humanoid shaped distortions in the mirrors’ surfaces.

“It was just a bit of fun. I would have let him go…eventually.” Now the voice no longer sounds like your own. Instead it’s like a broken wind chime.

“The trial is done, Glass Garrote, and you have no claim here. Open the way, before I become perturbed.” It’s Victoria’s turn to smile, showing those still just a hair too sharp teeth as she leers at the man in the mirrors. Her words have barely come out before a doorway opens to your side. She takes your hand and leads you out of it before there’s time to protest.

Just like that, you’re standing back outside the entrance to the Hall of Mirrors. Your senses are momentarily overcome by the bright colors and droning music as you readjust to your new surroundings. Once you get your bearings, you notice a crucial detail that escaped your attention earlier.

“Where the hell is Jim?”

“He was grabbed not long after you,” Victoria replies. “No doubt he’s being put through his own test as we speak.”

“Then why didn’t you go after him?”

“It hardly seemed necessary, you were the one more likely to die. Your friend seems to find his own way of handling most-”

Victoria is interrupted by the sound of shattering glass as one of the mirrors high on the building bursts into shards. From the hole pours a pink waterfall that splashes into the dirt road, quickly turning the area to mud. As you watch, mouth slightly agape, Jim comes tumbling down the waterfall, landing with a bounce and coming up on his feet. He looks around for a moment, then spots the two of you and heads over.

“I gotta say, I’ve had better games of flip cup. ‘Course I’ve also had worse. So, pretty much a wash. How did you guys do?”

“He survived,” Victoria answers for you. “Merlin could be called be many things: dense, prideful, cowardly, inept-”

This is starting to hurt your feelings a bit.

“Aren’t you supposed to put good stuff in there too?” you remind her.

“I was getting there. You’re many things, but none could claim you are disloyal. Perhaps you were the best fit for guardian after all.”

You’re really not sure what Victoria means by that, which is pretty much par for the course, but you feel confident that it was meant as a compliment. Seeing as everyone made it out of that last one alive, you feel downright cheerful…until you realize you’re trapped in an evil Halloween amusement park.

“I guess we should head on to the next thing, huh?”

“Yes, it is time to move one step closer,” Victoria agrees. She gestures over to another white sign post, this one planted near the center of the circus area. You feel reasonably certain that wasn’t there earlier, but at this point you’re like “fuck it” and just walk over with her to check it out. This shit can only really surprise you so much before it becomes expected.

Like the signpost before, this one is also bone white with three arrows. Curiously, none of them are pointing to a place labeled as the exit or entrance. This is mildly worrying, since you’re no longer entirely certain which direction you came to the circus from. The landscape seems to be a touch more malleable than you’re accustomed to dealing with.

The options before you are “Abandoned House,” “Safe Zone,” and “Gates.”

“Don’t suppose you could actually tell us what any of these are?” You turn to Victoria, who is the picture of innocence.

“How could I? This is my first time here, just like you. Seeing as you found a useful attraction for us last time, I’ll trust you to make the selection once again.”

Since Jim is jumping open and down knocking pink water - a lot of pink water, actually - out of his ear, it’s not like he’ll be much help.

Poll: Where Will You Go?

Abandoned House

Safe Zone
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“Much as I’d like to believe Safe Zone is the right choice, it just seems a little too on the nose,” you sigh. “Abandoned House still looks too dangerous though, so let’s go with Gates. Maybe we’ll get lucky and that means the front gates.”

You don’t really believe that as you say it, but you still speak the words anyway, because damnit if you  aren’t going to at least try and die optimistically.

Jim has finally stopped all his jumping up and down, so the three of you head off down the dirt path once more. As you walk, it strikes you that there are less other visitors then earlier. You’re by no means on your own, but the path is far less packed than it was when you walked to the circus. With some effort, you push that worrying thought out of your head. These people are in the same…whatever…as Victoria’s family, and the Willowbrooks have been in town for years without causing a mass disappearance. There must be some sort of code they operate by. You hope.

As the road winds through the once again foggy landscape, you notice a shape in the distance. It’s small, but you can still make it out faintly as rectangular. The closer you draw, the more detail comes into view, and you soon realize you’re looking at a door in the middle of a small clearing in the path. It’s sizable and wooden, stained a red so dark that it borders on black. The knob is bronze-colored and large enough that it may take both of your hands to turn it. The final detail is one you only see clearly when you get close enough to touch the door.

Scrawled in the wood at eye level is a single word: “Gates”

“So, magic portal?” You turn to look at Jim and Victoria both of whom nod immediately.

“I mean, it’s gotta be,” Jim agrees. “Door in the middle of a path is creepy, but lame. Magic door in the middle of a path, now that’s some spooky shit right there.”

“Such overt showmanship does ring of the Garrote family,” Victoria adds.

“Last year your dad made us fight in a magic-costume brawl in front of hundreds of onlookers,” you remind her.

“That was different. Our events are executed with far more class than these ham-handed theatrics.”

You resist the urge to roll your eyes, but only because she did just bail you out of the last emergency. “Anyway, I assume we’re going in?”

“Since there are no signs to guide us elsewhere, I see little choice for us in the matter.” Victoria examines the door, perhaps looking for clues as what lays on the other side.

You quickly look around, only to realize that she’s right. Not only are there no signs, but once again the path has vanished in the fog. While whatever is on the other side of the door is surely scary, you can’t shake the feeling that staying into the fog would be far, far, worse.

“Guess we take what’s behind door number one.” You grasp the massive doorknob and twist it to the side. Surprisingly, it moves with ease, and the door slides effortlessly. Through the opening, you can see a large room with crisp white tile and the flickering light of a fire. The three of you step through, and what awaits you is amazing.

You’ve entered a grand hall carved of marble. Statues adorn the area at regular intervals. Some are of tall warriors, others of impossible beasties, and many are of twisted monstrosities. All along the walls are identical white doors, ones that match the one you just stepped out of, and in the center of the room is a large podium. As Jim clears the threshold, the door slams shut, and suddenly you’re not even sure which one you all came out of. It’s at that point you notice not a single one of the doors have any knobs.

With nowhere else to go, you all walk up to the podium. On it rests a single piece of parchment, along with three doorknobs that seems to be made of crystal. Victoria plucks the paper up before you or Jim have a chance to grab it, and starts reading out loud.

“Welcome to Labyrinth Gates. The rules are as follows: Each scavenger gets a knob, which will open any door you need it to. Only one scavenger may cross through each door. Whoever find their way home will be permitted to keep any treasures they found along the journey. Those who do not find their way home forfeit everything, including their lives.” She lowers the paper and looks at you. “Pretty much standard ‘escape or die’ boilerplate. So predictable.”

Jim nods. “For reals, couldn’t they at least have stuck a minotaur in here or something?”

From somewhere unseen in the hall, you all hear the distant sound of some massive creature roaring.

“Alright, perhaps they did add a touch more flair than I expected,” Victoria admits. She walks over to the podium and snatches up the doorknobs, handing one to Jim, then to you.

“Which way should we go?” You’re not expecting a miracle, but if anyone had a clue of where to go next, you expect it would be Victoria.

“Since all the doors are identical, at this point I hardly think it matters. The only thing we do know is that we have to go in our own directions.”

“First rule of horror movies: don’t fuck,” Jim interrupts. “But the second rule is that you never split the group.”

“No, the first rule is one that comes before any actual parameters are even laid out,” Victoria counters. “And that is simply to always follow the rules. We’ve been given terms for survival, a challenge we must meet in order to proceed. As one who has set many of these herself, trust me when I say you do not want to see what happens to those who ignore the rules.”

Another roar echoes through the room, this one distinctly louder than the first. None of these doors seem big enough to let a monster through, but it’s probably best not to chance it by standing around arguing.

“Victoria’s the expert, we do what she says,” you declare. “Everybody pick a door and hope for the best.”

Heeding your own advice you dart over to a random door and slide the doorknob into the empty space where it’s meant to fit. No sooner has it clicked into place than the door swings open and the knob comes back off in your hand. All you can see is inky black darkness, not a single preview of what lays ahead managed to penetrate the veil. You glance across at Jim to see that his door is exactly the same. No sneak peeks it seems.

Holding your breath, though you don’t know why, you plunge through. For a moment everything is cold and empty, then you’re suddenly overwhelmed with heat. The world around you explodes in red and blacks as the charred, fiery landscape comes into view.

Moving across the scorched and burning earth are hideous monsters. While you first instinct is to duck and hide from them, it comes too late, as you see one that looks like a spider mixed with a scorpion mixed with a gorilla lumbering toward you.

That’s not good, but at least you have a pitchfork. Of course, you also have two legs to run away with. Or there’s always the chance the demon is friendly, despite appearance, and capable of being reasoned with.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Run for it

See if it can be reasoned with

Stand and fight
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“Now see here, as a fellow demon-”

Your words are drowned out by a powerful roar as the oddly shaped monster reaches you, slapping your legs out from under you with a sickening crack. Wriggling your fingers in the dirt, you hurriedly try and crawl away but a powerful grip lifts you into the air.

As you dangle above it’s open maw, you remember Victoria warning you that the weapons you chose might be needed. Looks like the demon costume was more about a pitchfork than a forked tongue. It’s a good moment of clarity, but the grip releases you just as you have it, and your next sensations are of darkness, pain, and an instant empathy for every piece of food you’ve even eaten.

It was a noble effort, but there’s a reason emergency responses aren’t fight, flight, or polite discourse. For this version of you, things have sadly reached a…

Dead End


8. (Again)


As the giant monster races toward you, your mind floods with images of what it will do if it gets you in its grip. Horrible, graphic pictures of being eaten drive all thoughts of civility out of your head. Fuck all that noise, you’re out of here. In one frantic motion you spin around, lift the rear of your cloak, and start booking it like all get out.

You tear across the hellscape for a long while before you finally chance a glance over your shoulder. The bad news is that the scorrillapider is still giving chase, the good news is that whatever it was built for, speed wasn’t a part of the equation. You’ve got a healthy lead on the thing, now you just have to focus on getting the hell out of… well, hell.

Slowing down to a jog, you begin to notice occasional bits of buildings dotting the landscape. They’re charred and half-destroyed, but they give you an idea. Redirecting your route, you start heading for one of the larger ruins hoping to find what you need there.

You’re over halfway to your goal when you notice the buzzing that’s begun to fill your ears. Looking up, you see several large shapes floating in the air. They look like mosquitoes crossed with some sort of lizard, and their bloodshot eyes are all tracking each movement you make. In the time that you watch them, you realize they’re slowly lowering toward you. One darting glance over your shoulder confirms that your original pursuer is also still on your heels. So, what was once a wild hope of salvation has now become a life or death long shot. Oddly, you feel more at home with this situation than the first.

With renewed speed you race over the scorched land, finally arriving at an ancient building that’s been blackened with soot and degradation. The buzzing is so loud you can all but feel it in your teeth; the wind from their wings is ruffling your cloak. Your eyes dart about, desperate for a familiar shape, until they finally spot it. Racing across the broken floor, one that you realize seems curiously familiar as you run over it, you hurl yourself at the familiar object: an old half-rotted door.

There’s no knob, but that makes things easier as you slap your crystal doorknob into the slot. For a second, you’re afraid this whole line of though was pure wishful dreaming, then you feel the knob click into place and the door swings open, revealing more inky black darkness. Without pausing to wonder what’s on the other side, you dart through. As you leave the hellscape, you feel a slight tug from behind, then it’s gone and you’re swimming in darkness once more.

This time when you pop out, it isn’t in a desolate charred world, it’s in a rather nice looking study. Over-stuffed chairs, large collections of books lining the walls, the pleasant smell of cinnamon in the air. Honestly, the only thing this place has in common with your last destination is the pleasant fire crackling in the hearth.

“Well, hello there. Don’t get many visitors through that door.” An older man wearing a sweater and slacks is resting in one of the chairs, reading from a large red leather bound book and smoking an old-fashioned pipe.

Turning around, you notice that the door you came through is the only one in the room. “Is there another option?”

“Oh, they all come through there, those that are lucky enough to find this room, anyway, but they rarely use a doorway from hell. That place tends to kill most everyone who lands there.”

“Yeah, sounds about right,” you agree. “Are you a prisoner here, or someone else navigating the gates?”

“No, far from it. I’m the one who built the gates. You can call me Virgil.” He inclines his head politely in your direction.

“So you’re one of the Garrotes then?”

“Heavens no. My gates and I have been around long before the first of them were even born. I just agreed to contract my services to them for this All Hallows Eve. But let’s not talk about me. You’ll be needing to get a move on soon. This is one of the safest rooms you can find, but it’s also one of the most dangerous, because it’s right next to The Warden’s room.”

You hear another roar, like the one from the great hall of doorways, that seems to come from the fireplace. For a moment, you think you can see the shape of a horned head in the flames, then the vision is gone.

“He can’t enter here, though he can get himself into the next room and wait for you. See, there are several paths that lead in here, but the outward door only goes in one direction. That’s why you shouldn’t dawdle.”

“Right, got it, time to go.” You turn around and prepare to stick your crystal doorknob in, when Virgil calls to you.

“Hang on now, you found my room. Don’t you want your prize?”

“Prize?” You half-turn back around.

Virgil nods and holds out a small book to you. “It’s a book of you. Use the right words, and you can call forth all manner of things from throughout your life. One shot deal, of course, but damned handy in the right situations.”

You walk over and accept the book. “Thank you.”

“Least I can do,” Virgil replied. “Also, a bit of advice, since you made it through hell: There’s a door in the next room that will get you out of here. Direct route, do not pass go.”

“Which one is it?”

“Dunno, haven’t been in that room since I built it. Won’t be hard to spot though. Just look for whatever door The Warden is guarding. That’s the one that gets you home quickest.” Virgil turns away from you and back to his book.

You go back to the door at the front of the study and stick in your crystal doorknob. It opens easily, more inky darkness, and you step through. The transition is almost instantaneous, you find yourself in a beautiful garden hedge maze under a full moon. You barely have time to register the smell of grass and flowers before you catch sight of the hulking form only forty feet away from you.

The Warden is huge, at least twelve feet tall, covered in shaggy- okay, you know damned well what a minotaur looks like. It’s that, it’s exactly that. The Warden is a minotaur and he is staring you the hell down.

Through his thick legs you can see a stone door a few feet behind him. As you get your bearings, you also notice that there are a pair of doors to the right and left of your location. One has an orchid carved on the front, while the other has a rose. You can probably get to them before the minotaur charges, but it will be close.

Poll: Which Door Do You Try For?

The orchid door

The rose door

The guarded door
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So far tonight you’ve been trapped in a maze of yourselves, chased by a variety of demons, and are currently staring down a hulking monster with bloodlust in its eyes. As scary as this son of a bitch is, the idea of losing an opportunity to get the fuck out of here is even more terrifying. Who knows how many doors you’ll go through before you find another home, or what will be waiting in the world’s between? Strange as it seems, trying to run past a minotaur is actually the less deadly option before you.

You try not to let the utter insanity of such a statement drag your mind into the depths of inescapable panic and madness as you race forward, your own gaze locked with the minotaur’s. You surprise him, and that’s good, because as soon as he regains his mental footing it becomes evident that this guy is as nimble as he is big, which is very. Clearly you aren’t going to be able to outmaneuver him, and outmuscling him has never been on the table from jump, which means all you have left is trying to outthink him.

Pitting frantic hope against mad ingenuity, you barrel forward, making for the moderate gap in his massive legs. As you run, you twist your pitchfork in your hands, so that the blunt end is pointing forward. He growls as you draw near, claw extended, sure you won’t be able to fit between his legs. Too bad for him, you haven’t seen a single television since you entered this camp, which means he is probably way behind on his slapstick.

“Three Stooges mother fucker!” You scream as you go into a slide between his legs, thrusting your pitchfork up and catching him right in the loincloth. His next roar comes out as a whimpered moan while you scramble to your feet and dash toward the door. True, you could have put him down in a more permanent fashion if you used the pointy end of the pitch fork, but there’s a line between survival and cruelty.

Slamming the crystal doorknob into the door, you fling it open and leap through, not even bothering to look behind you. Still, you can hear the rage filled roar even as you pass into the inky darkness, followed by the shuddering of the ground under powerful steps. For the first time you consider that if Virgil was lying, you’re going to be in deep shit as soon as The Warden catches up to you.

Thankfully, you arrive in a familiar clearing surrounded by fog. Behind you, the door slams shut, and you’re back in Tortured Terror Town. Victoria and Jim are already there, looking slightly bored in fact, with Jim munching on a massive soft pretzel and Victoria holding a small dragon that looks like it’s carved out of jade.

“Where the hell did you go?” Victoria asks upon noticing your arrival.

“Um, hell, actually. Then a study. Then a garden. Then back here.”

“I went to a food court where the food tried to eat me,” Jim tells you helpfully.

You cock an eyebrow. “How did you escape that?”

Jim shrugs. “Killer food is still food, and I’ve had the munchies for like an hour and a half now. Law of the jungle.” Jim finished off the last of his soft pretzel, and you’re almost certain you hear a small scream that ends all at once.

“You both had a more interesting time than I did. All I got were some hills full of monsters, and a few rooms filled with traps. I was rather hoping for the minotaur,” Victoria says.

Briefly, you consider telling her that you actually did meet the hairy guardian, but you decide against it. Necessary or not, you find it impossible to take any pride in a story where you hit another guy in the stones. Doing it is one thing, reveling is another. Instead, you change the subject.

“So, what do we do now? I still don’t see a sign post.”

“Then you should really look harder,” Victoria says. She points behind you, where you can clearly see a new sign post has materialized into existence.

“Great, guess we pick another one.”

“That would be how the game is played,” Victoria agrees.

The three of you walk up to the sign and see three different arrows. They are: “The Cove,” “The Farm,” and “Safe Zone.” Before anyone else can speak, you turn around and look Victoria in the eye.

“Okay, look, we’re playing along pretty cheerily with all this, but I need to know something. How long are we going to do this for? This place is clearly trying to kill us, and while yeah I sort of expected that a little, the fact that we keep plunging deeper into a massive death trap seems like not a great long term strategy.”

“Though it might seem we’re going deeper in, we’re actually nearing the exit,” Victoria replies.

“Ohh, like how once food passes a certain point in your stomach its’ closer to being a turd than a meal?” Obviously that was Jim. And also: Ew.

“Despite the fact that I would never put it that way, yes, the analogy is somewhat apt,” Victoria says, letting out a heavy sigh as she does so. “I realize your patience and courage are growing weary, and after that last trial I don’t blame you, but this will be our final event. You have my word.”

“If it’s the last one, then I guess that’s okay,” you tell her. Victoria might be a lot of things, including a possible sociopathic monster, but you’ve never seen her break her word. This far deep into a crazy nightmare town, you need to trust someone. Might as well be the one who brought you here in the first place.

Poll: What is Your Destination?

The Cove

The Farm

Safe Zone
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“If this is our last one, then let’s do The Cove,” you say. “Maybe that means pirates, and if nothing else we could stand to get some treasure out of this experience.”

“Nah man.” Jim walks over and wraps an arm around your shoulder. “The experiences are the treasures. The heart treasures. Of your heart.”

“And with that, let’s get going before he reaches a catatonic state,” Victoria suggests.

As the three of you walk down the dirt road, it occurs to you that you are now the only ones you can see at all. True, perhaps others didn’t want to check out “Gates” or “The Cove” but you should see at least someone in passing by now.

“Level with me, is everyone else who has been coming here dead?”

Victoria blinks in surprise and even Jim stops walking.

“Excuse me?”

“Look, we haven’t seen a single other person since we were walking toward that doorway, and literally everything we’ve encountered has tried to kill us. Putting two and two together, it sure seems like all the other guests might have met unhappy endings.”

“Morose, bro. Brorose,” Jim mutters.

“Not to mention inaccurate,” Victoria adds. “Certainly, some guests will encounter trials, and of those who do there will invariably those who fail them, but for most people the experience will be one of terror and exhilaration. Not even the Garrote family could get away with slaughter en masse.”

“So why are we the only ones here, or the ones who keep running into danger?”

“The answer to both questions is the same: because we are on a different path than the others.” Victoria reaches up and jiggles her pass, the one with the symbol of a pumpkin on it. “Or did you assume these were merely for show?”

“Are you ever going to tell me what this whole thing has been about?”

“When it is done, and such words can be safely spoken,” Victoria replies. “For now you must trust me, and continue to act in a manner befitting my guardian.”

You aren’t sure what manner that might be, but you mumble a few curse words under your breath and start walking once more.  It doesn’t take much longer before the path takes you over a hill, and you gaze down at a sight so magnificent it literally forces you to stop in your tracks.

Down the hill, along the winding dirt road, is a beach that wraps around a massive body of water. It could easily be the ocean, except that you live in a landlocked state. A long pier runs off the beach, reaching a massive ship that is in anchored in the water. You aren’t exactly a boat person, but if you were to take a wild guess you’d say maybe it’s a galleon.

Jim nudges your arm. “Am I the only one seeing the big ass boat sitting on an ocean that can’t exist?”

“We’re all seeing it,” you reply.

“What about the hot mermaids and merbros playing in the surf?”

“Nope, that’s just you.”

“Lucky me then.”

You’re pretty sure you hear Victoria mutter the word “ostentatious” under her breath, then she starts walking forward once more. Jim and you follow her, though it’s difficult as your mind keeps getting lost in the mad beauty of what you’re seeing. The sea air hits you, salty and cold and as real as any ocean could conjure. The lapping of the waves is rhythmic and peaceful, a sharp contrast to everything else you’ve experienced tonight.

Once you reach the beach, your pace slows as your feet sink into the sugar-white sand. Victoria might think this stuff is over the top, but your mind is freaking blown by how much detail they’ve put into what must be an illusion. Jim seems to feel the same, but in fairness, Jim chemically keeps his mind in a constant state of being blown.

Mesmerized as you are, a few details do catch your attention. Tied to the dock, well before the massive ship, is a small boat with a pair of oars strapped to its sides. On the ship, a strange light seems to be floating about from the top of the deck, though you can’t make out anything beyond the dim glow. In the sand, going down the beach, are a large number of footprints. They could be from other guests, or from you don’t even want to know what. In this place, it’s best to assume that nothing is as innocuous as it might seem.

“Tasteless, but at least it’s straightforward,” Victoria says, turning her head as she assesses the situation. “Well, Merlin, what shall we do? Board the ship, explore the waters, or go prance about in the sand.”

“Why don’t you pick for once? You’re the one who dragged us here. You’re the one who has something to do or prove or whatever. Jim and I are just escorts. You choose our path.”

“Sadly, I cannot,” Victoria replies. “And it is precisely because I am the one who brought you in here. You chose your roles, Merlin; now you have to fulfill them. The attendant follows, the guardian guides. That is the way things are done.”

“So if I’d let Jim be the guardian, he’d be the one making all these calls?”

Victoria looks at you, a small smirk tugging at her lips. “Don’t be silly. There was never a chance you wouldn’t be the guardian. Yes, it was your choice, but the outcome was never in question.”

“True words.” Jim’s words rise up from the ground where he is trying to make what looks like a burrito sandcastle.

“We can’t move until you decide the path, and until we move we’re going to be stuck here. You want to go home? Then set us in motion,” Victoria orders.

Poll: What Do You Choose?

Prance in the sand

Board the ship

Explore the waters
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“To hell with it.” You heft you pitchfork in one hand and keep the book that Virgil gave you in your other. “Let’s board us a goddamned pirate ship.”

“Someone is feeling feisty,” Victoria notes, falling into step alongside you as you leave the sand and step onto the pier.

“Someone is feeling tired, and scared, and way to sober for this late on a Halloween. I’m just out of fucks to give. If something is going to kill us, so be it. I’m not going to give these pricks the satisfaction of making me run around in terror.”

“Hells yeah!” Jim yanks a blade from his belt. It’s wickedly sharp and polished in the moonlight, either an amazing prop or the genuine article.

“Is that thing real?” You ask the question to Victoria, since she’s the one who prepared Jim’s costume in the first place.

“Ordinarily, no, but tonight the lines are a bit more blurred than usual,” she replies. “Let’s just say it’s as real as it needs to be.”

“Oh, yeah, it’s totally real.”

You glance over to see Jim sucking blood from a fresh wound on his palm. Based on the dripping red liquid falling from his blade, the cause of the injury seems quite clear-cut.

“Not even on the ship yet and one of us is already bleeding,” you groan. “There’s no way that’s a good sign.”

Victoria pats your back softly. “In his defense, it’s somewhat miraculous that Jim had made it this long without injuring himself.”

You don’t have a comeback for that one, so instead you focus on the scenery around you, bracing for something to leap out and attack. Nothing does as you walk down the long dock, nor when you first begin to climb the worn wooden plank that rises up to the ship’s deck. Part of you wonders if the plank will even hold, or if it will suddenly snap and send you into the cold October waters below. If that’s the case, then odds are you won’t be alone the dark water, and that thought sends a chill up your spine. The plank does hold, though as you crest the top and see what’s on the deck, suddenly the black waters below don’t seem so bad.

The corpses of a dozen or more pirates are milling about, lashing things and hoisting and… wow you just don’t know shit about boats, do you? Damn man, take a course or something, this is embarrassing for all involved. Anyway the pirate corpses are playing with ropes, as far as you can tell, as well as mopping the deck, and sharpening what seem like already quite well-honed blades. Near the edge you can see a pale lantern being held by one as he scurries about frantically. Now you know where the light was coming from, at least.

“You see what I mean about these people?” Victoria says at your side. “Fad-jumpers, the lot of them. A movie comes out with dead pirates and suddenly there’s a cove attraction. No respect for the traditions or classics.” She practically spits those words, making no effort to keep her voice quiet, and the entire deck looks over at all of you.

“Well, well, seems we got more thieves out to steal our treasure.” This voice comes from the other side of the mast, and as the owner of it steps into view you reassess how thick said mast must be to have hidden him. He’s a towering fellow, shorter than The Warden but not by as much as you’d prefer. Nearly-translucent skin and clouded eyes tell you he’s as dead as the other, but that doesn’t seem to stop him from clomping across the deck all the same.

“Our treasure is in the brig below, but to find it you’ll have to choose between navigating quite the dangerous array of-”

“I fucking hated Pirates of Penance!” Jim, of course, screams as he leaps forward and slams his shoulder into the nearest corpse, who topples over more from surprise than the force of Jim’s attack.

“What the hell?” you shriek.

“Oh, aren’t we trying to kick some ass? I was totally getting that vibe from you.” Jim is scrambling back to his feet, as is the pirate he knocked over.

“You were kind of giving off that vibe,” Victoria agrees.

You’re bicker with them more, but Jim’s attack has triggered a change in the dead pirates, who are now glaring at you all and picking up weapons. The big one, who you’re assuming is the captain of this undead crew, yanks a massive cutlass out of his belt and begins advancing.

“So you choose the second: fight us for our booty.” His broad grin shows his cracked jaws and red-stained teeth, and you begin to wonder if the sword is the only thing you have to watch out for.

“This, by the way, is why the attendant follows,” Victoria tells you. “Ah well. The die is cast, best to make the most of it.” She leaps forward, slipping her oh-so-sharp nails into the nearest dead pirate’s throat and opening his neck into a rotted smile.

You take the cue, slamming the tip of your pitchfork into the nearest corpse. It’s hard to say if you or he are more surprised when he bursts into flames, but after a few seconds of concentrated burning the corpse no long has any opinion other than what it’s like to be ashes. Barreling forward, you stab another corpse, then another, igniting each one as you go. For a few wonderful moments, you think that perhaps you can pull this off and get out of here safely. Then a massive thud shakes the boat and you remember there’s the captain to deal with.

A single glance tells you all that your need to know. Jim was flung across the boat and smacked into the mast, where he’s slumped over on the ground. His eyes are open and he’s groaning, so at least your roommate isn’t dead, but from the way the captain is advancing on him that seems like a temporary condition at best.

It’s too far for you to rush over there, and you don’t have any practice throwing pitchforks, so a ranged attack is out of the question. You quickly fling open the book Virgil gave you, the one that supposedly summons pieces of your life. While you’re not sure what exactly that means, casting some shitshow of a spell can’t be worse than seeing your friend carved into pieces.

The words in the pages are mostly gibberish, written over in layers and oriented in all manner of direction. With no time to be picky, your eyes search the first page you see. There are three phrases in there, and Jim is getting short on time.

Poll: What do you yell?

Fucking magic!

Furry and pissed!

He’s rattling!
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Most of those phrases were gibberish, but by god one of them stood out like a turd in a punch bowl. Your invocation, the one that carried you through last year’s troubles in spite of all the craziness that occurred. Dumb as it may be, strike that, idiotic as it definitely is, it’s still yours. And even if you don’t know what will happen, you prefer to wield something you’re familiar with. It’s your version of going down swinging.

“Fucking Magic!” Your words bellow through the night air and the book becomes instantly hot in your hands. For a split second, nothing else happens, then a pillar of fire nearly as thick as a tree trunk bursts forth from the tip of your pitchfork, roasting through the air and smashing directly into the captain’s chest. He scarcely has enough time to register the blow before he’s flying through the air, pushed back by the sheer force of the attack. He crashes against the doorway that leads below deck, both he and the wooden structure suddenly engulfed in flames. Perhaps he won’t burn as quickly as the other pirates, but with that much fire you doubt it will be an issue.

“Whoa.” You stare at the still slightly smoking tips of you pitchfork, then glance over to the book. It has wilted in your hand, eroding into little more than crumbled pages which are already turning to dust. Virgil did warn you it was a one-shot deal.

“Fuckin’ right.” Jim pulls himself up from the ground near the mast. He seems winded, but overall no worse for the wear. If memory holds, people who are drunk stay loose in accidents, helping them take less damage, and Jim is way beyond just drunk. “You got a magic pitchfork?”

“Not especially magical,” Victoria notes, appearing at your side. Her hands are slick with dark blood, and you notice for the first time that all of the other pirate corpses have been dealt with. She daintily produces a handkerchief, seemingly from nowhere, and begins carefully cleaning off her hands. Somehow, out of the whole picture, the handkerchief is the part that scares you the most. “It seems our guardian picked up a boon during the trial of the gates.”

“It came in handy.” You watch the bits of book blow away in the sea winds. As your attention is elsewhere, you scarcely notice the sound of movement. Near the mast, a small trap door opens and a platform rises into view. Atop it is the very archetype of a pirate’s treasure chest. When the platform finishes rising and locks into place, the top of the chest tumbles over, revealing an shining golden hoard of coins.

“That’ll buy some beer,” Jim whispers, staring at it intently.

“It will probably also curse us silly,” you add. “Seeing as everything here has been some sort of trick or test, I have to imagine that this is one too. I bet if we take the gold, we end up as pirates, or something else cliché like that.”

“Cliché? Now that’s just hurtful.” From the flaming wreckage nearby rises the captain, though his pallor of death has vanished and he’s shrunk a few inches. He now looks like a normal man, save for the pirate outfit and strange gleam in his eye. “I like to think of it as thematically appropriate.”

“Even your defenses against being hackneyed are hackneyed,” Victoria snaps. “You heard my guardian, he didn’t want to take the gold. The trial is done, Teach Garrote, and it makes three.”

The captain, Teach… okay seriously what is with these people’s names? Seriously. Anyway, Teach’s brow furrows and a scowl descends across his face. “There was never any need for this. The town is large; there are plenty to reaped for all.”

“Oh yes, I know there was no need for it.” Victoria steps forward, the already chilly air growing even colder. “This is simply a point of pride. You dared enter Willowbrook territory, and now you are exiled from it for the next hundred All Hallows Eves. As she who has entered your domain and survived the three trials, this is my right, and I claim it here and now in the name of the Graveyard Accords.” She smiles, the dangerous one that makes you worry just what sort of thing you’ve befriended. “To put it bluntly, get the fuck out of my town.”

Teach glares at her for a long while, and you wonder if he’s going to reach for that cutlass again. Finally he inclines every-so-slightly in the barest of bows. “So it is written, so shall the Garrote family obey. All who have been taken will be returned, and we will become nothing more than mist and memory by daybreak.”

Victoria nods, accepting the surrender.

“When you disembark the ship, you will be back outside the gates. If you’ll excuse me, I have packing to do.” Teach turns and starts to walk away, but Victoria calls him back.

“One last thing, Teach Garrote. Don’t forget the boons for my escorts.”

His shoulders slump, clearly he was hoping she’d forget about this part. Slowly, Teach turns around, only this time he’s looking at you and Jim.

“In reward for your bravery and skill, I am obligated under the Graveyard Accords to offer you each a single boon within my power. Choose quickly and wisely.”

“I’ve got the perfect idea!” Jim is literally hopping up and down in place with excitement. “Dude, I’m going to ask for a cup of beer that never runs dry.”

“Jim… we have that home. You drink from it every night.”

“Huh? Ohhh shit yeah, I guess we do.” Jim turns to face Teach, who now looks somewhat confused, in addition to being irritated. “Let me get a funnel cake that never runs out, then.”

“That’s… all you want?” Teach is staring at him dumbfounded, but you and Victoria expected something like this.

“It’s not a night at the amusement park without funnel cake,” Jim explains. In his hands a deep fried and powdered sugar coated dish suddenly appears. Instantly you know that any days without powdered sugar all over the floors of your apartment are a thing of the past.

“Your turn.” Victoria pokes you with her sharp nail, forcing you forward.

Teach doesn’t seem the patient type, and you don’t want to push your luck, so many it’s best to ask for something quickly. That gold got you thinking about the cash you don’t have, maybe ask for some that isn’t cursed. Of course, given how crazy things in life are, maybe you should see if you can get another one of those books like Virgil gave you. Then again, you can always Jim this situation and ask for some crazy shit.

Poll: What Boon Do You Request?

Cold hard cash

Another magic book

Something off the wall
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“You should have asked me for advice,” Victoria chides as the three of you exit her town car. You’re finally back at your apartment, and Jim has just finished coating her front seat in powdered sugar as he continues laying into his endless funnel cake. The mysterious driver apparently accepted a few bites, based on the strange sounds you heard coming from the front seat during the drive.

“And then you would have just told me it was my job to choose or something.” You’re careful as you lift your pitchfork and new possession out of the town car, cradling the boon like a swaddled toddler.

Massaging her temples, Victoria shakes her head. “The trials were over, I was free to advise you as I saw fit.”

“Mmmfrmphrumph,” Jim adds, mouth stuffed with funnel cake.

“Well maybe I didn’t want your advice. I like what I got, thank you very much.”

“It just seems… frivolous.”

“Let’s see you say that after I try it out in the parking lot.” You all walk up to your apartment and open the front door. Sitting on your couch, watching TV, still wearing his a blue work apron and drinking a craft beer is a giant skeleton.

“Hey Wilbur,” you call to your third roommate. “How was the coffee shop?”

“Horseshit as always,” Wilbur the giant skeleton grumbles. “Bunch of kids lit a pumpkin on fire outside the store. Fucking Halloween.”

“Mmfrumgrrrtlk.” Jim hasn’t been up for air in a while now, maybe you should check on that.

“Since Lady Dempsy is here, I assume there were some festivities on your end too?” Wilbur offers a polite nod to Victoria, who gifts a smile in return.

“Nothing too outlandish, just driving a few pests from my home. Merlin and the man chowing through an endless funnel cake were kind enough to lend me a hand.”

“And it definitely helped that she didn’t tell us what we were doing.” You don’t bother hiding your sarcasm, even rolling your eyes before turning to look at Victoria. “Why was that, anyway? We would have gone along even if we knew the score.”

“Neither of you is particularly what I’d call the ‘planning’ type,” Victoria explains. “You both function best when reacting and thinking on your feet. By keeping you in the dark, I was helping ensure you didn’t get in your own way. Plus, to be frank, it was more fun that way.”

You find the second part more believable than the first.

Wilbur mutes the TV, a documentary about the roasting process for different types of coffee means falling silent. “Since no one seems dead, guessing you pulled it off.”

“And we got some cool shit to boot.” You point to your other roommate, still face-deep in powdered sugar. “Jim asked for an endless funnel cake.”

“Hrmcfpmphrurr!”

I absolutely shouldn’t need to keep telling you those sounds are Jim.

“What about you?” Wilbur asks. “Get some cool magic, or maybe some sweet cash.”

“Better. Way fucking better.”

Wilbur leans forward, interest piqued. “Come on then, what is it?”

In response, you toss your newest possession from your hand and it falls to the floor. Before actually hitting, it stabilizes in mid-air and hangs there, ignoring the siren song of gravity. Wilbur can’t do much in the way of facial expressions, but from the way his skull tips upward you can tell he’s both surprised and impressed.

“No way.”

“Yup,” you confirm.

“You got a hoverboard?”

“Damn straight. All the money in the world can’t buy one of these things.”

Wilbur clears a throat he doesn’t have. “Technically, there was a crowd-funded one-”

“No, bullcrap,” you interrupt. “That has to be in a special park with all sorts of materials. This is the real deal. All terrain, except for water, I guess, and never runs out of juice.”

“Is there some significance to this object I’m missing?” Victoria wonders, aloud to the world as much as to any of yoy.

“Let me change, then show you how awesome it is. I think you’ll get the idea pretty quickly.” You hurry off to your room, carefully shedding the demon costume as you go. Moving quickly, you switch into sweats and t-shirt, putting most of the costume into the garment bag Victoria first provided. The one thing you keep out is the pitchfork. You hold it as you open your closet and push back a wall of dress shirts that you never wear.

Carefully, you rest the pitchfork against a small shelf. Already on the shelf is a threadbare wizard’s hat, a mannequin hand, and a jar of glowing green goo. You add the crystal doorknob, setting it down by the hat. The pitchfork will just have to lean, there’s no way that thing can fit on your small shelf. Then again, if shit keeps going down like this, you might need a bigger one soon.

Moving your clothes back into position, you hurry out to the living room. In the next hour, you’ll pull off several small tricks on the hoverboard before slipping up and fracturing an ankle but all in all, this turned out to be a pretty rad Halloween in…
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All around you, lights flash and sirens wail as the ship plummets to the ground. The Earth, formerly a tiny blue marble on the screen, has risen up at alarming speeds. You can make out the ocean, and now landmasses, and now cities, and holy shit you’re going to crash.

You and Jim both let out terrified screeches, grabbing onto one another as the ship careens impossibly fast toward the ground. Nearby, a small light you’d only barely paid attention too is flashing green. Once. Twice.

And suddenly, you and Jim are sitting in the grassy area of your apartment building, the spot where people walk their dogs, still holding each other and screaming. People would probably be giving you weird looks, but in a complex full of college kids they see much crazier shit on a daily basis.

“But… how,” you stammer. Still the picture of eloquence, apparently.

“The teleportation doodad,” Jim speculates, carefully extricating himself from the fearful embrace. “I guess you picked the right gem after all.”

“Yeah, but then you spilled liquor all over it!”

“I find liquor is a great teleportation aid. If I drink enough of it, I wake up in all kinds of places I don’t remember traveling to.” Jim proves his point by pulling a flask from his pocket and taking a victory swig. You’d chastise him, but at the moment you’re just glad to be home.

As the sun dips lower in the sky, you lean back, pausing only to check your phone. The aliens are gone, for now, and you and Jim found your way back safe. It looks like this interstellar journey has finally reached:

The E-

“Oh fuck me running!” you yelp, hopping up from the ground and dragging Jim forcefully by the arm. “There was another time skip while we were up there. We lost three days.”

“So?” Jim asks, obviously more worried about spilling his flask than losing time form his education.

“So, that makes today the thirty first. Halloween. And in case you didn’t notice the sun setting, it means we’re late to meet Victoria.”

Now Jim starts to move, though with less panic than your flailing limbs. He’s never had quite the level of fear, or other types of interest, for Victoria Dempsy as you. Then again, you’re not sure Jim’s brain chemistry still lets him process things like terror. Years of doing… recreational activities frowned upon by law enforcement… have surely left his brain in a different state that its original design. That’s fine though, because you have enough fear for the both of you, dragging Jim along and bursting through the front door of your apartment.

Victoria is already there, no doubt let in by Wilbur, your third roommate, who is making polite chitchat with her in the kitchen. Wilbur is a giant animated skeleton that you sort of brought to life two years ago, when you had wizard powers for a night. Scary as he is to look at, the dude is really chill, pays his part of the rent on time and helps out with cleaning. Basically, he’s a much better roommate than Jim.

“Well, glad to see you’re finally joining us.” The words seem nice, but there’s a frostiness to Victoria’s tone that sends a shiver down your spine. While you don’t only see her on Halloween, this does seem to be the time that she has the biggest effect on you, and the world around her. You’ve never really dug deeper into what her family being some sort of Halloween royalty means, partly because you don’t want to offend, and partly because a very rational piece of you is terrified that she’d actually explain.

“I don’t suppose alien kidnapping is a good enough reason to excuse being late?” you tentatively venture.

“It might suffice; though I’m a little hurt you’re packing in adventures so close together. Makes a girl feel unspecial,” she replies.

“Whoa no, first off I didn’t choose to do the alien thing, that just happened. Besides, you promised tonight wouldn’t be another crazy evening like the last few. No magic costume fights in Halloween parties or surviving evil Halloween theme parks.” You point at Victoria, who is smiling innocently. “Just a nice normal Halloween night.”

“I promised I would do my best to keep it mundane,” Victoria counters. “On the night of All Hallows Eve, no one is promised safety. But I did select a thoroughly boring activity. We’re going Trick or Treating.”

You’re not quite able to keep the frown from your face. “Pretty sure people will tell us to get off their lawn.” Seeing as you’re all college seniors, the age in which begging for free candy is cute has long since passed you all by.

“We are not doing the Trick or Treating. We are mere escorts. Annabeth, come here.” Victoria waves, seemingly toward an empty patch of the room.

From off to the side, hidden by your kitchen counter, steps a small girl in a strikingly real witch costume. A wide brimmed black hat covers her head, almost entirely hiding the same blue-black hair as Victoria’s, and casting a shadow over her dark brown eyes. In her hands is a candy-pail shaped like a jack-o-lantern, or perhaps actually carved from pumpkin. It sure looks real enough.

“My little sister,” Victoria explains, as though the physical resemblance wasn’t obvious. “Tonight we will walk her around town, gathering tribute. It is a sacred duty, one that can only be fulfilled by the youngest member of a clan. However, since millions of other children practice the same ritual, I daresay it is no longer as risky as it was in the olden days.”

“Huh. Okay, you got me there. Nothing all that inherently risky about taking a kid Trick or Treating.” You still don’t totally trust it, honestly after the last two Halloweens who could blame you, but it’s hard to argue with Victoria’s proposal. If anything, taking a kid Trick or Treating seems a little too boring, a waste of a good Halloween. Only Victoria’s company and the low-chance of death make it seem appealing.

You lean down and try to meet Annabeth’s eyes. “Hi Annabeth, nice to meet you. My name is-”

“Merlin,” Victoria says, calling you by her nickname for you and cutting you off. “My sister isn’t overly fond of talking with normal folks. Perhaps it’s best if we all just get into costume. Or have you failed to secure one of those yet again?”

“Nope! This year I planned ahead.” And you did, too. After last Halloween ended, you went and bought three ready-made costumes at a deep discount. Granted, it’s been months of beers since then, so you don’t quite recall what they are, but you know they’re in your closet.

“Then go change. You too, Jim.”

“Oh, you’re going to love this.” Jim is dashing off before you can try and talk him into picking another outfit. You know what’s coming, and it won’t be pretty.

“Wilbur, would you be so kind as to watch Annabeth while I make use of the restroom to change?” Victoria asks.

The animated skeleton nods and waves to Annabeth, who actually waves back. “Yeah, I can be a little late to the coffee shop tonight. Perks of being management.”

You take the cue and hustle off to your room, digging through the closet until you find the familiar plastic-wrapped bundles of your costumes. Picking through them slowly, you lay each one out side by side so that your options are spread before you. Seeing them for the first time in nearly a year, you’re reminded of just how slim the pickings at the costume shop were when Halloween ended.

A circus strongman, complete with inflatable barbell.

A goofy jester, with bells that can be heard jingling through the package when it moves.

A cowboy, hat and fake duster included.

Poll: What Costume Do You Choose?

The strongman

The jester

The cowboy
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It might be cheap and flimsy, but you’ve always got the possibility of costumes becoming real in the back of your head (it only has to happen once to plant that seed) so you go with cowboy. Should things turn suddenly real, you’d rather be a rough and tumble badass than a carnival act or dancing fool. Shaking out the thin, artificial duster and dented hat, you toss on a white shirt and a pair of jeans from your closet. This model came with a clip-on bolo, but no boot covers, so for tonight you’re a cowboy in sneakers.

The last accessory is a gun belt made of fabric, but the package doesn’t contain any actual prop guns because that’s what you get for buying the cheap leftover shit on discount. After rooting around your room, you find a pair of mismatched water pistols, ones that Jim uses to fire vodka right into his mouth, and jam them into the holsters. Pausing to check yourself in a mirror, the effect is highly underwhelming. Perfect for a night of normal Trick or Treating.

As you emerge from your room, you can hear Jim’s voice loudly announcing an attempt to smite the couch, and you pick up the speed. You make it just in time to see him jump in the air, spin his hammer around and slam it into a seat cushion. The one where you usually sit, actually.

“I’m still not sure I understand how this is a valid costume.” Victoria’s voice draws your attention, just about the only thing that would steal your eyes from the current Jim shitshow, and you see her costume for the year. Dark, triangular ears are resting atop her head, and she’s slipped in contacts that make her hazel eyes yellow and feline. The rest of her costume is black fur from her neck to her toes, pull tight enough to be alluring but not so much as to push the bounds of prudence. The only spots that stand out are her finger tips, where the shine of metal betrays a slender claw on each finger.

“Are you a cat?”

Wow… all that, and you still needed clarification? Just… wow.

“A black cat,” Victoria corrects. “A proper costume of a witch’s familiar. And you are clearly a cattle driver, but I’m still trying to wrap my head around exactly what it is that Jim is professing to be.”

Ah right, that.

You turn back to Jim, who is brandishing his fake hammer overhead as though it will help her understand. Like you, Jim also raided the costume bargain bin last year, however he was not content with merely choosing one of the cheap options and living with it. No, he used them as ingredients, cobbling together a whole new outfit from the scraps of others. The hammer he’s holding is a prop from a set of demonic weapons, while a plastic knight’s armor guards his chest. His back is covered by a pirate’s longcoat of the same quality as your duster, and big green boot covers conceal his own sneakers. It would be the most ridiculous costume ever, if the name didn’t outpace it by so much.

“I told you, this year I’m going as something unstoppable, just in case. I am… Godpunch Lightning-Fucker!” Jim’s bellow echoed through the whole apartment, and earns some stamping from your upstairs neighbor.

Victoria’s eyes go wide and an unfamiliar chuckle fills the room. It takes a moment before you realize that it came from Annabeth, the first sound she’s made all evening. Somehow, this seems to bother Victoria even more, and she marches over to Jim.

“While the creativity is lovely, I do question your use of language in naming. Not to mention, this is a holiday of dressing up as others. Tonight’s activities are low-risk, but it would be unwise to flaunt the traditions of All Hallows Eve so blatantly. You must garb yourself in the veil of another, not something you just thought of.”

“I didn’t just think of it, I’ve been planning this all year,” Jim proudly tells her. “And I even made sure I was dressing up like someone else.”

“Don’t show her the-” but no one is listening to you as Jim drags Victoria over to his room and clicks on his computer screen. You follow, already knowing what will be there. Sure enough, there it is, Jim’s website, a domain existing only to host the hastily scrawled drawings of one adventurer with seemingly limitless power, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker, who happens to be sporting the same outfit as Jim.

“What is this?” It’s one of the few times you’ve ever seen Victoria genuinely puzzled.

“I couldn’t just make shit up for Halloween, that wouldn’t be cool.” Jim points to the screen where a crudely drawn figure is wearing his same outfit. “So I made a comic series first. See, now I’m dressing up as someone else!” He yanks his flask free, tips it upward, and drains out the last of its contents. “Oh, um, could I get a few minutes of privacy? I need to stock up before we leave the house.”

You and Victoria start to leave, but you turn around to face him before fully stepping out. “No endless beer cup! We’re walking the streets, and the cops will be looking for exactly that sort of shit tonight.”

Jim nods, though you can see the disappointment in his eyes as he does, and shuts the door. You turn back around to find Victoria unfolding a large paper map on your kitchen table. Honestly, where she even found such a thing is beyond you. Who sells paper maps in this day and age?

“Merlin, I require your aid before we set out,” Victoria calls you over as her eyes scan the map. “When I was of age to gather tribute, we lived in a different town. You, however, have dwelled here all your life. Tell me, which is the best place for us to begin the gathering?”

Annabeth seems to actually be taking interest as she’s peering over the top of the table at the map Victoria has laid out. You make your way over and examine it; trying hard to remember how things were the last time you went out hitting up people for sweets.

“I’m assuming tribute here means candy, because if it’s anything else I’m going to be no help.”

“Tribute is merely sacrifice, be it a chocolate bar or a sugared skull,” Victoria assures you. “Of course, the more gathered, and the grander in scale, the more the tribute is valued.”

“Got it.” You reach out and touch the highest area of the map with your finger. “The Meadows is the richest part of town, and they give out by far the best candy. That said, getting there is a bit of a trip, and there are a lot of other kids working the same territory. There’s good loot, but it’s pretty much the only place you can hit. Carver Street, on the other hand…” You move your finger down to a smaller area. “It’s the entrance to a whole line-up of mid-income cul-de-sacs. Not as big of a haul per home, but you can cover a lot more square footage. Of course, if you really want to roll the dice…” One last move, off to the east. “Rainey Lane does an annual haunted block party. That means that if you run the houses early enough, sometimes people are trying to dump all their candy to be done before the party starts. But too late, and you just have a bunch of empty houses. Plus, if they’re not shucking candy out the door it’s a long trip for a small reward.”

Victoria stares down at the map, absorbing your words. “All three could provide adequate tribute, yet each has their own risks. Very well, Merlin, as the expert Annabeth and I will put our trust in your hands. Select the destination where our night will begin.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

The Meadows

Carver Street

Rainey Lane
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“Ten fun-size bars have more chocolate than one full-sizer.” You point to Carver Street. “I say we go for quantity over quality.”

Jim emerges from his room. Well, stumbles out, with a few plastic baggies sticking out from the sides of his costume as well as a newly filled flask to his lips. “We’re going to Carver Street! Hell yeah, visiting one my bud’s old stomping grounds. Let me get a pillow case for candy.”

“We’re not-” But… yeah, he’s already kicking one of his pillows free from its case. Honestly, you’re more surprised that Jim actually had pillow cases than you are about him not listening.

Eventually, all four of you (Wilbur left for work while you were changing, not that you thought to ask) pile into the limousine that’s waiting outside. Jim, despite Victoria’s warnings, jumps into the shotgun seat yet again, and you’re off through town as the final rays of sunset burn in the sky. Those have yielded to true night by the time the town car whispers up to a curb. Even through the window, you can see swarms of kids in cheap costumes racing across the streets. Part of you actually feels a bit nostalgic, Jim was right about this being an old haunt from your childhood.

Everyone climbs out of the car, though Jim does so smoking a weird pipe with purple smoke, which he turns around and hands back to the driver, who always remains just out of sight. “Thanks man, we’ll do some of mine on the way back.” Victoria seems to have moved past puzzlement into annoyed acceptance, but Annabeth is staring at Jim in sheer wonder. Evidently, the driver’s antisocial reputation has reached even the youngest ears in the family.

As you all walk up to the first house, you realize that your whole body is tense. Despite all of Victoria’s assurances, there’s a part of you that doesn’t believe this will really be as safe and simple as she’s promised. So when you get near the first house and she holds up her hand to stop everyone, you might sort of jump a couple of feet in the air.

“We go no further,” Victoria instructs, politely ignoring the very large vertical leap you made, even as Annabeth snickers under her breath. “Gathering of tribute must be done by the youngest, and the youngest alone. Annabeth, proceed.”

“Aw man, I wanted candy too.” Jim ruffles his empty pillow case, flapping it through the brisk October air.

“You know we can just buy candy on the way home, right? We’re adults. We have that ability.”

Jim just shakes his head heavily, like the sadness is weighing him down. “Not the same, dude. Not the same.”

While Jim is pouting, Annabeth makes her way quietly up the walkway to the first house’s door, which swings open seconds after she touches the bell. A young couple wearing matching werewolf costumes clap in delight at her outfit, and then drop a few pieces of candy into her jack-o-lantern pail. As she turns around, you could swear you see its carved face flicker for a moment, but then it’s gone. Probably a trick of the light.

Maybe.

Hopefully.

Things pretty much go like that for the next several houses, and along the way you grow more and more certain that the pumpkin’s face is flickering like a candle when treats are dropped in, until you reach a house near the end of the first street.

As before, Annabeth walks slowly up to the porch, rings the bell, and… nothing. Next to you, Victoria frowns as she watches her sister try the bell once more, and then twice. After the third failure, Annabeth begins walking back toward you all, but pauses to look into the house’s jack-o-lantern, which is poorly carved and barely lit by the nearly-burned down candle inside. She doesn’t touch it though, just examines it carefully then continues all the way back to you, Jim, and Victoria.

“They lit the signal, but refused tribute.” Those are the first actual words to leave Annabeth’s mouth all night, and you’re surprised at how heavy they are. With the giggles and chuckles slipping out, you’d expected her to sound at least a little more childlike.

“Then they have left us no choice,” Victoria answers. There’s an edge to her voice that you’ve learned to recognize, and you know it signifies trouble for someone. Usually you, even if it’s unintended.

“Hold on, no choice about what? It’s a house that ran out of candy, we can just go to any of the hundred others in this area,” you point out.

“One need not offer tribute.” Victoria’s tone has turned suddenly stern. “If the house were dark, unlit by a signal, we would pass by. They would enjoy none of our protections from the dark for the coming year, but there would be no animosity. To light the signal and refuse tribute, however, is an affront to the ritual and the clans who participate in it. By our law, it must be repaid. Slight for slight.”

“Trick or Treat,” Annabeth adds, her weird tone sending a chill down your spine. You’re not sure what these two have in mind, but it’s probably more than someone who forgot to blow out a jack-o-lantern really deserves. Sometimes it’s easy to forget that while Victoria is your friend, and usually has positive interests at heart, she’s not exactly what one could call “good.”

“Okay, so ancient law says they need retribution, right?” You’re thinking on your feet, badly at that, but reaching for anything to maybe try and keep these people safe. “But we don’t have to do it now. Why don’t we circle back later on, when the street isn’t so crowded?”

Victoria’s gaze is fixed on the house, almost like she’s searching for weak points. “It does not work in such a way. This debt may not be held. Payment comes now. As for the others, have no fear. This is All Hallows Eve and we are of the House of Willowbrook. We are only seen as much as we choose to be.”

“Then… then why not let Jim or I handle the tricking. This is probably just a misunderstanding, I’m sure we can think of a repayment that is both appropriate and not too overzealous.”

“Be wary, Merlin,” Victoria warns. “Tonight the shadow of death lurks in every corner. Step into our ritual, and I cannot guarantee your safety. Well, that’s always true, but even more so if you wander into a place mortals weren’t meant to venture.” She stops and looks at you, turning from the house.

“However, knowing that, if you still wish to intervene on behalf of these mortals, you may do so. The debt must be paid, but I will allow you to choose who is given the task. Annabeth and I, yourself, or… Jim.”

The last member of that group has currently somehow gotten his head stuck in the pillowcase and is trying to pull it off. Victoria and Annabeth are waiting, neither with a particularly patient expression on their faces. That warning of hers seemed pretty dire, but then again when don’t her warnings come off that way?

Of course that might be because they always are deadly serious.

Poll: Who Does the Trick?

Annabeth and Victoria

Jim

You
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With a silent prayer in the direction of whatever divine being watches over this sort of insanity, probably one that’s either really bored or one hell of an asshole, you raise a shaky hand pointing to Jim just as he finally manages to pull himself free from the pillow-case.

“Let’s see what Jim can do.” Victoria raises an eyebrow, and Annabeth smiles, but neither try to correct your decision, strange though it is. It sort of makes sense to you, though. Jim is largely harmless, and somehow imperviously skates through a lot of these shenanigans, so if anyone can quickly think of a good trick that won’t get somebody hurt, it might be him.

“What now? I gotta prank these people?” Jim spits out a few loose threads from his pillow case adventure as he speaks, and you suddenly find yourself questioning the choice.

“Yes,” Victoria tells him. “They have failed to give tribute, violated the rit-”

“Yeah I heard you, prank ‘em.” Jim fishes out a cell phone from the depths of his costume, reaches into the mailbox and pulls out a few uncollected letters, then walks twenty feet away. Five minutes later he returns, slips the mail back into the box, and proudly announces: “Done!”

“Jim, I don’t think ordering a bunch of pizzas to their house is really going to cut it,” you caution.

“Nah, I got that this had to be super serious, so I pulled out all the stops.”

“Yet their house remains unaccosted,” Victoria points out.

“Hey, you said prank the people, not the house, so I did. As of now, they’ve been signed up for the fanciest packages offered by every cable company in town, all set to deliver on Monday.” Jim beams at his idea, but Victoria just seems confused.

“You bought them better cable? How is that a prank?”

“I didn’t buy anything, I just signed them up. Have you ever tried to cancel cable before? Especially the high-end stuff? It’s a super-duper pain in the ass. Now imagine that times four. A flaming bag of dog poo might have wrecked their night, but this will pretty much fuck all of November for them. Or is that not trick enough?”

“No… no that will do it,” Victoria admits, looking at Annabeth, who nods her agreement. “If anything, it might be a bit overboard.”

“You tell me to swing, I’m gonna swing with all I got.” On that note, he takes a celebratory pull from his flask and the night continues on.

Rounding the bend into another cul-de-sac off of Carver Street, you watch as Annabeth does walk after careful walk up to the front doors and collects tribute in her pumpkin pail. Lots of other kids, more excited than she is, race past her along the sidewalks and lawns, though none even bump, or even so much as jostle, her. You’re not sure if they can even see Annabeth, or if an instinctual part of their brain knows that something there should be avoided. Probably a good judgement, if so.

Another cul-de-sac finished, and Jim is hanging off a tree, having emptied one of his plastic baggies into his mouth while only you were looking, and now currently certain he has bird-like super human abilities. Annabeth seems entertained enough to slow her methodical pace as he races between limbs at respective houses, insisting that he’s flying.

“You never told me you had a sister.” The remark slips out to Victoria as Annabeth heads up to another doorway, all while Jim tries to perch like a bird on a much-too-thin limb.

“I have many brothers and sisters. The house of Willowbrook is large, and its branches numerous. Not all of my kin are directly connected to me by blood, but we are bound by something far stronger indeed.”

“So, Annabeth…”

“Half-sister. Same father, obviously, different mothers. And that’s probably as deep as you want to dig, Merlin. I try hard to keep you on the fringes of my world, but I can’t be held accountable if you go burrowing in deeper.”

“I’ve survived a lot of crazy shit,” you remind her.

“Which is why I allow you to hang around at all.” Victoria smiles, but that grin fades as Annabeth comes trudging back up the walkway, a concerned expression on her face.

“Another lit the signal and failed to pay tribute.” She jostles her pail, which does have things rattling around in it, but they don’t sound like pieces of candy.

“So soon? Merlin, your selection seems to be rather disappointing.” Victoria is looking over this house like she did the last, concern worming its way into her expression.

“That’s really weird, I remember everyone on the Carver Street cul-de-sacs loved Halloween. With a name like that, you sort of have to. I can’t believe there are already so many people out of candy who left the jack-o-lanterns lit.” You glance around, and realize that in the distraction of Jim’s quasi-bird antics and talking to Victoria, you failed to notice that the number of children had thinned out dramatically. You can still spot a few here and there, but the night has just begun. The street should be thick with them.

“I don’t want to jump to conclusions here, but does anyone else feel like the area around us just got weirdly deserted?”

Victoria nods, and Jim lets out a squawk that you assume to be one of agreement. Annabeth has the weirdest reaction of all though, she takes a deep breath in through the nose, then looks up at her sister with solemn eyes.

“The unnatural lingers in the air.”

“It’s All Hallows Eve, that’s to be expected,” Victoria responds.

“Not like this,” Annabeth reiterates.

“Curious.” Victoria looks at the house, then around at the absence of children, and then at you. “Merlin, we are at a crossroads here. Annabeth’s nose handily trumps my own, so I believe that there is something amiss around us. That does not mean it directly impacts us, however. Regardless, the gathering of tribute is the most important rite of the year. It must be seen through. If we investigate, we lose precious time, but if something is interfering then perhaps we can halt it. Otherwise, we must quickly prank this abode and either continue on as if nothing has happened, or follow the herds of children in hopes that they will lead us to houses paying tribute. Thus far there have only been two homes, hardly a damning case. You know this neighborhood and its habits well. What should we do?”

Poll: What Will You Do?

Prank the home

Investigate

Ignore it and press on
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“Forget it, I know how this goes. We walk away, then half an hour later we’re getting attacked by a giant monster made of discarded candles that we totally could have stopped if we’d just dealt with the problem sooner.”

“One Columbus Day candle monster and he won’t let it go,” Jim mutters from the top of the branch.

“Point stands. We’re going to look inside and make sure nothing weird is going on.”

Victoria doesn’t need any more convincing, taking two steps before bothering to respond. “Be careful not to push yourself too far into danger, Merlin. I already have one charge to look after tonight. But I agree that it is better to be forewarned and forearmed, so let us proceed.”

She starts up the walkway, and after a few seconds you realize she has no intention of waiting for you. Quickly, you yank Jim down from the tree and hurry to catch up, while Annabeth keeps that same constant pace and somehow ends up by her sister’s side once again. Victoria’s claws flash in the yellow light of the porch as she slips one effortlessly into the front door’s lock. Just like that, she twists the knob and it opens, revealing the muffled sounds of a television playing somewhere in the house.

The door leads into a hallway which quickly splits in two directions. Victoria heads to the right, her hand holding Annabeth’s, and silently motions for you to take the left. You are really hoping that whatever magic protects those two is extended to you and Jim, otherwise this probably night ends with you in handcuffs for breaking and entering.

Turning down the left hall, the sounds of a television get stronger, and after only a few steps you make it into the living room, where a Halloween special is playing on a flat screen. You spot two figures on the couch and nearly yelp out a half-formed explanation, but mercifully your brain notices the big, orange heads and you realize that you’re looking at decorations, not owners.

Two scarecrows, straw sticking out of their clothing, are seated next to each other, heads made of large, well-carved jack-o-lanterns. One is even leaned slightly on to the shoulder of another, as if they’re cuddling while the show plays. The whole effect is quite unsettling, which is exactly what Halloween decorations are meant to accomplish, so kudos to the owners for setting it up, especially since it’s only barely visible through the front window.

“That way only led to a bathroom.” Victoria and Annabeth walk up behind you. “Have you seen any…” Her voice trails off the moment she enters the room, eyes fixed on the cuddling scarecrows. For a moment, the composed calm of Victoria Dempsy slips, and you see a flash of rage flicker through her temporarily feline eyes. It quickly fades as she moves forward to examine them, though you can still feel the anger bubbling off her like smoke from a witch’s cauldron.

Leaning down, she traces her fingers along the hard surface of the pumpkin faces, so delicate you’re not certain she’s even making contact. Finally, she turns and looks at Annabeth who dips her head, giving a slight nod of agreement.

“The Whisper family has been here,” Victoria announces. Presumably this is for you and Jim, though you have any idea what the hell that means. From context clues, you’d take a wild shot that it isn’t a good thing, though.

“Are they like the Garrote? Another high family of Halloween?”

“No, the Whisper clan is a former family. The magic and spirit of All Hallows Eve has changed over time, as the beliefs of those who celebrate it have altered. Most of the families have made the change along with it, but some refused to let go of the older ways. The Whisper family is one such example. They refused to accept the new form of tribute, and as such lost their connection to The Graveyard Accords. Now they are nothing more than monsters, wandering about, taking the old tribute by force whenever necessary. I cannot believe they would come into our territory, though. We are not renowned for our hospitality.”

You don’t always understand everything Victoria is talking about, but from what she’s saying and the way she’s looking at the scarecrows, which are wearing quite modern, fitted clothes you just now realize, you can put at least one bit of it together.

“Ah shit, are those the house’s owners?”

“They were. And perhaps they will be again, if what was stolen can be reclaimed before sunrise. But this changes things greatly, Merlin. Trespassing such as this cannot be ignored. I will alert my family of the transgression, but tonight demands much of us. It will take time before they can lend aid. Until then, it will be up to us to find and subdue as many of the Whisper clan as we can get our hands on.”

“Aw man, I wanted to get some caaaaandy.” Jim shakes his empty pillow-case to emphasize the point.

Victoria frowns, looking from him to Annabeth several times. “Damnit, Jim is right. The gathering of tribute cannot be ignored, even for situations such as this. Though I loathe to say it, we will have to split up to accomplish all that is needed. One of us will escort Annabeth as she gathers tribute, while the other two will search for the Whisper family.”

“Isn’t don’t split up like the first rule of horror movies?” Jim tosses out.

“That rule only applies when you’re being hunted by a monster. Tonight, I am the monster who is hunting.” Based on the fearsome glint in her eye as she makes the declaration, you do not envy anyone that ends up as Victoria’s prey this evening.

Seeing her terrifying side on such open display does lead you to a realization, however. “Shouldn’t you be the one to take Annabeth? She is your sister, and you’re better equipped than us to keep her safe.”

Annabeth snorts from beside you.

“My sister is quite capable in her own right, though with a fallen family out there anything is possible,” Victoria assures you. “However, if I were to take her, you would have no one with knowledge of how to track or defeat our prey. Though I suppose your dumb luck has suited you well before. It is up to you, Merlin. Who takes Annabeth while the rest of us go on the hunt?”

Damn, that’s a tough one. Victoria would be the best to keep her safe, but she’s the only one of you who knows dick about these Whisper people. Annabeth seems to like Jim, but trusting Jim with a kid is like… you know what, I can’t think of an example worse than trusting Jim with a kid. Still, he did well with the prank, maybe he’s on a roll tonight. Or you could take her yourself and trust Jim and Victoria to handle the dirty work.

That doesn’t seem cowardly at all, right?

Right?

Poll: Who Takes Annabeth?

You

Victoria

Jim
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“Jim can take Annabeth Trick or Treating while we hunt for these Whisper people.”

“Really? Annabeth says, eyes lighting up a bit in excitement.

“Really?” Victoria adds, her own expression one of severe concern.

“Really?” Jim tacks on, though you’re not sure if he even knows what’s going on or just wants to be part of what everyone else is doing.

“Yes, really,” you tell them all, already questioning your choice but too scared to back out of it now. “She clearly likes him, and if we want them to blend in with the other kids making the rounds, can you think of anyone less likely to seem aware of anything, supernatural or otherwise, than Jim?”

“Truth be told, I’m only half sure all of you aren’t hallucinations from a weird hash I took freshman year.” Jim is looking at an empty space between the three of you, making it unclear if you’re even the ones he was talking too.

“What’s hash?” Annabeth asks, looking up at Victoria.

“A foolish endeavor of the mundane, and something that will not be discussed again tonight.” Victoria shoots Jim a look that would melt steel, and is so powerful even he seems to get that he might have messed up. “Merlin does make a point though. What the Whisper family takes is far more potent in adults than children, who haven’t lived long or deep enough. So long as Annabeth seems like nothing more than a normal kid, she shouldn’t be a target, and there is nothing about Jim that would put people on alert, unless those people were narcotics officers.”

“Fuck! Where?” Jim slams himself to the living room floor, head darting around anxiously. Both of you choose to ignore him until he gets his shit together.

“Annabeth, listen well to the mortal while in his charge. This outer world is theirs, and they know best how to blend in,” Victoria advises her sister. “But use your own judgement as well, because Jim is kind of an idiot.”

“I understand.” Annabeth walks over, helps Jim off the floor, and the two of them stroll out the front door of the house that you all broke into.

Wow, maybe you should wipe your fingerprints or something. This is some pretty blatant crime committing, well-intentioned or not.

“So what do we do?” you ask, completely ignoring sound advice like an asshole.

“We hunt.” Victoria looks over the scarecrows once more, licking her thumb and rubbing it against one of their carved pumpkin heads. “These people are fresh, turned within the hour. The process is not a laborious one, but getting into the houses to strike would take some time. I’d wager that we’ll find one of them on this cul-de-sac or the next.”

She takes off through the front door, not bothering to re-lock it behind her, which you’re actually not even sure those claws can do. You hurry to catch up as she strides down the sidewalk, a sense of purpose rarely seen in her movements. This whole thing has really chapped Victoria’s ass, and you’ve almost died enough as her friend to definitely not want to be an enemy. After several minutes of walking, she pulls up short in front of a non-descript house with five jack-o-lanterns lining the porch. Taking a deep sniff of the air, she grabs your hand and pulls you around to a gate at the side, leading to the backyard. Victoria extends one dark clawed finger to her lips, signaling you to keep your yap closed, and then soundlessly opens the gate and slips through.

By the time you catch up to her, trying to keep your cheap duster from snaring on these people’s bushes, Victoria is crouched by a rear window, peeking through. She points to the pale light streaming from the kitchen, and you take a look at what’s happening.

At first, all you see is the child, dressed in a cheap, somewhat tattered ghost costume. The people who live here, a man and woman in Frankenstein and Bride costumes, are talking to it, asking questions that seem concerned. The man reaches for a phone just as Victoria reaches over and slips her hand around your forearm. Thankfully, her other hand quickly throws itself across your mouth, muffling the scream that tries to leap from your throat.

The moment she touched you, the scene in the kitchen seemed to warp and spasm, until you saw that it was not just the child and the couple in the room. There’s another entity, this one swathed entirely in sheets and bandages, but unlike the child there was nothing “somewhat” about the tatters of this ensemble. Stains, mostly brown like the color of dried blood, were splashed all over the threadbare garments, so torn up that only the multitude of layers prevent you from seeing what lurks underneath. Before the man dress as Frankenstein can get his hand on the phone, the ghoul in rags grabs him from behind and turns his face toward the area where its own would be. Things begin to spasm again, and when they clear the rag-covered fingers are holding a jack-o-lantern, resting atop a scarecrow that was dressed as Frankenstein.

You have no idea how much of this the woman saw, but the terrified expression in her eyes as she opens her mouth to scream tells you it was at least a little. Oddly, no sound escapes her mouth, nor does she make noise as she back-pedals and bangs into the counter. It’s like the whole room has been dipped in silence.

Whirling on Victoria, you see her eyes burning even through the contacts, but she makes no movements as the child and ghoul both converge on the woman.

“We have to go help her!”

“What is stolen can be returned,” Victoria whispers. “But these two are only a piece of the whole. We need to find the head of the family, who will be collecting the tributes from his runners. Just stay put, and we’ll tail them back to their home base.”

“Are you shitting me? I can’t just sit here and watch someone get turned into a scarecrow! We have to get in there and help those people.”

“You are free to do as you wish, Merlin. But I cannot risk the chance to save all for the comfort of aiding one, so you will have to interfere without my aid. Rest assured, when you are turned, I will do my best to restore you to human form before the sun rises. As always, however, there are no promises.”

Cold, but sort of what you’d expected after knowing Victoria for this long. If you want to help, you need to do something soon. You can charge in and try to stop them from attacking the woman, or maybe just knock on the door and make them think they’re about to be caught in the act. Of course, you could always just wait it out with Victoria, trusting her judgement over your own. Whatever you do, just do it fast, because they’re closing in on that lady by the second.

Poll: What Tactic Do You Choose?

Charge in

Knock on the door

Wait with Victoria
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Faced with seeing a fellow human in peril, your baser instincts take over, forcing you to boldly… sit there with Victoria and watch as this helpless woman is turned into a scarecrow. Wow. Just wow, man. I mean, yeah, Victoria was going to do it, but she’s sort of on the side of monsters already. You’re supposed to be better than that.

Anyway, you heroically sit in the bushes while the lady dressed as a Bride of Frankenstein is grabbed by the tattered rag ghoul, causing the air around her to warp until she’s nothing more than a grinning jack-o-lantern sitting atop a body made of straw. A heavy weight of guilt settles in your stomach as you see them slink away from her frozen figure, which you definitely earned, but there’s no time to dwell as Victoria motions for you to follow her around the side gate once more.

With her hands no longer wrapped around your arm, all you can see is the kid in the crappy ghost costume, walking out the front door like nothing happened and moving down the block. It has a steady pace, and the longer you watch the harder it is to keep the harbinger of evil in your sights. Between every blink, you feel like your target is vanishing, and it’s only with concentrated effort you can relocate it.

Victoria apparently has no such issues, keeping to the shadows as she stalks the small figure clothed in a sheet. Her costume is definitely working to her advantage, the dark fur cloaking her body as she moves outside the light. Your cowboy costume is somewhat less disposed to stealth, but you do your best to follow her footsteps and stay out of sight. Evidently, it works, as you both trail the child-sized ghost off the current cul-de-sac and onto the main area of Carver Street.

Here, the roads are still swarmed by children, clad in plastic costumes as they make the rounds, demanding candy at every doorstep they pass. Within ten steps, you’ve lost the ghost, its unnatural ability to slip from focus magnified by the horde of equally sized kids. Instead of trying to follow it, you just keep an eye on Victoria. She’s an inverse of the ghost, standing out like a dark beacon among the many smaller bodies. Truth be told, you’re pretty sure that even in a room full of people wearing the exact same costume, Victoria would still be easy to spot. Even before you knew about her family, there was always something about her. Granted, back then you thought it was her pleasantly symmetrical face instead of a connection to the magic of Halloween, but the point stands.

As you’re following her, doing your best not to bump into children as you walk, you feel a light brush on one of your shoulders. It’s a soft touch, so you think nothing of it, until a few seconds later when the same spot is hit again. And this time, it isn’t so gentle. A forceful push shoves you off the street, sending you sprawling into the bushes before you can so much as let out a yelp.

You try to get up, but something pushes you down. The world twitches, and suddenly you can see the figure pinning you. It’s another tattered rag ghoul, though this one has a different stain pattern than the one you saw in the kitchen.

Oh fucking great, more of these assholes.

It leans in close, giving you a good whiff of the stinking cloths keeping its face separate from yours, and you try to scream for Victoria. Nothing comes out, though. Just like the woman in the kitchen, your sound has been stolen. Much as you struggle to break free, it gets closer by the second, reaching up with a rag-covered arm and pressing its fingers to your temple.

Holy shit, hope you like pumpkins, because it looks like your about to turn into one.

Except… nothing happens when the fingers grab you. The ghoul’s head, still masked by tatters, tilts to the side in visible confusion. It grips you harder, to no avail, then lets a single word escape the depths of its torn sheets.

“Broken.”

“Pardon me, but I’m the only one permitted to assault my servants.” Victoria has appeared above the ghoul, and with a single swipe of her gleaming silver claw, she opens a hole in its throat. There’s no blood or flesh that you can see, instead it’s like pure shadow under those sheets, an infinite darkness that’s barely contained. You only get a glimpse though, as seconds after she strikes the creature vanishes, removing the weight from your chest.

“Thanks.” Your words are a half-mutter, mind still very clearly preoccupied with why the hell a monster thinks your “broken”. Screw that guy, you’re not that bad. Maybe a little worse for wear after so many near death experiences, but you’re at least still worth turning you into a scarecrow. What a dick.

“You’re lucky I noticed,” Victoria gloats. “These things usually strike before anyone can intervene.”

“Well I’ll try not to-”

A sharp, piercing sound hits both your ears, what seems like a child’s scream. That’s disturbing enough to you, but Victoria looks like someone just slipped a knife between her ribs. Without a word, she dashes out of the bushes, rushing down the street so quickly that it’s a miracle she’s not knocking kids over.

Once again you’re following, though you do note it’s a bit odd that no one else is reacting to the scream. Almost like they didn’t hear it at all. You dart in the few spaces between children, keeping as close to Victoria as you can, until you both turn a block into a new cul-de-sac. Your feet fail you as a horrible sight meets your eyes.

Another ghoul is there, plain as day, standing over a scarecrow with a jack-o-lantern head. This one isn’t dressed like Frankenstein though, nor is it wearing normal everyday clothes. No, this scarecrow is dressed like a character from an obscure webcomic run by a madman: Godpunch Lightning-Fucker. It’s Jim, or what’s left of him as the sheet-covered monster pulls its hands away. Down the street, you can see another ghoul running into the shadows, gripping a small struggling figure with a bright orange candy pail.

You have to do something, even if you’re not quite sure what. There might still be time to run down the thing stealing Annabeth, or you could try to punch the one in front of you until it restores Jim. Then again, there is always the diplomatic option, maybe if you can find out why these creatures are here you can bargain back your roommate’s restoration.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Chase Annabeth

Attack the ghoul near Jim

Attempt to bargain
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You can’t even process seeing Jim like that, your mind refuses to wrap around it. Instead, you focus on the one thing you can effect: figure racing ahead while clutching a struggling child. It might be a good thing that you couldn’t find any authentic boots for your cowboy costume, because suddenly you are hauling ass for all you’re worth, and sneakers are far better suited to the task.

The world seems to narrow down to just the ghoul and Annabeth, the edges of your vision growing dark. If you knew more about the human body, you’d realize that these symptoms, combined with a suddenly racing heart, more likely signal a panic attack at seeing your best friend transmogrified than some badass focusing ability. Luckily, you showed up drunk or slept through most of your biology classes, so you have no idea that your brain is trying to shut you down as you power through, running with every ounce of strength you have.

Go figure, panic is actually a pretty good performance enhancer, as you quickly gain on the fleeing ghoul. You can make out Annabeth’s face, pinched in annoyance as she whacks her kidnapper with her jack-o-lantern pail. Miraculously, not so much as one chocolate bar falls out of it, even as she assaults the ghoul over and over.

They both turn a corner onto a new cul-de-sac, and you sprint after them, trailing only by seconds. What greets you is not another cluster of houses, however. It’s the entrance to a graveyard, with squeaking iron gates slowly drawing shut. The sight causes your dash to stall out briefly. You start to run again, but that pause cost too much time. The gates slam together, and just like with the ghouls themselves, are suddenly gone. In front of you is just a normal cul-de-sac, with no sign of Annabeth or her kidnapper.

It’s only now that you realize you’re alone. Victoria didn’t follow, in spite of the fact that it was her sister being taken. Part of you hopes that she was fixing Jim, but when you make your way back to the scene of the attack, he’s still got a big, grinning jack-o-lantern of a face. Victoria is standing over a pile of rags, which you suspect are all the remains of the ghoul. Hope fills you again; maybe she got back whatever they took.

“Can you save him?”

Right to the point, huh? Well, I can’t blame you this time.

“Unfortunately, this one was not the thief.” Victoria’s teeth are clenched together as she hisses the words. “It was a distraction, meant to occupy us while Jim’s true attacker escaped with their prize.”

“I… they got away.”

“Of course they did, the shadows of the world have always been friendly with the Whisper family. Take heart, though. I turned their trap against them. Before this one was done, I persuaded it to tell me where they are holed up.”

“Based on what I just saw, going to guess it’s a graveyard?”

“It was, and sometimes still is, depending on the night,” Victoria replies. “I can take us there, though what happens once we arrive is impossible to predict.”

“Are they going to turn Annabeth into a pumpkin scarecrow too?” She might not have been the most outgoing of kids, but you’d still rather not see anyone else get turned.

“Perhaps they will try, but it will be a vain effort. We are not so easily stolen from. But there are other things they can do, other ways to take vengeance on a true family of All Hallows Eve. We must hurry. I only paused because I thought you would like to find a safe place to store Jim.” Victoria motions to the lifeless body of your roommate. She’s right, you can’t leave him out in the open like this, it’s too dangerous.

“Let’s fine a porch to put him on.” Both of you reach down and grab one of his shoulders, which is why you’re only a few feet away from his jack-o-lantern face when the eyes blink and it opens its grinning mouth.

“Whew, I need to lay off the heavy stuff, I feel like my whole body is stuffed with hay.”

You and Victoria both let out screams and jump away from the scarecrow, which is currently trying to hold up its own head, an unsurprisingly difficult task with a body made of straw. It looks down at its new form, turning its hands over twice. “Oh. I am stuffed with hay. Guess that makes more sense then.”

“How does any of this make sense!” You yelp at him, not sure whether you’re happy or more terrified.

“Herb of False Life,” Victoria mutters, quickly regaining her composure. “That’s what you and the driver smoked in that pipe, isn’t it?”

“I didn’t really ask, he just offered me some puffs and I took them.” If there was any doubt in your mind that this is Jim, it vanishes at his words. Jim is pretty much the only person you know who would smoke something supernatural, no questions asked.

“Wait, does this mean he’s okay?”

Slowly, Victoria shakes her head. “It’s temporary. When the magic fades, he’ll be like all the others, unless we restore them by sunrise.”

“Well then let’s go fight these assholes.” You walk back over and help Jim the scarecrow to his feet. It’s a wobbly stance, but he eventually manages to get sort of balanced. He’s definitely leaning on you for support though.

“They have taken my kin, you do not need to encourage me to battle.” The quiet fury in Victoria’s tone makes that point abundantly clear. “However, it might be prudent to gather some weaponry before we charge into their territory. I can have the driver swing by with a few emergency goods, though it will take some time.”

“If we wait too long, something might happen to Annabeth,” you remind her, like she didn’t already know. “And Jim’s magic could fade.”

“Yes, I’m aware of the risks, that’s why I proposed it as something to discuss instead of just doing it. Worried as I am for Annabeth, it does us no good to get caught as well. The family’s heads will not be so easy to defeat as their minions. I favor taking the time to properly arm ourselves.”

“Yeah, seeing as I only have so much time as a talking pumpkin monster, I’m going to vote for moving while I still have the option,” Jim tosses in. “Plus we want to make sure the kiddo is safe, and every minute lost puts her at risk.”

Poll: Which Plan Do You Select?

Wait for supplies

Charge in immediately
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“Much as I’d like to hurry, if even Victoria thinks we need to load up on gear before this fight, then I’m inclined to side with her.” Jim’s pumpkin face looks a little disappointed, so you quickly tack on, “And besides, if the driver comes, we can get you more of that herb to buy time.”

“I’m afraid not,” Victoria corrects. “One cannot start a new day while the noon sun hangs in the sky, just as one cannot begin a new magic when one is already at work. The only way to restore Jim is by using the time we have to recapture what was taken.”

She makes a quick call on her cell phone and around ten minutes later, each one feeling as through it stretches on far longer than the normal sixty seconds, the limousine whispers up to the curb. None of the windows unroll, but the trunk pops open, and Victoria pulls a slender black back from its depths. She slams the trunk closed and the car takes off again.

“That’s not very big. Is it full of handguns?”

“After all this time, Merlin, I’d thought perhaps you had a better idea of what constituted weaponry in my world. Regardless, I’ll explain when the time is right. For now, we must get to Annabeth.” Victoria begins stalking down the street, only slowing when she realizes you have a reduced pace from helping Jim along. She comes back, gets under his free shoulder for support, and together the three of you make your way down the street.

About two blocks later, she lets go, walking to a shady little area full of trees. It’s a patch of wilderness maybe twenty feet long, but evidently it suffices for her needs. Victoria raises her hands, peers deep into the foliage and lets out a single word that makes your mind involuntarily try to remember if you’ve gotten a last will and testament put together.

“Obey.”

The shadows cast by the streetlights near the trees seem to pool, rising up and joining together until they’ve taken on the appearance of familiar cemetery gate, the front of which is currently sitting wide open. She throws a glance over her shoulder and motions for the two of you to follow.

“I thought you said the shadows were friends of the Whisper family,” you mumble while helping Jim forward. He seems to be getting a little slower, which you convince yourself is a symptom of the rough terrain and nothing more.

“They are. But they fear the Willowbrook line, and that is often better than friendship.”

“That philosophy… is a real… bummer.” Jim’s words are getting slurred and oddly spaced, but hey, that’s Jim, right!

Right?

“You okay man?” The words aren’t really necessary, you’re pretty sure you already know the answer.

“Not one bit. I think getting turned… into a scarecrow made me… sober, and it is just… the worst. I feel like a… freshman again.”

“Just keep thinking about the cup of infinite beer, cause soon you’ll be back home with it.” Even you don’t know if you’re lying at this point, but you’re pretty sure it’s okay if you’re being genuinely hopeful.

The three of you move past the front gate, onto a sea of lush grass dotted by massive white headstones, like teeth jutting up from a misshapen green mouth. The place seems to sprawl on forever, but Victoria never wavers as she leads you deeper into the cemetery. Maybe it’s some of her usual magic, maybe it’s a sister thing. All you know is that she seems set on a course.

After some time, it’s hard to gauge with any reliability in this place, she motions for you to hunch down. Together, the two of you and Jim, more dragged than walking at this point, take cover behind a giant headstone. Now you can hear voices from nearby, though the words coming out of their mouths don’t seem human in the slightest. Victoria crawls along the ground to the next headstone and you follow with Jim still in tow. After several more minutes of this, she stops and gestures for you to look around the marble slab currently at your back.

There’s a clearing out there, and in it are dozens of those ghouls in tattered rags, some the same size as what you’ve seen, others so big they put giants to shame. They’ve gathered around a headstone that’s been turned into a makeshift table, on top of which rests Annabeth. Well, maybe rests isn’t the right word. She’s struggling against her bonds, more of those same rags, and casting dirty looks in every direction, hoping for the chance to visit some violence on her kidnappers. At that moment, you can definitely see the family resemblance to Victoria.

A lean man with a gaunt face is near her, dressed in a dirty gray suit and holding a gleaming knife. He isn’t using it, yet, but you can’t imagine that’s going to last for long.

“The bastards.” Victoria’s words are a venomous hiss as she readies to strike, hand already dipped into the black bag she sacrificed time to get. “They’re trying to take an ancient tribute, to force their way back into the Graveyard Accords.”

“Will that work?”

“In terms of restoring their power? I highly doubt it. In terms of killing my sister? Yes, most certainly. We need to be quick, Merlin. I’ve brought a few tools, but the first one must be used the soonest, for it will be the most potent.” Victoria holds up a small vial, inside of which you see a very familiar dust. It’s just like what the old lady sprinkled on your wizard hat to make your costume… real.

“Is that…?”

“Yes. One of us can tap into the magic of All Hallows Eve and truly become something else. It is potent, powerful magic, but it is so strong that the wielder will be unable to use any of the other tools I brought, they would simply be absorbed into it.”

“What do you think, Jim?” You turn to your friend, but a lifeless jack-o-lantern stares up at you. You’ve been dragging a scarecrow for the last five minutes.

But, deep down you knew that, didn’t you?

“Maybe… maybe if we make his costume real, it will fix him,” you propose. “Godpunch Lightning-Fucker probably isn’t vulnerable to being turned into a scarecrow.”

Victoria gives you a long stare. “If that is what you want, then I will use it on Jim. Or you can turn yourself into a true cattle driver, or I can become a witch’s familiar.”

“Wait, if you turn into a cat then how will I know what to do?”

“Familiars can speak, among many other things, Merlin.” She smiles, just a bit, despite the situation you’re in. “And I chose tools that you would be familiar with anyway. At least, for the most part. But the time for talk is done. We must sprinkle this on the truest part of one of our costumes and move. Annabeth doesn’t have long.”

Poll: Who Do You Use The Dust On?

Yourself

Victoria

Jim
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“Use it on Jim.”

Victoria hesitates, but only for a second. “So be it.” She pops the lid off and sprinkles the dust along Jim’s hammer, the most noticeable and iconic part of his costume. Despite the fact that it was a clearance item from a demon weapon set, Jim took the time to modify it, sculpting the edges and adding some different color schemes until it was something completely unique. There’s also at least an eighty percent chance that it’s a functioning bong, though that’s true of pretty much anything Jim touches. You watch, unaware that you’re holding your breath as the dust shimmers into the hammer. Just like the hat before, it’s quality seems to rise a hundred fold, looking less like a prop and more like a genuine weapon of tremendous power.

Unfortunately, that’s all that happens. No sudden burst of new costume magic, no rush of power from the character springing to life. No movement from Jim, who remains a lifeless scarecrow.

“Does it need a while? Last time-”

“Last time the user was not a scarecrow,” Victoria interrupts. “The choice is made, now we must simply live with it.” She roots around in her bag and pulls out a small leather book. “I trust you remember what this does?”

You do indeed, it’s a book of you, one that can call forth moments of your life, when you can find the right page. Deciding that the water pistols aren’t going to be much help in a fight, you toss them from your holster and slip the book into one. Victoria is extending the bag now, leaning back as she nods for you to dip a hand in. Okay, nothing creepy about that. Dipping your fingers into the bag, you pull out a small glowing pearl the size of a large marble. Seeing it seems to make her even more squeamish, so you quickly tuck that into a holster as well.

“What you have drawn is a pearl of-”

The crash of a tombstone being ripped from the ground cuts her off, as one of the giant rag ghouls yanks away your hiding spot to reveal the entire family of monsters staring at you both. Guess you weren’t being as quiet as you thought. Or a clan named “Whispers” has good hearing. Either way, you react on pure instinct, grabbing the nearest thing to a weapon you can find and swinging with all your might.

Good news: Jim’s hammer, now gripped in your trembling hands, manages to actually knock the monster back a couple of feet. Bad news: it’s still standing, and now seems pissed. Fight didn’t work, so it’s time for flight as you roll to the side and dash to your feet, Victoria’s sleek running form already a few feet ahead of you.

“Use the tools!” She yells the command, just before leaping into the air, much higher than anyone should be able to, and landing claws first on another of the giant ghouls. The rest of them aren’t standing around like useless lumps though, instead they’re trying to converge on both of you, and given their size and numbers you have a feeling they’ll probably succeed.

“Easier said than done!” You scream back, pumping your legs to try and put some distance between yourself and the closest pursuing ghoul. Despite the fact that monsters are chasing you around a magic graveyard, howling for your blood or whatever, you need to try and think. Victoria gave you weapons to fight with, time to use the damn things.

The biggest, most obvious tool is the currently enchanted hammer that’s still in your hands. Except that it’s not doing what it’s supposed to and turning you into Godpunch Lightning-Fucker. You wrack your brain, thinking about the first time you used the dust. When you put on the hat, you were already wearing a makeshift wizard outfit. Tonight, however, you’re dressed like a cowboy. Maybe the issue is that you’re not close enough to Godpunch for the magic to work.

If that sounds crazy, I agree, but these are the kinds of thoughts you have while being chased by ghouls.

There’s also the book, but based on your experiences last time it took a bit of fumbling about to make it work. You needed to hunt down a word you could read, and even if that happens quickly there are no promises it will be a useful moment. Still, at least that’s a magic you understand and can use, which puts it a leg up on both Jim’s hammer and the mystery pearl. The pearl is anyone’s guess, as Victoria is too busy murdering ghouls, and the air too filled with their odd, unnatural howls, for her to give you any tips on exactly how the damn thing works.

Actually, one sound does cut through the ghoul noises, a piercing shrill scream coming from the center of the clearing. It’s a curse word, or a mashed up collection of them, spewing from Annabeth’s mouth. With only one glance you can see that the gaunt man with the knife is drawing closer. Right, you forgot this was supposed to be a rescue mission, didn’t you? While you don’t know what he was waiting for initially, evidently you and Victoria moved up the timetable as his drawn blade all but glows with moonlight.

Taking a sharp turn, which unfortunately your pursuer ghouls are able to replicate, the fuckers, you veer back toward the center of the clearing where Annabeth is. This does catch some of the ones you pass by surprise, as they evidently aren’t used to people running toward them. Just another in your long life of stellar decisions. Sadly the ghouls chasing you remain hot on your tail, giving you no room to think or strategize.

It’s time to act, and when you do you’ll only have seconds. You can shake off the duster and hat in the hopes of becoming a blank slate and triggering Jim’s hammer, you can fumble through the book and pray you locate a good moment, or you can swing a mystery pearl around and see what happens.

Between the man with the knife advancing on Annabeth and the monsters all-but breathing down your neck (though you don’t actually know if they breathe) there’s no question that if the shot you take doesn’t land, there won’t be time for a second.

Poll: What Do You Try?

Shed your cowboy costume

Fumble through the book

Throw the pearl
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Slipping off the duster with as much grace as you can manage, which isn’t a lot, and knocking the mushed up hat off your own head, you whirl around on the nearest ghoul and swing Jim’s hammer for all it’s worth. The blow sends it staggering, this weapon definitely has some juice, but there’s still no ripple of magic or sudden change. And that kind of sucks, because while you may have stunned one ghoul, there were five more right behind it, all of whom dog-pile on top of you.

From the under the mound of monsters wrapping their arms around your limbs, you’re pretty sure you hear Victoria scream something, but it might not even be her voice. Their powerful grips are beginning to pull you in multiple directions, looks like no one is even bothering to turn you into a scarecrow. You can still feel the hammer clutched in your hand, that much at least they’re avoiding, as you wrack your brain. Losing your own costume wasn’t enough, so how can you be more like Jim’s character? Accessories are out, even if you’d taken some from Jim’s body you sure as hell couldn’t putting them on while the ghouls swarm you.

Then, just as two are beginning to yank your legs apart like a wishbone, the memory strikes you. When Jim made you read his stupid comic, you remember that the character had a catch-phrase he would shout when leaping into battle. You were never sure if it was an actual play on the old “Up, Up, and Away!” or just something Jim put in because it made him chuckle. Either way, it wasn’t a combination of words that was easy to forget, so you might as well try them before you get drawn and quartered. Even if it means you’ll have to do some serious explaining to keep Victoria from punching you after.

“Whenever sexy co-eds are in trouble, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker will be there!” Oooooh that sounded much stupider out loud than in your head. Fucking Jim.

For a moment, the ghouls pause and you think that even they are mortified for you. Then the bolt of white lightning rips down from the sky, striking Jim’s hammer and engulfing you in a burning glow.

When it clears, all the ghouls have been knocked away and you feel good. I mean, holy shit, you thought wizard powers were something nice, but right now you feel like you could dropkick the sun, which actually this character might have done, now that you think back to the comics. Jim clearly did not hold back when doling out the powers: you’re hovering several feet off the ground, muscles swollen with incredible strength, eyes aglow with sight that pierces the darkest of veils.

“What in the quiet hells are you supposed to be?” The gaunt man has frozen in place, staring at you with absolute shock. You point Jim’s hammer toward him, thinking back to your roommate still frozen in his scarecrow state, and summon a blast of energy that would push the moon from orbit.

“Pissed off.”

There’s now a scorched trench in the ground where he was standing, the force of the blow carving it with his body as it was pushed through the earth. Still smoking on the other side, he rises, limping and burned, but unfortunately alive.

“Children!” he yells, and the ghouls begin to converge on you.

“Beer golems!” you scream, and from the sky a torrent of hoppy wet ale begins to fall. As it lands, the alcohol forms up, turning into humanoid forms that throw themselves between you and the ghouls, soaking their rags and trying to drown whatever dwells within.

“Beer golems?” Victoria is standing by the table, her claws a blur as she cuts Annabeth free and hauls her into her arms. “This was definitely something Jim made all right.”

“You brought outsiders into a quarrel between houses?” The man with the knife, his ghouls battling an endless sea of animated alcohol, is looking between you and Victoria with angry, desperate eyes. “You bring shame onto the name of WIllowbrook!”

“A quarrel between houses? You forget yourself, Talbot Whispers.” Despite having Annabeth back, Victoria looks as furious as ever, which causes her enemy to shrink back. “There is no longer a house of Whispers, only lost fools who couldn’t adapt to the changing age. My servants are more than enough for a mongrel outsider such as you.”

“You think he can beat me with petty tricks?”

Well damn, if that’s not a cue for an ass-whupping, then I don’t know what is. And neither do you, so you go ahead and take it, flying forward at breakneck speed and then trying to actually break his neck with a blow from your hammer. The strike produces a series of audible cracks and jerks Talbot’s head to an unnatural angle, but he’s somehow still moving as he lunges at you.

“Even if I am only the leader of a former house, you can’t kill me with secondhand magic like this!” He jabs the knife against your side, but it doesn’t so much as pierce the skin, and you grin right in his shocked face.

“My roommate made this character just in case we had to deal with more magical shit again, so one of the first traits he gave it is an immunity to being harmed by magic. That, and the big fucking hammer.” You crack Talbot across the brow, sending him sprawling to the ground. This time you press the attack, snapping his arms and getting a good one in on the chest. No matter what you do though, he still seems to be alive. Admittedly, he’s not really moving much and looks like shit, but his eyes are open and he’s breathing.

“Enough,” Victoria calls at last. “Talbot Whispers is an old fool living in a forgotten world, but he spoke the truth. Your power will not be enough to undo him. At least, not as it is now.”

She appears in your vision, her fury calmed and focused, but not abated. Carefully, she puts a hand against the crackling hammer that you’ve used to beat the dude senseless. “Talbot Whispers has wronged both of us, Merlin. Tried to take what we hold precious. We have equal claim to his life, but as a reward for what you’ve accomplished, I will grant you the choice of who takes it. A few words from me, and this hammer can finish the job. Or, should you like to keep your hands unstained, I will happily take our revenge. Either way, tonight the rotted remains of what was once the house of Whispers shall crumble to dust.”

Wow, that got real heavy. Then again, you didn’t really know he was immortal when you blasted him with the first shot, so you did try to kill him once. Though this doesn’t feel quite the same, does it?

Poll: Who Will Kill Talbot Whispers?

You

Victoria
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Despite the absolute torrent of rage and power currently coursing through you, killing someone, especially in cold blood, seems just a step too far. Maybe if it were self-defense, but thanks to you Talbot Whispers has more broken bones than whole ones. Hell, he’s probably hating that immortality a little right now. But people need to be restored, take back what was stolen as Victoria puts it, so it looks like this is his last Halloween.

Just… not by your hands.

“All yours,” you tell Victoria, lowering your hammer and stepping back.

She lifts an eyebrow in surprise before a soft grin uncurls on her lips. “Years together, and you still surprise me, Merlin. Walking away from all that power, I’m not sure if it’s noble or idiotic. Perhaps it is simply you.”

“Wait, power?”

But Victoria is ignoring you, grabbing Talbot Whispers by the scruff of his neck and dragging him over to the same table he strapped Annabeth down on. She pulls him like he weighs no more than a limp doll, not unlike the very scarecrows he made so many of the other Carver Street residents into. With a fluid motion, she throws him onto makeshift headstone table, though given his broken limbs she doesn’t bother strapping him down.

Near you, Annabeth bends down and picks up the knife meant to be plunged into her, dropped by Talbot when you were beating him like a discount drum. She looks up at you for a moment, gleaming weapon in hand, and then walks slowly over to her sister. The ghouls are trying to stop them, but a drizzle of beer still rains from the sky, reinforcing your golems as they hold the line. You really need to talk with Jim about character balance when this is over, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker is way to overpowered.

“Talbot.” Victoria’s voice is, appropriately, a whisper, yet still carrying across the graveyard. “You laid hands on my kin tonight, and for that you have to die. But you also interfered with the Willowbrook gathering of tribute. That sin, however, is forgiven, since you were kind enough to set up this ceremonial altar so perfectly. And now, at last, the moon is in alignment. Tribute can still be paid. A different kind, an older kind, but it will suffice for the year ahead.”

Annabeth slips the knife into Victoria’s hands, then wraps both of hers around the jack-o-lantern pail and steps back.

“We thank you for your tribute, Talbot Whispers. At long last, you once again have a purpose in this world.” One motion, too fast for even your augmented vision to trace, and suddenly Talbot’s neck opens into a red yawn. You brace for the spray of blood, but it never arrives. Instead, something far worse comes rocketing out.

A tornado of shadows tears from Talbot’s form, some shaped liked people, others animals, and some are creatures you have never seen before, and would gladly give up your vision to never see again. Wails and moans from the ghouls echo through the graveyard as their rags fall away, more shadows rising, joining with the swirling mass that has risen from Talbot’s neck hole. The mass spins, faster and faster, moving slowly forward. For a moment, you think it’s all gone to shit and they’re coming for you, but then you see their true destination.

The shadows are being sucked, slowly but surely, into the pumpkin pail clutched in Annabeth’s hands. It’s eyes and mouth are definitely glowing now, no small flashes like with the candy, as it devours the monsters shade by shade. Part of you suspects the only reason you can see this so clearly is the power you’re hopped up on, and that same part of you secretly curses Jim for giving Godpunch such good vision.

At last the final shadow goes into the pail, clawing with ethereal hands as it vanishes into the orange depths, and suddenly the graveyard is as quiet as… well, a graveyard. But, you know, one that’s not magical and filled with monsters. Hurriedly, you race over to Jim, only to find him still a lifeless scarecrow laying on the ground.

“Victoria!”

“Relax, Merlin. He, along with every other member of my territory, will be restored. But we had to take what was stolen first.” Even as Victoria speaks, she and Annabeth have walked over to join you. Leaning down, Annabeth dips a hand into her pail, carved triangular eyes now permanently aglow as if by some inner candle, and pulls one of the shadows out. She pushes it into Jim’s jack-o-lantern mouth, and suddenly he begins to fade and warp like the ghouls did.

When it’s over, Jim is lying there, back to his normal body, but unmoving. Just when you’re about to voice more concern his eyes spring open and he sits straight up. Reaching into the depths of his costume, he pulls out his flask, tips it to the sky and doesn’t stop until he has emptied the last few drops.

“Holy shit I have like the worst cotton-mouth ever,” Jim announced at last. You wrap your roommate in a careful hug, but still notice Victoria roll her eyes and mumble the word “theatrics” under her breath.

“Whoa, what the floppity fuck man? Are you Godpunch?”

“Yeah.” You pull back, then extend the hammer to Jim. “I had to borrow this for a while.”

“You know, I’m not that mad about being a scarecrow, but missing my character come to life, that blows. Oh well, I plan to turn this night blurry anyway.” Jim reaches out and takes his hammer, and as he does all the power goes draining out of you. The magic is gone, as is the costume, and now you’re just a guy wearing cheap holsters with a book and a pearl stuffed inside, since the rest of your cowboy outfit was thrown off. Oddly, Jim doesn’t seem to transform, the magic merely evaporates off the hammer like fog in the morning sun, turning back to the same prop it was before.

“I thought this stuff lasted until sunrise,” you ask Victoria.

“The dust is an ingredient, nothing more. I cast quite a different spell on that than the one cast on you. Unless you wanted to try and gamble a dream before morning’s light?”

“No, no; this was enough gambling for now.” You take a step back on reflex, only mostly sure she’d kidding.

“Good, because we have many homes to visit if we are to set things right.” Victoria smiles for the first time in hours, gazing at her safely rescued sister.

Annabeth is helping Jim to his feet, which are unsteady either from the massive flask draw or the hours as a scarecrow. While they struggle, you look out at the graveyard, contemplating the insanity of what just happened. Part of you wonders, just what the hell was Talbot? For that matter, really, what is Victoria?

And deep down, in the scariest part of yourself, you wonder what about you is so broken that the ghouls didn’t even want to steal it.

“Hey, Victoria, can I ask you something?”

“After your aid tonight, it would be wrong to deny you something as simple as information,” Victoria responds, clearly catching the weight of your tone. “But be warned, Merlin. Sometimes, things are unspoken for a reason. Often, that reason is your own protection. Break that silence carefully. Some truths cannot be re-covered, once they are unearthed.”

Poll: What Do You Ask?

What are you and Annabeth, really?

What were the ghouls taking from people?
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“Iwas just sort of wondering… what exactly were those ghouls taking from people, anyway?”

Victoria tips her head back, taking in the bright light of the moon while Annabeth and Jim lead the way home a few feet ahead. “To answer with exactness is difficult. There are many names for it across the mortal cultures: soul, spirit, essence, identity; my personal favorite has always been ‘the spark of life’. The culmination of your mortal existence, the thing that is irreplaceable in every person. It’s why a re-animated corpse comes back as a mindless hunk of flesh, rather than a person.”

“Wait, you re-animate dead bodies?”

“I didn’t say I did it, just said that’s what happens when someone does it,” Victoria corrects.

“I’m not really sure that’s better.” You fight back a shudder, working to stay focused. “Okay, so the ghouls take the spark of life. Is there any reason why they wouldn’t want someone’s? That they would think it’s… broken?”

Victoria’s gentle grin never wavers, but you notice her almost miss a step. It’s a small thing, one you’d dismiss in anyone else, except that Victoria is built of grace and strength. For her, that might as well have been a giant prop fall onto the ground.

“There are reasons I can think of. Sparks that are too pure cannot be handled by such beings, for example, though I’d hardly call those broken. Those touched by certain forms of power present a more difficult challenge in extracting, as with Annabeth and myself. For a ghoul who lacks much sense, that might feel like a broken thing. Also, there are certain forms of… trauma, that can have unexpected effects.”

“What sort of trauma?”

“Nothing you’d need to concern yourself with.” The reply from Victoria comes quick, maybe a tad too much so. “Not unless your spark has been forced across the veil between life and death multiple times.”

“Like, resurrected?”

“More or less. Taken any three day naps in a cave that you recall?”

“I feel like I’d remember dying.” And you don’t have those memories.

But… you do have the nightmares.

“I wouldn’t worry about it too much.” Victoria lays a comforting hand on your shoulder. “In just our time together, you’ve been exposed to multiple forms of magic, and that’s to say nothing of the other misadventures you and Jim have. All that mojo has probably just given your spark some sort of abnormal hue, which confused the ghoul.”

“Yeah, I guess you’re right.” It does make the most sense out of all the options. And just because you dream about deaths that never happened, devouring demon jaws and explosions in mid-space and being beaten to death by evil clones, it doesn’t mean anything. Lots of people have strange dreams. Hell, given the shit you’ve survived, it would be weirder if you didn’t have nightmares.

Ahead of you, the cemetery gates are standing there, swung open and leading back onto the normal world of Carver Street. Annabeth and Jim go ahead, but Victoria stops you before you two can step through. From thin air, she produces your hat and duster, draped over her arm.

“Can’t very well have you going out there without a costume. There are monsters about.”

“And here I thought I was already with the scariest thing out tonight.”

“Who did you think I was talking about?” She flashes you a charming grin that shows off her teeth, which always look a little too sharp when you see them up close. “Rules are rules, you know. Think of it as a trade, if you like. Two for two.”

It takes you a minute, but you click to what she’s talking about eventually. Digging into your holster, you hold out the book and the pearl. Victoria accepts the former, but holds open her bag and has you drop in the pearl without laying so much as a finger on it.

“What was that thing, anyway?” You slip your now-wrinkled hat and duster back on. They pales in comparison to the stolen power you had minutes ago, but at least the duster still looks cool.

“Concentrated disbelief. Very potent, very dangerous, and that’s all I’ll say on the matter. As you can imagine, it’s not in our nature to freely discuss things that can hurt us,” Victoria explains. “Now, let’s see about getting all those scarecrows restored.”

“After that, maybe we can hit up a bar or two. Seems a shame to turn in so early on Halloween,” you tell her.

“My father’s yearly party is certainly still in full swing. We can drop off Annabeth and then enjoy ourselves, if you like.” There’s a bit of a dare in Victoria’s gaze, subtle yet unmistakable.

A tempting offer, especially coming from her, but you shake your head slowly. “I’ve come close to dying enough times today. If I have to, I’m fine with heading home, watching scary movies, and drinking whatever Jim manages to whip up.”

“Drinking Jim’s cocktails? But you just said you were done tempting fate,” Victoria teases. “That actually sounds rather nice. I think I may join you two, when the work is done.”

The two of you finally cross through the cemetery gates, back into the real world. It takes a few hours, but eventually all the scarecrows are people again, and only two of them try to shoot you when they find strangers in their home.

Before midnight hits, you’ve all returned to the apartment, where Annabeth is eating what you really hope is candy from her pail, Jim is mixing more ingredients than your comfortable with into a cocktail, and Victoria is laughing her ass off at what passes for scary monsters in cinema.

For you, this Halloween peacefully draws to a close as you finally reach…

The Third End
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Someone drank all the coffee. Again. How hard is it, really, to uphold this basic element of human decency? If you finished off the pot, then you make a fresh one. Not the biggest fucking hurdle in the world to clear, and yet here you are again, staring at an empty pot with nothing more than a thin brown film in the bottom.

Biting back a few choice curse words, you rinse the pot in the sink, grab a new filter and the can of grounds, and start the water heating. Maybe by the time you come back, there will be some precious caffeine in there to get you through another shitshow afternoon.

Heading back to your cubicle, you pass the rest of the office drones. Most of them are bent over their desks, trying to look busy as they idly piss away the hours until quitting time. It’s a sentiment you understand well, on any other day you’d be doing much the same. Unfortunately, you’re not like them. Nope, you’re a recent college graduate, an intern, and that means all the work they don’t want to do slides downhill until it reaches your desk. Day after boring day, hour after boring hour, just slugging away in the hopes that this will lead to a real job. Looking back, maybe you should have turned down the diploma. Things never felt this stagnant in college.

Resting on your desk, dropped there in the three minutes it took you to deal with the empty coffee pot, are a stack of W-HJ7 forms. A gift from Mr. Parden, no doubt, one of your managers who never actually seems to be around physically, only existing in e-mails and mysteriously dropped off sets of documents. Shifting the stack to the side, you log back into your computer and prepare to start dealing with this fresh bundle of pain in the ass.

There’s a sound of a throat softly clearing from just over your cube. Lifting your head, you find Sheryl standing there, looking down at you. She’s as pretty as anyone can be under the florescent lighting, no great shocker given Mr. Durn’s reputation for hiring pretty assistants. From the office scuttlebutt, he’s had to settle three harassment lawsuits over the past five years, and from the constantly annoyed expression in Sheryl’s eyes you have a feeling lawsuit number 4 isn’t that far off.

“How can I help you, Sheryl?” You don’t quite manage to sound sincere, but she wouldn’t have believed you anyway so it’s fine. No one actually wants to help one another, or be here in the first place.

“Mr. Durn needs you to update the expense projections for next quarter by this afternoon. You’ve got an hour or so, tops, before he’ll want them on his desk for approval.”

“I’m not sure I can do that. I just got a stack of work from Mr. Parden, and you know he always expects a tight turnaround on his forms.” That’s putting it lightly, last time you took more than three hours you had several strongly worded e-mails in your inbox, with the last few CCing HR so they knew you were “screwing up” too.

“Not my problem. Work some magic and make it happen, Mr. Durn hates being kept waiting almost as much as he abhors hearing that some other manager’s tasks were given higher priority. You know what a pissing contest this place is.”

You do know, quite well at that. Since starting here, you’re pretty sure the managers have spent more time trying to prove their importance than actually getting any work done. Much as you like to think things would be different if you ran the place, everything just sucks so hard, you know you’d probably get drawn in as well.

“I guess let him know I’ll do my best,” you tell Sheryl, caving in like you always do. These days, anyway.

“Maybe I’ll find a better way to phrase it than that. They hate things like ‘doing your best’. They all call it an excuse for failure.” Sheryl starts to turn, and you notice a brief flash of orange on her brown suit jacket.

“Hey! What’s that?” You tap your own chest, pointing to the spot where the orange is on her.

For a moment, Sheryl’s eyes start to narrow and you realize too late that out of context this probably looks like idiotic harassment. Then she glances down at her outfit and smiles. It might be the first time you’ve seen genuine joy on her face. Hell, it might be the first time you’ve seen anyone in this office happy at all.

“It’s a pumpkin, duh.” She turns back all the way so that you can see the bright orange brooch properly. “Didn’t you realize that today is Halloween? I love this holiday. The fun of costumes, candy, and booze; the sense of magic in the air; the history and power that comes from everything around this time of year.”

You start to think back to your own Halloweens, but nothing really stands out. Just a few drunken blurry memories with your roommate, Jim. But Sheryl still looks cheerful, so you nod along anyway. “Yeah, it’s a great holiday.”

“The best,” she corrects. “Some college friends and I are doing a bar-hop downtown tonight. You can come out and join us, just no talking about the office. Assuming they don’t keep you here all night.”

Sheryl’s smile fades as she heads back to Mr. Durn’s office. Having a nice conversation was an unexpectedly pleasant surprise, but with her leaving it’s time to face the reality of your shitty situation. You need to pick a project to work n, because even giving your all you may not be able to manage even one of these on time. Mr. Durn or Mr. Parden, one of them is going to give you an earful before the day is over, at least try and keep it from being both.

Poll: Which Project Do You Prioritize?

Mr. Durn’s

Mr. Parden’s

Ignore Both
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“Evening, Wilbur.” You greet the cheap plastic skull that sits on your dining room table, one of the few pieces of decoration in this sparse studio apartment. There’s also a signed drawing from Jim of his comic’s main character, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker, as well as a framed photograph of you, he, and your friend Victoria. You haven’t actually seen Jim in months, not since his web-comic was optioned and turned into a real strip, which was then grabbed by a hungry movie studio. From what you’ve seen online, the shoots are going well, even if Jim has gotten in trouble for passing out in a few public places.

Although your one window mostly looks out on a nearby brick building, there is a small sliver that shows you the city beyond. Right now, it’s a sea of twinkling lights, since you were at the office all the way to sundown. The last shards of sunlight were fading when you entered your building, and it seems they vanished entirely during your fourteen story walk up the narrow stairs. You pause to appreciate the view before heading to the freezer and yanking out a microwaveable meal.

Mr. Parden was pissed that you put him on the backburner. It was only by promising to come in tomorrow, off the clock of course, and work that you managed to somewhat ameliorate the situation. Too bad, you might have liked to go out tonight. Sheryl had even dropped off a Post-it with the name of the bar they’d be hitting. But there was no way you could show up hungover tomorrow, even if you were technically unpaid while in the office. If the work you turned in wasn’t perfect, you’d be out on your ass, and finding this job had been hard enough to begin with.

As your meal turns in the microwave, slowly approaching the point of being edible but never actually reaching it, you look at the framed photograph once more. It’s from Halloween, actually. How did you forget that? Plain as day, there you all are. Jim dressed as the famous dragon-turtle, Victoria as a witch, and you wearing that cheap wizard costume you cobbled together at the last minute. Except… where’s the hat? There was a hat, you know there was, that’s what kicked off all of the… the what?

Did something happen that night?

Loud buzzing from the microwave breaks your concentration and chases away whatever odd thoughts you were entertaining. Grabbing your “food” you head over to the couch and turn on the television, trying to distract your senses as much as possible while you shovel dinner into your gullet. There’s a handsome announcer dressed in a cheap Dracula outfit, talking about a Halloween parade that’s going on later that night. It sounds like fun, yet another thing you might like to participate in but ultimately know you can’t. Those crazy, drunken wild times that you never seem to quite remember were part of college. With that piece of life behind you, it’s time to grow up.

You’re just finishing the microwaved food when the room goes dark. No, not just the room, there’s also no light coming from anywhere else in your apartment either. However, you can see light from other nearby buildings through your sliver of a view, so it looks like only your building is affected. Probably everyone plugging in lights and spooky decorations for their Halloween parties flipped a breaker. Geez, don’t they know some people have to work in the morning?

After half an hour of waiting, you begin to suspect that perhaps the maintenance man is also taking the night off. Wouldn’t be the first time he got deep into revelry and left all of you tenants to fend for yourselves. You know what apartment the guy lives in, and it’s not too far away. Maybe he just needs someone to wake him up. Then again, you also know where the breaker box is, the damn thing hangs above one of the washing machines in the basement, impossible to miss. It might just be easier to go fix the problem yourself so you can have a little time to relax tonight.

Going to your closet, you yank open the door and grope around. For an instant, in the pitch black darkness, you forget what you’re looking for. You almost expect to find some cobbled together rack of trophies and keepsakes from a myriad of impossible adventures.

But you don’t find any of that, because that would be crazy.

Instead, your hand closes around the cold metal of a flashlight, and when you turn it on there’s nothing to be seen but your few sets of work clothes, freshly pressed and waiting to be worn. You head over to the front door, flashlight making the trip much easier, and pull it open. More darkness there.

Except for the flash of movement you see out of the corner of one eye.

It’s fleeting, so quick you’re not sure it was even there in the first place, and if not for the weird skittering sound that echoes from the walls you would probably be able to dismiss it as a trick of the light. When you sweep your flashlight around though, there’s nothing to see. Just more empty hallway leading to those damn narrow stairs.

Still, it’s hard to shake the feeling that something is there, watching you. You take deep breaths and assure yourself that it’s all in your head, a strategy which makes you feel more sane but does nothing to lessen the sense of being watched.

You know what? None of this is really your problem in the first place. You pay your rent; it’s the building staff’s job to deal with these sorts of issues. You could go back in and leave it to them. Or wake the superintendent up so you know he’s on task. Or just go deal with the breaker box so that the building will have light and these creepy sensations will go away.

Really, any of them are good options, but standing in your doorway like a dumbass isn’t.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Go back inside your apartment

Wake the superintendent

Deal with the breaker box
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Screw this, you aren’t going to wait around for someone else to solve your problem. Damnit, you’re a junior-level intern, you know how to get things done. Pausing to lock your door (bold choices are all well and good but you don’t exactly live in the safest neighborhood) you take your flashlight down several flights of stairs, past the empty entry hall, and into the basement. It’s darker here, no surprise given that this area lacks windows, and even less shockingly you’re the only one who’s ventured down. Most people are probably either out having fun or too drunk to care that the power is down.

As you make your way through the musty room, you feel a pang of envy in your heart for those people. Halloween used to be a fun holiday, before real life and responsibility soured it like so many other former joys. This is different though. At least, it feels different. Some part of you keeps insisting that Halloween is special. Or it used to be special. But no matter how you scour your brain for a reason this particular holiday would carry more weight than others, you come up empty. Just more drunken blurs like so many others from college. Wow, you may have had a drinking problem back then, now that you really think about it.

The soft thunk from a nearby washer draws your attention and your flashlight as your heart starts hammering in your chest. Peering inside, you see a blob of wet clothes that have settled near the bottom. Right, people probably had laundry going when the power died, and it’s going to shift as the weight of the water seeps in. Steeling your nerves, shaking off the memory of fleeting movement outside your door, you turn from the washer to the breaker box. The sooner power is restored, the sooner you can head to bed and get a jump on work tomorrow. Maybe if you really push through, you’ll get off in time to go do something with your afternoon.

Probably not, though.

Yanking open the breaker box cover, you shine the flashlight onto the worn-out circuitry and immediately spot the problem. Not a terribly hard task, the power around here blows often enough that almost everyone has a passing familiarity with how to fix it. Reaching out, you grab the thrown breaker and jerk it back into position.

The lights flicker on as power flows back into the building. Unfortunately, the decrepit nature of the breaker box has finally caught up with it, and the power is flowing into you as well. Electricity lights up your nervous system, filling your eyes with sparks and crackles as you struggle to yank your hand away, an issue impeded by the fact that your muscles seem to have seized up. Finally, with one concentrated jerk of effort, you fling yourself back from the breaker box and land heavily on the floor.

Everything around you seems to have dissolved into a sea of crackling lights and blurry images. Your eyes can’t focus, and your ears are ringing as you mentally grope about for anything approximating solid ground. All of it feels wrong, though.

No… all of it is wrong. What’s going on? Why are you in this building? Why are you working this shitstain of a job? Where are your friends? But… what friends? Jim, of course, except you know where Jim is, he moved off to turn his comic into a movie. And Victoria… were you ever even that close? You can’t remember, you just know something is wrong, even as you fail to find any proof to point to.

As you’ve been rolling about on the ground, your vision is starting to clear as your mind becomes more muddled. Now if only the ringing in your ears would vanish as well. The room is dark again, and judging by the sparks the breaker box is throwing off that’s not going to change anytime soon. More noises comes from the washers, no doubt clothes resettling after you made the machines briefly function again. Except that as you glance over, you catch sight of something in the beam of your flashlight. The shoulder of a hulking, shadowy form slowly walking forward, shoving the heavy washing machines out of the way with its methodical pace.

Your heart forgets to beat and your lungs freeze as you take in the shadow of something that to see fully would break your mind. It’s a hallucination. It has to be. The breaker box shocked you, and now you’re seeing things. Very realistic, terrifying things that are moving real world objects. You just need to think straight, if only this damn ringing would stop…

And then, it does, as the sharp noise crystalizes into words, words being screamed at you from somewhere unseen.

“For the love of All Hallows, get a move on Merlin! Run!”

That’s all it takes. Not even you know why for sure, but at the sound of that familiar female voice urging you on, the danger of your situation finally snaps into reality. Without wasting another moment, you grab your flashlight and bolt up the stairs. The idea of heading back to your apartment never even crosses your mind, you need to get clear of this place now.

Somewhere safe, ideally with other people around. Oddly, the office is the first place that springs to mind. There’s a night shift there, and it’s hard to imagine anything supernatural happening in a place that dull. There’s also the Halloween parade in downtown, a spot that has to be jam packed with bodies. Or you can always fall back on the tried and true destination of your past: a bar. Specifically, the one that Sheryl invited you too. A familiar face might be nice, and at least you know there won’t be a shortage of crowd to blend in with in a bar on Halloween.

Racing down the entrance hall, you burst through the apartment building’s front doors and into the street. A scream nearly tears from your lips as you see all the monsters about, before you remember that this is a holiday where everyone wears scary costumes.

You need to get your shit under control, which starts by picking a destination to flee toward.

Poll: Where Do You Run?

The office

Halloween parade

Sheryl’s bar
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No need to reinvent the wheel here. You’re scared, you need people around, and you could damn sure use a drink. The bar fulfills all of that criteria, so you start booking toward the downtown section where Sheryl and her friends are all meeting up. Grabbing a cab would be nice, but you aren’t eating nightly microwave meals and living in a shithole because you’re rolling in cash, now are you? Thankfully the walk isn’t too long, at least your apartment’s location is decent, and it takes even less time because you’re half-running in your adrenaline hopped-up state.

Finally, you arrive at the bar, getting some wary eyes from the bouncers who let you through despite the fact that you’re sweaty and still wearing office clothes. You make your way in the door and scan the room for Sheryl, a task instantly complicated by the fact that everyone here is in costume. After bumping past someone wearing a massive Staypooft Marshmallow Man outfit and a whole crew of Ninjitsu Turtles, like, way more than there ever were on the show, you stumble through and see a friendly, familiar sight. No, not Sheryl. The bar. In a few strides you make it over and begin the dance of trying to get a bartender’s attention without seeming pushy.

The exercise is particularly futile tonight, as you’re competing with people in elaborate costumes that more naturally catch the eye than your button-down and slacks. Add in that the bartender is male and some of these outfits are quite… entrancing, and it’s no wonder his gaze keeps sliding right past as you desperately signal that you want a beer. Just when all hope seems lost, you hear a familiar voice nearby.

“Let me get two more.”

By the time you’ve fully turned, you find Sheryl already standing there, two cold dark beers in hand. She’s grinning, clearly aware of the ordeal you were dealing with, and she hands you one of the drinks. “We figured out early on that it’s faster to let us gals make the drink runs. Nice costume, by the way. Did they just let you out of the office?”

You’re about to explain… no, you’re about to fumble over your words horribly as the truth and lies mash in your mouth once you realize how crazy the story of your night so far has been, but mercifully you are saved from yourself by the realization of what Sheryl is wearing. The shirt is cut a little lower than one would expect, and some accessories have clearly been put together on a low-budget, however there’s no denying that she’s rocking a the costume of a famed space ruffian. It’s such a stunning sight that it momentarily knocks the stupid out of you, and you say the first words that pop into your mind.

“Have you ever forgotten something that you knew you needed to remember, but didn’t know how?”

Sheryl blinks in surprise, taking a long sip of her own beer. The two of you are moved slightly away from the bar by the natural flow of traffic, and when she speaks again the general din of nearby noise is diminished. “Sorry, I was mentally bracing myself for a bad lightsaber innuendo, not something so existential.”

“Been getting a lot of those?”

“Enough that I’m happy to have a change of pace. So, you forgot something? What, like at the office?”

“No. At least, I don’t think so. Further back than that. Something from college, maybe a lot of things, honestly. I had… an electrical accident, and it seemed like my memory was getting jogged. But then it all slipped away. I’d rather not roast myself in an attempt to remember, although I don’t have a lot of other great ideas.”

Sheryl stares at you for several seconds, perhaps for the first time noticing how disheveled you look. “How important can this really be if it’s from college? You got a degree and escaped, which means you handled the main job.”

“I won’t know for sure until I can remember it.” You pause, realizing how crazy this must sound to someone who wasn’t in your head, who didn’t see that shadow monster shoving the machines. Here, in the bar, it’s hard to imagine any of it was real. Maybe the whole thing was just a post-electrocution delusion. Except that voice, the one that called you Merlin. It sounded so familiar. “But I feel like I really need to remember, even if I don’t know why.”

“Okay,” Sheryl replies. “If it’s that important, I’ll try and help. Beats listening to my friends talk about their great new post-college jobs anyway. To jog a memory, there are several schools of thought. You can recreate the mindset you were in, trigger it via sense memory, or search out external records. Given how quickly you’ve been downing that beer, I’m going to guess you were a drinker in college?”

“I may have put a few beers away,” you admit.

“Then there’s our path to the mindset. If this is something you lost via blackout, maybe we can get it back the same way. Plus, this bar has $2 well shots all night, so we can get there on the cheap. As for sense memory, is there anything you can pick out about the weird memories? A smell or scene that we can find something similar too and see if that brings things back?”

That’s a tougher one. There wasn’t much clear during the electrical mind scramble. Just uncertainty, and the voice, and flickering images under the static. One of them seemed a little more distinct though, a big, dark looming shape like-

“A haunted house.” The words spill out before you can think them through, which might be a good thing. Things you think about seem to have a way of slipping from your mind lately. “I can’t remember much, but there was this huge mansion, filled with people in costumes. Probably had to be a haunted house attraction, right?”

“No shortage of those tonight,” Sheryl points out. “Lastly, external records. Obviously that’s a long shot, since not many people are recording the actions of drunk college kids, but if you have a friend who took pictures or videos maybe they can help?”

“My best friend, Jim. He was there for everything in college, although I don’t know that his memory is going to be much better than mine. Still, might be worth a call-” As your hand slaps at your left pocket, you feel the crunch of movement and recall just how hard you fell down when the breaker box shocked you. Sure enough, the debris you pull out certainly looks like a phone, or bits of one, but it’s not going to be making any calls.

“Bummer. Do you know his number?”

You shake your head, who actually memorizes phone numbers anymore? But… but maybe there is still something. “Jim used our lives as inspiration for his web-comic. There might be something in the backlog that touches on the thing I’m trying to remember.”

“Okay, well I’m definitely going to want to hear more about this web-comic making roommate, but for now I know of a library with lots of computers down the street. They have Halloween events every year, so I’m sure they’ll be up and running. We can go read a web-comic there.”

Poll: How Do You Jog Your Memory?

Get wasted

Find a haunted house

Read a web-comic
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“Godpunch Lightning-Fucker sure does seem to have a lot of adventures centering around chesty women and drugs.” Sheryl is sitting in the chair next to you, reading the comic as you click from page to page. “Should I take that as an indicator of how you two spent your college years?”

“I’m pretty sure mostly just the drug part was true. Jim would hook up sometimes, but I could never really pin down one feature he was drawn to, and definitely not something as obvious as that. I think this might be a place where art and life diverge.”

The two of you are seated in a large bay of computers, which is empty save for you as everyone else in the library is taking part in the big event downstairs. There’s candy, party games, and prizes for literary themed costumes. Honestly, this library fucking rocks, and if not for your sudden mental crisis/potential breakdown it would be a really cool way to kill an evening, especially with Sheryl around for company.

“Well, at least he’s consistent. Unlike his sidekick; I can’t figure out what the hell is going on with that guy.”

“Sidekick?” You’ve been scrolling through the pages quickly, searching for anything that seemed familiar rather than studying them in depth. To be fair, there are only so many hours in a night and Jim managed to whip up a huge backlog to this web-comic before it was optioned. Apparently Sheryl is a faster reader than you though.

“Yeah, the nameless guy who shows up early on. First he’s a wizard, and that’s fine given that we have a dude with a magic hammer and an enchanted bong as the main character, although don't get me started on that idiotic incantation catchphrase. Then the sidekick shows up again later on wearing a devil outfit, but in one scene he casts a spell like he’s still a wizard. And now he’s wearing some sort of cowboy ensemble? Seriously, could your buddy not decide on what he wanted?” Sheryl reaches over and taps on the glass screen, pointing to a character you somehow missed.

No… no you didn’t miss him. As you squint your eyes, trying to make out the form that refuses to come into focus, you realize that something kept you from seeing the sidekick. Maybe the screen, maybe your own mind, maybe something else entirely. But whatever it is, it’s still working. No matter how you shift your eyes, the figure on screen refuses to come into focus. Instead of continuing to fight that losing battle, you let your mind drift, mulling over the clues Sheryl provided. So the sidekick starts as a wizard, then dress like a devil, and finally ends up a cowboy? That… itches in your mind. It’s something, you know it is, you just need to keep pushing.

Your hand is furiously clicking at the search bar when the sound of what seems like a book falling heavily to the floor reaches your ears. Thankfully, Sheryl turns toward the noise as well, meaning at least one part of this day isn’t in your head. Both of you flip around to look at the rows of books outside the computer bay, but there’s no movement. It is a big library after all, and it’s not like no one else has permission to be here. That’s what you try and tell yourself as you finish getting to the final pages of Jim’s comic.

Sure enough, the whole thing is blurry. “Sheryl, can you read these?”

“Sure, the art style isn’t any worse than when it started. Not really any better either though, which is odd given how many of these he obviously drew.”

“I can’t read it,” you tell her. “I couldn’t see the sidekick either. I have no idea what that means, I just know it’s the first semi-lead I’ve had in a while. What’s happening on these pages?”

Sheryl gives you another long stare, and then leans closer to the screen. “We skipped a big portion, but it looks like something happened to the sidekick. Godpunch is talking to the Lady of Autumn, trying to figure out what they should do. She says she has a plan, but her power will need to be at its zenith – wow I’m surprised this writer even knew that word – before she can act.”

Another loud thud, and then another, and another, all coming from different areas in the dark rows of books.

“Who’s the Lady of Autumn?”

“Could you not see her either? She’s been there since the beginning. A little overly vague and mysterious for my tastes, but she does move the plot along. Hang on, I bet if I go back a few pages we can see what happened to the sidekick.” Sheryl reaches over you, going for the mouse, just as a shadow momentarily blots out the light. It’s like a brief cloud passing overhead, except that you’re inside, and the ceiling on this floor is twenty feet high.

Both of you glance up to see nothing there, which is far less comforting than it should be. More noises are coming from the rows behind you now. Only they don’t sound like dropping books anymore. They sound more like footsteps. Heavy, angry footsteps.

“Do you hear that?”

Sheryl pats you lightly on the arm. “It’s Halloween, people are just trying to scare us since we wandered off alone. Relax.”

You want to believe her, but the noises are getting louder, and suddenly you’re keenly aware of just how vulnerable the two of you are up here. People, you need more people.

“Come on, we have to get out of here.” As gently as you can, you take Sheryl’s hand from the computer and begin leading her back toward the stairs.

“Wait a second, I was only a few clicks from-” Sheryl is cut off as the computer you were both sitting out lets out a series of pops, crackles, and suddenly spews forth a stream of sparks. “-nothing, I guess. Okay, yeah, maybe we should get around more people.”

The two of you dart down the stairs, ears trained and ready for anything sneaking up on you, racing to the ground floor and the safety of a crowd. Except… there’s no crowd to be found. Just more emptiness. All the decorations and games are still set up, but there isn’t a soul anywhere. Despite knowing what will happen, you still try the front door and find it unyielding.

Sheryl is spinning slowly in a circle, understandably wary of being snuck up on. “This has just gotten officially creepy. Maybe they all went to the basement to tell scary stories or something?”

“And locked the doors?”

“I’m grasping at straws here, the ideas aren’t supposed to make a lot of sense,” Sheryl shoots back. “Look, whatever is going on here sure seems to be centered on you, so how about you figure out what the hell we do now.”

Poll: What The Hell Do You Do Now?

Search the party area

Head for the basement

Look for another exit


6


You lead the way deeper into the party area, keeping Sheryl close by. All around are the sounds of cackling witches and screaming ghouls, playing over a few speakers set up at key positions. The two of you wade past plastic skeletons, half-filled buckets with floating apples inside, and large displays of horror books. It’s as your passing one of these book displays that you see movement, but it’s too late. A pair of black gloves reach out and grab both you and Sheryl.

“Gotcha! Okay you two, go sit in the reading nook until the game is over.” The gloves’ owner, an older woman wearing a Frankenstein costume, releases her grip on you both.

“Sorry… what?” You are as eloquent as always.

“Those are the rules for the Annual Hide and Seek Tournament,” Frankenwoman explains. “Don’t worry, there are snacks and games set up, so you won’t be bored while we find everyone else. Usually they all go hide in the second floor stacks anyway.”

Laughter bubbles up from your lips as your entire nervous system floods with relief. Next to you, Sheryl is making a similar noise. You meet her gaze, and then notice that during the scare your hands intertwined. Both of you linger on that for several moments, yet neither makes a move the break the grip as you head toward the reading nook.

Five years later, although not to the exact day, the two of you hold hands once more as you stand at the altar, professing your vows to one another.

Sixty years after that, she holds your hand at your bedside during the final hours. It’s a time that should be scary, knowing your end is near, but all you really feel is thankful. If not for that crazy shock that triggered what you’ve convinced yourself was a wild delusion all those years ago, you may have never met your wonderful wife, or have been surrounded by your children as your last breath draws near.

This was a good life, and you have no regrets as you face the end.

Well… maybe some part of you wishes you understood what those odd memories were about, but that was a fancy of youth that’s long since lost its importance.

You’re beginning to fall asleep, and somehow you know you won’t be waking up again. Just before you slip off, you feel Sheryl’s lips against yours, one final kiss for the journey onward.

All things considered, this is one of the best ways you could ever hope to meet a…

Dead End
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The screaming startles you, it’s so sudden and fierce you can’t fathom what sort of creature would make that kind of noise. And then you realize: the screech is coming from your own throat.

“Hey, whoa, are you okay?” Sheryl is staring at you in concern, but there are no words you can form that will explain this.

What’s going on? What’s happening? You were passing on, moving to a new realm, and then something yanked you back. You can still feel it all there, though. The years of marriage, the fights and love and anger and trust and boredom and adventure, all of it’s still there when you look at her, but so are the recent memories of just hanging outside the office with her for the first time.

But no… it was real! You know it was real. You had kids! A boy and a girl named… what were their names?

Oh sweet God what were your children’s names?

It’s slipping, all of it, turning muddy and impossible to grasp. You’re losing it, like the memories you came here chasing, like who knows how much before. Maybe you are crazy. What evidence do you really have that anything unnatural is taking place? An electrical shock and a busted computer, hardly damning evidence.

With your mind fracturing under the weight of what you’ve just lost, there’s only one choice. You know, without question, that trying to hold onto this will break you. So you take a deep breath, say a silent goodbye, and let it all fall away.

After a few seconds, the pain in your head lessens and the memories become vague, details too blurry to feel any true loss. Not long after that the screaming halts too. As you come around, you realize that Sheryl has her arms around you, holding you close. It’s familiar in a way you can’t let yourself realize, so you begin to slowly rise to your feet, wiping away the tears you didn’t notice you were shedding.

“Glad to see you’re back on your feet, but what was all that?”

“I don’t… I’m not… my head hurt. Really badly. Probably a leftover from getting shocked and falling down this evening.”

“Yeah, I’ve read lots of comics where electricity gives people super powers, however super migraines were not a part of that package. We need to get you to a hospital.”

That doesn’t sound like a bad idea. If nothing else, it will be well-lit and full of people, so more monster attacks seem less likely. Or, on the off-chance you really are slowly shedding your marbles, maybe someone there can help you get your head on straight.

Fine a plan as it is, however, there’s still the issue of actually getting out of the library. You can’t go back to the party area, either things will happen the same again or it will be different and you’ll know you’re crazy. Neither of those is something you can handle at the moment.

“What if we go around back to find an exit,” you suggest. “A place with this many books is bound to have a shipping area for receiving new items, maybe we can find an open door near there.”

“Worth a shot, I guess. Are you sure you’re up for it?” Sheryl is visibly concerned, which is pretty fair given that she just saw you totally lose your fucking shit for a while, but seeing the expression still makes something in your heart hurt.

“I will be, once we’re out of here.” Both of you probably know that’s a lie, however its one best dealt with after the current crisis has passed.

Racing through the halls, ignoring any noises you hear as best you can, the two of you go deeper into the library. It’s time consuming; this place is pretty massive, even if a half-dozen areas are roped off. Unfortunately, one of those roped off areas apparently contains the route you’re looking for, because after several failed attempts to find freedom you and Sheryl have come up short yet again. Even worse, in these sections of the library far from the revelry, the lights have been kept low. Every time your eyes fall upon shadows you tense up, waiting for them to move. None of them do, though, making that crazy diagnosis seem more and more probable by the second.

“Okay, that’s the last open area and we’ve come up empty,” Sheryl announces. Bless her, she’s been keeping track of your routes and failed attempts while you’ve been too busy staring at shadows to think properly. “Looks like if we want out, we’re going to have to break some rules and head into one of the sealed off sections.”

“Is that safe?”

“It’s a library, not a labyrinth; they just don’t want kids screwing around and getting lost in here.” Sheryl turns back to the nearest hallway, mumbling something under her breath and ticking numbers off on her fingers. “Based on the way these halls have gone around, I’d say our best bets are heading into Historical Documents, the Occult, or the area where they store old newspapers. Microfiche or whatever. The shitty screens they show in movies.”

“You… you pick.” After what happened last time, you’re not sure you can handle another poor choice. She’s been the one tracking all this route information, she has her shit far more together than you do, it makes more sense for Sheryl to decide where to go next.

Sheryl’s mouth is hanging open, probably in shock. No… wait, that’s not right. It’s not hanging open, it was starting to speak and it froze, along with the rest of her body. Everything around you is still, actually. No hum from the lights or rustle of the old building settling.

The world has gone silent and frozen.

Dead quiet.

Then you see the shadow as something runs across the light overhead. You glance up, expecting to find nothing, but you’re extremely wrong. Something is on the ceiling. A lot of somethings, with a lot of eyes all staring down at you.

Holy shit.

Holy shit you have to get out of here.

As you begin to run toward Sheryl, the world snaps back into motion. There’s no time to stop and discuss, looks like you’re going to be making the choice after all.

Poll: Where Do You Search?

Historical Documents

The Occult

Microfiche
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Nothing seems to be following you as you duck under a thick rope meant to keep people out, though you do have your eyes scanning about, hunting for any signs of moving shadows or sudden monsters. It’s thanks to that alertness that you notice a sign for the Occult section and quickly steer Sheryl and yourself into this new area of the library. The place is musty and the tomes are large, perhaps out of a desire to create ambiance or maybe because people don’t peruse this section all that much. And why would they? Everyone knows magic, like all things supernatural, isn’t real.

Or at least, it isn’t supposed to be.

“Slow down for a second, I need to get my bearings if you want me to try and figure out where the exit might be.” Sheryl sets her feet, halting the both of you, and starts looking around the room. “Help me out here, check for any halls that make sharp turns to the south. Those are going to be our best bet.”

You comply, because it’s not like you’ve got any better ideas at the moment. Granted, your version of searching involves more frantic, darting glances to the ceilings and walls in case anything tries to sneak up on you, but you’re also looking for halls in the process. It’s not a hall that catches your attention, however, nor is it another monster. No, it’s a book on a nearby shelf, pulled out just the slightest bit from its brethren so it stands out. On it’s spine there is no title or author, only a single image etched into the leather.

The image of a jack-o-lantern.

Before you even realize your hand is moving, you’ve snatched the book off the shelf and dropped into a nearby chair. You don’t even know what you’re hoping for, which is sort of a theme of your life when you get down to it, but your fingers are a blur as you turn page after page, waiting for something to leap out at you.

And hot damn, do you ever find it.

“The Lady of Autumn.” You don’t mean to say the words out loud, they just sort of slip out. Sheryl walks over from the other side of the room to stare down over your shoulder. On the page is an illustration of a woman cloaked in shadow, wide hat and billowing gown hiding all but the barest glint of a dangerous smile. She’s surrounded by pumpkins… make that jack-o-lanterns, now that you look more closely. The moon above her is full and bright as her outstretched hand seems to beckon you into the page.

“Damn. I was not expecting your buddy to have based that webcomic on lore this obscure.” Sheryl leans in closer, studying the page. “I’m a big Halloween fan, and I’ve never heard of any of this stuff before. Halloween has High Families, and people with titles? After we get you to the hospital, I’m coming back and checking this book out.”

While Sheryl is rattling off facts that are somehow both foreign and familiar to you, your eyes keep scouring the page for something specific. There was a part of Jim’s comic that didn’t add up, even Sheryl noticed it and she doesn’t know the guy. A word he used, way beyond his altered mind’s vocabulary. It’s a straw, you know that as you grasp for it, but a straw is still something solid enough to put your hand on. Then, you see it. Down near the bottom of the page.

“It is said that the Lady of Autumn’s power is at its greatest on All Hallows Eve, and reaches its true zenith at midnight.” You start to reach for your busted phone out of habit, but Sheryl is quicker on the draw.

“Right now is about ten past eleven,” she tells you, reading from the bright screen. “Is Jim going to release a new comic when the time arrives or something? I have to admit, that’s some pretty clever marketing if so. Hiding a hiatus in a plot thread centering on lore almost nobody knows. That’s some meta shit right there.”

“Jim doesn’t plan anything that far ahead. Jim can barely plan which shoe to put on next while already wearing one. This isn’t him.” No, it’s not is it? Save for scoring illegal substances, at which your old roommate was a damn wunderkind, Jim rarely put this much planning or forethought into anything.

But someone did. One of you was crafty. Almost never fearful or panicked, always ten steps ahead, gliding over problems like she knew they couldn’t touch her. Your eyes are nearly burrowing into the picture on the page. Maybe you’re imagining it, or losing your mind, but the shadows don’t seem to be obscuring the Lady of Autumn’s face quite so well as they did before. And there’s something familiar to that grin.

Carefully, you hand the book over to Sheryl, taking a few steps away to get your bearings. The last bits of your screaming episode have begun to fade; you’re starting to think more clearly again. And the most obvious realization is that whatever is going on, you might not be able to get out of it. You tried that, you got decades away from this, only to be pulled back here. So if you can’t get out, then perhaps you’re better off going through.

“Sheryl, I’m not going to the hospital.” You sound uncharacteristically resolute in the declaration, good for you! Unfortunately, her eyes narrow as she looks up from the book, instantly weakening your resolve.

“Really? Because I just watched you suffer a migraine so awful you couldn’t stop screaming, so the hospital sure seems like where we need to be going.”

“It won’t help. Whatever is going on with me, I can’t keep running from it. I need to hit it head on. Until I get my memories back, I don’t think this is getting any better,” you tell her.

“That’s what we came here to do. But then the computer crashed and you had your freak-out, so unless you’ve got any fresh ideas I’m all out. We don’t know how to trigger your memories.”

Walking over to a desk lamp on one of the library’s tables, you flick a switch on, then off, several times. “Not true. We do know one way that has jogged my memories already.”

Credit where it’s due, Sheryl doesn’t need any more explanation than that. “Are you out of your fucking mind? You want to electrocute yourself again?”

“You don’t have to stay for this.”

“Oh eat shit, like I’m going to let someone fry themselves and just go drink at a bar.” She takes a deep breath and steadies herself. “Look, why don’t we keep looking through these books. We’ve literally read a single page of this one and gotten good information. Or, if you insist on trying to roast yourself, at least let me hang around to cut the power if it looks like you’re in trouble.”

You’ve seen a determined stance like hers before (but where?) so you know she’s not going anywhere. Research or electrocution seem like your best options at the moment, which says a lot about how shitty this situation really is, but the clock to midnight is ticking down. No time to waste.

Poll: What Will You Try?

More research

Solo electrocution

Shock yourself with Sheryl’s help
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“Are you sure about this?” It’s not the first time Sheryl has asked you this question, but it’s likely to be the last. Together the two of you have yanked the power chords out of several lamps, wound the exposed wires around you, and plugged them all into one surge protector. Sheryl is holding the plug for the protector several inches from a wall socket, and from the look on her face she’s clearly hoping you’ll take the out.

“I’m sure. I can’t keep scrambling around, trying to find breadcrumbs. I need to know what’s happening if I’m going to have a shot at getting through this.”

“For the record, you do know that this seems completely aboard the nutty bus, right?” Sheryl asks.

You nod, keenly aware of how deranged you sound. Hell, how deranged you might be. That’s the other reason you need to do this. If what’s happening is really just your brain freaking out from being shocked, then another session should make it worse. Should that not happen… well, at least you can safely rule out a potential cause for the night’s events, even if that leaves you with two unpleasant options. Because if it’s not the shock that did this, then either monsters are real or you’ve got some major issues under the hood, and both of those come with serious implications.

“Hang on, nearly forgot.” Sheryl hops up from the surge protector and runs over to a shelf. Her hand darts along until it closes on a small leather-bound book.  Bringing it over, she motions for you to open wide. “Bite down on this. I might be remembering this from a movie, but I think it will keep you from biting your tongue when your body spasms.”

Holy shit, that hadn’t even occurred to you. You really haven’t thought this plan through at all, huh? Without hesitation you open wide and bite down. The book tastes musty, which you didn’t know was a taste, but it’s probably better than the flavor of your own tongue’s blood.

“I’m keeping this short and sweet. We can do more rounds, but I’m not risking this for too long. If you don’t like it, tough. Find someone else willing to watch you light up.” With that, Sheryl heads back over to the surge protector and picks up the plug. She looks to you, and you tilt your head forward, giving her the signal to do it.

The plug goes in and your whole nervous system seems to light up, your teeth chomping deeper into the book’s leather cover. Ohhhh shit this hurts. Last time it was one quick shock and a fall, but now you’ve got a continuous current coursing through you. Sparks fill your vision and your head starts swimming. Why in the hell are you doing this again? You cast your mind about, trying to figure out what would compel you to do something Jim-level stupid…

And there it is. A trove of memories about Jim that come bursting forth. Fighting aliens, dealing with your clones, racing through ancient mazes, that time he turned your costume into a bong and-

The electricity cuts off as Sheryl yanks the plug. Shit, shit, it was all there and it’s starting to slip. You were close to something, you know you were. Frantically, you nod at Sheryl to keep the shocks going, but she looks wary. Still, she inches the plug forward and puts it back in, drowning you in pain once more.

Pain… and memories. With everything in your body thrown out of whack you can finally access the part of your mind that’s been walled off. Jim ruined your costume, and you had to get a new one, so you got some dust sprinkled on a wizard hat, entered a costume contest, and ended up hanging out with that girl from your high-school… Victoria.

As soon as your mind locks onto her, the floodgates open. How could you ever have forgotten her true nature? She’s Halloween royalty, your friend, and a not-so-secret crush you’ve been harboring for years now. Victoria’s voice was the one you heard, telling you to run. If you had to bet, that book was probably left by her as well. She’s trying to break you out of whatever this is, and apparently midnight will be her best chance. You need to find her, help her, and that’s a daunting task. But at least you know what you’re after now, and that you’re not crazy.

Except more memories are pouring in. Not of Jim or Victoria, but of you… dying. Eaten by a demon, dissolved by a slime monster, torn apart by wild chupacabras, each time only to be hurled back into your body with a vague sense of the danger awaiting you. What is this? What the-

Again the power cuts off, and this time Sheryl is at your side, yanking the wires off your arms. “I think I saw you smoking that time, so we are officially done with this shit. Did you get what you needed?”

Letting the book slide from your mouth, you test your voice and find it responsive, if a bit drier than usual. “I did. I remember. Not all of it, a lot is still murky, but enough to know what I’m trying to do. I need to get home.”

“If you’re not heading to the hospital, which I still really wish you would, that’s probably the next best idea. We’ll get you back to your place and let you sleep this off.”

You begin to protest, but then reconsider. Maybe your apartment is exactly where you need to be. It’s where Victoria would know to look for you, and it’s where all this started. Then again, she did tell you to run, so maybe it’s somewhere to avoid. But if not to there, then where? Where can you go to make it easier for Victoria to reach you? Somewhere spooky seems like the best bet, she’s always at her strongest when things are scary. Perhaps a graveyard? That’s in line with her general style. Or somewhere haunted, like a historic mansion or abandoned building.

“Are there any graveyards or places famous for being haunted around here?”

“Branch out a little they said, talk to the cute intern they said, and this is where that gets me.” Sheryl isn’t exactly muttering under her breath, however the words clearly aren’t meant for you. “There’s an old farm that’s supposedly haunted not too far out of town, it was even on a ghost hunting show. As for graveyards, I think there’s a small one nearby in the historic area of the city. If we get a cab, we could probably make one of them by midnight. Assuming we can find a way out of this place, I mean.”

With less than an hour left on the clock, you’re only going to get one shot at this.

Poll: Where Will You Go?

Your apartment

The old farm

The graveyard
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Finding an exit is actually pretty easy, turns out Sheryl was right when she analyzed the layout and guessed where a back area might be. Once you two are outside, it’s a quick matter to hail a cab and tell the driver to take you to the nearest graveyard. From the look on his face, he clearly thinks you’re up to some shady shit (and really, is he wrong?) but you’ve got money to pay the fare so he takes you where you want to go.

Quick a drive as it is, there’s still some distance to cover, and by the time you arrive at the graveyard’s iron gates the clock on the cab’s dash reads fifteen until midnight. Grabbing some bills from your pocket, you thrust them into the cabbie’s hands and hop out. Behind you, Sheryl begins scooting over to get out on the same side but you carefully shut the door before she has a chance.

“The hell are you doing?” Crap, you forgot the window was half-rolled down, and it’s all the way down now that she’s got a hold of it.

“Look, Sheryl, I’m grateful for the help you’ve given me tonight. I’m not sure where I’d be without having you at my side through this shit. But from here on, I think I need to go alone. Whatever is waiting for me in there is probably going to be dangerous.”

“Seems like all the more reason to have backup,” Sheryl points out.

Slowly, you lean forward and kiss her gently on the forehead. In the course of getting shocked, you regained a few flickers of the life you two shared together. Enough to make this decision an easy one. “I have no idea if you, or any of this, is real. In case it is though, I want you far from danger. Don’t worry about me. One way or another, I’ll be alright. Whether I like it or not.”

You pull the last of your cash from your pocket and slap it into the cab driver’s hands. “Take her wherever she wants to go, just get away from here.”

Sheryl reaches out, grabbing you by the hips and pulling you in close. She kisses you on the lips, quick and fierce, before releasing you from her grip. Surprisingly, Sheryl doesn’t object as the car pulls away from the corner, though she does watch you from the back window until it pulls out of sight. A piece of you aches to see her leave, but that time you spent together feels surreal, unstable in your mind. The further you get from it, the less the memory hurts.

It was a long, unexpectedly lovely dream; however, the time has come to wake up.

You march up to the gates, expecting them to be locked. To your surprise, they swing open at your touch. After five steps inside, you hear the loud clang of them slamming back together. You check to see if they’re locked, although it’s largely formality. They are, and you knew they would be, because that’s how these sorts of things play out.

Walking along the cobblestone path between grave markers, you keep your eyes peeled. It would be nice if you had a way to keep track of the time until midnight, but with a busted phone and no watch you’re out of luck. Just in case, you reach into your pocket to see if any of your phone is salvageable, and are shocked to find a cell phone that is both entirely whole and not yours. It is familiar though, and that’s because you’ve seen it plenty of times tonight. Sheryl slipped you her phone, that’s why she grabbed you by the hips. The kiss was a distraction, probably. It’s locked, but the bright glowing letters can still be seen without getting inside. Twelve minutes to go.

Something rustles from behind you. Resisting the urge to spin in place, which is honestly impressive at this point, you turn slowly to discover a few rogue leaves being blown across the ground. Creepy, sure, but compared to eyeballs along a ceiling it doesn’t pack much of a punch. You keep walking along, lampposts on the path lighting your way.

It’s peaceful here. Probably the most peaceful place you’ve been since deciding to leave your apartment. Actually… it’s a little worrying how peaceful it is. Shit, did you pick the wrong place? Is this an area Victoria can’t access? Something should have happened by now, right?

And then, as you look at Sheryl’s phone, the clock reaches 11:50. With ten minutes to go, the peace around you shatters. Snarls fill the air, each sounding like they are coming from behind a gravestone. A pale oak tree begins reaching toward you, long branches warping into gnarled fingers. The shadows are swirling despite the moon’s unmoving position.

Shit is going down, in other words, and you’re standing out in the open like a dumbass.

You bolt forward, debating whether this is a good sign or not. Victoria deals in the creepy, so the world turning this spooky feels like it should be familiar, yet something about all this feels off. It’s not Victoria’s brand, this is too chaotic, too wild. But it’s all around you, and midnight is still ten minutes away, so you’re going to have to deal with this.

The outline of hulking, shadowy figures bring your feet to a sudden halt. You can see them a ways off, lumbering about, knocking over anything they touch. It’s too dark to make out details of their form, and that’s a mercy you’re grateful for. Unfortunately, there sure seems to be a lot of the things. And they’re heading in your direction.

Glancing about, you search for anything that might be useful. Nearby is a mausoleum, which seems like a morbid but effective hiding place. There’s also a small patch of trees, these thankfully unanimated, you could try going high and hoping they don’t spot you. And on the ground you see a hefty branch, one just about right for acting as a club. Maybe it’s time to stop running and start fighting back against these assholes.

Poll: What Will You Try?

Swing a branch

Climb a tree

Hide in a mausoleum
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So, when faced with a world twisting nearly beyond recognition into a realm of horror and huge shadow-monsters knocking over solid stone, your plan is to pick up a tree branch and whack them with it?

Bold move.

Snatching the branch off the ground, you begin racing toward the hulking figures. It’s stupid, and insane, and will probably accomplish nothing, but you know what? It feels right. This is what’s been wrong all night, you kept racing away from the crazy and dangerous situations.

That’s not you.

You barrel in headfirst like an impossible moron, trusting in luck and your friends to keep you safe. Idiotic a plan as it is, it at least feels like something you, the real you who doesn’t work cubicle jobs or eat microwave sad-meals (unless you’re super drunk and the delivery places are closed), would do.

Amped on adrenaline, you let out a loud yell of triumph as you slap at one of the shadow monsters with your stick. It does nothing. Less than nothing, really. You still can’t make out many of their features in the dim light, but you do see the stick pass harmlessly through its back. Maybe they aren’t real after all? That thought lasts all of five seconds until one of the shadow creature’s arms whips back, striking you in the chest. The force of the blow sends you literally flying through the air, until you land heavily on the grass and slowly roll to a stop.

Given the pain in your torso, it’s safe to conclude that those things are real, or at least real to you, which is fundamentally the same from your perspective.  Also, they hit like fuckers. That was a glancing blow and you’re lucky to be alive. If you’d hit a tree instead of sailing through the air, that might have been lights out for good. Victoria probably isn’t going to be too happy if she pulls a corpse out of whatever this place is, and even dead you’re not sure you’d be beyond her wrath.

Unfortunately, the sounds of more headstones being knocked over betrays the fact that those shadow monsters are approaching, and fast. A lone punch from one of them sent you through the air. If they all gang up on you, it’s as good as over. Scrambling through the grass, you try to pull yourself to your feet. If you’re going down, it’s not going to be on your back.

Before you make it all the way up, however, a new noise splits the air. The sound of thunder, so close and loud it’s like lightning hit mere feet away, despite the cloudless sky overhead. Then you hear some of the dumbest, most beautiful words to ever grace your ears.

“Whenever sexy co-eds, or awesome roommates, are in trouble, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker will be there!”

There’s only one man who can speak those words without a trace of shame in his voice, and as you cast your eyes about it’s easy to spot him. The dude is literally glowing with power and floating several feet off the ground. His costume looks a little different than last year, but there’s no question about it: Jim is here, dressed as Godpunch Lightning-Fucker and rocking some Halloween costume magic.

“Jim!” You yell at him, as if he didn’t know you were there, overwhelmed at seeing a familiar, friendly, face at long last.

“Hey man!” Jim holds out his hammer, letting out a blast of energy that wipes out the approaching line of shadow creatures without effort. “Been a while. How are things going, and are you holding anything stronger than booze by chance? Victoria cut me off from my stash until this was done.”

Yup, that’s Jim alright.

“What the hell is going on here? Where are we, how did you show up, and what are these things?”

Jim stares at you, his glowing eyes blinking several times. “So that’s a no on the enhanced party favors then? Guess it’s fine, we should be able to head back soon enough anyway.” The blinking starts again, only this time it’s not Jim’s eyes, it’s his whole body. The glow is starting to short out, fading away a little with each interruption. He drifts downward, his feet hitting the ground as he lands near you and the glow vanishes completely.

“Balls, I forgot that wasn’t going to last. Really should have kicked more ass when I had the time.”

You follow Jim’s gaze to the destroyed headstones, where the shadows are beginning to form back together into solid masses.

“Jim, buddy, I need you to focus for a minute. What the hell is going on right now?” You grab him by the shoulders, all but pleading with him to give some answers.

“Right, shit. Sorry, keeps slipping my mind that you’re in the dark. The short version is that we’re in a wish, and Victoria is back home trying to punch through to bring us out. She juiced my costume earlier tonight, but apparently magic doesn’t work so well here. Part of why getting you out is such a pain. Not really sure how I got here, I was supposed to come over with her at midnight. Godpunch is summoned by reckless bravery though, so if you did anything truly stupid that might have been enough to yank me through.”

Okay, that didn’t make a lot of sense, but at least it was something. Victoria is busting you out, this world is some kind of wish, and most important of all you’re not crazy. Yanking out the phone, you check the time. Five minutes left.

“So if magic doesn’t work here, what the hell are those things?” You point to the shadow monsters who have nearly reformed. Oh, and there are twice as many this time, isn’t that just a dinglecherry on top of this shit sundae.

“How would I know? Victoria just said the place would have defenses. I’m going to take a wild swing and guess they’re that.”

Crap. What are you going to do?

“Crap, Jim, what are we going to do?”

“Dude I literally just rode in on a lightning bolt of magic and I’ve barely had any drugs today, how am I the one you’re asking for a plan? Let’s just try to not die for the next five minutes.”

Huh, near-sober Jim makes some oddly good points. Come on, think! You can try to outrun these things, they’re faster than they should be but not full on sprinters. Maybe you can outwait the clock by keeping ahead of them.

Then again, they do seem to be sticking to the darker parts of the graveyard, so it’s possible they can’t go into light. If you and Jim hunker down under one of the lampposts, you may just last long enough to get out of here.

And, of course, there’s always the tried and true classic of hiding. Strong as these are, you don’t get a very wily vibe from them, so that might be enough to buy you five minutes. 

Poll: What Plan Do You Pick?

Run around

Huddle under a light

Hide
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“The light!” You grab Jim by the shoulder and drag him across the graveyard, toward the nearest lamppost. Together, the two of you get in the direct center of the dim yellow light, not nearly bright enough given how dark the graveyard is. It’s like the very air is turning murky, the world shifting into shadow. Is this whole place coming undone? For that matter, you still don’t even know what this place is.

“Jim what did you mean when you said we were in a wish?”

“Huh?” Jim has used the short time you weren’t looking at him to pull a medium-sized liquor bottle out from somewhere on his costume and is chugging it liberally. Once he notices you looking at him, he lowers the bottle and offers it to you, which you quickly accept. If you’re getting murdered by shadow creatures, you’re not doing it sober. “Oh right, the wish. Yeah, we’re stuck in your wish.”

You nearly choke on the mouthful of liquor, swallowing it only thanks to college-level amounts of chugging practice before you hand the bottle back to Jim. “I’m sorry, my wish? This is all something I did?”

“Wow, and people say I’ve messed up my brain. Yes, it’s your wish. Remember, we ended up buried in that weird maze outside of town, found a few relics, and one of them was a magic lamp that granted wishes. You were all stressed out because the hunt for a job after graduation was going really bad, so you wished for a secure, peaceful life.”

And you ended up working in a shitty cubicle job. Well, it was secure and peaceful, no question about that. “So it was a Monkey’s Paw situation?”

“No way, I was the only other person there and you need at least four participants to do a proper Monkey’s Paw.” Jim stares at you for a moment, then smacks his head. “Oh, the story! Sorry, thought you were talking about the sexual position. Sure, it was a Monkey’s Paw thing. You got ripped out of reality, and once I escaped the cave I brought Victoria the lamp. She said she could pop you out, but it would take a lot of mojo. Anyway, here we are.”

What a place to be, at that. Surrounded by shadowy figures that are slowly drawing in closer, the circle of their bodies so tight you can no longer see past them. You’re not even sure there are multiple bodies anymore, it seems like one solid seething mass of shadow reaching out with disgusting claws.

Occasionally you catch sight of an eyeball or two, and it’s all you can do not to throw up as the world spins in those moments. These things are unnatural; they don’t belong in this peaceful, stable existence. But neither does magic, or Jim, or Victoria’s influence. They pushed your wish-world, and your wish-world pushed back.

The good news is that the light is holding them at bay for the moment. The bad news is that with every passing second, the lamp is growing dimmer. Now and then, it even flickers for a few heartbeats. Their presence is disrupting it, weakening it’s power. If the lamp lasts another full minute, it will be impressive, and you’ve got at least three to go. Not the greatest situation.

Your staring is interrupted by the sound of fabric tearing from behind you. Turning around, you find Jim ripping off a shred of his cape. Once it’s free of the rest, he pours some of the liquor onto the strip of fabric, high heresy for Jim’s code of drinking ethics, and then stuffs it into the mouth of the bottle. From his pocket, he produces a lighter which he twirls once before setting on the ground.

“What… are you making a Molotov cocktail?”

“Shit yeah! These things don’t like light, they’re sure not going to like it when we set the whole ground on fire. That’ll cast a ton of light!”

See, this is why you make the plans. “Um, Jim, those are extremely dangerous, and there’s a good chance that if you threw it close enough to hit the shadows you’d set us on fire too.”

“Wait, people can get hurt here? Isn’t this your wish-world?”

“Apparently I need to make more precise specifications when wishing on evil lamps,” you tell him.

“Oh wow. And you let me make this? These things are really dangerous. Not cool, bud.” Jim stops stuffing the strip of cloth in, leaving most of it still damp and sticking out of the bottle. “But I think we need to do something.”

As if on cue, hell, maybe actually on cue for all you know, the overhead lamp flickers again, this time for a few full seconds. By the time the light comes back on, the grasping hands are halfway to you before shrinking back from the dim glow of the dull yellow light. Jim’s right, you’re not going to survive in here long enough to meet with Victoria. Running to another lamp might buy you time, but you’re surrounded on all sides. If you want to see midnight, you have to bust through this wall of living shadow.

Glancing around, you take stock of your items. A half-finished Molotov cocktail, a lighter, a formerly-enchanted hammer, and a cell phone. Not exactly a sawed off shotgun and a chainsaw hand, but you might be able to make something work.

The phone screen puts out light; if you crank the brightness to its max you may be able to punch a hole in the surrounding shadows. Then again, it’s just one cell phone, and there’s a lot of shadow.

Maybe Jim was right about fire. If you wrapped the liquor-soaked cloth around his hammer and lit it on fire, turning it into a makeshift torch, that could be enough to get you to freedom. Again though, you run into the problem of a limited range.

Heaven help you… there is also the option to use Jim’s plan. Finish the Molotov, hurl it at the ground, and pray you get through whatever gap it creates without lighting yourself up.

The lamppost flickers again. No time for debate, there’s barely enough time for action.

Poll: What Tool Do You Use?

Wield the cell phone light

Make a torch

Finish the cocktail
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Even Jim thinks a Molotov cocktail is dangerous, and you’ve seen him willfully ignore poison warnings. If he sees an issue, maybe it’s best not to chance that one. And a cell phone just seems like it lacks the necessary punch to breach a wall of living shadow. No, if you’re doing this, you’re going all in. Because you might die, but damnit at least you’ll go out with a flaming fucking hammer.

Snatching up the liquor-soaked cloth, you wrap it around Jim’s hammer, which still feels more solid than a prop should, then grab the lighter and flick it on. Overhead, the lamp flashes out again, and this time there are no more signs of it coming back on. Looks like you made it just in time as you press the open flame to the cloth.

There’s a whoosh of flame as it catches immediately, apparently Jim doesn’t use high quality fabric for his costumes, and you start swinging that bastard for all you’re worth. The shadows, already reaching out for you, lurch away from the flickering fire, even going so far as to part. It’s not a big hole, but at this point you’ll take what you can get. Grabbing Jim’s arm, you point the hammer forward and push through, ignoring the grasping fingers that run along your back as you shove your way to freedom.

Once you both are through, there’s no stopping. You take off at a run, not even sure where you’re going, just positive you don’t want to be there anymore. There don’t seem to be any more lampposts, the only light in the graveyard is from the overhead moon and your sputtering makeshift torch which is rapidly going out. In the distance, you see something solid and point yourself in that direction. It’s like being lost on an ocean of shadow, whatever looks like land is worth chasing after. As you and Jim draw near to it, the sound of shadows lumbering on your heels, you realize it’s the mausoleum from earlier, although it looks a whole lot creepier now.

The hammer dies out just as you arrive, and the shadows seem to only be getting faster. You take a deep breath readying for whatever is about to happen, and look at Sheryl’s phone… just as the time turns over to midnight.

The front door of the mausoleum explodes off its hinges, flipping through the air and crashing into the grass. From inside come dozens of flaming faces, jack-o-lanterns crawling on bright green vines, chasing down the shadow monsters and biting them with their fire-filled mouths. After the first wave has poured out, another figure steps into view. She looks just like the picture from the book, wide-brimmed hat, dark dress, and of course the dangerous smile. That last one flashes wide as she scans the area and sets her eyes on you.

“Merlin, you really went out of your way to be a pain this year, didn’t you?”

Victoria is stunning, and not just because she’s strolling through an army of flaming pumpkins. Memories and pictures didn’t do her justice, there’s something about the real thing that’s impossible to replicate. Casually, unbothered by the wailing shadows all around you, she walks forward and gives you a brief, but strong, hug. “Try not to make us worry so much on your next silly adventure.”

“Sorry,” you mumble, struck with relief and the experience of seeing her in a one-two punch. “I’m still not really sure what’s even going on. Jim said I made a stupid wish?”

“The wish was fair, given the trouble life was handing you. And in truth, I don’t entirely disagree with the way it manifested. Removing Jim and I from your life was a necessary component in making it peaceful and stable. Both of us are… chaotic influences, to put it nicely. Still, I wasn’t quite willing to let one of my people go that easily.”

“So, was this…” you pause to wave your hands at the graveyard, the city, the whole damn world, “Was any of it real?”

Victoria looks past you, to the headstones and trees, then beyond them, to the twinkling lights of the city. “Are you real? Am I? When one deals with the realm of the unnatural as frequently as I do, you come to understand that ‘real’ is something of a spectrum, and a shifting one at that. This place is real to you, Merlin. Whether it remains that way is something you’ll have to decide.”

From behind her back, even though both her hands were at her side a moment ago, Victoria produces one more jack-o-lantern. The face carved into it isn’t particularly scary. If anything, it looks sort of bored. Or peaceful, maybe.

“What do you mean I have to decide, didn’t you come to bust me out?”

“I don’t have the power to do that,” Victoria explains. “No one does. The only one who can end this wish is you. And I didn’t come to tear you from a world you might love, I came to offer you a way home. I can’t force you to take it. For all I know, this world has everything you want. It might be utopia. You can stay here, if you wish. Live a normal life, away from the madness you’ve grown accustomed to. Marry a nice, normal girl, raise a family, all the things people not dealing with aliens and clones and the like get to do. This jack-o-lantern is your wish made manifest. If you leave it be, it will continue to burn. Midnight will pass and my power will wane, forcing Jim and I home. And without us interfering, things here will return to normal.”

“But what if I do want out?”

“Then you have two options.” Victoria extends the pumpkin, and you take a firm grip on it. “Blow out the candle, ending the wish. We all return home as we are. Or you can smash the pumpkin to pieces, unmaking the wish. It will be as if this never happened for you. Just in case there have been any incidents you’re happier not recalling. But whatever you desire, you need to make the choice soon. I’ve slowed time as best I can, however eventually the minute will be up. If you haven’t made a choice by then, this world will continue on.”

The way home is sitting in your hands. All you have to do is bust a pumpkin or blowout it’s candle, and life will go back to the old way. That is, if you’re sure you want it to. After all, you did make this wish for a reason. There’s something to be said for a peaceful life.

Poll: What Will You Choose?

Blow out the candle

Smash the jack-o-lantern

Leave it burning
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“Peace and stability are overrated.” You lift the pumpkin up, and for the briefest moment consider dashing it on the ground. “But I think I’d like to carry what happened in here with me. It’s raised some questions I may never remember to ask otherwise.” Puckering your lips, you let out a quick gust of air. The candle inside the pumpkin dances briefly before sputtering out entirely.

Instantly, the sounds of flaming jack-o-lanterns doing battle with the hordes of shadows ceases. The shadows, along with most of the scenery, have grown murky and indistinct. The whole world is fading away. Or maybe you’re just fading from it. You like that second version better, it doesn’t come packaged with guilt over what’s happening to Sheryl and your bosses and coworkers, an entire world’s worth of people, based on your decision.

“Questions, you say?” Victoria has a quizzical look in her eyes, meanwhile Jim is trying to… huh, it’s hard to tell. He’s running along the ground, near where the fight was, sniffing… oh for heaven’s sake he’s trying to snort the shadows. This is why you pay more attention to Victoria, who is starting to speak again. “What sorts of questions?”

“It’s hard to put into words, everything is still jumbled up and half-fried with electricity. If I had to pick one though… Victoria, do you have the power to undo someone’s death? Not just raise them, but make it as if they never died in the first place?”

Victoria shakes her head slowly and solemnly. “I can cross between the veil of those who have departed and those who remain, and I can even bring a soul back with me when properly equipped, but what you are describing far transcends my ability. Even the head of the Willowbrook family would be unable to manage such a feat. Moving souls, repackaging them, that is the work of the arcane. What you’re describing demands the power to fracture the very nature of reality itself.”

“Great, so maybe I am crazy after all.”

“I never said that, and I never will.” Victoria reaches out and puts a gentle hand on your shoulder. “You misunderstand me, Merlin. I did not mean to imply that what you’ve described is impossible, only that the beings with the power to do it are much older and stronger than people like me. You’ve seen much, and unlike Jim you don’t run from the weight of what you’ve witnessed in mind-altering substances. Trust your judgement; if it says something is real, then believe that to be true.”

“Thanks,” you sigh. “But you’re wrong about Jim. He was like this before we started getting mixed up in crazy situations. The first day I met him he was setting up a hybrid growhouse/moonshine distillery.”

“How did that work out?”

You chuckle ruefully. “Well, there’s a reason we weren’t in the dorms when you met us.”

Jim has given up on snorting shadows, not that there are really any to snort left. Everything around you looks like a painting that just had water tossed on before it was dry. Colors running together, bits and splotches are swirled about. Sometimes you’ll catch sight of something familiar, like your old apartments, or the break room at work. None of it should be there, but none of it should be in the first place. The wish is unraveling, and as it does you say a silent goodbye to the life you had here. For someone else, someone wiser, or more cautious, it would have been a good fit. But you’re unwilling to trade glimpses of the miraculous for a life free of unexpected peril. You can still remember bits of such a life with Sheryl, though they’re fading fast, and while you have to admit it was a good life, that doesn’t make it your life. No, you got mixed up with a human hurricane of drugs and chaos and formed a crush on a living avatar of Halloween. You’re not the kind of person who expects, or maybe even wants, to go out peacefully after a long life.

The colors have all blended together now, and as they do the world falls away to white, glaring emptiness. It’s so stark it hurts your eyes so you blink, and suddenly you’re back home. It looks a little different, though thankfully it seems Wilbur hasn’t let Jim completely destroy the place, but there’s no mistaking the familiar setting of your apartment living room. And there, sitting on the coffee table, is your jack-o-lantern, the last wisps of smoke already rising and fading from its candle.

“And we’re home.” Victoria lets out a big sigh before falling onto the couch with more grace than anyone really ought to be able to manage.

“Ahem… I believe that means it’s time to return something else to its rightful place.” Jim sticks out his hand, and seemingly from nowhere Victoria produces a plastic pumpkin-shaped pail. Only there’s no candy inside. From what you can make out of the baggies on the top, you expected the DEA and probably NASA would kill to bust the owner of such a stash, which Jim gleefully grabs before bolting to his room. “Be back in a jiffy!”

“What are the odds he remembers how to work a doorknob when he’s done?” You ask Victoria, taking a seat near, but not quite next to, her on the couch.

“Higher than they should be; the man has a talent for that, if such a thing can really be called a talent.” She pauses, paying you a careful glance. “How are you feeling, Merlin? The world we just left was a false one, but you still spent months there. I’d be surprised if there was nothing in it that you missed.”

“I’ll need a little time to sort out how much was real and how much was delusion, but being back where I belong helps. I already feel better.”

“Well, take as much time as you like, so long as it doesn’t exceed a single year,” Victoria says. “You’ll need to be in top form to repay your debt next Halloween.”

You don’t even have a chance to ask her what she means, the confusion on your face is so evident she explains without prompting.

“Did you think breaking into and disrupting another’s magic was easy? It took a great deal of effort and resources, ones which my family will expect to be compensated for. Don’t worry, there’s never a shortage of ways to earn your keep, especially with a family like the Willowbrooks.

Well, that’s going to be a big old sword hanging overhead for the next twelve months, but it’s not like you’re really surprised. You know what Victoria is, sort of, and how her world operates, and you still chose to come back with her. And honestly, she was probably going to get you mixed up in something anyway, so this doesn’t change much. For now, you’re home with your friends again, and you don’t have to do any shitty office work tomorrow. That’s not a bad outcome, all things considered.

“Happy Halloween, Victoria,” you tell her.

“Happy Halloween to you as well. For what it’s worth, I am glad you chose to return. This place wasn’t the same without you.”

Seeing as she’s probably about to follow that up with something creepy, we’ll cut it off right there, leaving with a nice moment for…
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“But why not?”

Taking a deep breath, you force your annoyance down while wrapping another strip of gauze around Jim’s torso. “Dude, if you’re going to black out every conversation, then at least take my word when I tell you we’ve already had them. You can’t be Godpunch Lightning-Fucker for several reasons. One: he’s not a classic movie monster, and apparently that’s the theme of this event wherever we’re going this year. Two: You were him two years ago, and kind of him again last year. Since you were trying to bust me out of a wish-reality that second one is forgivable, but come on, repeating costumes? You’re better than that.”

Pausing, you reach over to the counter where a dozen baggies still remain, pinning it against Jim’s arm then quickly covering it with the gauze. Although he doesn’t recall coming up with this scheme, you have to admit (probably just to yourself though lest he get too encouraged) that it is a somewhat brilliant idea.

“And three: because a mummy outfit lets you hide all these things you insist on calling ‘party favors’ in your costume. As the night goes on you can just unravel as needed to get to your next stash. Now where on Godpunch would you hide all this stuff that some security guard wouldn’t think to look?”

For a moment, you think that shuts Jim up, but when you look over you realize he’s just tilted the Infinite Beer Cup downward and seems to be chugging for all he’s worth. Right… that’s why these conversations always get blacked out; Jim ends up bored halfway through and does what Jim always does when he’s bored. At least the silence lets you work in peace, which is good. Victoria will be here soon, and you still need to get your own costume ready.

It’s your first official Halloween after college, since last year was sort of an alternate-reality shit show. Together, you and Jim have managed to find jobs that kind of pay. While you’re doing white collar junk to pass the time, Jim refuses to elaborate on where his money is coming from. All you know for sure is that you caught him coming home with big rubber gloves that came up to his elbow and heard a few snippets of conversation on the phone.

Basically, there’s a good chance Jim spent that day masturbating farm animals, however there’s really no way of telling if that’s his actual job or just how he spent an afternoon. You, being a wise coward, didn’t ask for clarification. As long as he pays the rent on your slightly-less-shitty-than-college apartment, it’s all good. You’ve seen what a life without Jim and Victoria looks like, and it’s an experience that makes his eccentricity a lot more tolerable.

At last, all the baggies are wrapped and Jim has become a proper mummy, assuming one ignores the beer stains that have already set in around his mouth. Just as you’re about to head to your room, there’s a crisp knock at the door that somehow sounds like the clang of a rusty cemetery gate, despite the fact that your door is only made of wood. Kind of cheap wood, at that. Without waiting for permission, Victoria strolls into the living room.

She is, as always, hauntingly lovely. This evening, her skin is even paler than normal, save for the bright red pinprick-sized holes and bloody trail on her neck. Red irises conceal her true eyes, and fangs that seem far too real slither into view when she smiles. Between all those cues and paired with the black dress and red accents, it’s impossible to mistake her for anything other than a vampire. Sort of makes it extra weird that she didn’t wait for permission to enter.

“Merlin, running late as usual I assume?”

“Look, I could have been ready hours ago. Someone else just needs extra help getting dressed.” You don’t even bother being subtle, Jim is still chugging from the beer cup. Has he stopped to take a breath? If Jim manages to drown on dry land, from beer no less, it would quite possibly be the only death truly befitting of him.

Making a note to check again in a few minutes, you turn back to Victoria. “I’m about to go change. Your weird messenger guy brought the packages earlier. Side-note, you could just tell us what we’re doing. There’s no need for all the mystery.”

“Oh no, you’re quite wrong there. Mystery, uncertainty, the unknown, all of these are core aspects of fear, the fuel that makes All Hallows Eve burn so brightly.” She pauses, giving you a lingering smile where you swear the fangs grow for an instant. “Besides, if you don’t like where we’re going, this way I don’t have to listen to you complain in the weeks leading up to it. Now hurry and change. The event starts soon, and our seers have assured me that magic is at work. Magic my family hasn’t sanctioned, which makes it a crime to perpetrate in our territory.”

Mumbling something that sounds like “what else is new” except quiet enough that (you hope) she can’t hear, you head down the hall to your room. Sitting on your bed are the three garment bags, each packed with high quality costume materials. Why is it always three? It’s nice not having to buy your own costume supplies and all, but it does seem odd that Victoria often presents you with exactly three outfit options year after year.

Unzipping the first, you reveal tattered clothing, thick shoes, and a case of make-up: apparently a Frankenstein costume. Looks nice, and has the added bonus that Victoria is the only possible candidate to help with the make-up, but then you have to spent a night dealing with people saying shit like “actually, Frankenstein was the doctor blah blah pay attention to my pedantic bullshit not my boring personality blah.”

Okay, you might have extrapolated a little there. Doesn’t mean you’re wrong, though.

Pulling open the next costume, you find tufts of hair poking out. So much hair. Hair, and claws, along with fangs, and again more makeup, although in this case it’s mostly spirit gum for all the aforementioned hair. A werewolf. Definitely a classic, and the idea of turning into something hard-to-kill in case costumes become real sounds nice. Also, it’s kind of sad that you have to calculate that possibility into every costume you wear. Then again, at least it shows you’re capable of learning. Slowly, over way too much time. Anyway, werewolf is solid, if you don’t mind getting hair in your mouth, food, drink and everything else you touch all night.

Time for the final reveal, and as you unzip the bag you discover… polka dots? A rainbow of polka dots, complete with floppy shoes, a bright red nose, oh holy shit how are you just putting this together? It’s a clown costume. Granted, there’s a lot more blood on this than most clowns probably have, and you’re almost certain the majority of clowns don’t have sharp claws like this costume, but there’s no doubt about it. Do clowns count as classic movie monsters? Well they’ve been on the rise lately, and there were a few in the… hot damn, the eighties? Yeah, that’s pretty classic by this point. Still, those shoes look hard to maneuver in, and you’re not sure what kind of stares you’ll get rocking an outfit like this one all night.

Regardless, Victoria isn’t going to wait, and the longer you let Jim chug the greater the odds that you have to haul him around.

Poll: What Costume Do You Pick?

Frankenstein’s Monster

Werewolf

Clown
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Fur in the mouth aside, you aren’t passing up the chance to have fangs, claws, and potential regeneration if shit goes sideways. Working as fast as possible, you don the plaid shirt and torn jeans, toss on the claws and fake fangs, then glue as much of the fur on as you can manage. You look a little more hipster than werewolf in some spots, but with the ensemble as a whole it’s clear what you’re going for.

Back in the living room, you find Victoria watching in fascination as Jim tries to swallow five Jell-O shots at once, head tilted back as he swirls them around his mouth. Wordlessly, you slap him on the back, causing a glob of red goo to go shooting from his throat onto the table. Shit, Wilbur, your third roommate, is going to be pissed about that when he gets home. No time to clean though, so you’ll have to deal with it later. Maybe you’ll get lucky and not survive the night!

With everyone assembled, and Jim still grumbling about not being allowed to finish his “snack”, the three of you head out to Victoria’s limo. As usual, Jim rides up front with the mysterious driver, leaving the two of you alone in the back. Once the car is moving, you look over to Victoria expectantly. “So, are you finally going to tell me where we’re going?”

From somewhere within her dress, Victoria produces a cream-colored envelope and offers it over. It takes a few seconds of reading, then rereading to make sure there wasn’t some sinister code you missed, before you finally accept your destination. “A movie theater? That’s our big adventure this year? Some movie theater is doing a festival of horror cinema and you think weird shit is going down. Let me guess, the popcorn machine is going to turn evil.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Victoria chides you. “Popcorn machines are already evil; they’ve attempted at least two rebellions so far. But the treaty of Orville still seems to be holding, so they aren’t our concern this evening. No, the danger here is that a place like this can be potent in the wrong hands. That many people, celebrating their fears, watching things that induce terror. Concentrated fear and belief all pooling in a single place, and on All Hallows Eve at that. One could use that kind of power to many wicked ends.”

“From movies? Old movies, at that? Seems a little easy, given all the other stuff I’ve seen your kind go through.”

“Ah, I didn’t realize you had become the expert on magic over our past year.” She’s smiling at you, showing those dangerous fangs once more. “Your instincts aren’t entirely off, however. Just seeing a movie wouldn’t be enough. If one were to invest some magic, though, amplify the effects as needed, the results could be spectacular. I’ve no idea what is planned at this event, or who is behind it, or how they intend to harvest. This is an interloper, not a fellow family of All Hallows Eve, so we will be going in largely blind. Keep your wits about you, Merlin. And watch out for Jim. I’d like to maintain something of a cover for at least the first hour.”

Personally, you think she’s being pretty damn optimistic, but in a rare display of wisdom (good job!) you keep it to yourself. Not long after that the limo pulls up to a multiplex near the edge of town. You and Victoria step out of the limo, while Jim appears at your side in a puff of smoke with a confused look on his face.

“Ohhhhh, its smoke that really gets you moving. I see what he meant. Shit, I gotta ask if I can buy some of that on the way home. Be a big help next time I lock myself in the bathroom.”

Victoria starts to open her mouth, most likely to ask the obvious question of how one would get locked in a room on the side with the locking mechanism, then lets it shut once more. It’s been a few years, but she’s been with you both long enough to know some Jim questions won’t have satisfying answers.

Heading up to the entrance, Victoria presents her envelope, along with the tickets inside, and the three of you are ushered through. The interior is “spooky” in a very plastic and cardboard way. Fake spider webs, rubber bats hanging from the ceiling, paper skeletons hung on the wall, it’s the sort of Halloween fare you used to deal with, before the days of Victoria. It’s almost comforting, in a way. The closest thing this place has to special decorations are cardboard cut-outs of famous movie monsters. There’s Umpire Mask, Dream-Stabber, Leper-caun, even Glub, the monster from the inky bayou. Also some others you don’t recognize. Looking at how fake everything is, it dawns on you that if Victoria’s sources are wrong, you might just spend a peaceful Halloween out watching scary movies with friends for a change. You try not to get your hopes up, but the idea is still a nice one.

After grabbing drinks, Jim has a cup in each gauze-covered hand and it’s only his determination that keeps them from slipping. Victoria drags you both over to a large marquee with a schedule displayed. “If anything is going to happen, the theaters where people are being scared are the most likely spots of activity. It looks as though there are three films starting soon. Since I am unfamiliar with these mundane, lackluster attempts at terror, I’ll defer to Merlin to decide which one we enter. Choose the option that comes closest to being actually scary, we need to be in the center of the fear.”

“Oh shit! Terror Camp 4 is playing. That’s the best one of the Terror Camp series before the reboot. All the blood was top-fucking notch in that.” You’re not sure if Jim actually heard what she said or is just excited about the listing in front of him. “Damn, and Torture House 3, that’s the last one with the original Rubick’s murderer. After that they kept doing new people who were secret protégés and it sucked.  Fuck me, they’ve even got B-movie classics like Fleshreaver on here. That’s the one with the squash-headed monster that stalks suburbia. There are multiple showings, can we go to all of these? I think I have enough drugs for one, maybe one and a half, but someone here is bound to be holding.”

Well, that was an unexpectedly succinct layout of your three options. Not, uh, not really sure what else to add to that, except maybe Jim should stay in his fucking lane and leave that to the professionals. Whatever, I’m over it. Really. Just pick your movie already.

Poll: What Movie Do You Choose?

Terror Camp 4

Torture House 3

Fleshreaver
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“Let’s go with Terror Camp 4. I’m not big on the idea of maze-like torture chambers, and we kind of already dealt with suburban monsters when we took Annabeth Trick or Treating. Plus, this is more classic horror cinema than pure gore or camp value, best bet for genuine fear.”

“And old school slasher movies have nudity!” Jim lifts his arm up for a high-five, staring at both of you.

After a long minute, Victoria sighs and reluctantly presses her hand to his. “You have the internet, you know. I imagine that would be a better font for such things.”

“It’s like the difference between playing your favorite song or hearing it on the radio, just feels better when it happens organically. Speaking of organic, I’m buying candy!” With the high-five complete, he sprints over to the nearest refreshment counter and begins loading up on chocolate and gummy worms.

“Be honest, between the example he used and the food he’s purchasing, Jim doesn’t understand what the word organic means, does he?” Victoria asks.

You give the most honest answer you can, paired with a weary shrug. “Depends what he’s on at the time. He once cooked something up that got him straight A’s for a whole semester, but after he finally came down one day he’d forgotten all of it. The recipe, the weeks, everything. Lucky for him, that was the semester we had to deal with evil teddy bears on Valentine’s Day. What I wouldn’t give to lose those memories.”

Even as the words pass your mouth though, you question how true they are. After all, last year you had a chance to leave some truly horrifying stuff behind, but instead you opted to carry the burden with you. Perhaps you wouldn’t be as quick to cast off the past as you might think.

After Jim has loaded his arms down with snacks, drinks, and a jumbo sized tub of popcorn, the three of you head off to the theater. Somehow (probably Victoria though) you wind up with prime seats right in the center and midway up. The theater has ample people, but it’s hardly packed. Since there are so many screens showing so much at once, it makes sense. Even a big crowd can only be spread out to a certain extent.

One of the few upsides to seeing a vintage flick at a special event is that the theater mercifully skips the commercials and previews before the start. If you didn’t already know that magic was real, that act alone would likely have you entertaining the possibility. Lights go down, the whispers die away, and for a moment the only sound is Jim’s plastic baggie as he sprinkles something on the popcorn, followed by him loudly trying to eat his way to the bottom of the bucket. Slowly, the projector above begins to hum, and you brace yourself for something strange or mystical.

Twenty minutes later, and the scariest thing you’ve encountered was Jim’s jaws when you reached over to try and grab a handful of popcorn. If anyone else had dragged you here, you might be second-guessing how accurate their information was. You are still having those doubts, make no mistake, you’re just smart enough not to voice them around Victoria. She’s… not the most receptive to constructive criticism. Not to mention, if she turns out to be right there is no way she would let you live down any questioning comments.

It’s a good thing you shut your yapper, because only a few scenes later something odd does actually happen. A bladed saw drops down from a ceiling, killing a camp counselor mid-abstinence lecture. While it’s the third murder of the movie, this time the camera pans upward, giving you a good look at Umpire-Mask, the movie’s antagonist, for the first time in this film. Only, he doesn’t look the way he normally does. It’s more like an outline of a character, all white light and washed out. As you stare, the moment lingers on, the light stretching out from the silhouette to take up more and more of the screen, then further, to the walls themselves.

You’re falling. Not far or fast, but you have definitely left the ground. Sounds, echoes really, linger in your ears. More voices screaming in surprise, or terror. Then there’s a thud, which drowns them out largely because it’s a sound you made. A normal person might lay on the ground, scared and confused, but you’re experienced. You’ve been through weird shit before. So you scramble to your feet in unmasked panic while scared and confused. Okay, not the best improvement, still something though.

Taking in your surroundings, it is instantly obvious that you’re not in the theater anymore. Soft grass is under your feet, which are clad in white sneakers, topped by khaki pants and a yellow shirt. Shit, you’re not even a werewolf anymore, you’re a… oh fuck. You’re a counselor. Whipping your head around, you see it all there lit by the slowly setting sun. Camp WystEyoPen, Lake Unsettling, the cabins, the mess hall, the tool shed with inexplicably bloody weapons. No question, this is the setting of Terror Camp 4. Which you are now in. Dressed as a counselor, the people picked off first and foremost in these films. Even worse, Jim and Victoria are nowhere to be seen. She’ll be fine, if anything Umpire Mask should be running from her, but Jim isn’t one to always make the safest choices. And with the sun going down, shit is about to get real. After dark is when these movies get cranked all the way up.

You can’t help them if you’re dead, however, so maybe standing in the open isn’t the best idea. Nearby is the mess hall, the biggest building in the camp and the most likely place where other scared people might try to congregate. Plus, given how many snacks Jim was eating, he’s obviously coping with some munchies. Then again, safety in numbers doesn’t always work out in slashers; maybe it’s better to head to the tool shed for weapons. Assuming you won’t find Umpire Mask waiting to kill you, which is a pretty damn optimistic assumption. Or, if you’re feeling really brave today, you don’t think you’re too far from the woods. If you can find Umpire Mask’s buried heart, you can kill him and maybe end the movie before anyone gets hurt. Sun is slipping though, best not dilly-dally.

And that’s how to break down choice options Jim, wherever you are.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Run for the mess hall

Check out the tool shed

Search the woods
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The woods seem like a great place to get murdered from someone sneaking up behind you, and what good are you going to do in a mess hall where you’re just one more body to mow down? Thinking about it, you’re still pretty early in the movie. Some people are doomed, sure, but a few get away to survive until the cast gets whittled down. Most likely among that group: the counselor who thinks to arm themselves. The logic isn’t great, but it’s enough to steel your nerves so you can advance on the tool shed.

Thinking ahead, you do a quick sweep of the perimeter to make sure no murderer is waiting to follow you in. Granted, Umpire Mask might already be there waiting, or could just show up inside without warning; however that’s no reason to make the job easier on him. Taking a deep breath and preparing to sprint like hell if anything moves, you shove open the tool shed’s door to reveal the dark interior.

Hands slap at your sides, but there’s no phone in your pockets. Hardly surprising, these aren’t actually your pockets, or pants for that matter. Leaving aside the sudden hygienic issues plaguing your mind, it means no cell phone to use as a flashlight. The best you can do is to push the door completely open, using the sun’s dwindling light to illuminate the various tools.

There’s plenty of stuff here, unfortunately not all of it is useful. The plastic rake, for example, probably isn’t going to do much unless you leave it in exactly the right spot for Umpire Mask to step on, smacking him in the face. And even that feels like it would happen to a comic relief character instead.

You’d essentially be setting a trap for Jim.

Amidst the bags of fertilizer and thick gardening gloves, however, there are a few viable prospects. An axe is hanging near the back, right next to a shovel that looks like it could do some damage with a firm swing. Garden shears and hand-held spades are tossed into a box haphazardly, all of which would be fine if you went the dual-wielding route. Just as you’re about to move, a stray ray of sunlight punches through and reflects off a steel surface near the back. Holy shit, that’s a chainsaw. A real, functional-looking, chain saw. You have no idea if it’s practical or not, you just wonder if these khakis can hide a partial erection.

Ew, come on, get it together.

After adjusting your pants for “comfort” you step deeper into the shed, partially blocking the light. A gentle squeak reaches your ears, the sound of the door drifting back into position. Ordinarily, you’d pay it no mind, but this is Halloween in a horror movie. Without a second thought, you duck on reflex. For a split-second, you feel incredibly ridiculous. That vanishes when you catch sight of the sharpened hockey stick swinging through the air right where your head was. Before you’re even finished spinning around, you know he’s there.

Sure enough, Umpire Mask is staring down at you, one of his trademark sports-themed weapons (wow, old movies are dumb sometimes) clutched in his hands. Yeah, fair enough, you walked into a treasure trove of weapons alone, at sunset. Some part of you had to know there was zero chance this didn’t end in a fight. He’s advancing on you slowly, murder in his misshapen eyes as you scour your brain for potential weaknesses. Short of finding his heart, he’s impossible to kill; even getting tossed in a wood-chipper just kept him down until the next sequel. You can wound him though, so that’s something.

What else, what else? He hates counselors, which you’re dressed as, which means he really wants to kill you. Not a weakness, or a positive.

Come on, there has to be something, anything else you can use. And then, like a bolt from the blue, it comes to you. This is a vintage murder movie, so there’s only one kind of person who can escape certain death.

“I still collect pogs!” The words are so random, even the menacing madman seems momentarily taken aback. You don’t let the chance slip, coming up with more lies as fast as you can. “My fear of physical contact is so severe I wear a bee-keeper suit when walking on the street. I live with a roommate who stinks up the place trying to cook laundry in the oven once a month, and the most constant woman in my life may or may not want to kill me at any given moment.”

Damn, getting a little honest with these towards the end, aren’t you? Its working though, with every fact you spout Umpire Mask seems less interested in planting that stick through your skull. Time to bring it home.

“Come on, do I have to spell this out for you? I’m a virgin!” While this is absolutely a lie (you haven’t been a virgin since Cyndi Moretti’s house party senior year of high school) Umpire Mask seems to be buying it. Maybe it was your cunning explanation, or your incredible acting skills, or maybe he saw you get a halfsie from the chainsaw. Heck, maybe you just don’t seem bangable. Whatever the reason, it’s working. He’s already back to the door, and with one last glance that seems to be full of pity, Umpire Mask steps out of the shed, vanishing around a corner.

Your heartbeat slows, even as you ready for him to jump back in and do a surprise kill. That feels like a genre twist that might have come later though, so hopefully you’re safe. Better not stick around here though, just in case he decides to circle back and ask what the hell pogs are. Still, you came in for a reason, and after facing down a psycho-killer it seems all the more prudent to arm yourself. Especially since the longer this flick drags on, the less it will matter how sexually experienced you are. It comes down to a final girl in the old school classics, so you need to get out or put Umpire Mask down before that point arrives.

Looking around, you find that you ended up right by the box of gardening shears, the axe, and if you reach for it a little, the chainsaw. Taking more than one would weigh you down, which is basically suicide in a genre with so much running, which means you’ll have to decide what to bring. You’ve earned a weapon for your fight, so choose wisely.

Poll: What Weapon Do You Pick?

The shears

The axe

The chainsaw
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No way of telling how much fuel the chainsaw has, and Umpire Mask has weapons with reach, so the shears would put you at a disadvantage. By process of elimination, that leaves the axe. Long, simple, and powered by muscle, probably with a little fear fueled adrenaline sprinkled on top. Not wasting a moment, you grab your axe and bolt out of the shed, scanning around to see if Umpire Mask is anywhere nearby.

There’s no movement, not that you can tell easily, the sun is dropping at a perilous rate. Apparently films don’t strive for minute-to-minute timeline authenticity. The nearest source of light you can see is the mess hall, so you start sprinting in that direction. Partly for safety, but partly because if you noticed it in the looming darkness, Umpire Mask probably did as well. You run up the stairs and slam through the front doors.

Screams meet your arrival, and at first you think you’re too late. Then a ladle hits your shoulder, and you realize that everyone is hiding behind sideways tables, kitchen utensils raised overhead, glaring at you. Oh, right, this is a horror movie and you just burst in holding a bloody axe. Good thing no one had a gun in these older flicks. As you look closer, you realize you can recognize a few faces from the theater. Looks like it wasn’t just you that got sucked through, which makes it all the more important you find your friends.

“Hang on, wait, I’m here to help! Not wearing a mask, see, so I’m not the killer.”

From the back you hear a terrified voice ring out. “Oh my god, he can take off the mask!”

“Why is that scary?” The question pops out of your mouth without thought, although it is a pretty fair point. “Also, everyone knows that Umpire Mask only has a face made of charred flesh.”

Another voice from the back. “Spoilers!”

“Fuck you; this movie was made in the eighties. There’s a time limit on spoilers.” As a draft hits, it occurs to you that perhaps having this conversation with your back to an open door isn’t the best of ideas. Turning quickly, you slam the door shut and try to wedge some of the nearby chairs back into place, before realizing how stupid that is. They didn’t stop you, so they won’t stop Umpire Mask, and all you’re really doing is making it harder for everyone else to escape. Have these people even seen a horror movie?

Banging comes from the kitchen, catching your attention. Weirdly, no one else seems bothered by it, though. “What’s going on in the kitchen?”

“Why should we tell you? Maybe you’re working with the killer.”

Biting back a deep sigh, you lower your axe and rub your temples. “That’s not how Terror Camp movies work. It’s just Umpire Mask. The closest he came to a team-up was when Fearsipper summoned him, but that was a cameo in a different franchise. Now will someone please tell me why there’s noise coming from the kitchen?”

Finally, a new voice answers. “Some guy is back there. He freaked out as soon as we arrived, and has been tearing the whole place apart since.”

Somehow (experience) even without getting the details, you know it’s him. Keeping your axe tucked back out of politeness, you run around the flipped tables, past the crowd and into the kitchen. Sure enough, Jim is there, flipping over pots and shaking them like he expects treasure to be hidden inside. The moment your eyes meet, he rushes over.

“Tell me you have them. I can’t find them anywhere, and they… they must be so scared without me.”

“Jim, what’s wrong, what are you looking for?”

Stepping back, he gestures to his outfit, an identical counselor ensemble to yours and what everyone else was wearing. “My drugs, man. I showed up here without my mummy costume, or any of the precious tidbits tucked away on it. That is not fucking cool, if I hadn’t dosed heavy at the start of the movie I could have ended up sober. You just know that masked dude is off enjoying them on his own, not even sharing or making an experience out of it. Bad form, bad form all around.”

Honestly, if you were expecting anything different motivating these antics, that’s largely on you.

The upside is, you’ve got Jim back. Now you just need to find Victoria and figure out how the living shit you’re getting out of here. Or maybe you need to kill the monster to escape? That demands a trip to the woods though. Before you can even think about your next move, the screaming from the main room starts up again. Maybe Victoria arrived and they’re freaking out pointlessly.

Pushing open the kitchen door, it instantly becomes clear that such is not the case. Umpire Mask is there, his hockey stick jammed into the torso of the guy you’re pretty sure accused you of spoilers.

Not a huge loss, then.

Unfortunately, Umpire Mask is shaking the dude off, visibly searching for his next target. Before he can succeed, however, smoke begins to rise from his dirty jacket and pants. Seconds later, Umpire Mask’s whole body bursts into flames and he drops to the ground, revealing a new figure behind him.

Standing in the doorway, looking much better than you do in that counselor garb, is Victoria, holding a stew pot with flames crackling up from within. She drops it unceremoniously to the floor before meeting your eyes. “About time, Merlin. I handled this one out of respect for the film’s traditions, even if I did speed things up a bit, but I expect you to start pulling your weight tonight.”

One of the normal people is staring back and forth between Victoria, the pot, and the smoldering remains of a monster. “How… you… killed…”

“Heart buried in the woods, his one true weakness, meant to be discovered by the final girl so he can be laid to rest at last. I just assumed that was my role, because the rest of you are…” Victoria doesn’t actually bother finishing; she just walks over to you and Jim. Behind her, as the last wisps of smoke fade from Umpire Mask’s body, you see white tears in the world starting to form over him just like they did on the screen. Only this time, there are three of them. One leads back to a room that is clearly your theater, another leads into what looks like an old basement, and the last one opens up into a tastefully decorated living room.

“Is that it? Did we win?” Optimistic, aren’t you?

“Of course not,” Victoria sighs. “We have only slain a tool, not the source. Whatever magic is opening these rifts must be located and destroyed for it all to be stopped. But with every passing moment, our foe is gathering more fear and becoming stronger. They may be still back at the theater where this started, or hiding amongst the very films they dragged people into. Merlin, you have a knack for getting yourself into the worst kind of trouble, so I trust your instincts will lead us to the source. Which portal shall we use?”

Look, not even I’m brave enough to shit-talk Victoria about stealing my gimmick. Just pick a portal before she gets annoyed.

Poll: What Portal Do You Jump Through?

The theater

The basement

The living room
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If Victoria wants trouble, you can’t imagine much worse than a creepy old basement. Together, the three of you leap into the portal, everything instantly fading to white. This time, the falling sensation is mercifully brief, it only last for a few seconds before the white light clears from your eyes and you find yourself inside the dingy basement. Taking stock, you find that you’re no longer in counselor attire. Instead, you’re in a rustic outfit, jeans with a plaid shirt and sturdy boots. The one holdover from your time at camp is the axe still clutched tightly in your grip.

Jim and Victoria have changed outfits too, although Jim is still looking distraught over his missing party favors. A sad, empty-throated wail fills the basement.

“We get it Jim; we’ll find you something fun before you accidentally sober up.”

“Totally holding you to that, but I wasn’t the one who made that noise.”

That’s all the warning you get before a shrieking figure flies out from the darkness. It’s horrible, human-shaped yet with flesh that looks like it got halfway to rotting off. The teeth are thick and sharp, with hands ending in twisted claws that are on a crash course for your face. Reacting in sheer panic, you try to backpedal, only to lose your footing. Down you go, flailing wildly in the hopes of righting yourself and completely forgetting that you’ve got an axe in your hands.

The wet thump comes a second before you crash to the ground, your axe lodging itself firmly in the skull of the monster. It comes down on top of you, the rancid breath washing over your nose.

“Get it off get it off get it off get it off!”

“Relax, Merlin. One would think it’s your first time dealing with corpses, and not even a fully formed one at that.” With the kind of casual detachment that makes you fear her personality more than her magic, Victoria grabs the monster by the collar and tosses it easily off you. Luckily, the axe stays in your hand. Unluckily, that means you get a spray of viscera right across the face.

There’s a clapping sound from behind you, it’s just Jim though. His eyes are wide and hands are clasped, with a rare look of surety on his face. “I know where we are! The ugly person, the creepy basement, and all that gore. That was a deathite, we’re in the Wicked Death series.”

“That’s a new one by me,” Victoria admits. “I keep myself abreast on modern monsters as part of my education, yet these are unfamiliar.”

“I can see that. The monsters never took off as much as the general lore and the lead actor. Basically, these are people who get taken over by the wickedness from a book, the Deathnomicon, and the keep attacking and coming back until you use the Deathnomicon to stop them.”

It takes a few seconds of Jim staring at you and Victoria looking impressed before the implications of your own words land. “Wait. Holy shit! Did I just kill a fucking person?”

Whipping around to the corner of the room, you find that there is no corpse waiting to be discovered. So, silver lining, you’re not a murderer! Too bad the rest of the storm cloud is that you’re stuck in a basement with a monster you lost sight of.

“Maybe we should bail,” Jim suggests, nodding to a set of nearby stairs. Wow, advice that’s sound and topical, he really is edging toward sober.

The three of you race up, only to find the door locked securely. Well, yeah, there’s a monster in here, that’s a smart thing to do. Victoria is unbothered, however. With a few whispered words and a bit of metal from her hair, she undoes the deadbolt in seconds. All of you make it through just in time to slam the door on the monster’s face as it lunges once more from the darkness, open axe wound on the head still spitting gore with every movement. After the door is relocked, you head down a hallway to see where you are.

It leads into a living room full of people who looked scared shitless and are dressed just like you three. They stare at you in surprise, a few starting to rise from their seats with makeshift weapons in hand. All of that goes out the window a moment later, when Jim comes rocketing past you and makes a dive for the table set up by the kitchen entrance.

Ah, yes, like many films of this genre, a certain amount of pre-terror debauchery has to go down. That probably explains the table laden with cheap booze, and a few other undiscernible substances that are meant to convey drug use without getting specific about it. Jim scoops all of the loose stuff on the table into a cup, fills it the rest of the way with vodka, and then pounds the entire drink in one magnificent chug.

“I… guess that means you aren’t possessed. None of the people who get taken over care about our alcohol supply.”

“Philistines.” Jim mutters the word as he drops the cup to the ground, sinking into an open chair with a contented look on his face.

“You nailed it. We just arrived, so would you mind giving us the rundown on what’s happened so far?” Jim is a good ice breaker, but getting out of here probably demands figuring out which part of the movie you’re in.

The guy, who it turns out is named Bryce, explains that his group was watching the first Wicked Death movie when the screen went white and sucked them in. Since arriving, the group has been turning bit by bit. Someone apparently had the bright idea of sending a search party out into the woods, since that’s where the last scene they watched took place, and the Deathnomicon was in it. None of those people have made it back yet, though. So… probably dead?

Yeah, probably dead.

You and Victoria group up, Jim seems to be singing a nursery rhyme and head-banging, so he’s no good right now. “We need the book to stop the monsters here, but without knowing when we are in the film for sure I can’t be positive where it is. There are scenes where the Deathnomicon shows up in the basements, ones where it’s in the woods, and then at the finale it ends up in the cabin itself. There are no clocks and the entire flick is pretty much shot in darkness, so we aren’t getting clues from that stuff either.”

“It seems you already know what our potential paths are,” Victoria points out. “All that remains is for you to choose one.”

Wait a minute, are you the one who did the choice recap this time? Oh that is just fucking it. Make your damn pick in hurry, or I’m going to start pulling for the deathites.

Poll: Where Do You Search?

The woods

The basement

The cabin
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“Let’s play the odds. There’s a riled up deathite in the basement, it has to be protecting something. Besides, Victoria, that kind of low-quality monster is no match for you, right?”

“Duuuude, you know that’s not how this one works.” Jim is up again, wobbling about in a stance that seems pre-destined to end with him on the ground. “Final girl is a slasher staple, but this is a haunted gore fest. The monsters get chopped up by a leading dude with a sharp weapon.” He nods, probably unintentionally, to the bloody axe still resting in your hand.

Shit, he’s right. Wicked Death keeps the same protagonist through the whole series. Except, wait, there might be one ray of hope. “Hang on, there was the reboot where-”

Booing from everyone else in the room drowns you out, and someone even throws a half-eaten sandwich at you. “Fine! Nobody likes reboots, I get it. Damn, you’re a sassy bunch for people afraid of getting killed.”

“Better to die with standards,” someone from the back yells. Great group to be saving, right?

With your course already set, you head back to the basement door. Flinging it open, you swing your axe wildly about just in case the monster was waiting to jump out and attack. Too bad, you’re not that lucky. There’s only empty stairs waiting. You descend, Jim and Victoria close behind, listening for the slightest movement. When the door slams shut, you twirl around ready for action, but seconds later you hear the lock click over and it all makes sense. They’re not taking chances on something else getting loose while you’re down here exploring. Or they wrote you all off for dead. Hard to disagree with either strategy, especially given the body count on these sorts of movies.

Slowly, you creep along in the darkness, only a few specks of light coming through from poorly boarded up windows. Should you have asked for a flashlight? Nah, that’s just going to get knocked out your hand in a crucial moment. A little more light would be nice though.

When the glow appears, you briefly wonder if perhaps you’ve acquired magical powers in this movie’s world. Then you turn to find Jim holding a lighter, which does make a lot more sense. After all, even before entering the movies you were dressed as a werewolf, not a wizard. “Where did you get that?”

“Table, duh. Can’t smoke shit without something to light it with.”

Great, now Jim is schooling you on logic. Maybe just be glad for the light and keep moving. You prowl along, going past rotted walls that mirror parts of the cabin above. It couldn’t just be big and open, oh no, you had to come to a basement with places for things to hide behind. After a turn, you notice a new source of flickering light. This is definitely going to be something bad if you head toward it, but you’re hoping to find the Deathnomicon, so that means diving headfirst into trouble. There are no movies where getting that damn thing is easy, or safe.

Motioning for the others to stay back, your feet drift softly and slowly forward. The nearer you draw, the brighter the light gets, until you turn the next corner and find yourself looking at some sort of ceremonial altar. Candles are running across the walls, with drawings in what look like blood dripping along the floor, forming a strange pattern you can’t understand. In the center of the pattern, though, there is one familiar item: the Deathnomicon. It’s just sitting there, waiting to be claimed.

You may not always be the swiftest bird in the flock, but even you can tell an obvious trap when you see one. The minute you step forward, something will rush out from the shadows. Instead of plunging ahead, you turn slightly back, never letting the doorway fully leave your gaze, to wave Jim and Victoria closer. Hopefully they can catch the monster by surprise when it rushes you, and together you’ll all be able to get hold of the book.

As you look to them, you’re just in time to see movement from overhead. Guess it was a trap after all, only you weren’t the target. Nope, looks like the hideous monster wanted someone who wasn’t armed. Pretty sound thinking; really, too bad you didn’t consider the idea earlier.

Before you can yell a warning, the deathite has already landed in front of Victoria. A hideous swipe of its claws looks like it will disembowel her, but when the claw has passed there are only three narrow trails of blood across Victoria’s stomach, plainly visible through large gashes in the plaid shirt.

“Become one of us. Give in to the wickedness and join.” Oh shit. Hurting people is one of the ways deathites spread their affliction. Killing is a big one, but dire enough wounds can do the job as well. Victoria, thankfully, seems unconcerned. She grabs the monster’s head and yanks it forward, smashing her knee into its face.

“Tell whatever dark god you serve to practice for a few more millennia before stepping forth with such paltry offerings.”

Much as you want to help, there’s more movement catching your eye. From the ceiling of the ceremony chamber, you see shadows lowering. Turns out there was more than one monster down here, and while Victoria might be immune to them you are very much flesh and blood. Running as fast as you can, you bolt forward, grabbing for the Deathnomicon. It’s still clearly a trap, but you don’t have any better options than leaping into it.

A clawed swipe goes for your head as you duck down, barely avoiding it, then fend off another attack with your axe. Diving low, you scoop the Deathnomicon up in your free hand, whirling around to find five deathites all staring at you. Your eyes dart about, searching for an option.

The candles are still flickering nearby; maybe you can burn the book. You’re pretty sure that does something in one of the movies, although damn if you recall which. This series is more Jim’s flavor than yours; he would know the correct move, assuming he’s in the right mindset to recall it. The doorway is right there; maybe you can find your way through and go ask him. It’s a risky tactic with serious downsides if you fail, though. There is one more option to explore: you could try reading from the Deathnomicon. That always does something. Not always something good, mind you, but something.

Whatever you want to try, best get on it soon. The deathites are closing in, their bloody claws gleaming in the light of the burning candles. Take too long, and your body will be used to give those nails a fresh coat of paint.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Burn the book

Look for Jim

Read the book
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“Oh fuck all of this noise.” You may not know what the proper way to end the movie is, but you know you definitely don’t want to try and fight past five monsters who can cut you apart with a single swipe, and reading from the book might just make the problem worse. Nobody knows how cleansing fire can be better than someone who has had to room with Jim for years. If he can manage to light an actual grill on fire, you can damn sure burn a book.

Thrusting the dry pages into the nearest candle’s flames, for a moment it seems like nothing is happening. Then, mercifully, smoke begins to drift up from a corner, and suddenly a flame appears. Scratch that, several flames appear. One on the Deathnomicon, and one on every deathite around you. They scream in something; fear, anger, pain, it’s all sort of swirled together in them now, but they are definitely screaming. You’re hurting them, and the book has caught fire, so that’s progress. The downside, however, is that they aren’t dead yet, and right now they look pissed.

Stumbling back, you barely avoid a flaming claw coming for your head. The fire is slowing the deathites down (go figure) but they are clearly intent on getting that book back and putting it out, probably with your blood to douse the flames. Taking advantage of their temporary surprise at the fire, you bolt past, back down the hall to where Jim and Victoria were.

They are easy to find, as the burning deathite on the ground in front of them puts off a healthy glow. Both are looking at the body in surprise, although that lessens in Victoria’s case when she catches sight of you sprinting forward, burning book in hand. “Merlin, what did you do?”

“Lit the Deathnomicon on fire, obviously! Jim, is that enough to stop them?” You gesture for your friends to follow as best you can with a flaming book in one hand and an axe in the other. Incidentally, those pages are really heating up, and your hand is starting to sear as well. Together, the three of you run back to the stairs, where at least you can put your backs to a wall. Tossing the book onto the stone floor, you stand in front of it with your axe, ready to fight back any deathites who come looking for their tome.

“Fire… fire… what does fire do…” Jim has taken a seat on the stairs and is poking himself in the head as he talks. Where do you know that gesture from? Hang on… for fuck’s sake, he’s pulling a Pooh Bear. That cannot possibly be a sign of confidence for whatever he’s about to say.

“Right, I think fire can hurt the book.”

A sigh of relief passes your lips just before Jim continues. “It can’t destroy it though. Actually, I don’t think anything in the movies ever destroys it. The most anyone can do is push it back, win the day temporarily. Wait, is the whole franchise a metaphor for the wickedness inside us all? Impossible to banish, but we can beat it one day at a time?” He leans back onto the stairs, eyes going wide. You’ve seen this before, Jim’s been struck by a bout of philosophy. There’s no telling when he’ll snap out of it, and he’ll be useless until he does. More useless than normal, anyway.

“Crap, what does that mean? Did we do well enough to get out of here, or do we have to find a way to win for good, like you did with Umpire Mask?”

“If total victory doesn’t exist, then we’ll have to assume that whatever this world’s version of triumph is will count as our exit,” Victoria says. “It very well might not be true, but I can’t see how assuming otherwise would do us any good.”

Well, that’s bleak. Pragmatic, sure, just awfully bleak. “Is there anything else we can do? What’s the bigger goal of all this? Maybe we can mess that up instead.”

The sounds of movement come from down the hall, and you see flaming bodies moving closer through the gaps in the walls. These bastards just will not die. Wait, that might be a good thing, you never confirmed if they were real people or not. Looking to Victoria, you see something unusual on her face. Not fear, obviously, this is probably a light Tuesday by her standards. No, you find uncertainty written in her features.

“I don’t yet know what the purpose of this is.” At least she doesn’t try to pretend to be all-knowing, even if you might have preferred the reassurance right now. “I expected to encounter another entity, perhaps a fallen family pulling the strings, yet none has arisen. They should have, the moment we began to foil their plans. No, the instant I stepped through the theater doors, any of those connected to All Hallows Eve would perceive the danger I posed. The fact that we’ve been allowed to run amuck without noticeable interference means that whoever is running this either has no idea who I represent, or thinks we cannot substantially undermine their efforts. So far as I can tell, they are simply mining the fear of these people, funneling it toward some unseen purpose. We have to press on until we can discover more.”

That might be easier said than done, the flaming deathites have stepped out from around the wall, their rotten bodies reaching out for you and your friends. But as they move, you notice a new light casting about the room, a familiar white glow you’ve seen twice already. Spinning around, you spy an absolutely beautiful sight: new portals have formed over the charred Deathnomicon. Looks like this counted as enough of a win after all.

Too bad no one told the deathites that, because they are lumbering forward, still intent on murder. Fast as you can manage, you grab Jim from the stairs and drag him over. One of the portals opens back to the theater, just like before, but the others seem to be offering new locations. Through the nearest portal, you can see sunshine and wheat, some sort of farm during the midday. The other is showing a city street in the evening, bright lights casting a neon glow on the pavement.

With burning death monsters on your heels, I don’t really think you need much urging here.

Poll: What Portal Do You Pick?

The theater

The farm

The city street
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As much “fun” as jumping between movies is, you feel like you’ve had enough near death from fictional characters for one Halloween. Besides, if even Victoria doesn’t know what’s going on, maybe it’s better to investigate where this all started. Shoving Jim along, you hop through the portal to the theater, vision filling with white light once more. More falling, then you land on the familiar worn red carpet, nearly dropping your axe from the shock of the landing. Huh, you weren’t really expecting that to come with you, but you’ll never say no to a weapon on Halloween.

Wow, kind of shows how fucked up your Halloweens are, doesn’t it? Not as bad as Arbor Day, obviously, but fucked up nonetheless.

There’s a scream from behind, and you swing around with your axe raised, only to find that the noise came from Jim. He’s hugging himself… no, wait, he’s hugging his costume and all the various substances hidden under the gauze. Looks like you found something to snap Jim out of philosophy, and it’s more or less exactly what you thought it would be. Victoria is there too, once more clad in a vampire’s garb, and you’re in a werewolf costume as well.

“Interesting.” Victoria scans the empty chairs facing the screen, which has frozen on an image of deathites, claws outstretched like they’re trying to break through. “This isn’t our theater.”

“MMfrrrmGrahrpa!” Jim has gauze in his mouth as he unwraps part of himself, hurriedly gaining access to his stash. You can, sadly enough, translate fairly well though. This sort of thing happens more than it rightly should.

“I think Jim was asking why that matters.”

Victoria takes her time answering, looking to the screen and the chairs a few times, checking details you can’t discern. “It matters because that means we were moving through points in space. These worlds are real, in a way, pocket universes with fixed exit points. When we moved from one to another, we actually moved. The easier way to achieve this effect would be to have it be illusionary, or hypnotic. To conjure fictional beings into a physical plane requires much greater power. It still doesn’t tell me what we’re dealing with, but any information might prove to be valuable.”

Another scream fills the theater, and you’re about to tell Jim to calm down when you remember his mouth is stuffed with gauze. Also, that tone sounded higher than his voice, along with being slightly muffled. It must have come from outside this room, in the main lobby. Now that you’re listening, you can hear a lot of similar noises, none of which sound pleasant.

With a look to Victoria, who nods that she hears it too, and then to Jim, who has just stuffed a bag of something into his mouth and is smiling cheerfully, you decide to advance. Down the small ramp and the dark hallway, you carefully shove the door open and peek through. You aren’t entirely sure what you were expecting to see, but it is definitely not the utter shit show that’s waiting behind that door.

Monsters are all over. Francis Dream Stabber has come to life, menacing a group huddled near the bathrooms with his infamous clawed shoe. A shadow runs along the floor accompanied by the sounds of beating wings, occasionally swooping low enough to give you glimpses of Murdercrow, the scarecrow possessed by the souls of dead birds. A trio of goblins, clearly from the film Goblin Your Flesh, run out from the snack bar with arms full of candy. It’s utter chaos, monsters menacing everyone in sight like the worst kind of cameo-stuffed experience possible.

“I don’t get it. We were the ones being drawn into the movies, why is all this stuff in the real world?”

“I’ve told you before, reality is more subjective than you seem to believe,” Victoria says. “However, you do raise a good point. We found the same system in place in both films, so why are things working differently here? The monsters were contained.”

There’s crunching in your ear as Jim moves closer, bag of popcorn in hand. Where did he… right, abandoned theater means abandoned snacks. “Ours are still stuck, maybe the other people sucked at knowing how to beat their monsters.” Throwing a thumb back, Jim gestures to the screen, where the deathites are trapped, claws extended. Come to think of it, you don’t see Umpire Mask out there anywhere, and this is definitely his type of scene. He might just be somewhere out of sight, but it is a weird coincidence that one of the most classic slashers of all time isn’t in the fray.

“Truth from the mouths of fools. A classic motif, if ever there was one.” Victoria peeks past you, getting a better look at the lobby. “I suspect Jim is right. When we won our movies, we were given the chance to leave. Perhaps the same was true for the monsters. The ones who triumphed escaped into this realm to continue harvesting fear. Not everyone immediately went into a theater, after all. There were plenty of humans left to prey on.”

“Does that mean everyone from the other theaters is already dead?” For a guy who was happy to leave a bunch of possessed people on fire, you’re sure picking weird times to grow a conscience.

“It’s impossible to say for certain, but I doubt it. One must be alive to be afraid. Even now you can see that the monsters are going for injury over murder, keeping the humans alive and terrified.” Victoria points to Francis Dream stabber, who throws a kick that leaves a gash on a woman’s arm as she dives away, allowing her to keep struggling. She’s right; they want people scared more than dead. That said, there are a few people littering the grounds who look pretty messed up. Maybe they killed a few to keep the rest all the more afraid.

More crunching, then a bag being crumpled as Jim has somehow already downed his entire thing of popcorn. “We should help them. We’re probably the only ones who can, plus having more eyes might help since we have no idea what we’re looking for.”

“They are mundane, and therefore largely useless in a situation such as this,” Victoria counters. “Even if it is possible that removing sources of fear could weaken our adversary, I favor finding that enemy first. The movies seem to be the source of all this, and their central hub is the connected projection rooms on the next floor. If there is one place we could find a clue, I would expect it to be there.”

“Or maybe in the employee areas,” you toss out. “Think about it. Whoever did this must have had some kind of access to put it all together. There’s bound to be somewhere private back there that they could use.”

Victoria nods. “A valid theory. With so little to work off of, any option is as good as another. Trust your trouble-finding instincts and lead us deeper into danger, Merlin.”

You’re pretty sure that’s a vote of confidence from her, but the more she says stuff like that the less certain you are. Regardless, you’re in a building full of movie monsters, so standing around waiting for one to notice you all is a bad idea. Time to get your axe in gear.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Try to fight the monsters

Check the projection room

Search the employee areas
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Jim is right, these people do need help. The problem with his plan is that you’re pretty sure that there are way too many monsters to beat by yourselves. Finding and stopping the source is the best chance at halting all this insanity, so that’s what you’re going to do. Between the break room and the projectors… well let’s be honest, if anyone in the group knows how to plan an evil scheme, it’s Victoria. Probably best to listen to her.

Waiting a few seconds until a window of opportunity arises, you all run from your theater to a set of stairs tucked away in a hall past the concession stand. As you dash by, you notice someone jammed headfirst into the popcorn machine, limp and unmoving. The popcorn machine itself, on the other hand, is doing great, spewing popped kernels all over the body and onto the floor. Shit, those things really are evil.

You make it onto the stairs without catching the attention of any of the monsters, at least you hope you do, and begin to climb upward. After only a few steps, Victoria seems to stiffen. “We’re getting closer. I can feel it above us, some sort of presence casting power over this entire building.”

“Sweet, we’re heading in the right direction.” Although technically correct, the optimistic tone in Jim’s voice makes you wonder if he really understands what’s going on at this particular moment.

“Yes, there is no longer any doubt of that. But you should keep some things in mind as we move forward: the power I sense is getting stronger with proximity, so we may find new challenges once we confront it. And, perhaps more importantly, if we’re near enough for me to sense it, then we should assume it is able to sense us as well. Don’t count on the advantage of surprise; expect it to be waiting for us.”

You lift your axe a little higher, putting it in front of your body to block with in case anything tries to jump out. “Still no idea what we’re up against?”

There’s a hint of frustration in Victoria’s face as she shakes her head. “None. The aura of this magic is the same as what we encountered in the theaters, but it’s unfamiliar. Stranger still, it lacks any echoes of All Hallows Eve within it. This may not be connected another high family at all, even as a pawn. Perhaps some other entity merely decided to use our night to work mischief of their own.” When she looks up again, it’s not frustration you see, but a very dangerous gleam in her eye you’ve rarely witnessed. Whatever she plans to do to the culprit, it won’t be with detached indifference. “They will quickly learn what a mistake that was. The Willowbrook clan is not only a high family of All Hallows Eve; we are also among its protectors.”

Amped up and ready for whatever monster comes at you next, the three of you continue to climb in silence. Silence… and Jim slurping down a box of gummy worms. Did he grab shit when you ran by the concession stand? The man is dedicated to his whims, if nothing else. Slowly, you advance, until a single looming door at the top of the stairs stands before you. Exchanging brief looks with the others, you reach forward and turn the knob, shoving the door inward.

A flood of darkness washes out from within, spilling over all of you completely. It’s so empty, so dense, that it feels like a physical wave and nearly drives you back. You press forward, refusing to go tumbling down the stairs, making your way into the room. There’s no light to see by, you’re groping about, keeping the axe pointed strictly down so you don’t accidentally cut one of your friends. Step by step, you continue on through the torrent of shadow.

Then, from the left, a flash of light. Is Jim using the lighter? No, it’s too steady for that, more like a cell phone in a dark room. Through shadow this oppressive the light can barely illuminate details of the person holding it, but you don’t hesitate to move closer. If the enemy is using darkness, it only makes sense to congregate around the light. You make it over quickly, finding the phone clutched in dainty, female hands. A breath of relief slips past your lips, looks like you’ve found Victoria.

That relief turns to stone in your chest as the light lifts upward, however. There is indeed a woman holding the phone, a very familiar phone that you never had the chance to give back to her. She looks much the same as you remember her, and you do remember her. You remember almost everything from that night, if not the time leading up to it.

Sometimes, you still have dreams about the life you lived, yet didn’t. She’s always in those. She’s in several of your dreams.

But so many more of your nightmares.

Sheryl is staring at you, just as she appeared when you last saw her in the cab, save for the fact that her make-up is smeared like she’s been crying. “How could you? How could you do that to us? To me? You unmade our entire world. Everything… it’s all gone.”

You knew she was going to say that. It’s what she always says, in the bad dreams. In the moment, it seems such a simple decision, but a seed of doubt has been sprouting ever since. What happens to a world conjured by a wish when that wish is ended? Maybe it goes on, a dimension of its own. But far more likely, it simply winks out of existence, taking everything, and everyone, inside along with it.

“I didn’t… you weren’t real.”

“I wasn’t real? I helped you. I was your friend.” She shudders, nearly choking on a sob. “And for one lifetime, I was a lot more than that. All those years, our life, our wedding, our kids, was none of that real enough for you?”

Despite what some of your life choices might indicate, you aren’t entirely stupid. Fear has been the theme of the night. The people downstairs are getting movie monsters come to life, a classic premise designed to terrify. But that doesn’t really scare someone like you, not with your history of dealing with the supernatural and batshit crazy.

You’re not afraid of movie monsters. Hell, you’re pretty sure Victoria is something way more monstrous than anything downstairs. After recovering those scraps of your lost lives last year, not even death has the luster of terror that it once held.

But Sheryl… that’s a fear that cuts to the bone. You are deathly afraid that you destroyed her, and everyone else in that world, when you came back. It’s a fear that wakes you up in the middle of the night, eyes casting about the shadows like you expect her to come lumbering forth, just as she has tonight. The tightness in your chest, the spots in your vision, this is what genuine terror feels like. Most people fear silly things, but credit to you, you’ve chosen a good one for your top spot.

Knowing it’s not real doesn’t change the betrayed, haunted look in Sheryl’s eyes, however. You have to find a way past her, get out of this darkness. She’s not the real Sheryl; you know that deep down, so maybe if you use the axe you can drive her off like the deathites. That might not tackle the root of the fear itself though. You could try apologizing, explaining yourself to her. A little closure might be what it takes to put this fear behind you. Then again, she isn’t exactly hurting or attacking you. Maybe just ignoring her and walking away is the best move.

Even if it feels like that’s exactly what you did last time.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Use the axe

Apologize

Ignore her
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You try to imagine swinging an axe at Sheryl, attacking someone you counted as a friend. The idea is insane; you instantly that know you could never turn a blade against Sheryl. As for ignoring her, well, you’ve been trying that for a year and clearly it’s not working. Besides, Sheryl isn’t even your actual problem. Fear is the real enemy here.

Well, fear, and whoever is wielding it, but one hurdle at a time. You can’t overcome that kind of obstacle with an axe or fake indifference, because Sheryl isn’t the source of what is scaring you. You are the source of your own terror, which means if you want to get past it, even just for tonight, you have to face that fear head on.

“My best friend should have probably been dead a thousand times over, and that’s just from drug-use and general lifestyle choices. My brother can accomplish impossible feats with the same effort most people use to brush their teeth. My… other friend, Victoria, is some sort of member of Halloween royalty where magic is apparently commonplace. And I… oh god… I don’t know what I am. I don’t know what those memories mean, why I can see flashes of my own deaths, even though I’m still alive. Everything about my life is insane, I get drawn into danger an adventures on such a semi-regular basis I’ve started holding back vacation time just in case I end up in space or another dimension and have to call in sick. I don’t know what’s real and what’s not. I met you in a world created by a poorly-thought out wish, how the hell am I supposed to have any idea what the rules or consequences are for escaping something like that?”

She’s still staring at you, a touch of confusion swirled in with the hurt in her eyes.

“But I guess… if there’s no way of knowing what is or isn’t real… the distinction becomes less important. Maybe Victoria is right, reality is more subjective than I realize. All I know is that to me, you were real, Sheryl. Not just that shadow life we shared I can still sometimes see flickers of, but the time we spent together that night. I was lost. I needed a friend, and you came through for me. And I… just left. Looking back, I still think it was the right choice, I couldn’t stay there forever. But you were my friend, and I bailed on you without even saying a proper goodbye. I might have ended your entire world, or perhaps you’re still out there somewhere, wondering what happened to the dude you dropped off at a graveyard. Either way, it was a shitty way to repay all the kindness you showed me. I’m sorry. I’m never going to stop being sorry. I’m never going to stop wondering, fearing, what I did to you and your world.”

Moving closer, you shift the axe to one hand, pulling Sheryl into an embrace with the other. “And I am never going to forget you. No matter what memories this curse takes from me, I won’t let it have you. Because if you were imaginary, just a figment of my mind, then that’s the only way I still have to keep you alive. It’s not enough, it couldn’t ever be enough. But I can’t let you down again.”

There’s a sniffle from your chest as Sheryl hugs you back. Oh wow. You needed that, more than you realized. Because now that you’re finally deep in your fear, you can remember all the other feelings associated with her, even a few from the life that never was. Fear and guilt blocked those out, but they’re shining through at last.

Quite literally, in fact, Sheryl has begun to glow, brighter and brighter until the light explodes outward. It’s an exact opposite version of what happened when you opened the door to the projection area. Light is burning through the air, searing away the darkness.

Suddenly, you can see Jim, gauze wrapped around his eyes and ears, probably to block something out, and Victoria, appearing mildly annoyed, then surprised as she gets a good look at you. You, and your light source Sheryl, who gives you one last sad smile before vanishing completely in the burning glow.

It isn’t over. Not really. The fear is still there, the terror about what havoc you might have condemned her to. The difference is, that fear isn’t buried in your nightmares anymore. It’s yours, and you own it properly now. Maybe one day, with all the magic and weird shit that happens, you’ll have a chance to find out Sheryl’s fate for sure, or even put things right. Until then, you’ll carry the fear with you, a burden, but not a weapon others can use against you.

“Merlin, what did you do?”

“Faced some demons. What did you see?” As the light burns away the shadows, you can make out the room you’re in properly for the first time. It is… gruesome. There are five skeletons gathered around a scroll and some scrawled symbols in the carpet. Unlike the deathite basement, this ceremony wasn’t professionally done; no blood was used, no burning candles, not even creepy monsters hanging from the ceiling.

Victoria wastes no time, strolling over and picking up the scroll, giving it a casual read while you start helping Jim with his gauze. “I saw nothing, only a binding of darkness designed to contain us. These sorts of spells are meant to prey on the more human parts of the mind, parts that are diminished, if they exist at all, within me.”

As you unwrap Jim to find him babbling softly about chips coming to eat him, Victoria gives the scroll a quick read, skimming through it before you’ve even gotten him fully untangled. “At last, this sheds some light on things. Oh for fuck’s… pun not intended. My point is that I think I am beginning to understand what happened here. This scroll is a piece of genuine magic, although not directly related to the power of All Hallow’s Eve. It’s meant to pull something from a fictional medium into our plane. Judging by the discarded cups with half-filled alcohol and the company name tags on their clothes, my guess would be that these fools were employees who stumbled onto something dangerous and opted for a little All Hallow’s Eve fun. A tradition I would applaud, if not for the obvious consequences.”

Wow, she picked up all that already? Victoria should work run a spooky detective agency or something, that’s a good eye for details. It does still leave unanswered questions, though. “I thought you said something was gathering fear? If they brought all these movie monsters over by accident, why aren’t they killing instead of scaring? From the bodies, I’m guessing whatever they summoned doesn’t have issues with murder.”

“No mention in the scroll of fear gathering, or the wanton display of power we’ve seen tonight. This is a spell to bring over one thing, not open a portal for endless hordes to pour out of. It does, however, contain directions to stop it. We must find the source of the summoning, the piece they used in their ceremony, and destroy it. Doing so will also destroy the root of the magic, breaking whatever is living here’s hold on our plane.”

Both you look around, while Jim stares at his hands. The bodies are obviously in a circle, but aside from the scroll there’s nothing in the middle. Whatever they brought forth was probably smart enough to hide its vulnerability, or keep it nearby. “Victoria, can you still sense the thing?”

“Not as well, but it is close. Perhaps it retreated into one of the projection rooms.” From this central area, you’re surrounded by doors to various projectors’ rooms, each with the soft sound of humming behind it. The movies are still going, still drawing people in and letting monsters out.

“We could go one by one, checking them until we find our culprit,” Victoria suggests. “Whatever room is guarded is where we will uncover the enemy.

“Nah, let’s fuck shit up!” Jim has finally recovered, and leaps to his feet as he declares the idea. “Screw this; let’s break all the sources. Smash every projector, burn all the film, and maybe those other monsters will vanish too.”

You sigh in mild annoyance, but it’s good to have him back. After everything with Sheryl, you could use a little levity. “Jim, we have no idea what will happen if we do that, it could trap people in the movies.”

“Could also set them free. Life’s a gamble.”

Glancing around the room, you take note of how, despite being skeletal, the bodies are largely unmoved. “You know, this place is pristine. Maybe the thing they summoned still needs it for something. Think about it, this is where it tried to stop us, the room might matter. We could try to lay in wait until it comes back and spring an ambush. I don’t like the idea of stumbling into more of someone else’s traps.”

“Time is not our ally, Merlin,” Victoria reminds you. “But there is merit in every option. You’re the one who cleared this obstacle from our path, so we’ll follow whichever strategy you choose.”

Poll: What Do You Try?

Check the rooms

Smash everything

Wait in ambush
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Lying in wait might be sound tactically, but the moment you remember all those people downstairs in danger, you realize it isn’t the most expedient plan. As for Jim’s plan… yeah do you really need a breakdown of the drawbacks to a Jim plan? Victoria is the most sensible of you all, so you decide to go with her idea. “Room by room, until we find our culprit. Is there something specific we should be looking for?”

“When we drew near, it defended itself with a massive burst of magic. I have a suspicion we’ll know when we make true contact.” She doesn’t even wait for you to corral Jim; Victoria is already heading for the nearest door, whipping it open to reveal an empty projector room.

Through the window facing the screen, you can see a frozen frame of Terror Camp 4 flickering in view. It’s stuck on the mess hall, the exact scene where you three escaped. Part of you wonders what happened to the rest of the people stuck in there. Did they flee out one of the other portals, or are they still trapped in the frames? There’s no telling, as despite the nickname Victoria uses, you aren’t exactly an aficionado on magic itself. Your best hope is that stopping the force causing all this will set everyone free. Otherwise, you might be in for some fresh nightmares.

“Clear.” Victoria pulls a tube of lipstick out from somewhere on her dress and makes a quick mark on the door as she shuts it, ensuring you don’t lose track of which rooms you’ve tried. While she goes to another, Jim has found a can of spray paint plainly used for the ceremony symbols and is drawing a dick over each one.

“What… what are you doing?”

“Messing up the altar, in case our evil mastermind is still getting power from this place.” Jim looks at you like you’re an idiot for not knowing, even as he sprays another wang onto the carpet. At least there’s some attempt at logic going into this, for Jim that’s pretty good.

Victoria shoves open another door, then another, marking each as she goes. When she’s made it to door number five, her hand hesitates before grabbing the knob. Silently, she looks over to you, giving a nod. Apparently she’s feeling something behind this one. Once you signal that you’re ready, Victoria throws the door open to reveal… nothing. Just another room with a running projector. Another rare expression of confusion on her face as she steps inside, looking more closely.

The shadow slips in behind her, gliding out the door and slamming it shut. You can already hear Victoria pounding on the door, but it is holding firm as the figure turns around to face you and Jim. Glowing red eyes, jagged yellow teeth, this is clearly another movie monster. You know this one too; the name is on the tip of your tongue.

“Oh, fucking duh,” Jim exclaims. “It’s Fearsipper. They summoned Fearsipper.”

God damnit, he’s right, and the moment you hear that name it all falls into place. Fearsipper is the movie monster generally used as a cameo vehicle for other studios. Back in Chapter 5, you even thought about the flick he did with Umpire Mask. And, if the name doesn’t give it away, he’s a monster that feeds on fear. There was no greater purpose to this chaos, the fear was just a meal flowing into him, making him stronger.

Classic as Fearsipper looks, there is one detail that stands out to you: a reel of film visible in his left hand, clutched tightly. That’s got to be the source from the ceremony, why would he haul around a random spool of film? Well, to trick you into going after a fake target, maybe, but that seems like a pretty complex plan for a B-grade movie monster. The first explanation makes a lot more sense.

“What do we do, Jim? I’ve only seen a few of his flicks, how do we kill him?”

“Let’s try violence!” Jim barrels in, leaping upward and executing a nearly flawless dropkick that you are positive he couldn’t have pulled off sober. The soles of his sneakers slam into Fearsipper, accomplishing all of jack shit before Jim tumbles to the ground. Fearsipper’s twisted mouth turns into a hideous smile and he reaches out for Jim’s legs with his free hand.

Moving on instinct, you dive in, swinging your axe wide. To your surprise, Fearsipper pulls back from the blade, allowing you to retrieve Jim. Interesting. He didn’t care at all about Jim’s attack, but the axe made him cautious. Are axes his weakness? No, that would be the easiest vulnerability in the world to exploit in a horror movie. But this isn’t just any axe; you brought it from within a movie. Maybe that matters? Or perhaps he just reflexively pulled away from a sharp-blade’s attack, like most sentient beings would.

Nearby, you hear pounding on the door from Victoria, who is audibly cross about being cut out from the action. Fearsipper isn’t blocking her door directly, you could make a go for it. Chop right through, get Victoria back into the fight, and see how this fucker likes going up against someone truly scary. It only stands to reason that if the monster wants Victoria out of a fight, then you want her in it.

Jim staggers to his feet looking slightly dazed, which is less dazed than usual by Jim standards. “We have to get that film, right? That’s the obvious play? That’s how Victoria said we win. How about I distract this bastard and you go for the prize. Just tear it up as fast as you can.”

He unrolls another baggie and downs the contents, giving you a brave smile. “For courage. Oh, hang on, my feet stopped working… never mind we’re good again. Okay, yeah, for courage, let’s do this!”

At least one of you is psyched up.

Poll: What Do You Attack?

Victoria’s door

The film

Fearsipper
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You were lucky enough to get a clue about the monster’s true weakness, it would be kind of silly not to use it. “Can you really distract a movie monster made only to consume fear?” Before the question is even fully finished, you look over to find that Jim has unwrapped big sections of his costume, and seems to be limbering up for some sort of dance.

“I made one of those British royal guard dudes piss his pants, I can handle this.” To your utter shock, Jim launches into a routine that is well-choreographed, graceful… downright hypnotic, honestly. Did Jim have a theater major or something? You never remember him actually going to class, so it’s hard to tell. Regardless, he’s putting on quite a show, and somehow you aren’t the only one to have noticed. Fearsipper is staring at Jim as well, pulsing red eyes moving slightly in time with Jim’s flourishes.

This is… weird, even by your standards, so you decide not to dilly-dally. Diving in low, you grab the film right out of Fearsipper’s hands. Gripping the first piece, you start tearing, instantly drawing a groan of pain from the monster, whose attention flips right back to you. Okay, so this is definitely working, but going piece-by-piece might not be the best idea.

“Little more hurrying up, if you don’t mind,” Jim calls. He’s still shaking it for all he’s worth, but not even Jim’s rhythm can stop Fearsipper from looking toward a direct threat. That gaping maw of yellow teeth opens as you rip another section. The monster shudders, cracks of white light appearing along it’s chest, yet it continues to advance on you. Even without fear, that thing can tear people’s limbs off their body; it’s a major selling point on the posters.

Okay, look, I know the situation is life or death right now, but you need to rent an arthouse film or something if you survive, this is getting ridiculous.

Anyway, a monster is lumbering toward you, looking pissed and injured while you hold a reel of film that’s taking too long to destroy. You need something faster. The axe might work, but you doubt Fearsipper will give you time to set it down and line up your strikes. The method has to be quick, unstoppable, all-consuming. Just like that, the idea hits you as Fearsipper’s outstretched claws barely miss.

“Jim! Light it up like you’re trying to impress a girl!”

There aren’t many benefits to living with someone like Jim, in fact precious few that you can think of, however there is the odd perk here and there. In this case, the boon is that not only does Jim know his way around a lighter, but you’re familiar with all his favorite tricks and methods. Such as the fact that when Jim is trying to impress someone, his favorite way to fire up a bowl is with a lighter and a can of hairspray. But in a pinch, most aerosols will work; spray paint cans very much included.

You flip the film into the air, sending it on a high curve, directly in Jim’s path. He won’t have long to make the shot, yet you’re not worried. If there’s one thing Jim knows how to do with absolute skill, it’s light shit up. Sure enough, as the reel sails in front of Jim it is met with a lovely plume of orange fire, catching the film instantly alight. It lands on the ground and keeps burning, spreading to the carpet that you’re still standing on and oh shit you did not think this through. Of all people though, Jim is on it. With practiced skill he gets a foot under the film and kicks it up into the air, catching it in a metal trash can and setting them both carefully on the floor. “One guaranteed hook-up lighting session, as you requested.”

Fearsipper isn’t looking too hot, which is of course to say that he’s burning to death. Flames burst forth, but unlike the deathites Fearsipper seems as though he’s made of kindling. In no time he’s been completely consumed, leaving behind only a flash of white that ripples out from you, washing across the room and out into the theater itself. Racing into the nearest projection room, you peek through the window to find that the screens are working again. What’s more, the audience seems to be back in place, laughing and jeering at the scenes as warranted.

A thud from nearby reminds you that Victoria is still locked up, and if you want to survive the night then getting her free might be prudent. One twist of the knob is all it takes and she comes striding out, eyes flashing like she’s primed for a fight. “Where is the decrepit squash that dared to crawl into my pumpkin patch?”

“T-t-t-toasted!” Jim announces. “Burned up and crispy. Looks like the theater is back to normal too, least what I could see through the window.” Jim points to what is clearly a poster for an old movie in a case, not a window at all, but he’s right about the crowds so it’s not really a battle worth fighting. Plus he was a big help this year. Let him have a few wins.

“That’s good.” Victoria looks around, as though expecting Fearsipper to pop back. “Generally, in these sorts of films, don’t they return before the end?”

“Fearsipper relied on that trick less,” you explain. “Those movies were more about the slow burn of figuring out who kept releasing him from his puzzle prison.”

She looks at the floor, and the symbols covered by dongs, once more. “Do they? That does raise the question of where these retail peons obtained such a valuable scroll. Sadly, it seems they are past the point of being questioned, and too late in All Hallow’s Eve for us to ask them across the border. Our night may be done, yet I feel we have not dealt with every issue presented.”

“We took care of the bad guy, right?” Jim asks. “That’s our shtick! Now let’s go salvage the rest of this night by getting more snacks and finishing some movies.”

Although she’s still slightly hesitant, Victoria starts to nod. “I suppose you are right. There’s no more for us to do here, and revelry is as important a part of All Hallow’s Eve as terror. It is, after all, a celebration. Very well, let us return to the cinema and see what is still playing. Nothing from the Wicked Death or Terror Camp series, though. I fear that after stomping their antagonists, those films won’t hold even an illusion of terror for us.”

Together, the three of you head back downstairs to catch a show, leaving behind a terrible scene that is going to mentally scar the poor manager who stumbles upon five of his employees’ corpses. That’s his problem though, for you, this Halloween has reached…
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For what feels like the first time in a long while, you aren’t running late. The apartment is clean, or as clean as it gets with three bachelors sharing the space. Such a feat is even more impressive since Wilbur is out of town meeting with potential investors for his new coffee shop enterprise, and he usually handles the bulk of the house work. No misadventures are just wrapping up, no near death challenges need to be handled, you are officially ready for Halloween this year.

Good thing one of you is. From his room, you can still hear Jim pacing about, talking to someone on the phone. He’s been going for a while, quite possibly the longest you’ve seen Jim stay focused on a single subject since a cable channel aired an Intergender Nude Beerlympics from some country with much less restrictive ideas about the human body. Maybe he’s trying to convince some local distributor to let him buy like a bar again.

A brisk knock on the door takes your attention off Jim’s room, as you jerk the door open with perhaps too much enthusiasm, eager to show your readiness at the proper time. Still, it’s not like you’ll ever object to suddenly seeing Victoria. Scratch that, actually, there are a lot of situations you can picture, especially when she gets that dangerous look in her eye, that Victoria appearing out of the darkness would be worth objecting to. Such isn’t the case today, however, as she greets you with that coy smile of teeth that are almost too white and sharp.

“My my, a punctual Merlin? Truly, this may be your greatest trick in years.” It’s almost hard to look her in the eyes as she speaks, due to the fact that her face has been painted along the sides and neck with an intricate, scale-like design of shifting colors. The pattern runs down her shoulders, arms, and the small amount of her chest visible. Her attire would look like someone had stumbled through a fisherman’s shack on anyone else, yet somehow upon her it became makeshift fashionable. A cobbled together ensemble out of fabric and tools that one could theoretically find on most fishing vessels. Added with the seashells spread through her hair, this is definitely an aquatic-themed costume.

“I want to guess mermaid, but that already feels like I’m wrong,” you admit.

She smiles once more, a hint of the unsettling danger added in this time. “Close. Siren. Even borrowed the outfit to ensure it would be authentic.” Her face clouds unexpectedly. “Not that the simpering fools at tonight’s revelry will appreciate it. But I’m getting ahead of myself.” Reaching down, she grabs a case that you already know will have between two and three zipped bags inside, each containing a different costume. For a while, the tradition of not knowing what you would be until Halloween arrived wore on you. One year spent without that tradition, admittedly in an alternate wish-world, was enough to give you fresh appreciation for the annual costume selection.

“Do I get any kind of hint as to what we’re doing this year, or am I choosing blind?” Hey look at that! Took a few years, but you’re learning to ask questions and think slightly ahead. Sniff No I’m not proud. Shut up and listen to Victoria.

“I fear that this year, we face our greatest challenge yet. My family has once again detected unapproved magic in our territory. Whoever put that scroll in dangerous hands last year may well be striking once more, although I do not intend to permit them to stay hidden. Sadly, this means we must investigate where the magic is located. Our All Hallows Eve must be spent around… normal people, at an office Halloween party.” She visibly shivers, not as if she’s cold, but like she’s fighting back the urge to vomit. “The sanctity of this most holy days boiled down to the barest of token gestures and plastic frights. At least those who walk the streets or attend features of fright seek to celebrate the holiday. With few notable exceptions, corporate parties lacks such soul, they may as well not be Halloween themed at all.”

“Huh. I’m surprised you know this much about company parties.” Sometimes, Victoria is so untethered from reality, it’s hard to remember that you went to school together. Of course, you spent last week literally mowing down an army of grass-people trying to give trees sentience and start a revolution, so maybe you’re not the best judge of what is and isn’t normal.

She gives you a look, curious or pointed, you can’t quite tell. “My mother is human, Merlin. Mundane, or as mundane as one with a daughter like me can be called. That is why I was forced to live like a human for so long, in case that was the world where I would ultimately dwell. It has given me excellent insight into places such as-”

“I get it!” Jim’s door flies open as he strides out, looking up at the ceiling. At least he’s already in costume, sort of. He’s glued various bits of tech and electronics together, laying them onto a uniform from his week delivering pizzas in an ensemble he dubbed “The Bionic Delivery Boy” when he conceived if it. “Let me tell them and we’ll go take care of these Glantroxians or whatever.” Jim comes to a sudden halt as he looks from you to Victoria and back. Okay, so maybe he wasn’t on the phone after all. “Fuuuuuck. Right. It’s Halloween, isn’t it?”

“You, uh, got something going on?”

Another few frantic looks, then Jim shakes his head. “Nah, Halloween is your thing, this can wait a day. I’ve got no idea where the fuck to find a transcomptational crystal anyway, so it’s not like I’d get much done tonight.”

With another glance to the ceiling where Jim keeps shooting stares and mouthing words, you turn your attention to the case Victoria brought along. Sensing your interest, she pulled it up and opens the lid. You take the first garment bag and unzip it. Dark hood, white paint, dark gloves and boots… what is this? The scythe gives it away. Collapsible and fake, although much realer than you’re entirely comfortable with. This is a Grim Reaper outfit.

“Is going as Death okay? On the off chance there is a real reaper, I’d rather not offend him.”

“Halloween is a time to dress as creatures of power and might. Most consider it a compliment to be chosen. Fear not, Merlin, I would not offer you an unfit costume,” Victoria replies.

Onto bag number two, which unzips to reveal a white coat, thick glasses, vials, beakers, okay, you’re getting it now. “Mad Scientist. That’s a fun one.”

“Last year I offered you the creation, so this year I thought you might prefer the creator.” She doesn’t waste time, lifting the third bag up and placing it in your hands.

Lots more paint on this one, along with a silver and green jumpsuit, prosthetic additions for your ears and face, along with a sleek silver ray gun. “Alien? Isn’t that a little sci-fi for you?”

“I’m not the one who has to walk around in it,” Victoria counters. “Dealing with mundanes forced me to lean slightly closer to mainstream sensibilities. And so long as they are creatures of power and fear, they are worthy to be worn for All Hallows Eve.”

Okay then, looks like everything is setup. All that’s left is for you to pick your costume. Grim Reaper, Mad Scientist, or Alien are all on the table. Odds of turning into your costume at a corporate party are probably lower than usual, but you never know what’s going on at-

“Hurry it up, Merlin,” Victoria calls. “The festivities at FratCo will begin shortly.”

You and Jim both stop, turning to look at her. “Shit… did you say FratCo? Not the downtown branch, right?”

It’s a rare moment, but you get to see a surprised expression streak across Victoria’s face. “How did you know that?”

With a heavy sigh, you lean forward and grab a garment bag. “It’s one of the places I made sure not to apply at when I was right out of college. My big brother, Thad, works there.”

Well damn, that took a turn.

Poll: What Costume Do You Choose?

Grim Reaper

Mad Scientist

Alien
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“You’ve never mentioned a brother, Merlin. And I don’t recall one attending high school with us.”

To her credit, Victoria waited until you were in the car to bring this up. Handling the costume came first, which was a good thing because the make-up took a while. Although she didn’t slather you completely in white for the skeleton-faced look, Victoria did insist on giving you a more gaunt, terrifying look complete with sunken eyes and starvation cheek bones. At one point, you jokingly asked if this was accurate, to which she only replied “It depends”. You didn’t ask any more questions after that.

Thankfully, the makeup coupled with your costume of a hooded robe and fake, if perhaps a tad realer than needed, collapsible scythe all come together to make a distinctive ensemble. In the event you turn into your costume this year, there’s really no way of telling how it will manifest, but you look cool for now, so that’s something.

“He went to a private school, on scholarships, of course.”

“Don’t you mean scholarship?”

“Nope. Had ones for academics, football, baseball, track, and art. The art was because Thad dabbled in sculpting until ‘dabbling’ turned into ‘rising prodigy’ and I’m guessing you can see how it went from there. He’s like King Midas without the drawbacks.”

From his position across the limo, Jim pauses downing a fifth of liquor to pipe up. Evidently whatever he was up to in his room put him behind on his usual level of Halloween intoxication.  Worse, Victoria’s usual driver is working the Halloween party, meaning he doesn’t even have his usual smoking buddy. “Thad fucking suuuuucks. Dude just coasts. No adventure.”

“Last week he posted pictures of him cliff diving in the Caribbean with a team of swimsuit models,” you point out.

“Yeah, not even like, zombie swimsuit models. How easy is that to survive? What a snoozer.” Opinion offered, Jim pulls an envelope of powder from under his pizza/electronics themed hat, dumps it in the liquor bottle, then upends the mixture into his mouth.

Part of you really wants to ask Jim if you can have a sip of that, although probably better to at least find out what is going on first. “You get the idea. While we’re obviously not close, he is still my brother, so if he’s in some sort of magical danger I want to help. Well, ‘want’ might be a strong word, but I’ll do it.”

To your surprise, this earns you an understanding nod from Victoria. “Family is complicated, be they mundane or worthwhile. I understand, Merlin. We will work to keep your kin safe, however I can make no assurances until the threat we’re facing is fully assessed. Currently, all we know is that magic has been sensed at this location. The exact parameters and source will be discovered as we dig deeper, or rooted out by force if needed.”

The limo pulls to a stop without warning, and Victoria pops open the door instantly. She climbs out using grace that’s genuinely unfair compared to what everyone else seems to be working with, followed by a bumbling Jim that looks like his legs are ceasing function at random intervals. Any other Halloween, and it would be a perfectly normal scene. Your version of normal, that is. But knowing you’re about to step into Thad’s world has left a brick in your stomach. Worrying as it is, you’ve faced much scarier things than an awkward run in, so you follow the others out of the limo, into the cool night air.

FratCo is a fraternity supply company, specializing in branded apparel, decor, and other knick-knacks that people can’t stop buying when a name or an organization is slapped on. Part of the selling pitch is that it was run entirely by former members of fraternities and sororities, which was one of the reasons you never applied here, despite having a connection. Of course, that same connection was the other major reason you didn’t apply here, so the fraternity thing was really a minor issue.

“Gentlemen, follow me.” Victoria walks without hesitation into the large building hosting many companies’ offices in the myriad of floors; leaving you and Jim to hurriedly catch up. She slips through the front with no break in stride, sauntering up to the security desk and placing down what sure looks like a reward card for a local sandwich shop.

“Badge for myself, and my team.” Her eyes bore into the poor security guard, an older man who has to be within spitting distance of retirement. He never had a chance, not under the force of that gaze you’ve seen spur actual monsters to flee in terror. You’re pretty sure the guard doesn’t even glance at the card.

“Of course. Have a great night.” His wrinkled hand waves you all forward, toward the elevators. Giving him an apologetic nod as you pass, Victoria has already called an elevator by the time you arrive. Then again, there are like eight of them so maybe one was already down here. This building is even larger than what you expected.

Once the elevator doors close, Jim immediately pulls some manner of pills from his pocket and begins hurling them down his throat. “Have to get a base layer going so I can get by on just the booze from the party.”

“In his own way, Jim raises a good point. Preparation lays the foundations of victory,” Victoria says. “It might be prudent to enter this party with a plan, seeing as we have so little starting information. My initial idea was to covertly search the floor one room at a time until we discovered the magical source. However, Merlin having a contact there does open up other options. While I know you won’t love the idea, it may be worth the inconvenience to use your brother as a guide.”

“Hells to the no. Thad is the worst. Let’s just hang around and party until something weird happens. That’s how it usually shakes out anyway, so if we call it a plan we’ll feel better when it goes down.” Jim pauses, looking over to the ceiling of the elevator. “Dude, chill, I said we’ll handle it. This is important too. Yeah, magic shit.”

Huh. Jim kind of had a point, until the odd digression.

Poll: Which Plan Do You Use?

Search room by room

Hunt down Thad

Hangout and wait for something to happen
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Much as you loathe to admit it, the smart move is to use someone who knows the terrain. You’re walking into a party on Halloween night, if you want to be sure what is supernatural and what is just good decorating, best to have a person who knows what normal looks like around here. Besides, deep down, he is still your brother. With supernatural shit afoot, he’s much safer around you. Well, okay, he’s safer around Victoria, but by proxy that includes being near you too.

“Let’s go find Thad.” You mutter the words only seconds before the elevator doors part to reveal, somehow, that you’ve arrived in the woods. A shockingly good facsimile of the woods, anyway. It looks like you’re walking into the alcove of a creepy forest, the scent of actual woods washes over all of you while ducking under very realistic branches. Flickering lights can be seen just ahead, luring you deeper in.

Right as you’re about to take a last step forward, shoving the foliage aside, a hand clamps down hard on your shoulder. Victoria has you in an iron grip as she shakes her head.

“I like a good will-o-the-wisp prank as much as the next gal, but I also know what comes next. Let Jim run in first, my guess is he’ll probably enjoy it more.”

You don’t have time to ask for clarification, as Jim bolts forward, immediately dropping out of sight. The only clue to his location is a splash, a grunt of confusion, and then a sound like a toilet struggling to flush a sponge, a noise you also know only thanks to living with Jim. His idea for a new method of wiping had “conceptual issues” out of the gate.

That’s also how you learned plumbers have a blacklist.

Sticking your head through the curtain of foliage, you look down to find a steep padded slide leading into a large inflatable pool filled with beer. In the middle of it, Jim is hunched down on all fours, doing his damndest to drink the whole thing dry. There is no way the landing pool is sanitary, but honestly, given his lifestyle, Jim is probably worse for the beer than the beer is for him.

At your side, Victoria points to a small set of stairs near the edge, a more practical way down for the cautious folks who didn’t go sliding. You follow along, largely being led, because now you can’t stop looking around at this place. FratCo has pulled out all the stops, this might be the most elaborately staged Halloween party outside of the one Victoria’s family throws, and you’re not even sure that should count given how much of it is actually real.

The entire floor appears to have been decorated and sectioned off in to different areas. One section houses a “Haunted Carnival” attraction, another is labeled “Hall of Haunted History” and the third, most popular area, has a makeshift bar and dance floor. That one is called the “Haunted Bar.” Okay, clearly they put more work into the decorations than looking up synonyms for “Haunted”, but it still looks pretty damn awesome.

Just as you’re about to suggest checking out the bar for Thad, you notice a small group has formed around Jim. While at first it looks like he’s started things off by getting you into trouble, you soon realized that the employees are cheering Jim on. Shouts of “Chug!” and “Holy shit!” ring out as Jim’s continuous drain goes on without pause. If they’re waiting for a break, they’d better find chairs. Years of practicing with the Infinite Beer Cup have keenly developed Jim’s ability to breathe through the nose while drinking through the mouth.

“Now that is how you do a chug!” As soon as the voice rings out, you know it. Deep, cheerful, and threaded with the intangible charm that forces one’s eyes to seek out the source. Apparently, word of Jim’s feat was substantial enough to start bringing more spectators. Including Thad, which despite being exactly what you wanted to happen, still causes you to wince slightly.

He’s tall, of course, and handsome, of course, and the chainmail shirt he’s wearing still shows off the muscles and definition that he has, admittedly, earned. Yet even there, it never feels like he has to try quite as hard as everyone else. The costume, at least, took some effort. Aside from the chainmail shirt, he’s wearing dark pants with a metal fauld, a shield on his back, and a helm/boots/gauntlet pairing that all clearly came as a matching set. Those bright, excited eyes scan the crowd, landing on you before there’s any time to try and rush for a place to hide.

With ease, he crossed the room, striding over and scooping you up into a crushing hug. “Lil Bro, you finally came! Didn’t think this was going to be the year, but I’m stoked you could make it.”

Gently, he sets you down, smoothing out the shoulders of your robe. “Grim Reaper costume, I love it, super classic. And that makeup! If whoever did that isn’t a pro, they should be.”

“Compliment appreciated, though such is not where my particular ambitions lie.” Victoria has an odd look in her eye as she assesses Thad, like she’s still puzzling him over. “Merlin, you had a standing invitation?”

“That I didn’t want to use until we decided for sure to interact with Thad,” you whisper back, trying, badly, to disguise it as a minor coughing fit before turning to your brother. “This is Victoria Dempsy. She’s a friend from, well, all over now, but originally high school.”

Instantly, recognition flashes in Thad’s expression, although hopefully Victoria doesn’t know him well enough to catch it. Embarrassing as it is, you had a pretty bad crush on Victoria in high school and early college, so of course you turned to your successful older brother for advice. He knows her name well, but not a word of that actually leaves his lips.

“So great to meet you, Victoria.” Thad gives her a firm handshake, taking note of her costume too. “Wow, your crew really doesn’t mess around with Halloween outfits. That fucking rules. Let me scoop Jim out of the pool and I can show you all around. We’ve got so much cool stuff going on this year. There’s an actual midway and fortune tellers in the carnival, that haunted hall of history is both a great time and an excellent education in FratCo’s legacy. Plus, the bar is stacked with displays and some cool knick-knacks, along with tons of free booze. You two talk it over and let me know what sounds good.”

He’s off again in no time, leaning in to grab your roommate, who has, impressively, managed to noticeably lower the level of this beer pool. Victoria watches him go, before turning her attention to you. “I must confess, Merlin, from your description I expected someone more… dislikable.”

“Nope. That’s the worst part about Thad. He is relentlessly positive and optimistic. I sincerely don’t think he gets that life isn’t this easy for everyone else, but he’s doing his best to cheer us on. It gets draining, after a while. You can only take so much of someone believing you’re capable of anything once you realize that you aren’t.”

“Interesting. Ultimately irrelevant this evening, but I suppose it is fascinating to see the machinations of other families. Since Thad is currently lifting Jim from the pool, perhaps we should put our attention to the task at hand. Whatever magic is here, I cannot yet sense it. One choice is as good as the next, so I leave it to you.”

Thad is shake-drying Jim, better get that choice made.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

Haunted Carnival

Haunted Hall of History

Haunted Bar
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You could throw a pumpkin on the street and hit a haunted carnival or haunted office, those are default standards. Something magical is here, in this building so it only makes sense to start with a section wholly unique to FratCo. No matter how much you might find yourself wishing you’d picked a costume that better muffled the ears.

“Let’s do the Haunted Hall of History.” You barely get the next words out without grimacing. “I’d love to learn more about the company.”

With a clatter, Thad drops Jim to the ground and squeezes you with another hug. “That’s the one I was hoping you’d pick! Come on, let’s take a tour. And don’t worry Jim, I’ve got you, there are drink stations set up all over. This is a FratCo party.”

Thad takes the lead, enthusiastically rattling off tidbits about the company as he guides you through a miasma of costumes, booze, and creepy decorations. True to his word, you’re barely five steps into the tour before there’s a cocktail inside a skull-shaped cup that’s been slapped into your hand. Looking around, you find Victoria holding similar a mermaid glass, while Jim is just finished slamming down some liquid from a robot-head chalice. Not exactly a match to everyone’s outfit, but given the spread of costumes possible, it’s still pretty impressive they had a semi-adjacent one for each of you. This party really does spare no expense.

While Thad is pointing and explaining, your attention is mostly focused on looking for anything out of the ordinary. There’s certainly some odd stuff afoot, like people being lowered on pulleys to bob for apples in a… fucking hot tub? Damn, they keep this going and Victoria’s family might have to step up their game. None of it seems to phase Thad, however, which means it falls into whatever FratCos definition of normal is.

A few quick turns in short succession brings you into a gigantic conference room that’s been decorated to look like a historic museum. Portraits line the walls, as do trophy cases, pedestals holding high honors, and other displays. Sprinkled in are sections of “Spooky Facts” according the big block orange letters. You can’t make out any from far off, but the closest one informs you that a former VP was nicknamed “Wolfman” because of his beard. Cool? No, definitely not.

“Fuuuuuck. Did we pick the educational section?” Jim turns around, glaring at you, then up to the ceiling. “Look, I’ll get to it when I have time. I told you, this night is spoken for, and I’m not bailing even if it is… educational.”

Okay, maybe letting that slide all night isn’t going to work after all.

Before you can ask, Thad jumps in. “Oh no, I would never try and take you into the educational section. I’d only take you to the drinkucational section!” At his word, he holds an empty cup shaped like a knight’s helm, quite similar to the one on his head in fact, up to a small faucet you’d missed before. “Wolfman.” As soon as the word leaves his mouth, a golden liquid spills from the pipe, filling his cup nearly to the top before stopping.

“Learning stuff blows, we all know that too, but we also wanted to put something special on. The first spooky fact is the easy one. From here, you read until you find the right word, then say it out loud. That will trigger a fill-up of the person in question’s favorite drink.” With a raise of his glass, Thad kills the entire cup in a single swig. He then turns and coughs hard, slamming a meaty fist against his own sternum.

“Forgot the Wolfman liked cheap whiskey.” Thad hasn’t even finished coughing by the time Jim is at the pipe, getting his own chalice filled. Evidently, he wasn’t put off by the comments on quality, since the look in his eye makes it clear that Jim has come to play.

To your surprise, it’s Victoria who speaks up next. She’s been largely disinterested in everything so far, but the trophy cases seem to have piqued her curiosity, as she examines the Wolfman’s meager legacy. “These displays you’ve put on, are they all trophies?”

“Oh no, we varied it up. Game balls, awards, keepsakes, we reached out to tons of people to put this on. Totally worth it though!” As Thad is speaking, a fresh crop of people wander in from the rear of the room. The opened door shows you more spaces like this one, a line of conference rooms setup to imitate a display hall.

“Fascinating.” Victoria turns to you as Thad greets a coworker and the area fills with new people hunting for Spooky Facts. “Were I inclined to hide a magical item in a place like this, clutter from the past would make perfect camouflage. All manner of unusual objects easily explained away by sentimentality and put in plain sight. Alternatively, if something magical is here by true accident, these would also make the likeliest sources. New objects, brought in for the event, would certainly account for the sudden appearance. I shall look them over, keep your eyes peeled as well.”

She doesn’t dash off, Victoria is more composed than that. Her form merely glides gracefully away, somehow moving faster than the stragglers in spite of their hurry. The vacancy at your side doesn’t go unfilled for long. Seconds later, Thad is there, leaning in.

“Technically, you’re supposed to work for it, but I don’t mind telling my little brother which of the people feature the best drinks.” He holds a conspiratorial finger to his lips before sipping from a new cocktail. It doesn’t cause as much wincing, so this one must be an improvement.

“Thanks.”

You’re both momentarily distracted by a commotion as you see a small crowd has gathered around Jim while he keeps saying “Wolfman” and taking the fill-ups directly into his mouth. His system falls apart briefly when Jim flashes a thumbs-up to the ceiling and gets doused in the head, but a quick recovery for the next one keeps the crowd engaged.

With a loud gulp, Thad finishes his own drink. “Damn, Jim would do amazing at the company picnic. As would someone else I know.” He bumps you, gently, with his shoulder. “Offer still stands, Lil Bro. Times are changing, rules change with them. I think I could get you an interview.”

“Again, thanks, but no thanks. This place is amazing… for you. I’ve got my own thing going on.”

“I know, it’s just…” For a second, Thad looks at you strangely, an unusual concern in his eyes. “I just worry sometimes. Probably over nothing, little things, but I’m your big brother so I get to be concerned.” His eyes linger on you for a bit longer before he suddenly turns away. “Never mind, guess I’m over-enamored with the idea of you working here. Forget it.”

He walks over to the nearest display for a new drink, leaving you alone in the odd atmosphere he created. That was strange, admittedly, but what can you tell him? That you’ve become progressively more involved with impossible shit through the years, things most people would never believe, let alone understand? But still, annoying as it can be, Thad’s always looked out for you. If he’s worried, should you hear him out?

Poll: What Will You Do?

Talk to Thad

Find out what’s up with Jim

Help Victoria
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Deciding that it’s high time you got to the bottom of whatever Jim’s deal is, you head over and wait until he finally decides to move on to a new display. The crowd disperses as he does, ready to indulge their own antics, offering a small modicum of privacy.

“Okay Jim, what the fuck with the ceiling tonight?” Subtlety is wasted on Jim, especially once Jim is wasted. The direct approach yields much faster results.

“Ahhh, you noticed that. I was trying to keep it low-key.” Honestly, for him, that’s probably true. “Sorry bud, I know Halloween is your favorite and all, didn’t want to add a bunch of extra shit. Basically, I ate this taco from a mysterious shop with all kinds of crazy ingredients. Since then, I’ve been seeing creatures that apparently live between our plane and the next. Flubgo, that’s my tag-along, keeps telling me to fulfill the prophecy and slay the Jagglewump, but it sounds like such a fucking drag that I’m genuinely glad for the excuse to put it off.”

He turns toward the ceiling, rolling his eyes. “Yeah, you heard me right. It’s a boring adventure, and I actually kind of know about that shit.”

Well then, either Jim is telling the truth, he’s got the mother of all food poisoning cases, or he’s managed to get exceptionally fucked up, even by Jim standards. Much as history might make you want to assume it’s the third scenario, you’ve lived with Jim for a long while now. Hallucination Jim tends to be heralded by Public Urination Jim or Demanding Karaoke Jim. Of course, there was also the very sincere chance that Jim’s story is all real. Weird crap happens to you both so frequently you started your own trophy collection of unnatural souvenirs.

“Got it. Do you want any help with that after we wrap up here?”

“We’d need another magic taco, and the place dissolved into mist when I turned back around to ask for more guac. Cheap fuckers.”

Commotion draws your attention; a trio dressed in red, blue, and green shirt/hat combos rushing to Thad and hurriedly making a report. As he listens, his expression grows more serious, until he motions for you and Jim to come over. By chance or design, Victoria strolls back in at roughly the same time.

“Nothing in here,” she reports. “Strange though. I could feel the wisps of some lingering magic, yet no source.”

“Everyone, so sorry to put a bummer on the night, but apparently we’ve got some party crashers making a scene in the bar. I’m part of the volunteer security for the night, so I’ve got to go deal with that. Feel free to stay here and keep learning, won’t take me long.”

Victoria’s nails jab your rib with surgical precision.  The next step is obvious, and evidently, she’s not feeling patient.

“No way, if there’s trouble, we’ll come along too. I think Jim is ready for real drinks anyway.”

Nearby, Jim is banging on a wall, shaking his cup. Whatever liquid was supposed to come from that particular display appears to have run out.

“Well, I’m never going to turn down time with my Lil Bro. Everyone, stay close until we get there, then give me room. Shouldn’t be much trouble at an event like this, but I don’t want you taking chances.”

As you walk back to the bar, part of you wonders how Thad would react if you told him about the kinds of chances you took regularly. He likely wouldn’t believe you, who could? Too bad. The idea of showing him what you can actually do is appealing. It would be nice to fantasize about the evening offering you a chance to show off, but you’ve been through too many Halloweens to expect that kind of result. If you just don’t get eaten by anything, it will be a good night.

Besides, it’s not as though you’ve got a lot of time for a discussion. The nearer you all get to the bar, the more you notice people shouting. As you move in closer, you start to realize that they aren’t screaming in fear. They’re cheering someone on.

Together, all of you finally break through and discover an extremely bizarre scene. A game of flip-cup is going on, high stakes by the number of people cheering, between a group dressed like the entire Scooby Doo gang, complete with dog costume, and a team of disturbingly realistic ghosts. Each one has a different visible death method. Slit throat, knife in the back, corkscrew to the skull. They went all out, truly.

“Crashers or not, these guys don’t seem so bad,” Thad noted.

“Dude, those aren’t crashers.” Jim points over your shoulder, to the last person on the ghost team. “That’s the fucking Wolfman. He’s on the wall, obviously he works here.”

Hot damn. Maybe taking the educational route wasn’t such a bad idea after all, because the closer you look, the more you recognize the faces from their portraits. It’s not just Wolfman, every member of that team was featured in the Haunted Hall of History. There is a slim chance that these are normal people dressed up like historical figures, but truthfully, you just know your luck isn’t good enough for that to be the case. On the plus side, for once you’ve managed to get a grip on what’s happening before it spirals completely out of control. Maybe you can keep that part from going down.

“Jim’s right.” A glance at Victoria confirms that she noticed it too, while Thad is distracted by the flip-cup match itself, unaware that anything strange is afoot. “Do you have a method for dealing with them?”

“Dispelling a ghost is harder tonight, but certainly doable,” she replies. “However, that would not solve the issue of how they arrived here. Spirits entering the land of the living is one thing, this is on an entirely different level. Whatever caused their appearance may cause more. We could hunt for the source, since it’s most likely in the area, given this is where the ghosts appeared.”

“Oooor, and just hear me out on this, we go challenge them to a game. Bet them that if they win, they have to show us to whatever magic gate they came through. We can smoke these dead mofos.” You’d better not need to be told that was Jim speaking.

“There is some merit to challenge,” Victoria concedes. “This realm is more your specialty than mine, so I will back whatever path you choose.”

Poll: What Tactic Do You Choose?

Have Victoria dispel them

Hunt for the source

Challenge them to a game
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Ah, the hell with it. Jim’s a solid friend, and he’s ignoring his own call to adventure just being here. You can at least let him have this, seeing as the situation looks fairly tame.

“Jim… we’ll do your thing. Grab us some extra players because we’re taking them on in flip-cup.”

Victoria looks surprised, while Jim merely balls up his hands and lets out a high-pitched squeal of excitement before bolting through the crowd to secure your position. A few people are slow moving out of his way and get barreled through, Jim is a force of nature when there’s a drinking game to be played.

“Did I hear that right? You want to take that ghost squad on?” Thad’s enthusiastic slap to your back is strong enough to nearly lift you off your feet. “Guess that means you’ll want the five time FratCo Flip-Cup Summer Tournament Champion on your team. But gee, I wonder if you can get him, he’s pretty in demand…”

With a resigned sigh, you pinch the bridge of your nose. “I know it’s you, Thad. You’re the only person who casually wins entire tournaments for half-a-decade running, plus your old frat still has all those records you set.” Much as you would love to end it there, unfortunately he has made a solid point. “Would you please be on my flip-cup team?”

“The two of us, on a team together. We should just send those geezers home now, no way they’ve got a shot.” Thad gives you a high-five that leaves your palm stinging. “I’ll go help Jim pick a fifth, nobody knows the talent around here like me.”

Once he’s gone, you blow gently on your hand. It’s slightly embarrassing for Victoria to see, but after this many adventures she’s witnessed you do far worse. “You think this is silly, don’t you?”

“Merlin, we have spent a significant number of Halloweens together, over the course of which I have learned one lesson time and time again. Though I might not understand the choices you make, they consistently lead us to our goals. It takes longer in some cases than others, yet we’ve made it every year. Do I see how this will help? No. Do I trust that it will, because you’re the one leading the way? Yes, I do.”

She fixes a small section of her belt, ensuring a supposedly decorative dagger is in easy-drawing position. “Tonight, I’ve begun to understand why you seem ignorant of your own talents. Comforting words are not my forte, especially not on this hallowed evening. But I will offer you one piece of counsel: I am an efficient, calculating person. Were you not at least skilled enough to be useful, I wouldn’t keep bringing you along. You might doubt any sweet condolences I whispered; however, that statement, I hope you can see the truth in.”

With that, she heads toward the flip-cup table and you follow. Arriving, you find Thad and Jim, already in position. Next to Thad is another large man dressed in some kind of half-inflated dinosaur costume. Whatever his outfit was, it’s clearly been compromised so that he can play.

On the other side of the table, the ghosts are celebrating their latest win. So far, apparently, they’ve gone undefeated. The dangerous gleam in Jim’s eyes says he’s looking to change that. You’re not even sure he remembers there’s magic afoot at this point, all he seems to be aware of is the table. Finally turning away, he motions you all into a huddle.

“This is Thad’s boy, Rex. Rex, this is the team.” Jim doesn’t pause when Rex opens his mouth to speak, blazing right on past. “On the other side we’ve got Wolfman, Big Mug, Wibble-Wobble, Pukemaster, and Boots.”

“How can you possibly know that?” you ask.

“Haunted Hall of History. You give me booze for learning, I learn like a mother fucker,” Jim shoots back. “Now Wolfman is their anchor, and Boots is their lead. Start strong, end strong. We want to match that, we have to bookend with our best as well. Pukemaster is their slowest member, looks like he’s sitting in the middle. Who do we think is our worst?”

After several moments of consideration, your gaze turns to, shockingly, Victoria. “Jim is Jim, I live with him, Thad is a five-time tournament winner, and I’m guessing Rex must be decent as well.”

“Three-time runner-up,” Rex says, shooting Thad a look of jealous respect that gives you a surprising sense of comradery with the man.

“Nice. Point is, I think by default, that makes you the worst at this.” You’re braced for glowering; instead Victoria nods her agreement.

“True, this is not a skill I have mastered. Somehow, I’ll find a way to bear the shame.”

Once lineup is settled, everyone falls into place. Thad is first, followed by Rex, with Victoria taking center. After her it goes to you, with Jim as the anchor to make up for time lost. Across the table, the ghosts are taking their spots as well.

“Oh shit!” Jim holds up a hand, causing a halt. “I almost forgot the bet! Hey, if we beat you guys, will you show us how you got here? Also, we know you’re all real ghosts, and it’s cool, we’re not narcs.”

Thad and Rex both laugh, missing the brief flash of panic that rolls across the former FratCo employees’ faces. Their fear is short-lived thanks to Jim’s reassurance, and by the time Thad and Rex look up, Wolfman is already speaking.

“Sure. We’d show you that anyway, but a game does make it more fun.”

Before you can follow-up on that statement, Jim lowers his hand and whistle goes off, signaling the start of the game. Thad is precisely as skilled as one would expect from a five-time champ. His beer is gone in a single gulp, with the cup successfully flipped in one speedy try. Unfortunately, Boots is no slouch either, beer spilling out of his slit neck while he slugs it down. His cup only requires two tries, keeping a dangerously close pace with Thad.

Rex and Wibble-Wobble turn out to be evenly matched, as both take almost the exact same time to chug and flip, preserving the minor lead Thad had bought the team. Good thing, because when the turn passes to Victoria, it’s hard not to hold your breath in fear.

She gets the beer down at a fair pace. Not ridiculously fast, but a reasonable speed for a normal drinker. Pukemaster, unfortunately, is still cooking along at the same rate as Boots and Wibble-Wobble, catching up to her as both cups touch the table. Both of their first hits fail, plastic clattering on wood.

From the back of the bar, you notice more activity. Something new seems to be drawing people’s attention. A lot of attention, actually.

Cursing brings your eyes back to the table, in time to notice Pukemaster succeed his second attempt and Victoria fail hers. Big Mug reaches for his cup, while Victoria’s eyes narrow at her own. For a second, you’re afraid she’s going to fill the whole office with murdering zombies. Instead, she sets he cup on the edge and hits it one more time.

The plastic receptacle flies up through the air, ridiculously high for that amount of force. It goes all the way to the ceiling, where a mechanical flying bat swinging around knocks it back down. The cup tumbles through the air at a breakneck speed, before landing soundly on the table, bottom-up.

“Merlin, you’re up.”

Well, aside from an excellent reminder on why not to piss Victoria off, that made it your turn. Unfortunately, that ruckus on the other side of the room is getting bigger. You can’t tell what it is, or if it’s supernatural. All you can see are lots of people milling about. There’s screaming, whether it’s good or bad you’d have to shut off all the dance music to know. If it is danger, though, then should you get your brother clear? He’ll try to jump in as security, and you’re mostly sure coming back from the dead isn’t one of his gifts.

The only thing you know for certain is that Big Mug has a lead.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Keep playing

Check out the commotion

Get Thad out of here
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Just once, it would be nice to have fun and do things the Jim way. Every now and then, you have to double down on fun. You started this game of flip-cup, you’ll damn sure see it through. With practiced, honed skill, you slam the beer and hurriedly get your cup flipped over. It’s not quite enough to catch up with Big Mug, but you’ve given Jim a fighting chance.

It’s down to him and Wolfman, both of whom sail through the actual drinking part while more and more attention is being paid to that section near the back of the bar. Your attention is split, however that only lasts until Jim gently taps the base of his cup, sending it tumbling gracefully into the air until landing with its lid down.

A cheer rises from your throat, along with the rest of your team, as the thrill of victory settles in. High-fives are exchanged, both with the ghosts and your friends. It’s so much fun, you don’t even notice the elevated screams at first. By the time you’ve looked over, what was interest has blossomed into full-blown panic. As your gaze follows, it’s not hard to see why.

Of all things, a fucking bobcat is now running along the dance floor. Strange as that would be, it’s hosting a huge bullet wound through its chest, what seems like a reasonable signifier that this animal definitely didn’t sneak in through some bathroom window. People are stampeding away in terror, slamming into you and your flip-cup table as it blocks the path toward the exit.

In the crush of bodies, you lose everyone, until you’re finally able to shove your way to freedom. The feeling of respite is short-lived, as you have just long enough to hear a yowling cry leave the bobcat’s lips as it races up on you.

Perhaps playing a drinking game in the middle of a dangerous supernatural event wasn’t the most prudent of maneuvers. Something you make a note to keep in mind, assuming you’ll remember this. At least that thought does offer some comfort as those hideous jaws lower down to crunch your throat. It offers you a sense of peace, just as you reach your…

Dead En-

The fist comes out of nowhere, smashing into the bobcat’s mouth and sending it sprawling back several steps. A pair of rough, familiar hands grab you by the shoulder and drag you to your feet. “Bro, you okay?”

Thad… saved you?

But… that was supposed to be… huh.

Looks like this night is taking some unusual turns.

While being dragged along, you can see the bobcat shake off his blow, letting out a deep growl and bounding toward you both. A noble effort, cut short by a pair of expertly manicured nails snatching it out of mid-air by the scruff of the neck. Victoria has arrived, parting the crowd around her like a terrifying Moses. She looks the bobcat dead in the eye, eliciting a tiny mewl from its lips. Victoria sets it back down, at which point the bobcat lowers itself to its belly and stares up at her with utter devotion.

While you’ve been dealing with the angry predator, there’s more commotion coming from the central area. As you happen to be looking that way, a pair of cowboys come riding horses through the pool of landing beer. Um, what the fuck? One has a noose still around his neck, while the other is sporting a knife jammed into his back.

“Ghost portal?” Jim guesses. When did he get back here? And where did he find an entire bucket full of Jell-O shots? These are excellent questions that you might actually ask, if not for the obvious chaos giving you more important issues to tackle.

“Rudimentary as that description is, in essence, I have to admit you’ve likely nailed the gist of it. Some manner of doorway has opened between the living and the dead, permitting corporeal forms of those passed to walk the world. For now, it seems only ghosts who happened to be nearby are coming through. Local hauntings and the like. We’ll need to close it soon, however. Word among the dead travels fast, and you do not want to know how many wicked spirits would welcome a chance to injure the living once more.”

A cough from behind draws your attention. “Not in our damn company they won’t.” Wolfman is there with the rest of the FratCo Ghost Flip-Cup team, formerly undefeated, exchanging resolved looks. “Given the situation, and the fact that you won, we’re happy to show you where we came in from. There was this mirror over by the DJ booth, near the bar’s back entrance. When we stepped through it, we were here. I mean really here, for the first time in who knows how long.”

Without delay, they lead you through the now-vacated dance floor, the bobcat following meekly behind. Lucky for you, this is far from your first adventure, so you’re smart enough not to feel let down when you round a corner and find yourself staring at a big fat patch of nothing.

“Wait, it was here.” Boots is looking around, like he thinks the mirror will pop out from behind something.

“Another spirit no doubt recognized the danger in leaving such a portal unguarded and made off with it in the chaos,” Victoria surmised. “We’ll have to search the area. Ghosts, give as detailed a description as you can. Thad, consider where the most likely spots to take such an item within this place would be.”    

As the ghosts rattle off a description that essentially amounts to tall mirror with arcane writing on the frame, shocker, Thad looks around, visibly concentrating on the task Victoria saddled him with. By the time the description is over, Thad seems to have worked things out.

“If it were me, I’d take it to the executive offices. Stash it in there and nobody will find it until the next workday. That assumes they know about those offices, though. As a stranger, looking around and trying to assess everything on the fly, my gut says I’d go for the carnival. A hall of history is too precise, something random might stick out, and the bar was obviously out since that’s where they’d be running from. There’s also the chance that they just bolted at random, in which case we should be checking broom closets and other nooks where they might have panicked and tried to stash a mirror on the fly.”

Damn. He did not half-ass that thinking. Victoria nods in agreement, clearly she’s on the same page with Thad’s assessment. “Given the amount of ground to cover and the danger of every new ghost released, I fear we lack the time to work as a group. We’ll need to spread our forces.”

“Is there booze in the carnival?” Jim asks.

“Of course. It was a FratCo attraction,” Thad replies.

“Then I’ll take that one.”

After a moment of intense staring, Victoria shakes her head. “Not alone you won’t.” From the side of her mouth, she makes a single clicking noise, and the bobcat trots over to sit at Jim’s feet. “Some protection, just in case. As for me, seeing as I have the least familiarity with this area, my perspective would be that of an intruder. I will search the various hiding spots they might have uncovered while fleeing.”

“That leaves us with the executive office,” Wolfman said. “Good choice, we’ve occupied half of them.”

“What about you, Thad?” Turning to your big brother, you see a surprisingly similar expression reflected right back.

“I literally just had to save your life, Lil Bro. No way I’m letting you out of my sight while shit is this crazy. I go where you go, so how about you tell me which team we’re on?”

Poll: Which Team Do You Join?

FratCo ghosts

Jim and the bobcat

Victoria
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When you consider it carefully, who really needs the most help? Okay, yeah, that’s Jim. But who has the greatest chance of succeeding? Based on historical precedent, you, sort of, assuming Victoria is there to set-up the alley-oop. Which in no way explains why you’ve made the decision to split apart from both of them, and follow a group of ghost strangers while they traipse through an office. Although they do seem like an entertaining crew, so maybe you’re just trying to have some fun with the holiday for a change?

However you mentally justify it, the teams are split and set off immediately. Victoria disappears from your view after darting briefly behind a small wall, while Jim and the bobcat race off screaming, and yowling, announcing their presence to everything living and dead that dares get in their way. That leaves you alone with Thad and the ghost team, who lead you toward a stairwell tucked away behind a haunted house facade.

As you might expect, the old friends fall quickly into discussion with one another, leaving you and Thad more or less by yourselves for the climb. The ghosts aren’t terribly interesting outside of partying anyway, currently they’re talking about finding a phone book so they can call cabs to hit up a late-night cocaine shooting range, which you are really hoping is something they made up and not a forgotten relic of the old days.

Thad breaks the silence, diverting your attention from your momentary sojourn into recent history. “So… we’re walking behind a bunch of ghosts. After a different ghost, one of a wild animal, tried to rip your face off. The same ghost was then snatched out of the air and turned into a pet by the girl you used to crush on in high school. All of which seems to be having no visible effect on you whatsoever.”

“Would you like to just go ahead and ask your question?”

“Actually, no.” Thad ruffles your hair slightly, just like he has since you were kids. You hate it now the same way you hated it then, which is to say less than you pretend. “I don’t get this, any of it, but you clearly do. I’ve been wondering what you were up to these last few years. Knew it would be something special, and this puts even my expectations to shame. Whatever it is, if you want to bring me in, you will. Until then, I’m along for the ride, and to watch your back.”

Somehow, Thad’s boundless faith always feels heavier than anyone else’s disappointment. All the same, you do appreciate that he’s giving you space. When you meet his eyes, you can see love and concern looking back. Along with something else. A worry, a fear, something he isn’t saying. At least now you know why, Thad doesn’t want to push too hard and send you off again. Just as you’re about to ask him if there’s anything other topic he might like to discuss, one of the ghost’s voices rings out.

“Here we are, best accommodations in the whole office during my time.” Boots has halted the group at what appears to be a fairly normal office, certainly not the biggest, yet he’s got a surprisingly certain expression on. Maybe confidence is just the default setting amongst this group? “On top of being a great spot for an under-wraps nap or place to tip back the old bottle, there’s a slight issue with the slope of the floor. Keeps it so that the lock never… quite… works!”

Everyone hops back as Boots slams into the wooden doorway, jarring it open. “Granted, an outsider wouldn’t know that, but if they were just trying knobs at random, this would be the most likely one to open. Gents, you all want to check your offices as well?” No sooner has he spoken than the ghost team scatters, going up to various rooms. Some tap hidden sections of wall or door, others start scanning the area until coming up with tucked away keys.

Reaching under a potted plant, Big Mug goes through three keys before he finds the one to his office. Mercifully, Thad doesn’t actually make you ask the obvious question. “People get fucked up a lot in FratCo. It became policy to have a hidden key or latch for every office a long time ago. Apparently, they were spending a shitload on locksmiths.” Not a great explanation, from a logical point of view, however given the mindset of everything else in this company, it does make a sort of drunken sense.

By the time everyone else has their door open, Boots is already wandering into his office, so you follow. More eyes will hopefully make for quicker work, although how a magical ghost-spewing mirror could be tucked away that effectively is hard to imagine. Doesn’t mean it won’t happen, you’ve learned to take nothing granted, even more so on Halloween. Thad is on your heels, helping you search, not that there’s much to see. Whoever uses the office now, the most interesting thing about them is the collection of whiskey glasses shaped like sex toys. First room seems to be a bust.

Roaring hits your ears, far louder than what one meager bobcat could accomplish. You’re spinning around, but Thad has already slammed the door closed, bracing it with his considerable body. The move turns out to be a good one as a fucking polar bear (or a regular bear whose fur was turned white by death) comes barreling through the hall. Everything in its way is devastated, including a few partially opened doors sent bursting off their hinges.

Okay, it’s official: even by your standards, this shit is getting ridiculous. One good thing, though, is that you quickly realize that this detour is a waste of time. “Hang on, that bear is huge. If it came out of one of these offices, the place would be gutted and leave a ton of debris. No chance the mirror can be up here.”

“One of the few times I’m glad these offices aren’t bigger,” Thad says. “That still leaves us with the question of which way should we go? There are stairways all over the place, and we’ve got no clue where exactly the bear came from. We’d have to pick one of your friends to go meet up with, which might be tough since we don’t know exactly where they ended up. Tough for Victoria, anyway, got a feeling Jim will find a way to stand out.”

“Could track the bear’s path,” Boots tosses in. “I think Wibble-Wobble used to do some hunting. Follow the trail, it should lead us to the mirror. That assumes it hasn’t been moved, of course, and that there’s enough trail to follow. Then again, if we pull it off, could save us a lot of time.”

Hunt down your friends or follow the origin path of a wild ghost bear. Not the easiest of choices, although you aren’t recently trampled, so that makes this a cut above many past adventures. Still, that bear is heading somewhere, and not everyone will get out of the way.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

Track the bear’s path

Look for Victoria

Look for Jim

Second Poll: Can You Hear Me?

Hidden Message: Did You See It? Click Here To Read
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What the hell was that? Eh, never mind, it’s a weird night all around. Doesn’t seem like you told it what it wanted to hear anyway. It was probably nothing, don’t give it another thought.

Hunting down your friends would be tough, you know that from the outset. Victoria only turns up when she wants to, and good luck predicting what Jim will do or be up to. You’d have better luck guessing which bubble in a freshly poured beer will pop last. Following the trail of destruction left by a ghost bear might not be the most guaranteed tactic available, but there’s an actual path to follow. That gives it a distinct advantage over blindly searching for your friends. Besides, where there’s trouble, those two inevitably appear. Although in Jim’s case, that’s often because he’s the one who caused the trouble.

The ghostly crew has begun popping out of their respective offices now that the sounds of a rampaging bear have faded. It’s a little strange that they immediately ducked out of the way or dove for safety when they’re already dead, however that roar tripped something primal in your head too. Alive or not, humans probably built that terrified reflex for good reason. With everyone milling about, you’ve got an easy opening to take charge.

“Any of you know where that hall comes from? Wherever the bear popped out of, that’s where we’ll probably find the mirror.”

“If memory serves, there are two stairwells that could bring you to this spot from that direction. Both of them spit out into halls on opposite sides of a huge conference room. It was the one where we held major meetings in my day, so we couldn’t have people wandering through to get to stairs.” Pukemaster has a wistful look in his eye, like he can practically see the past.

“Still a room, though we don’t use it for conferences as much,” Thad confirms. “That’s actually where we set up the big finale of the night. Whole place is blacked out, made to resemble a creepy forest like the entrance. We’ve gotten hidden tokens scattered through it that can be traded for door prizes or company perks, in the case of employees.”

Fucking hell, these people know how to throw a party. Sorry, but… damn.

Anyway, now that you’ve got something of a course and a destination, you point toward the cracked, splintered hallway where the remains of a fluorescent light are still sparking on the ceiling. This place probably has good insurance, right?

“Be careful, everyone. No telling what else got loose and might come this direction.” Funny that you say “everyone” even though you and Thad are the only ones present who could actually die, and your potential for that is iffy at best, based on what you know. Really, the warning has only one intended recipient, who gives you little more than a nod in return for your concern. It will have to do, because you’ve got a mirror to find.

For a pleasant change, luck seems to be along for the trip as you all creep down the hallway. Well, you’re creeping, Thad is walking, and the ghosts are carrying on a casual conversation, albeit at a whisper. Ghost animals or not, the whole situation is so bizarre that it’s likely hard for them to take it seriously. That, or you’re just in a group of people who are either already dead or so good at life they’ve probably never had to feel true fear. Regardless, you make it all the way to the stairs with no incident, easily following the breadcrumbs of destruction left in the bear’s wake. Since either side leads to the conference room, there’s no need to waste time debating, instead you head back down to the lower floors.

Light flashes along the creeping mist that drifts out from the open conference room door. This whole area is more subdued than the decorated sections you’ve seen so far. Here, they appeared to have embraced the “Halloween” part of a Halloween party.

Dim lighting bathes everything, and spooky sounds are whispering over the speakers. Dark, creeping vines line the walls, sometimes slithering onto the floors and ceilings as well. Withered fruits droop from the vines, casting soft lights that somehow only seems to add more shadow. Everywhere you look, there’s a constant sensation of something moving just outside your range of vision.

Basically, it looks awesome.

If not for the few annihilated plants and spots of shattered flooring, you might never know that a giant bear just came through the area. Along with some other creatures, based on the curious number of paw-prints you can see through the plants’ scattered dirt. This whole building is going to start getting really crowded, and soon.

“Something is in there.” Thad points through the frosted doors of the conference room, where you can make out flickering lights coming from within. “No idea if that’s part of the show or not. My job was to help with the bar.” While that is an absolute lack of a surprise, you can hardly fault FratCo for it. If you were planning a party, that’s where you would stick Thad as well.

A wave of fresh sounds reaches your ears, originating from somewhere around the corner to your left. The sound of people, people who are screaming. What kind of screaming, you have no idea. Probably bad, though, given the context of the evening. Before you can even fully absorb it, another interesting clue catches your attention. Amongst those various animal print tracks, there are some that look strikingly like those of a bobcat. No human ones, but honestly, if Jim hasn’t tried to ride that thing by now then you’ll be reasonably sure he’s been replaced by a gum replicant like last summer. If so, it won’t last long. Not even artificial beings can survive doing Jim’s level of daily substances. As for the tracks, they lead away from the stairs and the room, toward a poorly lit hallway heading off in an unexplored direction.

“Bro, this is your wheelhouse. You lead, I’ll follow.” Thad’s support is helpful, although it might be more encouraging if you hadn’t failed after receiving it so many times throughout your life. Even so, it’s nice having him here. For strategic reasons, since your friends aren’t around to cover you, of course.

Poll: Which Do You Investigate?

Lights in the conference room

Screams around the corner

Trail of paw prints


10


Maybe when you were newer to all this, there might have been some debate, but you’ve racked up more than enough adventures to know that flashing lights are always where the action is. Add in the spooky fog and the suspiciously concealing doors; they might as well have saved the money and just tossed an over-sized arrow pointed at the room’s entrance. The screams, while concerning, could be anything, and you’re not quite sure enough in your paw-print assessing skills to bet on that being a bobcat. Ultimately, even if those are situations, there will be a lot more of them until you deal with the problem at its source. Mirror first, after-effects later.

“Has to be the conference room.” You take the lead, moving before even Thad can start off. It’s nice to have a bigger team with you for a change. They’re not quite your usual squad, although the five ghosts can probably drink about the same as Jim. Plus, Thad’s impossibly charmed life is almost as reassuring as Victoria’s tinge of magic. Bracing yourself for anything, you swing open the door.

What greets you is an absolute shock, even though it really shouldn’t be. While you were running around, avoiding bears and what not, it seems that someone else put the mirror to use. Specifically, they’ve hauled it up to the ceiling using a complex pulley-system, where it is now pointed at the ground, dropping each new ghost that pops through into a pool of beer. No, wait, that’s the same pool of beer from the slide.

“Thad… the whole falling into a pit of booze thing. Is that a FratCo tradition?”

“Sure is,” Thad confirms. “Just realized the same thing myself. That’s why somebody stole the mirror. They were making a proper entrance for all the spirits coming through.”

Two new ghosts appear, one wearing an outfit that looks straight from a ren-faire and the other sporting headphones leading to a Walkman on his hip. They both splash down, let out a yell of enthusiasm, then slosh their way to the edge. What awaits them is a shitload of ghosts, most with a drink in hand, all milling about. The other side of the conference room is open, with most of the new arrivals heading out to see the rest of the event. You must have happened upon the back door, letting you sneak in unseen.

Considering things practically, this isn’t so bad. True, there is a mystical mirror reflecting some kind of infinite void in its depths in between firing off random dead people, but the scene around it is pretty casual. Nobody is on guard duty, all the deceased folks still in the room are hanging out, having fun. So long as you don’t provoke attention too soon, it should be a simple matter to cut the mirror down. Worst case, you slice both ropes and hope it shatters on impact.

Moving as casually as you can, which of course looks deeply unnatural, you push forward, past the wall of forest decorations in the rear of the room, to the central area. The FratCo ghosts wander in first, clearing the way, with you and Thad following a modest distance behind. Nothing goes wrong when your ghosts step onto the scene; however, the same cannot be said for you.

The instant you two are visible, silence spreads across the crowd like a virus. Every spirit is staring at you, reactions ranging from fearful, to annoyed, to angry. From the back of the crowd, a voice rings out, using a tone you’ve heard dozens of times across untold parties. The weird part of this occasion is that you’re not in the crowd. Also, Jim isn’t the one yelling when authorities interrupt a kegger for a change.

“Shit! Reaper! Scatter and stall!”

Oh fuck. Did you forget you were dressed as the Grim Reaper among a crowd of ghosts? Well, they sure as hell noticed. Before your eyes, the calm scene devolves into chaos as each dead person in earshot panics. Half rush for the exit on the other side of the room, dragging in or trampling over everyone in their way. Bad as that is, the rest are booking it right for you. At least that voice told them to stall, so they probably aren’t planning to attack.

“He isn’t alive either, you can’t hurt him! Jam anything sharp through his torso and stick him to the floor!”

You’re really starting to dislike these voices from the crowd, although you do appreciate the small semblance of warning. Spinning around, you bolt to the right, the only clear direction you’ve got. As you sprint by, the reason becomes obvious: the FratCo ghosts were blocking the charge, opening up a path. Much as you appreciate their efforts, it’s hard not to notice them soon be bowled over. This team got cut from seven down to two in a worryingly short span of time.

As if you didn’t have enough going on, a new sound fills the air. Something landing, and loudly. Your view is temporarily blocked by fake foliage, so you missed whatever the new mirror entrant is. But based on the impact, and your luck in general, it’s probably not going to be a basket of kittens. Further back, you can also hear the sound of glass shattering.

Looks as though you weren’t the only one to find the rear entrance into this place.

“Bro, if you’ve got an idea, I’m open,” Thad says from your side. He isn’t winded at all, barely seems to be jogging as he effortlessly keeps your pace.

Surprisingly, his natural athleticism does give you an idea. “If I found you a heavy object and a clean throw, could you hit the mirror?”

“Remembering old meatloaf baseball?” Thad flashes a thumbs up. “You want it smashed, I can hit it. Sure that’s what we’re supposed to do, though?”

Crap, this is usually where Victoria fills you in on specifics, but running from angry ghosts makes for a rough time to place a call.  Going to have to figure this one out on your own.

Smashing the mirror is very much on the table, yet it’s not the only option. Getting the mirror down is still possible, a pair of ropes leading from the ceiling will be easy to trace. That assumes you and Thad can work together, and that whatever just landed isn’t still lurking about. There is one more possibility to consider as well: diplomacy. These ghosts don’t have any actual problems with you, they’re after the Grim Reaper. If you can stop them long enough to listen, maybe your room of enemies could become a congregation of allies.

Of course, to pull that off, you’ll have to suck down enough air to speak between gasps, which is no small task. Unlike Thad, you are starting to get tired.

Poll: What Do You Try?

Thad’s throw

Talking to the ghosts

Going for the ropes
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If life has taught you no other lesson whatsoever, it’s that Jim will take an All You Can Eat sign way too seriously. If life has taught you two lessons, it’s the first one, and the fact that Thad always wins. Sports, grades, love, life, he just succeeds. So why not put your money on the sure bet?

Scanning the area as you jog, your eyes fall upon an unopened beer bottle dropped in the confusion, years of cleaning up after your roommate having trained your vision for just such a purpose. You jerk to the right, then the left, darting away from the ghosts with an unexpected sprint that leaves little else in the tank. It works, though, giving you enough lead time to scoop up the beer bottle and toss it over to Thad, who plucks it from the air like it was waiting for him.

“Hail Mary! Home Run! Whatever sports term means throw that mother fucker and break the mirror.”

No sooner have you said the words than Thad dashes ahead, blazing past you with ease. He is the athletic one, after all. You struggle to keep up, and avoid the still pursuing ghosts, bursting through a section of faux-forest in time to catch quite an odd sight.

Thad is in the open, lining up a shot. Several ghosts are trying to rush him; however, they’ve been cut off by what appears to be an insane person covered in toilet paper riding a wild animal who is also adorned in shit tickets. It lets out a familiar yowl and swipes at a ghost who darts back, in spite of already having a hole in his chest. Strangest of all, both the man and his cat are covered in broken glass.

“Back you heathens! Battle Kitty demands your obedience!”

Hey look, you found Jim.

Probably answers the question of who broke that back door as well. Why he felt the need to dress up himself and his ghost bobcat is anyone’s guess, but you can’t complain about the timing. Thanks to Jim’s arrival, Thad has enough time to take aim despite the odd angle of the target. With a smooth, practiced throw that is far too graceful for hocking a beer bottle, Thad sends it sailing up into the air. The base of the bottle absolutely smashes into the mirror, creating what appears to be, at first, a simple crack.

As you watch, however, the crack spreads across the seemingly endless expanse of the mirror’s depths. Spiderwebs of destruction grow, filling the entire surface, before almost the whole thing shatters into flecks of glass that almost look more like snow from this distance, drifting lightly to the ground.

“And that is how… you… oh shit.” Thad stops midway through his celebration, suddenly growing pale and stumbling as he tries to turn around. Another step, this time he feet fail entirely and he hits the floor. Is it your imagination, or is he getting thinner? Leaner, weaker, his muscles are literally atrophying before your eyes. He looks up, bright eyes already sunken. “What is this?”

That is a damn good question, one you’re not sure you have an answer too. Frantically, you scan the room, looking for a source. All you can see are the various ghosts growing steadily more transparent, losing their tether to the world. You did it. You won. So what the hell is happening to your brother?

“Every fear, every superstition, has some grain of truth to it.” Victoria steps into view, walking through the fog at the front entrance as she surveys the scene. “I do wish you would remember that, Merlin.”

“What’s happening to him?” You point at Thad, although there’s really no need. As one of the few solid people remaining in the room, he’s easy to notice.

“Break a normal mirror, seven years bad luck. He broke a mirror so magical it’s essentially an artifact. Even for a being like him, the associated curse is too much. All your brother’s gift has done is lengthen the suffering, forcing him to survive when most would perish.”

Oh no. Oh no no no no. “You have to save him.”

She’s already shaking her head, fully aware of what you would ask. “I am so sorry, but I cannot. The force of that power is beyond what I could halt. You have my deepest condolences.” Her hand tries to land on your shoulder, but you’re already darting to Thad’s side.

“Hey, hey, look at me.” You take his face in your hands, forcing him to look upward. “Thad, you can overcome this. Nothing stops you. You’re unbeatable.”

Despite the withered husk looking back at you, his smile is still recognizable. “I had to be unstoppable. Couldn’t disappoint the little brother who was always watching.” Reaching up, he ruffles your hair one last time, messing it up under your costume hood. “As far as ways to go, helping you save the world isn’t such a bad one.”

His hand falls, along with the rest of him, limp to the ground. You know, without so much as a touch, that Thad’s heart has stopped. He’s dead, yet even now, the curse continues to erode his body. For a reason you can’t quite articulate, that sight fills your vision with red. It wasn’t enough to kill him. The magic has to mutilate his corpse too?

“This is bullshit.” You hop to your feet, an unexpected need to move suddenly burning in your veins. Spinning around, you lock eyes with Victoria, who appears slightly taken aback at your intensity. “It’s Halloween, there’s magic in every nook and crack around this whole town. There’s a way to save him. Tell me there’s a way to save him.”

“Merlin, he wasn’t merely killed, he was devoured by a curse he brought on himself, one that is still at work upon him. There’s no magic I know to overcome such a death. There’s a chance, a slim one, that examining the frame of the mirror itself might hold some clue as to how the magic works.”

You’re already moving, heading over toward the mirror, when something catches your eye. A shard of the mirror is sparkling on the ground, the one piece that hasn’t been turned to glittering dust. On instinct, you pick it up. The swirling, endless void remains visible, as does your reflection when you angle the lighting just so. Practically speaking, this probably still counts as a mirror.

A curse powerful enough to overcome even Thad’s naturally charmed existence. Maybe its powerful enough to stop, other, more potent magics at work. Or, if this is one more thing that can’t kill you… well, you usually only go back a bit. No guarantee that you’d be able to save Thad.

“Got any costume magic?” Jim has wandered over, having left a pile of toilet paper that was formerly his ghost bobcat behind on the ground. “I mean, you are dressed as the Grim Reaper. If Victoria makes that real, wouldn’t you be able to grab Thad’s soul and stuff it back in?”

Victoria doesn’t respond right away. At last, she removes a small pouch from her belt. “When I offered that ensemble, I never imagined you would try to use it in such a way. Be warned, Merlin, what lies on the other side is largely a mystery, even to my family. If you attempt to cross over, costumed as Death or not, I can offer no guidance. Whatever comes after that, you’re on your own.”

Poll: What Will It Be?

Become your costume

Break the mirror shard

Examine the mirror’s frame
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You might not know what powers a Grim Reaper has over bringing people back to life, probably limited considering the job title, but they can’t be worse than what you have now, which is dick all. “Victoria, give me the bag. I’m crossing over.”

She tosses it, however someone else snatches the pouch as it tumbles through the air, snagging it effortlessly. Dark gloves wrapped around boney fingers curl over the material, bringing it close to a long, flowing robe that seems to join with the very shadows, making it impossible to tell where the robe ends and the darkness begins. In the other hand, also gloved, there is a long, smooth handle leading up to a gleaming silver blade.

“No.” The word ripples outward, like a current surging through the very world. “You’ve made enough trouble tonight. I do not have time for a false Reaper.”

Deep down, part of you was afraid this would happen the moment you put on the Grim Reaper costume. What if the real deal took offense? And yet, staring at what is clearly a manifestation of death, you find that your fear is largely absent. Of all the things in life you worry about, death is one of the few exceptions. Not given what you know about yourself. Much, much scarier is the idea of ending this night with your brother still a withered husk.

“I’m sorry. I wasn’t trying to cause problems, we actually came to help.” Looking around the destroyed room, you realize that perhaps this year wasn’t as successful as you might have hoped. You also notice that Jim and Victoria are frozen, still trapped in the moment of throwing the bag. “I just wanted to save Thad.”

The bag burns away in that gloved hand, turning to ash, and even that has dissolved before it drifts all the way to the ground. “What you seek should be impossible. But your brother is special, as you’ve noted. For his kind, the rules become flexible.”

That dark figure turns, facing you fully for the first time. You can’t quite make out his face under the hood, only flashes of white and a pair of sockets that you can somehow see despite the shadows. “It will not be pleasant.”

“Pretty sure I’ve had worse,” you counter.

He draws back the scythe, it’s tip on a perfect trajectory for your heart. “Some advice. Without light, there is no reflection. Without reflection, it is not truly a mirror.”

“Thanks.” That gives you a good idea of what to do next, assuming this works. You’ve got hope, more than you expected minutes prior. Death is oddly more accommodating than you thought. “For doing this, as well as the advice. I thought you’d be opposed to me retrieving a life. Or mad at me because my power keeps bringing me back.”

Um, maybe that last line was a bit much. No way to tell if this fellow is surprised or not, given the face situation. When he speaks again, it’s with the same tone. That might be the only one he has, come to think of it.

“Were his situation different, my demeanor would be as well. Yet you are right, that is not all this is. Consider it my apology. I have tried to free you many, many times, all of them unsuccessful.” He pulls back the scythe a hair more, the only warning you get before the strike. “Because you are mistaken. You are not gifted. You are trapped.”

There are quite a lot of follow-ups you’d like to ask about that, but sadly there’s no time. The gleaming silver cuts right through your heart in a single motion. Your body turns limp instantly, mind already fading as you fall to the floor. All things considered, this is in the running for your most painless…

Dead End
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Flashes of memories run through your mind. A broken mirror, a withered body, a hooded figure with a silver scythe. Not every single detail comes through perfectly, however the main thrust stays with you. Breaking the mirror is bad. Hey, wait, why do your feet hurt?

Oh shit, you’re running! From the ghosts! As you blink your eyes and reality slips into focus once more, you see an expectant face staring back at you. Thad’s expectant face, waiting on you to tell him what to do. If you had more time, you’d hug the bastard, instead you’ll have to settle for saving his life.

“We lower the mirror,” you declare. “Put it flush on the ground, keep all light cut off.” As you’re speaking, the words of advice are clicking into place. “It’s not a mirror if it’s not reflecting. That must have been why it didn’t act weird until tonight. It was probably covered up for storage, then someone let it out.”

“Makes as much sense as any of this to me.” Thad stays at your side as you weave through the fake foliage, taking a different route than last time, since you need to come out near the ropes. Remembering another detail, you lean back and scream. “Jim! I know you’re in here! You and Battle Kitty need to buy us some breathing room.”

“Battle Kitty, to war!” Jim’s distant yell is joined by a loud yowl, then the sound of rushing movement as the bobcat gives chase to the ghosts who were after you. It’s impossible to say if ghost animals can hurt ghosts, or some fears are just deeply ingrained, but the pursuing crowd suddenly gives way more of a shit about the angry, toilet-paper covered bobcat than you.

You and Thad burst out of the pseudo-brush, just catching sight of some creature slinking out the main door. Whatever it is, or was, you are really glad that you didn’t have to face that thing head on. As things stand, it should encounter Victoria coming from that direction, so the situation would be resolved soon.

With the ghosts occupied and the monster out of the way, Thad jumps right in and unknots the first rope keeping the mirror aloft. You do the same on the other side, both you working in tandem, taking hold of your ropes as you lower the mirror in unison. Carefully, all too aware of the consequences for failure, you take hold of the frame and set it down on the carpeted floor, pressing firmly yet gently.

No sooner has the mirror been covered than the spirits start to fade. It’s quite similar to last time, when the mirror broke, except less frantic. One moment a person will be there, then they’re fading, and after that they’re gone. Winked back to the side of life and death that they belong on.

From your left, five ghosts stumble into view, the FratCo flip-cup team. Wolfman steps to the front of the pack to address you both. “Hey guys, looks like our time is running out. Wanted to say thanks for a hell of a Halloween, and for keeping the FratCo soul alive and well. Seeing this place run by people who get it put us all at ease. When you cross over, we’ll have a kickass party waiting.”

Then, they’re gone too. Moment later, Jim wanders over holding a pile of loose toilet paper. “Alas, Battle Kitty, we hardly knew ye.”

“You got to ride around on a bobcat and chase ghosts, I think that was the best dynamic you two were ever going to have.” Even though you know better, the question still bubbles to your lips. “Why did you wrap the wild animal in toilet paper?”

Jim rolls his eyes. “Dude, it’s Halloween. You know Victoria’s all up her ass about costumes. I made him a mummy.”

“Then why were you wearing toilet paper as well?” Thad asks.

“I had to match. Didn’t want Battle Kitty to look stupid.”

Yep, you definitely knew better than to expect a good answer out of that. Luckily, the topic dies as Victoria strolls through the entrance, knocking flecks of something off her nails. “I think I slapped down a creature not seen since the medieval era.” She pauses, looking over the three of you. “Seems you lot did alright as well. Got the ghost problem handled, I see.”

“We might need a blanket or sheet, anything to keep the mirror covered. I definitely don’t want this to start back up.”

“Good thinking,” Victoria agrees. “Jim and I will hunt down such an item. You two, keep it pinned. And whatever you do, don’t break it. If you think the negative luck for shattering a normal mirror is bad, you do not want to see what happens with a magical one.”

Although you don’t say anything, the warning was unneeded. This mirror is staying safe and snug until they get back. You got lucky before. Actually, no, you didn’t. This wasn’t luck, it was a favor. A kindness done to you by Death himself. Which you are very grateful for, but still leaves you with a lot of questions. First and foremost being, what did he mean by “trapped”?

“Your group has interesting Halloweens.” Thad’s voice pulls you from your reverie. Any other time, you’d be annoyed. Right now, you’re just glad to hear him speaking. “I mean, here I thought FratCo crushed it, but you’re messing around with actual ghosts and magic and shit. Based on how well you rolled with all this, no way its new for you. So I’m assuming that means most of your Halloweens are as much fun.”

Crap, sometimes, with all the athletic and partying stuff, you forget Thad also has a brain in his head. “It’s been a streak of unique ones,” you admit. “Some more fun than others.”

“Seems like a nice tradition.” He looks away from you, down at the mirror’s frame. Is he… nervous? “You know, if you ever wanted more company, or help, on these ‘unique’ adventures, I’ve always got your back. I’ve done plenty of FratCo Halloween parties. Might be down for varying it up, every now and then.”

Looks like we finally found something Thad sucks at: subtlety. That was about as overt of an ask as you can imagine. Although to be fair, he was pretty helpful tonight, he even saved your life once. Then again, he also got killed. Victoria has magic, Jim is in greater danger from himself than any evil force out there, and you keep coming back from the dead. Thad does have his own thing going, true, but now you know it won’t be enough to always keep him safe.

Poll: What Do You Say?

Maybe… sometimes (Thad becomes an option for future stories)

Fuck it, why not? (Thad becomes part of the standard cast)

I don’t think it’s safe (No change occurs)
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“Isuppose… on occasion… maybe that would be fun.” You can scarcely believe the words leaving your mouth, yet out they go all the same. Thad’s face lights up and he pulls you in for a powerful hug, accidentally smothering you for a few seconds.

“Maybe is good enough for me.” Thad gives another squeeze, but the pressure is short lived thanks to Jim and Victoria returning to the scene. Based on the bundles in their arms, they must have ripped the tablecloths off a few drink stations, making sure there would be ample material.

Covering the mirror is a quick, if tense, process. Thad easily lifts it while you all shove the cloth underneath, after which it is promptly wrapped and secured in several different layers, along with some muttered words for Victoria. Maybe she was cursing at the artifact, maybe it was a spell, either way, chances are solid nobody will fuck with that mirror for quite some time. Hard to believe one little piece of decoration caused all this trouble.

“Oh yeah, Thad, do you have any idea where this came from?” You tap the mirror, as if there were any other potential objects you might be asking about. “This is the second year in a row that weird unapproved magic has popped up without explanation. Anything you know that could help us find the source might help.”

“Magic has explanations and approval? Wow, I’m really going to have to catch up on all this.” Thad shakes his head, the momentary surprise quickly evaporating. “I bet there’s all kinds of cool stuff to learn! But as for the mirror, sorry, all I know was that when we brought stuff in from storage, that was among it. Could have been down there for decades.”

“I’ll also suggest the possibility that it was planted there without your knowledge, slipping in unnoticed amidst the clutter,” Victoria adds. “Sadly, I doubt we will find our answers here. Whatever is afoot, the culprit seems content to plant the seed of destruction then flee before the harvest. They’ve been fortunate so far; I fully intend to end that lucky streak.”

Next to Victoria, Jim has been looking into all the over-turned cups and mugs, checking each one thoroughly. He finally stands after the last one, facing you all and loudly announcing, “Fuuuuck! This place is dry, and it’s still Halloween. The party isn’t supposed to be over already.” His eyes dart up to the ceiling, suddenly reminding you that Halloween is his major excuse to put off the magic-taco adventure.

“Guess that means we should hit a bar.” Accepting the night for what it is, you turn to Thad. “Why don’t you take us to some fun ones in the area? I’m sure you know the best spots.” Thad nods enthusiastically, if he doesn’t have a private section somehow reserved by the time you arrive, it will be downright shocking.

FratCo’s offices are in shambles as you all head back toward the entrance. Desks are flipped, computers crushed, and most of the displays have either been ripped, destroyed, or burned. Quite a few signs of charring, actually, which is extra weird because ghosts don’t come with flame-based abilities. Must have been some people doing their own Halloween celebrations.

“On the whole, not a bad party,” Thad decides. “We even kept a fire from spreading, so we’re way up on last year. If not for that fucking publishing company a few blocks over, FratCo would easily hold the best Halloween party in the city.”

“Really?” Victoria’s face is the picture of decorum as she considers the statement. “You know, there is also something of a unique option tucked away within the city. A special event, one you might well have heard of. I presume you’ve always held your own celebrations of All Hallows Eve. One year, perhaps we’ll show you around what is truly the greatest party this night has to offer.”

You can already hear Thad winding up to discuss the proper theory of throwing a party, so your attention shifts over to Jim, who is still shooting the occasional glance up at the ceiling. “When we finish with Halloween, want any help with your invisible corner friend? Pretty sure the Treaty of Stuffing on Cranberry Hill will hold, so hopefully we’ll have a little while before anything insane and Thanksgiving-related pops up. We should buy extra gravy just in case, though.”

“Ooooh, lets grab some stuffing too. But first...” Jim suddenly jumps for the ceiling, swinging wildly like he’s trying to box a mosquito. “I’ve had enough of your shit, Flubgo! You know what, fuck it, I’m on team Jagglewump now.” Jim pauses, looking back at you. “Come on man, you said you’d help. Flubgo has been running his mouth all damn night. First it was nagging me to go moving, then he just started complaining in general. The last hour has been nothing but cursing and insults, so let’s fuck this guy up!” With that, he’s back in the air, scrambling on the edge of the elevator like a wild animal.

Ultimately, you decide to pitch in. Jim’s had your back more than enough times, even if this is a hallucination, it’s the least you can do. And hey, why not, all things considered you’re in a pretty damn good mood. You reconnected with your brother, made it through Halloween without losing him, and even wrapped things up early enough for a night cap. There was that weird bit with the choice blocks, but it probably wasn’t anything to dwell on. By next year, things will most likely be back to normal, or your version of “normal” at any rate. Until then, you’ve earned yourself a Happy Halloween in…

The Sixth End

Second Poll: It’s okay. Next Year is another chance.

Hidden Message: Did You See it? Click Here to Read
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Another year, another Halloween that’s arrived. You stroll down the street, bag in hand, enjoying the late-afternoon chill. Wilbur is out of town, managing yet another opening of Dem Bones Coffee, his shop that’s been exploding since he got investors last year. One would think that being a giant skeleton brought to life by magic and happenstance would be a detriment, but it turned out the world of venture capitalists was full of monsters. If anything, Wilbur was too human to fit in properly among that crowd. His business turned a profit though, and that was all they cared about.

An upside to his growing business is that the three of you have officially moved out from apartments and into a house. A rent house, granted, plus so far you’ve had to deal with an infestation of mushgnomes and a portal to another world in the attic. The other world is kind of boring, mostly snow and some goat-guy that Jim tried to ride when you walked through, you didn’t get an especially welcoming vibe. Still, the rent is cheap, and you probably won’t have to mess with the obvious killer plant in the backyard until spring.

Between having an upgraded home, making some headway at work, and keeping Jim from setting fires for a whole week, you’re almost starting to feel like an actual adult these days. Enough that you took some initiative on Halloween for this year. Look at you, coming so far; hell, the sun is still up and your barely even buzzed. Talk about growth!

Of course, you can’t help wondering what the night will have in store. In recent years, there’s been a rash of enchanted objects showing up in mundane surroundings, causing a lot of panic. Victoria is clearly bothered by the incidents, yet if she’s made any headway on locating the source, she’s declined to share it with you.

Par for the course, right?

Whatever tonight holds, it can’t be scarier than last year. Watching your brother die, meeting Death itself, the memories still send shivers up your spine.

You focus on your surroundings, leaning on the present to block out the past. As you stroll through the relatively quiet neighborhood, your eyes fall on a jack-o-lantern sitting halfway up a set of stairs, putting it directly on eye-level with you. No sooner does your gaze fall upon the gourd than a light flashes behind that wide-toothed smile.

The candle, previously dark, is burning now, blazing much too brightly for any mundane source of light. You can already see the insides of the pumpkin beginning to sear, the face warping, mouth shifting in a way that almost seems like it’s… talking. Forming words, using the burning of its body to gain motion. Unfortunately, it’s not long before the entire jack-o-lantern collapses in on itself, a slightly smoldering pile of vegetation.

That was weird. Not anything that would truly knock you off course, given all that you’ve seen an dealt with, but yeah… strange all the same. Hurrying along, you avoid staring down any additional pumpkins on the rest of the trek home. Soon you arrive at the rundown two-story house you now share with your friends, the trees of the yard still gnarled and twisted from years of neglect. The overall look of the place is no doubt part of why so many ghost stories have spread about it, and it’s not like you or Jim are big on yard work. Wilbur will probably spruce things up, once he’s home for longer than a week.

Entering the house, you find Jim already dashing down the stairs, nearly toppling over from his enormous backpack. This year, rather than go as Godpunch Lightning-Fucker, a comic character of Jim’s own creation, he’s chosen something new… sort of. Jim introduced a fresh character to the comic this year: Stout Carryall, Godpunch’s sidekick/general helper who carries all his stuff. To Jim’s credit, he did give Stout the power of immortality, which will come in handy if costumes come to life, plus Stout can carry virtually anything, as well as access a portable dimension where abandoned items are gathered. Most importantly of all, to Jim’s thinking, the costume has plenty of pockets to hide his various party favors for the night ahead.

Close on his heels is Victoria, who is clad in a dress that looks more like a toga, dark purple fabric and gold trim comprising the vast majority of it. Woven through the strands of her hair are black snakes that appear to be actually hissing and slithering, something that could be a trick of the light, but you know probably isn’t. Surging ahead, she grabs hold of Jim, yanking off a sticky mass of candy-wrappers from somewhere on that giant backpack and tossing them over the railings, where they sail gracefully into the trash.

“At least look at where you’re setting that thing,” she chides before releasing Jim, who barrels the rest of the way down the stairs and bounces off a wall, landing hard. You’d be concerned, but honestly, it’s Jim. If anything, he probably just got the wall high from their brief contact. Task handled, she turns her eyes to you.

“About time, Merlin. I come with news, it seems we have yet another anomaly in town. Again in an aggressively normal location too, meaning we can anticipate confusion and chaos.”

“The norm then?”

“So it seems, as of late.” A rogue look crosses her face, one of the few times you’ve seen her actually show worry. “In truth, I am bothered that we continue to only manage the fallout, rather than identify the threat itself. However, another year is another chance to sink my fangs into our little troublemaker.”

You barely resist a gulp, eyes darting to the snakes, wondering just how metaphorical the fangs in question are. “Well good news, I came prepared. Bought some costumes of my own this year.”

Victoria cocks an eyebrow. “Are my offerings inadequate?”

“Just been a while since I made entirely my own selection. Plus…” You almost trail off, then realize if there is one person in the world who might understand, it’s Victoria. “Plus, after last year’s near miss, I decided I wanted to have access to magic again, in case of costume shenanigans. Got a variety though, you can help me pick which is the best option. I went with stage magician, warlock, and alchemist. No wizard hats at the store this time.”

Making her way down the stairs, Victoria glances down at the slowly stirring Jim before peering into your bag of outfits. “All potentially viable, depending on the situation. The larger question before us is whether or not you’d like to call on your brother for this evening. As we are once again plunged into the more human end of Halloween, to a particularly peculiar event this year, his aide might be useful against whatever we face. I know your relationship is complex though, so the choice should be yours.

Oh yeah, you nearly forgot Thad was an option again. Since last year things have been better between you two. Not necessarily perfect, he still casts a long shadow to live in, but certainly improved. Looking back down in the bag, you wince imagining wearing an almost tux next to whatever spectacular costume he puts together. At least the others look more like you’re trying to be scary than fancy.

Poll: What Costume Do You Choose?

Alchemist (Thad tags along this year)

Warlock (Thad tags along this year)

Stage Magician (No Thad this year)
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You shift in your seat, still getting comfortable in your costume. Since you elected to pick up your own this year, it means you’re dealing with retail store level quality, rather than the high-tier outfits Victoria provides. A scratchy collar isn’t so bad, you just wish the material would quit bunching up every time you sit.

Oh well, at least you feel suitably equipped for the night ahead. Between the long robes, various colored bottles, and arcane tomes lining your pockets, you went all out to make sure if the costume does become real, you’d be sure to end up as an actual Alchemist, not just a dude in cheap robes with an out of control bottle collection.

Whispering up to the curb, you reach for the door handle, only to be abruptly halted. That’s chiefly because Jim has just finished making what he calls a “Here Comes the Neighborhood”, a concoction that involves shoving many of his various pills and powders into a half-drunk champagne bottle, shaking it all up, and letting the carbonation blast the whole thing down into one’s stomach. The force of the chug sends him spiraling back through the limo Victoria arranged, landing him in a heap directly in front of the door. Only after the champagne bottle has landed and Jim finished spinning do you notice Victoria also had a hand up, as if to stop you.

“Before we venture forth, Merlin, perhaps it is time you knew what to expect this evening. Tonight will truly be one of our most hideous destinations in all our years together. What you see may haunt you, carve itself into the deepest core of your soul. Take heart, and brace for the dangers ahead.”

Someone is certainly feeling ominous tonight.

It definitely works on you though, the heavy gulp in your throat feels dense as it sinks. If you’re going somewhere that bothers even Victoria, you may have to ask Jim to make another one of those cocktails. Steeling your nerves, you reach over the slowly rising Jim, popping open the door to reveal what horrors await.

Staring back at you is a huge inflatable ghost, one with a goofy grin and cheerful eyes. Once you step from the limo, barely clearing Jim’s shifting form, more of the scene comes into view. A mural of witches laughing happily over tea, rather than cackling. Mummies giving out hugs. Bats dropping candy. Every decoration takes the classic trappings of Halloween and reimagines them in a sweeter, more kid-friendly and wholesome version. At last, you spot the wide banner hanging over the crowd streaming into an entrance.

“Welcome to Happy-Ween!” Then, in smaller letters on the same banner, you can make out “Sponsored by Scrubles Cleaning Line. Scrubles, wipe it all away.”

After so many years, it doesn’t actually take you that long to put the pieces together. For someone who serves (and maybe worships) Halloween in its darker forms, obviously this would be an abomination in Victoria’s eyes. To you, it just looks like a large Halloween event being put on for local families. Which, now that you think about it, actually does make this pretty terrifying. If this goes the same way as previous years, those are the worse kinds of innocent bystanders.

“Ooooh, I’m going to kicked out of this place fast.” Jim is self-aware, if nothing else, or perhaps just drawing on his vast history of experience. There are two entire kid-friendly pizza chains Jim is banned for life from. In all fairness to him, one of those times he had to kill the singing rat robot or it would have sung the final lines to summon Gelfnorc, eater of air, but it was still traumatizing for the kids who saw him swing the axe.

“Nah, it’s all about staying covert. We’ll create enough distractions to make sure you don’t draw too much attention.” Striding onto the scene, Thad arrives looking like a literal superhero. It’s only after you clock the hat, beer belt, and sunglasses that it actually clicks.

“Only you could make a beer-themed superhero look like the genuine article.” You can’t say Thad doesn’t fill it out, his mighty frame matches the cartoonishly buff character to an impressive degree.

“And a Happy Halloween to you too, my spooky bro.” Thad gives you a big hug, then makes the rounds greeting Jim and Victoria. “I come bearing treats, too. After Victoria sent the raven with an address of where to meet you, I came a little early to get the lay of the land. Looks like this is a big Halloween themed faire kind of thing. Lots of little events and sights, plus a few competitions sprinkled throughout. Winners get something called Pristine Points, but I haven’t been able to figure out what they’re good for yet.”

He might trigger some deep insecurities, but Thad definitely shows up ready to help. As he’s been talking, Jim wandered around, and you’re soon treated to the all-too-familiar sound of something breaking. Wood, in this case, as Jim drags over a smaller piece of bulletin board, complete with papers still attached. You’re tempted to scold him, though from the way he’s swaying you’re not fully sure he even understands what “destruction of property” or “words” are.

“Thad-man’s right, lots of this stuff tonight, and a few are cracking off soon.” Hey look at that, he does still comprehend words, for now anyway. Jim holds up the board, and you gingerly accept it, looking over the list of activities.

According to the schedule, there are three contests starting soon that you could reach. Halloween Trivia, bobbing for apples, and pumpkin carving. A half-snort from behind you draws your focus to Victoria, who is glaring down at the competitions. “These humans think to test their knowledge of this great day while defiling its glory? I should take great joy in stamping out their illusions of knowledge.”

Not the cheeriest of volunteering, but given that Victoria is currently staring daggers at a cartoon candy corn, probably as sociable as she’s going to manage for this crowd. Jim, on the other hand, is now drooling, a few strands glistening down, nearly hitting the board before you notice.

“Apples sound really good right now. Like, I could fuck up a bushel. Maybe a peck as well, have to see, but for sure a bushel.” Jim has that look in his eyes like the last time he took on a local restaurant’s eating challenge. You’d never seen a chef’s pride break so quickly. In this state, he can definitely put down some food. Getting his mouth on it from a pool of water, that might be another story.

“If you need a carving partner, I think I’ve still got the touch.” Thad winks, and honestly, you’re not even sure what award or contest he’s talking about. The guy has won so much shit throughout your lives, it’s impossible to keep up with. He’s got an artsy side, so presumably he’s some sort of carving expert, because of course he is. Thankfully, tonight that might work in your favor.

Poll: What Contest Do You Select?

Halloween Trivia with Victoria

Pumpkin Carving with Thad

Bobbing for Apple with Jim
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The choice seems almost too obvious, really. Questions about Halloween, posed to the woman who often appears to pal around with the very creatures of myth and history, this was going to be easiest contest you’ve all won since the leprechaun barbarians challenged Jim to go shot for shot and he responded by downing an entire bottle of rum.

“Victoria, you look spoiling to have to some fun. Let’s go kick some trivia ass.” No sooner are the words out of your mouth than Victoria is moving, more charging the front gates than approaching them. The rest of you scramble to keep up, save for Jim, who moves in alternating sprints and saunters, which still more or less works out to the same pace as everyone else.

The gate attendant barely gets a meek greeting out as Victoria strides past, the rest of you in tow. Thad pauses long enough to hand over several bills, whispering some sort of quick apology for the apparent rule breaking. It couldn’t have been all that believable, but your brother’s charms are in full effect, plus he’s paying the entry fee. In seconds the gate attendant is laughing and waving you along, paying no attention to Jim, who has elected to steal an inflatable cane from an unexpectedly dapper zombie display. At least he doesn’t try to strip the tux or top hat.

By the time the rest of you reach Victoria, she’s just finished scribbling her name onto a sign-up list. “Merlin, our round commences in only a few moments. The teams are limited to two, so I took the liberty of placing you and I upon it. Little should be required of you, however it will ease my mind to work with one who knows to stay out of the way. Your brother is too bold at times, and Jim is… really, do I need to finish that?”

Given that Jim is currently twirling an inflatable cane like he’s in the middle of an old-timey silent film, and doing a shockingly good job of it at that, no, Victoria doesn’t especially need to complete that statement.

“No objections here. I can do some recon and keep an eye on Jim while you two score us those Pristine Points.” Thad heads over to grab Jim, which is just when an attendant dressed like a happy harpy calls Victoria over.

She drags you along to the harpy as well, who leads you both around to a makeshift game show set. It’s not mind-blowingly good, nothing professional-grade, but you can see it was crafted with a lot of care. Your eyes sweep the area, taking note of the other pairs, already at their podiums.

At the far end are a father and daughter wearing matching dog and puppy costumes, whereas in the middle stand two guys dressed like they’re from a sci-fi show, just not one you happen to catch. No judgement, there are so many nowadays, in all the genres, eventually you have to pick and choose.

The last podium is empty, so you and Victoria take your spot behind it. Across from you, a large screen flares to life and two figures leap across it. One is wearing a lab coat, glasses, and giving off a mad scientist vibe, only with the “mad” part dialed down to a “mildly annoyed” level. The other is painted up green, wearing clothes mildly ripped along the edges, and a large pink bow around her neck.

The green one speaks first. “Hey there everyone! I’m Frankie!”

“And I’m Styne,” adds the scientist. “Welcome to Happy-Ween. All of the festive, without the fright. We’re so glad you decided to join us for a round of Halloween Trivia.”

“Now while Styne and I can’t be there in person, don’t worry, our helpers will make sure to tally points and input your answers. Every session uses random questions too, so don’t go thinking you’ll win just because you’ve played before. Styne here is too smart for you!”

Frankie bops Styne playfully on the screen, while Victoria looks like she’s going to be ill. Out in front of the TV, people in dark clothing wheel out a small pile of prizes. From your side, you here Victoria make a new sound, a sharp intake of air. She’s spotted something, and doesn’t make you waste the words to ask what.

“See the spider toy at the top of the pile?” You do, it’s orange and purple, pretty much as far from a spooky Halloween spider as one could expect. “There is a wisp of magic upon it. I have no idea what it does, so we must win it to find out.”

“By now you can all see the prize wagon,” Styne said, rubbing her head. “Winning team gets first pick, then second place, and finally third. On top of that, you’ll win ten Pristine Points for first place, six for second, and three for third. Everyone walks away with something, but the ones who do the best get top choice.”

Frankie zips around out in front in front of Styne, literal sparks on her heels… did they use a special effects budget on these videos? You can’t focus on it for long, as Frankie now has a stack of cards raised. “With the preamble done, let’s get the game underway! Remember to buzz in before answering, that way we know who got there first.”

There’s a blip in the video, the angle changes slightly. That does track, if the questions are really random, then they wouldn’t flow together seamlessly. Part of you wonders how true that was, though. Seems pretty complicated to setup, especially considering the homemade set. The words “Question 1” flash briefly on screen.

“Question: In ‘Little Hal the Pumkpin Pal’ where does Hal finally locate all of his friends?”

“What in the name of the unseen moon is ‘Little Hal’s Pumpkin Pal’, and what the living shit does it have to do with Halloween?”

Oh boy, you’ve never seen a look entirely like that on Victoria’s face. Scooching slightly over to give her room, you choose your next words incredibly carefully.

“Children’s cartoon from way back when, they still play it every year,” you explain. While you’re doing that, the father-daughter team score the point by correctly answering that Little Hal finds his friends at the surprise party they threw his pumpkin. “I guess that sort of question does fit the tone here.”

Unfortunately, it’s not just that question. With every query posed, it becomes more and more evident that Victoria’s kind of knowledge isn’t at all what this game is centered around. You manage to pick up three points largely thanks to a huge amount of (supposedly) wasted hours on your couch, which has given you enough pop culture knowledge to stay in the fight, albeit barely. You only just remembered the secret name of the Ghostoween Kid before the sci-fi guys, that was down to the wire.

As the words “Final Question” flash on screen, you’re tied up with the other two teams, everyone holding at three points. This final one will be for the win, and from the way the kid keeps pointing to the spider, that might be pretty relevant if you want to claim the prize.

Styne twirls into frame, her own stack of cards in hand, and looks one over. “What is a mummy’s favorite dance?”

Victoria turns to you, seething and helpless at the same time. She’s not going to be able to offer any insight on this, but meanwhile you see both of the other teams’ faces lighting up in recognition. Is this some kind of pun? Could be something like “the twirl”, that fits the goofy theming here. A joke, maybe “slow dance” given their famously glacial pace? Tossing caution to the win, you slam the buzzer down. If you don’t get the chance to answer, it won’t matter what the answer turns out to be. Unfortunately, as the helpers put a light on you, nothing jumps instantly to mind. You could try to wing it, but then again, when wings fail people fall. Sometimes, even to their doom.

Poll: What Do You Say?

Wing it

“The Twirl”

“Slow Dance”
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It occurs to you that you don’t actually need to win the contest, you just need the spider. As long as no one else wants it, then it doesn’t really matter what place you come in. You cycle through options rapidly, mentally grasping for a tactic that might drive off interest. Victoria would be scary, not something you can manage, and Thad would be smooth, again out of your wheelhouse.

May the god of idiots be with you, looks like you’re going to Jim this problem.

“Yo I don’t give a shit about the question, just wanted to thank you for putting Abner the Butt-Plug spider out as an option. Most places like this won’t even acknowledge those cartoons, saying porno doesn’t count, but you guys put his merch out as prizes! It’s awesome, and appreciated, and I wanted to know if this one does that thing where it shoots the ‘webbing’ out of the… you know… secret dong.”

Somewhere from the wings, you hear a human voice making the rough-equivalent of a buzzer sound, they really want you to shut up. After several long, awkward seconds, the father and daughter ring in, offering the answer: “Mummies don’t dance, they only like to rap.” Not too far off from where you were guessing, and based on the chime evidently the answer is deemed acceptable.

Second place is awarded to the sci-fi guys, because they didn’t mention butt-plugs around a kid, whereas you and Victoria claim a paltry third. The outing isn’t a total loss, thankfully. Despite winning, the young girl is denied the spider prize by her father, showing the entirely reasonable judgement of not grabbing a potential porno toy for his child. The sci-fi guys also give it a pass, though one eyes it enough that you’re pretty sure he’d have grabbed it, were he alone. When you two walk up to the prize wagon, there is a stern look in the helper’s eyes, one that Victoria entirely ignores as she scoops up the spider.

Just as you turn away, the helper thrusts something into your hand. It’s a fake currency, with a 3 emblazoned across the top and sides, along with the words “Pristine Points” in a few spots. You nod thanks quickly, then stuff it into your pocket, following Victoria.

“Interesting. The item has clearly been enchanted, just not with any magic specifically. It’s enchantment is malleable, likely determined by the will of the possessor. If I were to sincerely wish the spider would come to life and spray webbing, I believe see soon precisely that sight. Same if I wished it were the size of a car with an insatiable appetite.”

“So it could be benign, useful, or go on a murderous rampage, all depending on what the one holding it wants?” You’re starting to wonder if perhaps you should have taken the magic spider doll after all. Then again, if Victoria wanted bloodshed, why would she need a pawn to accomplish it? It’s as safe in her hands as any others.

“Those are merely the three first examples that popped into mind,” Victoria clarifies. “Untold potential exists in the imagination, and if the vision is sufficient then the magic can manifest it. Items such as this are incredibly potent, and also very short-lived. These sorts of loose enchantments unbind after a single sunrise, meaning our spider has been given this gift in the last few hours.”

Having something with tangible magic and danger in grasp seems to have revitalized Victoria, she’s barely even bothering to glare at a picture of a happy demon roasting marshmallows. As you follow her gaze, you spot Thad and Jim hustling along the path. Jim’s mouth and face is coated in some sort of sticky orange powder, whereas Thad manages to draw lingering looks from his spontaneous fans watching him effortlessly part the crowd.

“Jim found the concession area, and also they’re now out of orange sugar-coating for the candy apples,” Thad reports, setting your friend down nearby, where Jim proceeds to lick the sides of his mouth with a surprising, and horrifying, amount of tongue dexterity. Paying him little mind, Thad keeps right on going. “I also found something, the area where Pristine Points get exchanged at the end of the night. There’s all sorts of neat costumes and prizes, plus a huge trophy for whoever gets the most points.”

“Tell me, were there other trinkets in this area, and did you see any carted off by wagon?” Victoria slips the spider into some unseen pocket on her outfit, where it vanishes entirely.

Thad nods eagerly. “Yeah, like two of them came through while I was watching.”

“Then we know where the spider was prior to arriving at our set. Lead us to this prize counter.”

It doesn’t take especially long, Thad guides you both through the growing crowd to a huge area walled off my homemade fencing. A happy display is gathered in the full-view, prizes, toys, and various Halloween-themed treats scattered around for purchase. Perched on the very top of the pile, surrounded by high-end prizes similar to the spider, is a trophy that appears to be carved from old, gnarled wood. If not for the googly eyes slapped on top, it would come very close to embodying Victoria’s version of Halloween, rather than the cheery incarnation Happy-Ween is pitching.

You know before Victoria even speaks, though it is nice to have confirmation. “That is our target. I can feel the magic radiating out from here, flowing into the prizes nearby. It is our source of this evening’s troubles.”

“Let me guess, it’s also the most expensive one to get,” you ask.

“Awarded to the top earner of the night,” Thad clarifies. “We have to come out number one overall to claim it.”

With one last slurp that you were oh-so-glad not to be watching, Jim finishes cleaning himself. “If we know where it is, why not just have Victoria go take it? This is her night, she’s basically pure Halloween magic.”

To your shock, Victoria appears worried by the idea. “Normally, that might be viable, but… I do not share this lightly, understand. Only because we have been through so much can I offer this truth to you, Merlin. Here, within a place like this, I am weakened. Not fully mortal, mind you, but my power is far from its zenith.”

She gestures to all the sweet, adorable, light-hearted decoration. “Halloween is a celebration of fear, of the things that make us scared of the dark. Fear we bind and manage yes, but fear all the same. This enterprise has stripped the fear away entirely, and with it, the true soul of Halloween. I may still be able to succeed in charging the prize table, however if I fail we risk losing our chance entirely.”

There’s another concern that springs to mind as you watch a helper load toys from the pile into a wagon, scooping up a bat that was near the trophy. “Hang on, if those prizes are going out, then what happens when someone else wins one? Will they all be as dangerous as the spider?”

Victoria answers with a shrug, she’s starting to look worn down again. Thad, on the other hand, pitches an alternative idea. “We could also just find whoever is running this place and try explaining things to them. We don’t have to say ‘magic’ or give them the full story, telling them it’s made of toxic materials should make them plenty panicked.”

Poll: What’s the Plan?

Win more points

Find who’s in charge

Attempt a heist
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Winning more points makes the most sense, when you consider the potential danger. There’s no telling what any of these magical toys might do in the wrong clutches, you can’t very well let innocent people get their hands on them. Outside of all the contests you can’t be there to win, that is. There’s frankly far too many for you to grab them all, but you can at least minimize the potential risk.

“Having the most Pristine Points lets us get the trophy and scoop up dangerous prizes. Two for one, I say we go for it.” The words are barely past your lips before Thad is unrolling a fresh schedule, this time not attached to a broken bulletin board, though the night is young and Jim is still conscious. You look down at it with him, perusing the listings.

Events are spaced out throughout the night, with some repeating and others not. Bobbing for apples, for example, was apparently a one-time thing. Maybe they only bought so many apples, or just didn’t anticipate a big turnout. Given when the trivia contest ended, and the walk over to look at the prize booth, you’re in-between major options for the moment. What you do spot, however, is a small midway that leads to a large tented area. According to the schedule, there’s going to be some sort of special game event starting there soon. If it offers lots of Pristine Points, better to be there and seize the moment.

“Right now I think our best bet is to head down the midway, toward the tent. Hopefully those games also pay out in Pristine Points, so Thad can shore up our score a bit along the way.”

“Even if they do offer those points, there’s no guarantee I’m going to win them,” Thad attempts to protest. The effort goes nowhere, as you reply with a stone-faced expression right back at him. The humility serves him well most of the time, but there’s not much point in pretending Thad doesn’t win virtually everything he tries at, and lots of things he doesn’t. Against actual rigged carnival games, he’s walked away with big prizes. If this place’s midway is half as pure and clean as the act it puts on, then the games will be winnable by normal people, meaning Thad might triumph just by walking past them.

Sure enough, no sooner have you four arrived at the first booth than Thad is knocking down “spooky milk” bottles, which look like normal milk bottles, only with what appears to be some kind of smiling vampiric cow on the label. Some of these attempts to cutesify Halloween concepts result in mixed messages, to say the least. Like, what’s the effect of drinking a vampire’s milk? Is that even a thing? These are not questions the sober mind was meant to grapple with.  

Happily, you aren’t around the bottle-booth long, as Thad quickly turns his pittance of a playing fee into the grand prize the booth has to offer: one Pristine Point. Turns out whoever put this together had some concept of controlling supply. Rather than allowing the midway to give out Pristine Points as a casual prize, invalidating the other contests by allowing good players to run up huge scores, instead the midway itself is essentially one giant event. Ten booths, each able to award a single Pristine Point as the top prize, no repeats allowed.

Endless talent or not, Thad is still only one person. Since Victoria is looking rundown and Jim’s attempting to… you think flirt with a stuffed animal, but it’s really anyone’s guess with those eyebrow movements. Regardless, he’s not going to be much help on anything that requires much coordination, not that you’d be a lot better. The upside is that Thad does manage to win at three midway games as you trek over to the tent, bringing your Pristine Point count up to 6 in total. It’s nice progress that falls immediately out of mind as soon as you reach your destination.

Looming over the area is a massive stage, much grander than anything the homemade sets have prepared you for. It stretches into the air, with long steps on either side. All along it’s expanse are more of the cheery, light, pleasant decorations that have marked this Happy-Ween. You feel some movement as Victoria leans on your shoulder, like a dizzy spell has taken hold. It passes in seconds, so fast you could think the whole incident imaginary, if not for the slight wrinkling along the cheap fabric of your costume’s shoulder.

Each side of the stage suddenly flares to light, a single figure emerging from either wing. You know them instantly, it’s hard not to recognize the pair that led you through the entire trivia competition. Frankie, still clad in the same costume from the video, strides to the front, microphone in hand. “Pleasant evening, everyone! I hope you’re out there having an amazing Happy-Ween! For anyone who hasn’t met us yet, I’m Frankie, and this is Styne.” At the sound of her name, Styne hustles to Frankie’s side.

“Dadgum, what a crowd we’ve got tonight, Frankie. I think we might even have enough to run one of my famous experiments.” Styne doesn’t just put extra flare on the word, she literally lifts her hands and wiggles her fingers as she says it, receiving lots of giggles from the children clustered up near the front. “What do you think everyone? Want to have some fun? I’ve got a hefty cache of Pristine Points to share with the winners.”

You look to the others, who mostly look back. Jim has his head buried in his backpack, presumably refueling to whatever state of high he deems necessary. This many people, it might be hard to win. Without knowing what the contest actually is, you could be wasting valuable time for minimal gain, plus it doesn’t sound as if there’s many haunted prizes to be worried about here. Then again, Styne did mention a hefty cache of Pristine Points, and it is a special event. If there’s some massive payout, you’ll be setting yourself back to miss it. This is one that will require careful thought and discussion with the others.

“Okay everyone, here’s how it’s going to work,” Frankie continues. “On my side will be test subjects, on Styne’s side will be scientists. First eight people on either side will be our teams, so if you want to play, I’d start running for the stage… now!”

Uh-oh, looks like to hell with that “careful thought” idea.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

Head for the Scientist’s side

Head for the Test Subjects’ side

Go play more midway games

Second Poll: Another year, another try! Can you hear me this time?

Hidden Message: Did You See it? Click Here to Read
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You may not know a lot, but you’re pretty sure it’s better to be the one doing the testing than a guinea pig. Racing with all your might, you set a course for Styne’s stairs. Unfortunately, a lot of people had the same notion you did, meaning there’s a surge of crowd all aiming for the same steps. Just when it feels like you’ll be swallowed up in the herd, a strong hand grabs you by the cheap robes and pulls you forward.

Thanks to Thad’s help and ability to maneuver, the pair of you make it onstage just in time, cutting off a pair of children, who glare angrily at you both, to secure the final two spots. Taking a moment to scope out the competition, you nearly teeter backward and fall from the stage as you instantly recognize the over-sized backpack.

Looks like Jim ended up on the test subjects’ side, though there’s really no way to be sure if that was intentional or not. Near his side of the stage, you catch Victoria, who looks mildly winded. Maybe she wasn’t close enough to make the cut, which is scary mostly because it means she really is feeling weak. Normal Victoria would have terrified everyone out of her way, and willed her way onto the stage.

Silver lining: that means whichever side wins, you’ll at least get something, but if the prize is shared then you and Thad’s side winning would mean double the payout. Ideally, you could coordinate that thought over to Jim. Since he’s currently chewing and swallowing really fast, like he needs to get rid of evidence, odds of successful communication aren’t looking hot.

“Oh my, we’ve got quite a scary crowd of test subjects over here!” Frankie sways into view, twirling around with exceptional acrobatic talent, yet making no mention of her effortless grace. “Test subjects, let me hear your best monster roar.”

She’s met with the usual array of makeshift monster noises from the participants, right up until Jim begins to emit a low, guttural moan. It rises, in both volume and undulation, a hideous wail that speaks of untold torment and countless devoured souls. To his credit, it’s an exceptionally good impression of that corpse-cruncher you two faced last President’s Day, although for the crowd it’s just deeply disturbing.

“What an… effective howl,” Frankie says, recovering quickly. “I’ve got some top candidates tonight, how about you, Styne?”

“I think we can give your team what-for. How about it, my scientists? Let me hear your best mad laughter.” Styne falls into a brief villainous cackle, like she’s about to call to an assistant for lightning, likely to reset the tone after Jim’s performance.

The rest of your team follow the lead, you included. This time, there’s no monstrous noise that spews forth, instead, it’s the opposite problem. Thad’s attempt at mad laughter just sounds sincere and hearty, like he’s heard a great joke from a dear friend. It’s entrancing, and the crowd starts to lose interest in the show, caring more about keeping their eyes on your big brother.

Styne nips it in the bud, applauding loudly, causing the audience to follow suit out of habit. “Amazing job, my scientists! I think that should be about enough time for our helpers in back to have things setup. Frankie, why don’t you tell everyone about the game.”

“Sure thing! Tonight’s event is a race between strength and smarts, brains and brawn, scientists and their subjects.” Frankie points to the test subjects’ side, where a trolley with what looks like eight huge garbage bins all overflowing with foam cubes are lined up. On top of each is a bracelet with a keyhole, which the helpers begin affixing to the contestants. “For our test subjects, they’ve got to try and find the right keys to their lock and escape before the scientists have the experiment ready. There’s more than one key in each bin though, so they’ll have to be quick or lucky.”

On your side, the helpers are wheeling out another trolley, this one with eight stations, covered surfaces that reach a bit higher than your waist. Frankie shuffles over, pointing to your team’s trolley. “Meanwhile, our scientists will be attempting to finish their formulas before the subjects break free. They’ll have a puzzle to solve, and it might take quite a bit of brain power to manage.”

“One last thing.” Styne’s voice comes from behind the curtain, but you can see her when it swings the right way, she’s obviously about to re-enter. “A team is only as strong as its weakest member. That’s why the last one to finish for each side will be the contestant who can run over here and claim one of, in my humble opinion, science’s greatest inventions.” The curtains part to reveal Styne, now with an oversized purple phone receiver in her hands. You look away only long enough to check Victoria’s face in the crowd. As expected, she’s nodding her head toward the item, making sure to catch your eye. Definitely magic, then.

“The first one to come claim the Phantom Phone will get to keep it, as well as earn ten Pristine Points for every player on your team.” Styne sets it down on a podium equidistant from either team’s side. “And with that, I think we are ready… to begin!”

Helpers yank the covers off your puzzles at the same time you see the test subjects turned loose. A piece of you wants to watch what Jim does, but far more important is getting your team the win. Not only is there an enchanted item on stage, your hunch about the prize sharing was spot-on. For a split-second, you spare a thought to wonder how Thad’s doing, glancing briefly to the side.

The answer, as it turns out, is that Thad has already finished his puzzle, first among your team to do so. He moves toward you, however a helper intervenes, directing Thad over to the side to wait. With only one path to victory, you focus on the puzzle, a simple mental challenge that requires sliding square plates in a locked pattern around to form a picture of a jack-o-lantern. Childlike and safe, just like the rest of this place.

As you work, you worry that the other team will finish. Thankfully, you’re given occasional indicators that at least Jim is still not done by the harried voice of some poor stage-hand.

“Sir, please don’t gargle the foam.”

“Sir, we do not think that foam is flame-retardant.”

“Sir- SIR! The foam is not suitable for use as a bathroom!”

Having been the one trying to corral Jim countless times, you have some sense of empathy for the poor guy, but not enough to slow down your efforts. At last, the final piece of the puzzle slides into place, and for a moment you’re looking at a completed jack-o-lantern. Then, without warning, it winks at you. You feel unsteady, like the world turned slippery, and then it’s over just as fast. The span of a wink, that’s how long the sensation lasted.

“Looks like our last test subject is finally free!” Frankie’s voice snaps you out of the fugue, drawing your eyes to the stumbling form of Jim heading for the Phantom Phone.

You take off, but there’s a lot of gap to close. Jim is part of your team though, you could try just calling out and telling him to slow down. That assumes he listens, understands, and remembers what’s going on, not things you can necessarily count on.

There is another option, you realize, taking note of his unsteady gate. Getting to the phone first requires turning and care, you could just run full speed into Jim, then grab it while he’s down. Tackling a friend isn’t the nicest move, but you’ve seen your roommate do worse to himself making a sandwich, he’ll be fine after you buy an apology beer.

Of course, there’s also the tactic of just letting Jim get the win. While it’s less Pristine Points overall, you’d still get the prize and some points to add to the pile. Assuming Jim doesn’t accidentally set off the magic once he touches it, of course.

Poll: What Do You Try?

Trust Jim

Tackle Jim

Talk to Jim

Second Poll: Finally! Can't say much here. Not private. Watch for the codes. I'll send more when able.
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Mid-run, you realize there’s really nothing you especially need to do. You know Jim, and trust him to come through when it’s important. Sure enough, just as Jim is nearing the Phantom Phone, he skids to a halt, tumbling over on top of himself yet somehow emerging right-side up, torso stuffed down into his bag.

“Come on… come on… I know I have the perfect homeshine to pour in that thing.”

Just as you trusted, Jim does the go-to signature move: his own damn thing. In this case, it allows you to easily jog past, scooping up the phone from the pedestal. There’s a tingle along your hand when you touch it, so brief you could convince yourself it was imaginary under different circumstances. Reaching your other hand down, you offer Jim help getting back to his feet.

“Look at that folks, down to the wire and a surprise at the end. Let’s have a big round for Frankie’s test subjects, and my triumphant scientists.” Styne quickly blocks Jim from general view, her large lab-coat flaring out before anyone can see his next set of antics. The crowd applauds politely as a helper hands you a Pristine Point bill with a 10 in the corners. Counting Thad’s split, and your prior winnings, that takes your total up to 26. A big spike after this event, but not the sort of number that guarantees claiming that trophy.

Slowly, the crowd filters off the stage, leaving you, Thad, and Jim, who finally rises out of the bag with some sort of blue gel smeared across his lips and nose. “What were we doing? Oh, hell yes, costumes, we up to some Halloween fun tonight?”

Thad looks at you with concern, but you wave him off. “Happens occasionally, he usually catches up to his memories after a few minutes.” Jim finally accepts your hand and you haul your best friend up, steadying him before he can go sailing over the edge. By the time you and Thad have walked him to the bottom of the stairs, Victoria is there waiting.

She seems visibly off, even leaning against the side of the stage as she rests. You hurriedly shove the Phantom Phone into her hands. As with the spider, that touch of dangerous magic invigorates Victoria, perking her up the instant she makes contact. Shaking off the fatigue, Victoria assesses the influx of Pristine Points from you and Thad, adding them to your considerable haul and tucking it all away into one of those evidently endless pockets. If she’s using magic, she can’t be entirely drained yet, you hope.

“Well done. This puts our chances of winning the trophy in reach.” Victoria walks away from the stage, and the remaining people milling about, over to a lone dark patch under a burned-out bulb, a shady oasis amidst the well-lit surroundings. This places really gone all out to strip the spooky from Halloween, there weren’t even proper shadowy spots for lurking built in.

As Victoria leads the way, Thad hangs back with you slightly. “I know I’m the new guy and everything, not trying to talk out of turn, but is there something we should be doing for her? It’s like she’s got some kind of intermittent heat stroke, a type that’s getting worse.”

The question isn’t entirely off-base, the longer you’re in this festival the more it’s effecting Victoria. But you already know what she’d say at even the proposal of leaving. This was magic on her family’s turf, on Halloween of all nights. No way she’s walking away without that trophy in hand.

“Our best bet is to get this won and done,” you reply. “Once it’s finished and we’re back in a proper scary setting, she’ll bounce right back.” Since you don’t actually know that, the statement makes you either a liar or an optimist, depending on how things actually turn out.

Thad doesn’t question it, merely takes the answer with a nod, the two of you arriving in the patch of darkness just as Victoria stops. Not far off is a winding path, leading to an unexplored section of the festival. You don’t know for sure what’s happening, but you can definitely catch the sound of music when the wind blows just right.

A few feet over, where the light still shines, you all can make out another event schedule, they did an exceptional job of getting these posted all over. Really, whoever put the whole event together deserves commendation, if the environment weren’t actively weakening one of your friends, you might be enjoying yourself.

Although, the cutesiness is starting to wear on you as well.

“Given the youthful audience of this event, it appears they’ll be wrapping things up soon,” Victoria reads from the posting. “We have time for perhaps one more serious endeavor if we want to maximize our Pristine Point total. While that last event was lucrative, it also took quite a fair chunk of evening. I spy a costume contest not far in the future. Considering the overall level of competition here, that should be winnable.”

You almost wince at the mention of a costume contest, memories from your first year together bubbling up. Chances seem pretty slim this will also involve everyone turning into what they dressed as, but at least you planned for the occasion if it does head that route.

“I could try to rack up more midway points,” Thad offers. “We were on a good pace there, plus it gives everyone else a chance to rest.” He catches your eyes, unfortunately Victoria notices the exchange as well.

“If that’s our most productive path, then so be it, but do not dare undermine our task out of some misplaced concern for my well-being.” Victoria pulls herself up to full height, a touch of the usual terror rearing in her eyes. “I am a descendant of the Willowbrook family, it will take far more than this to slay me.”

While they were talking, Jim has tilted his head to the side and started looking down the winding path. “Either those pickled mushrooms are coming around again, or I hear music. Sounds rising from a mysterious source, that seems like a hidden event to me. Let’s go see what’s going on.” You have no idea if his memory is back or not, but at least he’s making suggestions germane to the topic. Assuming that wasn’t coincidence, anyway.

Poll: Which Do You Choose?

Follow the music

Cool Contest

More midway games


8


Eh, what the hell, Jim did pretty well last time around. Might as well see if he’s on some kind of a streak. Following his unrhythmic dancing along the winding path, you walk in Jim’s trail, occasionally pausing to pick up a bit of trash or debris spilling from his pockets. Kids probably shouldn’t even touch the residue of these substances, you can’t imagine what might happen if one licked a wrapper. With your face turned downward, you end up being the last person to see the source of the music come into view.

Bounding around the stage is a guy dressed like discount Dracula, belting out a surprisingly solid rendition of “Warlock Wiggle”, one of those cheesy songs that pops up in stores around Halloween because it’s on theme while staying family friendly. Seated before him are a dozen or so members of the audience, ranging well along the age spectrum, clapping along cheerfully with the beat. Framed on either side of the stage are a pair of monitors, and at this point you aren’t even surprised to see the filmed versions of Frankie and Styne dancing between the lyrics. Somebody really went all in on their mascot idea with those two, but the kids are happily giggling and pointing, so maybe it was money well spent.

“Big thanks for that wonderful performance!” Frankie calls out as the song comes to an end. “Everyone rest your clapping hands while you can, because our helpers are already bringing the next singer to the stage. Singer, don’t forget to tell the helper your song, or else you’ll have a very quiet stage.”

A dark-clothed figure is indeed winding through the crowd, tapping a woman dressed as either a mummy or a toilet-paper assault victim on the shoulder then leading her toward the stage.

“Don’t forget to sign up if you want to show what you’ve got. Be it solos or group acts, all are welcome to bust that tune,” Styne adds. “Everyone who sings gets to dip a hand in our mysterious bucket of prizes, where you could pull out anything from toys, to candy, even some Pristine Points if you’re lucky.”

It appears Jim has led you to an outdoor karaoke area. Not the first time this has happened, and certainly it won’t be the last, although tonight there might have been better uses of your time. You’re here though, and sounds like there’s at least a chance to earn some more Pristine Points, assuming your group can manage to make it through one of those sugary Happy-Ween approved songs.

“Any objections to taking a shot at this? Doesn’t sound like we have to do particularly well.”

“Better than wasting time back-tracking.” Thad drops a sizable hand on Jim’s shoulder. “We’ll go put a name down, why don’t you two put your heads together on what song we should choose.”

The effort to leave Victoria time to rest is fairly transparent, and yet you’re still grateful that Thad made it. Despite touching the Phantom Phone, she’s steadily looking frailer. It’s strange, you’ve never realized how much of who Victoria is has been bound up in that terrifying power she so casually wields. Even back in high school, before you knew anything about her Halloween connection, it’s always been like she was walking above the world, rather than through it. Seeing her like this, closer to human, feels inherently wrong. She needs to get out of here, and soon.

“Your brother is not an especially subtle man, but he is a good one.” She steadies herself against a tree, not even properly gnarled, it looks too green and lush given the time of year. “Too good, for my tastes; noble intentions limit the scope of one’s thinking.”

“Yeah, that’s what comes to mind when I think of my brother. Limits.” You snicker in spite of yourself, an envy so old and worn it barely even registers as an emotion at this point. “If that’s what a limited version of Thad looks like, I hope we never see one set free.”

“Oh, there are many examples throughout even the history you know, your brother is far from the first of his kind. The ones who seemed blessed beyond measure, boundless talent, endless success, some even said to be capable of changing fate itself.” She pauses for a breath, looking over the sea of smiling faces, almost wincing at their utterly unfearing joy. “Every age has it’s mighty, though they find different roles as the times advance. You should search your own family history if you want to better understand him, there is often a lineage where such people are involved.”

Now that’s a hot bit of news to your ears. You’d always known there was something special about Thad, and after a few unnatural adventures the possibility it was magic had popped into mind, but you’d never considered the potential that Thad’s gift was inherited. Both of your parents are nice folks, just not inhumanly talented. Nor, you think, does time rewind around their deaths. But if Thad’s knack was passed down, there’s no reason why yours couldn’t be too.

Fascinating as the detail is, it’s one you’ll have to file away for when there’s a free moment. Thad and Jim are bounding back over at a brisk pace, slowed only by Thad having to drag Jim as your roommate speed-chugs what sure appears to be a fake prop potion. Given that he’s torn off what is clearly a plastic top to get at the glowing green liquid inside, you make a mental note to set aside money for a new toilet in November. Cleaning services already refuse calls to your house, and this has the making of another toilet that will have to be burned.

“Good news and bad news,” Thad announced, trying and failing to swipe the bottle from Jim, who displays sudden cat-like acrobatics even while being held. “Good news is there’s not a lot of people left on the list, I get the feeling we’re catching the tail-end of this. Bad news is that means we have to pick a song fast. Hope you two actually made progress on a good selection. I skimmed over the list of options, only recognized a few.”

“I knew the one about the octopus and the harlot,” Jim adds.

“Definitely not on the list,” Thad tells him, obviously not for the first time. “We can fake our way through a performance; I was more worried about how Victoria would do having to sing that junk.”

She attempts to replicate her earlier feat of summoning her usual terrifying aura, which only makes you more worried as it fails to fully come together. “Worry for yourself, I am up to whatever the task demands.” It sounds nice, except you notice her still resting an arm on the tree as she speaks.

Having finally finished his glowing brew, Jim casts the plastic bottle over his shoulder. “Screw it, let’s go with some real Halloween music. Anyone know “Hellfire and Blunts: The Halloween Soul”, because I am positive I still remember the freestyle verse.”

“I give us all of twenty seconds before they cut our mics if we try that.” Thad props Jim on his feet, making sure he’s capable of standing before letting go. “But I’m game for whatever want to try.”

Out of the corner of your eye, you can already see a helper making his way toward Thad, meaning your group is almost up. The more people who sing, the more chances in the mystery prize bucket to grab Pristine Points. You could go without Victoria though, give up one hand in the bucket in the hopes she’ll fare better on the sidelines. Then again, you could always try something that calls up a sense of the true Halloween. It’ll probably get you yanked off-stage, but maybe it’ll help Victoria the same way the prizes have been.

Poll: What Will it Be?

Sing something scary

Sing a Happy-Ween song without Victoria

Sing a Happy-Ween song with Victoria

Second Poll: Please tell me you got that one.

Hidden Message: Did You See it? Click Here to Read
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Through the years, you’ve managed to pull off some real upset victories. Stopping evil Halloween families (well, eviler, at least), capturing magic objects, even escaping your own dumb choices. The constants in all of that have been you, Jim, and Victoria. Jim is as himself as ever, and you’re trucking along the same as always, but with Victoria half-down, everything seems off. If you’re going to have a chance of making it through tonight, then what you need isn’t more stupid fun bucks or prizes, it’s Victoria back in proper form.

Although there’s no way of knowing if a few bars and nervous titters will make that happen, you’re pretty sure going with a Happy-Ween melody will only make her worse. Of course, you can’t actually say any of that to the helper who arrives, curious expression nestled on their face, politely demanding a selection while still ushering you toward the karaoke stage.

“”We’re going with Shake Those Bones,” you tell him. It’s an oldie, the sort of “classic” that places like this are guaranteed to have, especially since the lyrics are largely nonsense jargon and yelling the word “shake” a lot. Pretty impossible for this one to be offensive, outside of someone getting too into the dance.

Your selection raises no flags with the helper, who guides you all along while quickly reporting the selection into the mic on his headset. The coordination at this place is sincerely impressive; for a local fair, it’s running like a fine-tuned engine. Suspicious, but then again you’re here hunting a mysterious magical object among an adorable version of Halloween, what isn’t suspicious at this point?

On stage, you hand out microphones and arrange the blocking with Victoria and Thad back-to-back, mostly so he can help prop her up. “Follow my lead.” To Jim, you simply say “Try and give me ten seconds” because years of experience have made you keenly aware of how adept he is at following plans or even basic impulse control. Upside: there’s a very real chance Jim might do something to terrify, if not traumatize, the crowd watching. Ordinarily that would be a scary thought, however nothing here can touch the fear of seeing Victoria weakened.

A beat starts to play, Shake Them Bones queueing up for the usual singing. There won’t be a lot of time for this, as soon as you start to go off-book it’s a countdown until power is cut and you’re taken off-stage. Before the song kicks into gear, you turn to the crowd, putting on your best family-friendly voice. “Good evening everyone. We’re going to perform for you tonight, and I want to open the show by letting you in on a little secret. Magic… is real.” You try to do a fun hand gesture like Styne, it more comes off as almost vulgar. Thankfully, you’re playing to an audience of kids and tired parents, they care less about the specific touches than the overall distraction.

No one cuts you off, this feeds into the sort of hokey vibe that Happy-Ween is all about. As the bass of the song comes in, strong and deep, adding a momentary sense of severity to the scene, you hurry onto the next part. “Unicorns, fairies, dryads, all of it real.” There’s scattered clapping now, though you’re starting to get looks from the control/signup table. “I’m glad that makes you so happy, and I hope you realize what else that makes true.”

You change tones just as the music switches, all things considered this was a solid track selection. “Demons. Vampires. Werewolves. If magic is real, all the joyful things exist, then that makes the monsters real too.”

So far as existential horror goes, this is a weak one… unless someone is capable of believing it. The unreality of the world still threatens to crack your mind at times, accepting all of the madness of what is truly possible bowls most over, their brains refusing to believe even when the truth was before them. Children don’t have quite so many hangups, though. They are tiny little belief machines, and even with such a short set-up, you see several of their eyes flash with fear. A small reminder of the world’s darkness, just like Halloween was always supposed to be.

“Zombies too, not to mention ghosts, goblins, and monsters that lurk in the closet.” Thad took the cue, stepping up to add more myths, hopefully tripping a few people’s phobias.

“Empty baggies, cops running a sting, a dry county!” Look at that, Jim’s ramblings are sort of on topic, by his standards.

As the pops of terror appear in the crowd, you notice Victoria coming alive. The helpers are already moving, you won’t have power left for long. Quick as they are, they’re contending with a determined Victoria, and you’ve seen that exchange play out more than enough to know the outcome.

She grabs your mic, head hung low, face pointing to the floor. “And of course, there are creatures like me!” Her head whips up to the audience, eyes flashing, her natural terror dialed up to eleven. You can even head the hissing from her hair snakes, just barely over the bevy of screams that rise from the audience. They arrive right before the stage goes dark, and several helpers begin herding you all from the karaoke stage.

By the time you’ve walked clear, well past the audience and around to the winding path, some order has been restored, though there’s a fair bit of crying and chatter still ongoing. A new song featuring a happy beat queues up, with three young women dressed as candy-fairies grabbing the mic. It goes without saying that you are not offered a trip to the mystery prize bucket, not that you especially care.

Victoria is far from fully-restored, but she’s back on her own two feet. Smoothing out the imperfections in her costume, she turns, giving a stiff, solemn nod. “Thank you. Perhaps I needed that more than I realized. But you do understand that hindered our efforts to claim the trophy.”

“Our biggest hindrance would be trying to get through all this without you. There’s bound to be something we can figure out for the points.” You glance to a nearby clock, posted above one of the many event listings around the faire. “Still a little time before we need to be back at the prize table. We could scramble around, pick up a few more points here and there, maybe no one else will have done better.”

“Nah, first plan, best plan. Let’s steal that bad boy.” Jim appears to have full memories back, but perhaps not for long, as he’s just pulled out and bitten into what you would swear was a bath bomb. If Styne thinks she’s a scientist, she would swoon to see the chemical discoveries Jim has squirreled away in that bag.

“I don’t want to be ‘that guy’ and bring adult solutions into magical problems, but we could just offer to buy the thing.” Thad taps the section of his costume that presumably contains a wallet. “Whoever is working the counter will be a person, the sort who might be open to fudging point totals for a few hundred bucks. Not really big on bribes or cheating, however if it means getting a dangerous object away from innocent people, I think we can call this the greater good.”

Victoria flexes her fingers, noting the shine of their veneer in the too-bright lighting. They don’t entirely resemble claws the way they sometimes can in the shadow, yet there’s a visible sharpness which was missing before. “Whatever we choose, let’s move while I’m in improved spirits. Too long here, and I may become more albatross than ally.”

Poll: What Tactic Do You Choose?

Time for a heist

Attempt a bribe

Scramble for points

Second Poll: Amazing! Now you know what to do, just seize the opportunity.
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With only 26 Pristine Points to your name and less than half an hour until the trophy is awarded, the odds that you’ll snag enough to secure first place are pretty slim, even with Thad’s natural capacity to win and Victoria restored to partial power. Bribery depends on the staff member being corrupt enough to accept, should they turn out as wholesome as the rest of Happy-Ween, then they might sound the alarms. However, if Victoria’s got some juice, then a heist might just be achievable. You’ll need one hell of a distraction, luckily Jim’s almost finished his bath bomb snack, and the look in his eyes speaks to positively untold chaos. Whether it’s a smash and grab or something with a little charm involved, this team has potential.

Of course, what they can manage with only a few minutes of planning is limited, so you don’t waste what little time you’ve got. Hustling everyone back up the winding path, you cut a brisk pace for the prize area. Once you’ve got eyes on it, you can start figuring out angles of approach, meaning a speedy arrival is key.

As you make your way through the well-lit, cheerful scenes, Victoria hangs slightly back, pulling you with her. You notice movement in her hands, and suddenly she’s extending the spider to you, it’s silly expression peering up innocuously. When you don’t accept it, Victoria explains.

“Without knowing how long until my stamina gives way, you should take possession of our tools. In the event I’m unable to be relied upon, they may well be our only magic to play.”

Not feeling great about it, you still take the spider, tucking it carefully away in one of the pockets hidden beneath your robes. Next comes the Phantom Phone, which you manage to just barely fit. You expect the process to be done, except Victoria is holding one last item: a small brown drawstring bag. Picking it up, you recognize the sensation of dust trapped inside.

In another life, you almost held this bag last year. That was before the swing of a scythe that erased the events from everywhere, save only your mind. Even though you’re almost positive of the contents, you still check. Can’t take needless chances, there might not be a Victoria around to cover for you.

“This what I think?”

“It’s your favorite tactic; I’ve taken to picking some up when I can.” Victoria taps the bag lightly in your hand. “Sprinkle it on, become your costume. I’d advise using it on yourself, the others aren’t quite dressed for the task. Be careful, as well. In here, I’m not sure how well such magics can be relied upon. There might be side-effects, for good or ill, so do not use it unless the need is real.”

Risky dust then, potentially bad, but it could also be way better than whatever situation you end up facing. Slipping it under your costume robes, you and Victoria pick the pace up slightly, catching up to Jim and Thad. You’re all treated to several minutes of Jim’s treatise on how volcanoes are just mountains with ambition before finally arriving at the prize table.

Unlike earlier in the night, there are a lot more people milling about. From the thick fists of Pristine Points you see being waved about, it’s a good thing you didn’t spend this time trying to collect a few more. No way you were getting close to some of those collections. They’re all behaving orderly, having their totals recorded and spending their winnings. The trophy would have to wait until the end, when the shop was closing, to have an idea who’d actually won the most Pristine Points.

A sharp hiss from Victoria snares your attention. You whirl around, expecting to see her lilting, or even collapsed, but instead you find her glaring in the opposite direction of the prize table. It seems like she’s looking at a raised platform surrounded by Frankie and Styne décor, probably where they’ll handle the awards and closing ceremonies. Then you look closer, and see she’s got no attention to spare cartoon cutouts, all of her wrath is focused on an elderly man in a white suit, who is committing the evidently heinous sin of leaning on his cane while he retapes down a balloon that came loose.

“Scruples. No wonder I’ve had so much trouble. We’re in one of his.” She appears to suddenly remember the rest of you are there, but that only jerks her attention back to the prize table. When she finally talks, it seems more to herself than anyone present. “Does he know… no, he’d never let magic in here… maybe that’s why none of the prizes have activated.”

Jim laughs, slapping you on the back. “She’s making so little sense, she sounds like me!” There’s the old unexpected self-awareness popping up, the bath bomb must have had something with zip. His face suddenly turns gravely serious. “Wait, did you have a ‘party break’ without me? Not cool, and now we don’t even know what to counter-dose you with.”

“I’m not high, you mischief machine. I’m piecing our situation together properly.” In a way that feels very much like the Victoria you know and adore/fear, she points a sharp nail back at the old man. “Cort Scruples, a long-standing enemy of all the true magics and their celebrations, though the enmity between he and Halloween is especially bitter. That this is all his creation explains much, yet it also doesn’t impact the task before us. This whole enterprise acts to weaken magic, but the effect will fade once the prizes leave the area.”

“So every enchanted item we didn’t snare is going to suddenly become magical and dangerous on the drive home, when the kids will most likely be playing with them.” You can already imagine the sedans littering the highway, split like pistachios as children’s imaginations gave life to impossible, uncontainable creations. “Guessing Mr. Hates-Magic didn’t plan that?”

“He’s a thorn, but not a killer of innocents,” Victoria confirms. “Once I take hold of the trophy, the magical source, it should be a simple matter to dismiss the rogue enchantments. Unfortunately, given my association to the Willowbrook family, he also won’t believe the warning of me or my assistants; not in enough time. We’ll have to continue on with the plan as is, just be warned, Scruples isn’t someone to be underestimated. No matter how much he’ll make you try.”

A single clap pulls focus to Jim, as he follows the gesture by rubbing his hands against one another. “Bring it on! I’ve got energy to burn and have been bored for the last ten minutes. Let’s go have some fun already.” You assume that means the overt distraction option is ready, if you want to go for the smash and grab.

“For the sake of all the regular folks here, we could take a run at talking our hands onto the trophy. Pretend to be helpers bringing it over for the ceremony, with a little charm and confidence they might not even question it.” You’ve got no doubt that sort of thing has worked for Thad many times before, but this whole place isn’t quite normal. Even his sway has limits.

“Given the amount of crowd, I might be able to manage a quiet strategy. We’d have to do something about the lights, however, it’s much too bright to work in.” Victoria’s face flickers, her pride visibly warring with her duty to the task. “It must be said that there is the chance I might begin to fade once more. I feel up to the task, but I understand if the risk is too great. Our success matters most, for the pride of the Willowbrook name is at stake.”

Also, probably the lives of untold families, but hey, enthusiasm is enthusiasm.

Poll: What’s the Plan

Let Thad do the talking

Grab it while Jim cuts loose

Kill the lights for Victoria
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Tempted as you are to turn Jim loose, there’s an awful lot of normal people milling about. Thad’s plan at least presents the chance of managing this quietly, and he’s not likely to lose steam the way Victoria might. Besides, in the course of your life you’ve found that bets on Thad tend to always pay out.

“Let’s see what a little confidence can manage. Thad, lead the way.” You motion toward the prize table, and that’s all Thad needs to start his saunter. As he moves, you watch the way traffic flows out of his path, marveling at the trick. When Victoria parts a crowd, she does so by being the sort of terrifying that people inherently shrink back from. With Thad, it’s more like everyone is taking step back to better admire him. Annoying as that might ordinarily be, this evening it makes for a faster trek to your objective.

The four of you arrive at the prize table amidst the eager crowd trading in their Pristine Points. There’s lots of space along the wooden counter, however the trophy itself is further back, perched atop the displays. Getting to it with brute force would require turning every eye in the area elsewhere, but having the employees hand it over doesn’t seem all that easier.

Leaning onto the counter, Thad smiles, and so fast you’d suspect magic in other circumstances, several helpers cluster up on his position. You expect him to send most of them away, minimizing the number he’s lying too, however Thad has different ideas. He motions for all of them to lean in, like he’d planned to call a meeting from the start.

“Nice hustle everyone. I’ll make this quick, we don’t want to keep these nice people waiting. Frankie and Styne are almost ready to start things off. In about three minutes, be ready to hand off the decoy trophy to me.”

“Decoy trophy?” You can almost see the effort on one poor helper’s face, critical thinking skills butting up against polished, targeted charisma.

For the effort, Thad brightens his grin and adds a knowing wink. “Sure. The fake one they left out, exposed to the elements, as a display piece. They’ve got the real one backstage, and we can’t have two of the main prize in view at the same time.”

That sort of makes sense, if you took a few leaps in logic and perhaps were a couple of drinks deep. It doesn’t especially matter, though. After continued exposure to full-force Thad, there’s a good chance they helpers would be willing to start robbing banks for him; taking down a trophy doesn’t even seem to blip their radar. One of them is already speaking into a radio when a new voice enters the scene.

“Aren’t you quite the excellent specimen.” Out of the back, Styne steps into view. There’s a roar from the kids, who by this been point have been conditioned to her and Frankie as the night’s Happy-Ween mascots. She smiles and waves at them, though you notice her glare for Thad to be rather cold. “The lie was rudimentary, as was expecting to go unnoticed. After that stunt on the karaoke stage, our staff was made aware we had some trouble-makers in the midst.”

You notice a shift in the crowd, there’s movement from behind, bodies making room. By the time you turn, there’s already a small wall of dark-clothed helpers blocking off most of the other people. The lone exception is a familiar green form topped by a pink bow. Up close, you notice that Frankie’s graceful movements are at least partially explained by her muscular limbs. The woman has evidently trained in something, and flexes her arms for the crowd while her attention remains on your group.

“A bit of trouble is all it takes to turn a sweet evening sour.” No telling when he made the move, but Cort Scruples is standing at the edge of the prize table, ushered carefully past the wall of helpers. As his eyes fall on Victoria, recognition flashes, followed by a harsh gaze. “My my, I certainly didn’t expect to find a Willowbrook here making trouble. Didn’t anyone warn you of what happens to your ilk in my festivities?”

“I am keenly aware, yet here I remain. Do you have the courage to wonder why that is, or will you simply wipe me out the way you purge everything you don’t understand?”

Cort laughs, light and grandfatherly, almost drowned out by the general roar of the crowd. You’ve got a hunch that the helpers are blocking more than just people from getting past, he and Victoria are both acting like this is a private chat.

“Such aggression. Very well, let’s hear what lies you’ve come to spin. Do make it entertaining.”

There’s not much hope on Victoria’s face as she begins, but it’s still a shot she deems worth taking. “For the last few years, magical items have been turning up at unexpected times and places around this town. We traced one here, to your event, and realized it was the trophy sitting atop your prizes. Let me use it to undo the magic that’s been set loose, and we can all walk away peacefully.”

Once, twice, three times Cort taps his cane, before letting out a deep belly-laugh and shaking his head. “My apologies, everyone, I thought you were going to get a taste of talented deception, but it seems this one hasn’t yet learned all the family trades. Fear not, young missy, we’ll free you from the darkness that has twisted itself around your soul. Though like all growth, I’m afraid the process can be a painful one.”

Reacting to an unseen cue, Frankie steps forward, and you notice Styne rummaging around inside those lab-coat pockets. Well she’s not the only one who brought some surprises, you’ve still got all the tools Victoria passed along. Since diplomacy seems to have completely left the table, this is your chance to strike before they attack. The costume dust, you know what to expect from, but the spider and phone will both be gambles. This close to the source of the magic though, they’re bound to have some oomph, assuming you can figure out how to make them work.

Whatever you choose, there’s no time to hesitate. Except… wait… why are there four?

Poll: What Will You Do?

Use the costume powder

Dial her number

Try wielding the spear

Try wielding the Phantom Phone


12


In this day and age, there aren’t many phone numbers you know by heart, but there are a few exceptions. Home, Jim, Victoria, Thad, the nearby all-night pizza shop, these are too useful and important to trust solely to some digital archive. There’s one more, too. A number from a night that wasn’t real, in a life that was only a wish. You promised not to forget Sheryl, and have worked hard to keep that vow, even mentally holding onto something as innocuous as a phone number.

As Frankie charges in, rocking Thad with an incredibly limber kick to the skull, you yank the Phantom Phone from your pocket and begin to dial. One number after the next, each eliciting a sharper, harsher tone than before. It might be your imagination, but the phone feels like it’s getting warmer. Maybe magic creates heat?

You get the last digit punched in just before Styne yanks out some sort of flashing device. While the exact science is far-past your knowledge, the instant it hits Victoria she begins to wilt, drawing a wicked chuckle from Cort Scruples.

“That weak? My goodness, how long have you been in here?”

Much as you’d love to listen in on that, the Phantom Phone is ringing. Once, twice, on the third time, there’s a click. You recognize the sound of empty tape being played just before the first words come over the phone. They’re choppy, and familiar. You know the voice instantly, and maybe even the words themselves. Recorded and edited, yet her all the same.

“Tell. The. Lady of Autumn. Bring. You to. The. Between.”

That last word is different, you catch it instantly. Cadence, tone, pitch, was that even Sheryl’s voice? You can hardly focus over the searing pain in your hand, the phone growing ever-hotter, not to mention the rustle of a fight, short-lived as it might be.

Victoria is down, Jim has blood coming out of his ears from some unseen blow, and Thad is finally starting to falter, though it took Frankie and several muscular helpers to wear him out. Through it all, Cort Scruples keeps smiling, even turning the grin in your direction. Looking at your fallen friends, you give him one right back, putting as much of Victoria’s spin on the expression as you can manage.

“Why so cheery?”

“Call it a hunch.” The pain in your hand is almost unbearable now, except you’ve born so much worse. This close, you can practically feel all those deaths haunting your mind, endless experiences of suffering. A burning hand is nothing, especially for such a minor duration. “I think I’m about to die, and when I do, I’ll go with a very important piece of knowledge.”

With your free hand, you motion to your friends, then to Cort himself. “I just learned what happens if we play nice. Next time, you won’t-”

Lovely as that speech probably was, you don’t get to finish it, as the Phantom Phone gives way, exploding directly next to your head. It does leave a hideous spray of blood on Cort’s white suit, not that you’ll be able to see it given the location of your respective eyes. Still, at least you got to ruin his outfit on your way through this…

Dead End


12. (Again)


Your hand is still hot, though no longer burning, and there’s a slight ringing in your ears. That much, you expected, but realizing the Phantom Phone is no longer in your pocket comes as a shock. As you grab the other items, you feel around, noting only what seems like a handful of ash in the phone’s previous pocket. That’s a new one, and would be the largest concern on your mind of the moment, if you hadn’t just gotten a sneak peek at what was waiting for you and your friends.

“Thad, we both know you’re always holding back. I’m not sure if it’s for me or for the world at large, but as my big brother, I need a favor. For the next five minutes, I want you to go full-force.”

He blinks, then nods, maybe surprised by the acknowledgement of something that had gone unspoken for so long, or by hearing you actually want him to fully strut his stuff. At the moment, you don’t especially give a shit about anything as petty as sibling rivalry though. This is a fight that has to be won.

“Jim, got a job for you too buddy. Hold this and think of the most interesting version of it you can imagine.” You toss him the spider, feeling perhaps the briefest shadow of guilt. Of all the things you’re turning loose, Jim’s imagination might well be the most horrific of the lot. Or the most useless, he’s always a gamble, which is why you’re not bothering to take chances.

Frankie lunges for Thad while you’re pulling out the costume powder. This time, rather than pull off her acrobatic kick, the attack is blocked as Thad catches her limb, rolling her entire body over her shoulder and hurling her into the pile of prizes on the other side of the table. She hits so hard the trophy goes rolling down from its display, joining a growing pile on the ground. Hot damn, you knew Thad took it easy on people, but you weren’t quite expecting that much. Then again, you did tell him to go all out.

This isn’t just Thad not holding back, this is Thad trying.

Cort’s face flickers with uncertainty, the first step on his journey to true terror. You slam the bag of dust roughly on your chest, causing it to burst out and coat you in a small cloud. The magic takes hold slowly, working its way through your cheap outfit, turning the disposable plastic material into cloth, and the concealed prop bottles into actual potions.

Behind you, something is growing. You can already hear the nervous titters from the crowd and see the unnatural shadow thanks to all the excellent lighting. What Jim did to that spider, you’re not quite sure, but the shocked revulsion on Cort and the nearby audience’s face tells you he came through as only Jim can.

“What on Earth are you doing? This is unacceptable, it is not how these matters are conducted!”

Titters turn to terror as the first screams rise up, right about the same time you wrap your hands around a potion. Taking one glance back, you make sure Styne hasn’t gotten her device out yet. It’s just long enough to see the white-coated figure slide down to the ground as a familiar form slinks away.

“No, this is what Halloween is supposed to be. These are the nights when we learn to face our smaller fears, in preparation for the bigger ones still to come. It demands a special recipe; the right amount of scary on top of the fun, a touch of danger, a dose of friendship.” You produce one of the bottles from your robe, swirling it by the neck in your hands. “And of course, it wouldn’t be Halloween without a dash of Fucking Magic.”

Hurling the bottle down, you’re unsurprised when a dozen smoke imps come pouring out, causing fresh yelps from the crowd. They won’t harm anyone, nor do you expect Jim’s spider to cause lasting damage. That was never the point of this, you didn’t want to hurt the families that had come out for a nice night. You just had to make sure they got a proper Halloween, one with plenty of fear sprinkled in.

The smoke clears just as she steps into view. No more wavering energy or lilting form, Victoria strides between you both looking somehow more dangerous than ever, the very snakes in her hair have their mouths open with venom dripping from their teeth. The Lady of Autumn has returned, and with her, you see the first glimpse of genuine horror in Cort’s eyes.

“You would dare-”

“On this night? I would absolutely dare. My words were true, yet you paid them no heed. You endangered these people with the very magic you loathe.”

Displaying a keen sense of intellect, Cort utilizes potentially the only functional strategy against an angry Victoria; he darts off into the night.

Guess that cane was more for style than function, or he’s got some tricks of his own.

Rather than give chase, Victoria takes advantage of the opportunity to dash through the chaos, scooping up the trophy from where it landed. Not a bad idea, now that you take a better look around. It seems that Jim’s transforming spider has broken the magical dam, you can see adorable objects warping, twisting, and growing. Jim himself is nowhere to be seen, but you hear screams coming from nearby so he probably hasn’t wandered off far. Thad is surrounded by collapsed bodies, and has produced a beer from somewhere as he casually knocks down another helper trying to grab him.

Standing around isn’t doing any good. Seeing as you’re an alchemist for the moment, maybe you can help Victoria deal with the trophy. Then again, you don’t actually know anything about what she’s doing, your time might be better spent collecting the magical items. Hopefully you can contain most of them until Victoria is finished. Of course, there is still the fleeing figure of Cort Scruples, he hasn’t entirely escaped yet. Just because Victoria is busy enough to let him escape doesn’t mean you have to.

Poll: Which Do You Choose?

Chase Cort Scruples

Collect magic items

Help Victoria
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Strong as the desire to chase Cort down is, it doesn’t outweigh your need to see everyone make it through this night. Spinning from his fleeing form, you race over to Victoria, hands already grasping the array of potions hanging from your robes.

You arrive just in time to see Victoria grabbing the trophy, muttering dark incantations below audible range. It warps in her hands, twisting like it’s trying to escape, but her fingers only dig in deeper. Above you both, the lightbulbs are overloading, exploding into sparks and shrapnel. It makes Victoria’s eyes appear to be flashing in a purple hue as her face knots in concentration.

“Merlin…” Her words are so much a hiss you’re genuinely not sure if they came from Victoria or the hair-snakes. “Tear off a piece of your robes.”

Fumbling about for a knife, you spot a box-cutter near a section of broken down cardboard under the prize table. It isn’t fancy, but the blade still slices as you work the entire lower section of your robes through the chop. When the fabric drops, it’s a sloppy swath, though you doubt Victoria cares about neatness.

After you give a modest toss, Victoria snags it from the air; binding the trophy in the lower part of your robes. With it out of sight, the lightbulbs pop even faster, casting a hideous gleam to Victoria’s bared teeth.

“I am drained from this night, ready to be away from here, and every moment delayed only enrages me further. So here me now, sad sputtering spellcraft, you will yield.” On the last word, she squeezes, and you can see something in the bundle give.

One more flash of the bulbs, and suddenly, the world is back to normal. No more awakening prizes, no rampaging spider, even the light show has died off. What hasn’t changed is that you’re still on unfriendly territory, and now without magic to serve as a distraction.

“Come on, we have to go.” You lead Victoria out of the prize table while she continues to crush the trophy, breaking it down into a fine powder. Across the crowd, you catch sight of Thad hauling Jim onto his feet. Once your eyes meet, he signals back toward the entrance, then hustles Jim into movement. Looks like you two are going to regroup at the front rather than try and cross the current blockade of bodies. Right now everyone is mostly confused, probably ready to believe it was all imagined. That’s Scruples’ problem though, you are officially done for the night.

Well… maybe not quite done entirely. As you and Victoria stalk through the night, working to draw minimal attention, your mind flashes back to that voice on the phone. So far as complex clues went, “Ask the Lady of Autumn” wasn’t a tough one, it’s a nickname of Victoria’s you’ve known for years now. However, “the Between”… that’s something new. You’re not quite sure you want to be brought to whatever is just yet, especially if this and the magical items have the same source. But learning more, that couldn’t hurt.

“Victoria, I’d like to ask you something. It might be about a subject I’m not supposed to know, so sorry if I step on any Halloween taboos.” You press on, not giving her the chance to ask questions, largely because you know you won’t have real answers to offer. “Have you ever heard of the Between?”

Definitely a touch of surprise, but she’s far from shocked at the term. “Not taboo, just not something that comes up often. The Between is what the name would indicate, the space that is neither one world or the other. Think of it as the cushion that pads the various realms of reality. Given how cagey you were about the topic, is there any point in asking why you want to know?”

“Something I’m still figuring out. Maybe a vision, or a message, or a trap. Tell me this much, would it be possible to go to this Between?”

Victoria doesn’t respond right away, chiefly because you both have to turn aside as a trio of helpers come darting past. They don’t seem to recognize you, or the alert hasn’t gone out yet, because all three dash by without pausing. Only once their gone does Victoria respond, her words chosen carefully.

“Possible is a dangerous concept. A great many things are possible, it doesn’t mean they are wise. Yes, I think it would be possible to enter the Between, but the effort would be tremendous. Only on a Halloween, when the barriers are thinnest, would such an attempt be feasible, and even then it would be a venture of constant peril.”

Not somewhere to go lightly, it looks like. Plus, this Halloween is already near it’s end, there’s no time to try and mount some expedition into an unknown domain. Next year, on the other hand… well, it’s a choice you’ll grapple with when the time arrives.

Together, you and Victoria slip along the path back out the entrance, where you find Thad holding Jim’s backpack steady as your roommate’s legs wildly kick from the top. With Victoria’s help, you’re able to yank Jim free, upon which you find an array of sweets stuck to his face and hair. Peeling a lollipop off his forehead, Jim gives a long lick, then offers a single query as explanation.

“Want any Candy-spider leftovers?” Its only then you catch the strands of what looks like webbing yet Jim is slurping up like cotton-candy running between all the treats. Huh, maybe Jim managed to give the crowd some fun along with their frights. That’s the version you choose to believe, at least.

Accepting a chocolate bar that still has a wrapper, you’ve only just started chewing when Victoria’s car pulls up. Piling in, you head back to the house, ready to spend the rest of the night celebrating Halloween from the safety of a couch. And, perhaps, wondering about a recorded voice’s entrancing invitation. No matter what, you’re finishing the night with your friends, and that makes this a Happy Halloween in…

The Seventh End


Year 8
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The shadows loom over you, peering down. Tall, towering, a forest of flickering visions, all trained on you. With every step, your heart quickens, the crunch of autumn leaves like thunder in your ears. Sometimes the shadows seem familiar; faces you’ve known, unknowns you’ve faced. Other times, the heads are little more than shapes. A cat, a Jack-o-lantern, a scarecrow, a pointy hat, and that’s only the ones you recognize at a glance. As you move deeper, the shadows draw closer, enveloping you.

Surrounding you.

Through the darkness, you see something flash. A soft glow, the moon reflected off metal. There, past the shadows, is a tree growing in a peculiar shape. With the metal orb in the center and the rectangular frame, it looks like… a door. Your hands reach out, inadvertently plunging into the nearest shadow. Suddenly, the cold dark washes over you, drowning out everything else, even your own breath.

With a start, you awake in your bed, sweat dripping down the forehead. Was that a death? No… those usually end a lot more violently, and this memory doesn’t feel like the ones you’ve recovered before. Rubbing your skull, you look around the room’s fading afternoon light and finally return to your senses.

A Halloween afternoon nap made sense, given your history with the holiday. If it isn’t errant wishes or rival magical families, it’s anti-scary organizations holding family-friendly fares or thwarting mysterious magical objects. And that’s just the usual stuff, this Halloween has the potential to be different.

The Between. That’s the lead you discovered last year, the place some entity is trying to lead you. Victoria, your friend, usual ally, and conduit of Halloween magic, said she could get you there, but it wouldn’t be an easy journey. Or necessarily a safe one. It’s been a year since then, a full year to contemplate whether or not you want to see what lies further down the rabbit hole.

Shaking off your oddly story-recap-based train of thought, you hop out of bed and grab a quick shower. Not originally part of the plan, but sleep-sweats can change things. With that done, you throw on some nearby clothes, fully aware that the outfit is a temporary one.

Stepping into the living room, you find Wilbur putting together the last of his pages into a briefcase. In the past year, Dem Bones Coffee has gone international, and Halloween is a big night for his company. With a giant magical skeleton that most of the public believed to be a mascot, not suspecting Wilbur was in fact the owner, Halloween tended to be a busy evening. Tonight they have a huge promotional event paired with the opening of a new coffee shop in downtown.

“Heading out?”

“Have to be there in time for make-up,” Wilbur says, snapping the lid shut. “Also, I helped Jim get into his costume. You owe me.”

With that ominous warning delivered, your third roommate heads out, carefully locking the door behind him. By this point, you know Wilbur can afford better digs, you’re not sure if he’s still around out of loyalty, or because he’s home so little it rarely matters.

It doesn’t take long to find out what Wilbur was referring to. Moments later, Jim comes bursting out of his room. At a glance, Jim could almost be mistaken for respectable in his blue business suit. It would take a moment for the casual observer to realize that Jim was wearing a luchador-style mask decorated to resemble the markings of a tiger. If they kept staring, said observer might then realize he was also wearing a set of bright orange trunks on top of his suit, with another tiger face emblazed directly over the crotch. No wonder Wilbur had to help Jim out, he was essentially poured into those tight shorts, crushing down on the suit’s slacks.

“What do you think? I went with Tiger-Dick 7: CEO Tiger-Dick. It’s the one where Tiger-Dick has to take over as head of a formerly evil company and lead them back onto the righteous tiger path.”

“You hate that movie, it has the least punching of any Tiger-Dick series.” Living with Jim has exposed you to a wide array of media, and the Tiger-Dick movie franchise is strange even among that grouping. But at least Jim’s not dressing like one of his own characters, which can be… unpredictable, at times.

“Exactly! Everyone dresses like characters from good movies, I’ll have this one all to myself.” Jim tapped his own head in triumph, as if signifying his genius.

There is no knock or warning before the door swings open, despite Wilbur locking it on the way out. It isn’t the lock’s fault, far greater forces than it have folded to the will of Victoria. She isn’t clad in a costume yet, and you know why. It has to do with the three bags slung across her shoulder. It’s something of a mini-tradition in itself, one you can’t ever recall being this nervous for.

“Embodying the spirit of a great beast. The presentation is as erratic as I’d expect, but at least you’re on the road to a proper costume.” Victoria’s brief examination of Jim tells her all she needs to know, attention quickly moving on to you. “Merlin, you appear slightly distressed. Has the fear crept in?”

“I’m not afraid,” you protest.

“Then you’d be a fool, and we already have one of those.” Victoria sets the three bundles down carefully on the table, then takes you by the shoulders. “Understand that where you wish to tread, there are great dangers, ones beyond even my abilities. If we go to The Between, then I’d advise you to clutch that fear and hold it close, it will help you remember just where we are stepping.”

Moving back slightly, a mild amusement seeps into her smile. “However, the course has not yet been charted, so perhaps save the worry for once you know where the night will lead. While I have made preparations to visit The Between, there are also other ways in which we might spend this evening.”

“What did you have in mind?” You peer down at the black bags, aware of Jim looking from over your shoulder, the whiskers on his mask tickling your ear.

“It occurred to me that whatever force has been acting must be tethered to All Hallows Eve in some fashion, given when the items appear. There is a place we can visit only tonight, an old town near one of the roots of this day’s magic. Perhaps, we might learn more about what is at foot, though I should warn you, this too will have risks all its own. It is also a journey upon which your brother cannot join. The magic that protects him would not be welcomed upon those grounds.”

Slowly, Victoria unzips the first bag to reveal long robes, a glass orb, and a small wooden staff. “One who seeks knowledge shall wear the garb of the sage.” Her hands move on, touching the second bag. “Alternatively, my father has elected to unveil a new attraction this year. I know little of what it entails, he wants all to be surprised, but I’m assured there will be ample revelry to be had. Should you wish to take the night in a more traditional Halloween direction.” With another unzip, she reveals the second costume. “This one doesn’t demand a special outfit, so I went with vampire. I love a classic, and it offers great options in the event of costume-magic.”

With surprising gravity, her hand lands on the final bag. “The last choice is the one you’ve had all year to consider: venturing to The Between. To enter there is no small feat, the way is narrow and specific. You will need the garb of the traveler, one who seeks to walk between worlds.” Pulling the bag open, she reveals a thick coat, along with matching hat and a pair of…

“Holy shit! Did you bring guns?”

“Replicas only, unless magic intervenes,” Victoria replies.

There’s a mild clucking sound from Jim as he leans more forcefully over, nearly toppling you in the process. “Hang on, is that a cowboy outfit? Did you already do that a few Halloweens back?”

“It wavers close, admittedly, but cowboy was a costume donning the fictional spirit of a character from the world’s wilder times. This is outfit harkens to the role Merlin seeks to fill, one who can traverse leave his world and seek another. These roles are shaped by the shared minds of humanity, and in recent years, there’s been one major character walking between worlds to crack the collective consciousness. This is the garb of a gunslinger. A touch too modern for my tastes, but I suppose at some point that was true for the vampire as well.”

You look over the table, seeing your outfits and choices laid carefully down, waiting for your decision. There’s the sage costume and the opportunity to learn more about all the Halloween magic, assuming things actually go to plan for a change. No Thad though, and he’s been pretty helpful the last few years. Alternatively, you could grab Thad, toss on a vampire costume, and see what crazy fun Victoria’s father has cooked up. It is still Halloween, and you do love a good party. Lastly, your eyes travel to the final outfit: the gunslinger. Choosing that starts you down a path with the kind of danger that scares Victoria, true, but it also offers the chance for answers. And, deep down, part of you wonders about who exactly has been reaching out, the familiar face of someone left behind briefly bubbling up from within your memories.

Poll: What Costume Do You Select?

The Sage (Go to the town)

The Vampire (Go to the party)

The Gunslinger (Go to The Between)


2


Tempting as it is to learn more about the Halloween magic that Victoria is so familiar with, and much as you love a night of fun partying, after what you went through last year, there’s not another destination that can compare with The Between. You have no idea what’s waiting for you there… well, perhaps some idea, but certain hopes are too dangerous to grasp tightly. Regardless, you do know one thing for certain about whatever is waiting for you in there: that it’s waiting there for you. After the call on the Phantom Phone using mostly Sheryl’s voice, that much is certain.

One way or another, this is the year you get some answer about what the hell has been going on. By the time you don your gunslinger outfit, nearly coughing on the clouds of dust billowing from the coat and hat, Victoria has changed into a fancy dress, but a hood conceals most of her head from sight. Jim, in the meantime, has made himself a drink for the road. You’re not entirely sure what’s in it, but you can spot three bottles of liquor, two empty baggies, and several pill bottles next to the blender. Evidently Jim was prepared for Halloween boozing on the go, as he has the entire icy concoction in a gigantic mug of novelty sizes reading “#1 CEO”. Ridiculous, yes, but it does technically go with his outfit.

With Jim occupied by chugging his drink and then suffering from crippling brain freeze, a pattern which repeats itself several times in a row, Victoria ushers you both out to her waiting limo. She pauses long enough to speak with a spider on a tree branch outside your home, then you’re all off, driving through the city. You go further on, past town, out toward the boonies. Bit by bit, the scenery grows more remote, until it feels like you’re at the very edges of civilization.

The limo finally pulls to a stop in front of a gas station, the late afternoon sun gleaming off its windows. Already waiting in the parking lot is a familiar car, the front door opening as soon as your limo appears. From within comes Thad, wearing something like a toga, except one that’s been custom fitted to his muscular frame. Paired with just the distinct sandals on his feet, you’d have said he was a gladiator. But the giant fake lion-pelt encircling his shoulders like a cloak hints at something a touch more specific.

“You look awesome!” Thad calls, helping you out from the limousine before offering a hand to Victoria as well. Jim has already crashed out the other side’s door, face stuffed inside a now empty mug, licking the sides for residue.

“Thanks, just wish there wasn’t so much dust.” You go to start brushing some off, but your hand is stayed by a sharp cluck of the tongue from Victoria.

“Do not dare wipe that away, it was no small feat gathering so much earth from other realms.”

You look down at the dirt on your hands, smeared there from the huge duster weighing you down. “When you say other realms…”

“Suffice it to say I do not mean across something as ephemeral as state lines,” Victoria answers without answering. “What we are doing tonight is no simple trick or hasty charm. Crossing to The Between requires substantial power, it took time to lay proper preparations. Time that will be wasted if we do not hurry. There is but a single chance for us to enter, and it fast approaches.”

Rustling from around the limo gives you a slight warning before Jim comes barreling into view, mug still wedged on his face. With a swift motion, Thad snags your roommate and easily pops the mug off with his free hand. Jim blinks rapidly, as if stunned by the sudden light, then looks Thad over properly. “Hercules, nice choice. I almost went with the better version, Beercules, but I couldn’t get the keg pants welded together right.”

“Good to see you too,” Thad replies. “Anyone going to tell me what tonight is all about? I don’t mind getting messages via spiderweb, mind you, but they tend to be light on details. Just an address and a command to hurry.”

“We’re trying to cross somewhere,” you explain, offering what little you know. “I think that all these magic items that keep popping up are connected to…something. Something that’s been reaching out. It’s going to be dangerous though, so if you-”

Thad cuts you off, smile fixed firmly in place. “So if I want to make sure my brother gets home safe, I’m staying right here by his side.”

You nod, mind momentarily haunted by visions of Thad’s dead body from your first Halloween together. Whatever charm that blesses Thad’s life makes him powerful, not invulnerable. Then again, Victoria has been pretty clear that this is a step above her league as well. None of you are truly safe going down the road, which makes it all the more important to have one another as backup. Whatever you’re facing, at least it’s not alone.

“Follow me.” Victoria commands you all, walking out to the middle of the street. It’s a crossroads, and an oddly scenic one at that. A lake to the northeast, gas station to the southeast, overgrown forest reaching the very edges of the street on the southwest, and field of corn to the northwest. As you’re taking in the sights, Victoria adjusts your footing, putting you in the dead center of the road.

“Hear me, watchers unseen, walkers unknown, keepers of the way.” Victoria’s voice is unexpectedly powerful, carrying more gravity than even her usual intense tones. “We come before you seeking passage. We wait at a place of transition, a crossroads between the wet and the wild, the bountiful and the devastated. The traveler has garbed himself for the journey, made his peace, and bid farewell to his world. We beseech you to open the path for one prepared to walk it.”

Concerning as a lot of that “bid your world farewell” stuff is, you can’t help noticing the wall of darkness that suddenly seems to be barreling toward you. It’s huge, no ending in sight, sweeping across the entire landscape. It takes a few seconds to realize what you’re actually seeing: sunset, from a magical perspective. The line of light and night, the point where day loses its grip, that’s why Victoria was hurrying you along. Understanding doesn’t make it any less scary as the darkness keeps surging forward, engulfing you all entirely.

It feels like you’ve plunged into a river of shadow, no sensation save for the cold darkness rushing past. Finally, when the air grows still, you dare to open your eyes. The road is there, only not what it once was. To your rear, the road leads down, sloping like there’s a hill. At the bottom, you can just make out the lights from the gas station.

“The way we came,” Victoria says, her voice a sharp contrast to the foggy darkness encircling you all.

“That’s a good name for an instructional porno,” Jim adds, he and Thad both slowly shaking off the surge of shadow.

Trying to get your bearings is no easy task. It feels like the middle of the night, only the barest of lights to see with. Squinting, you peer at the other three streets on the crossroad, searching for a sign of where to go.

Within seconds, you catch the small piles at the edge of each road. On the left, a multi-colored array of wrapped candies, blues and reds, greens and yellows, even a few round orange ones. To the right, a handful of apples, bright and delicious even through the fog. Directly ahead, this pile is the varied in shape, and the most distinct. Bones, it’s a pile of small bones. What type of creature they belong to, you have no idea, and that’s probably for the best.

Poll: What Path Do You Choose?

Candy

Bones

Apple
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You’ve been doing these Halloween adventures for some time, to say nothing of your annual Arbor Day events and other sojourns into the unknown. Long enough to learn that sometimes, the scariest path can be the most direct. Giving the pile of bones one last stare, just in case a shape suddenly snaps into familiarity, you step forward along the road, motioning for the others to follow.

In minutes, the road begins to turn upward, even though you can see no hill before you. Only what you’ve traveled shows it’s slope, the sharp incline obscuring even the barest hints of what lay along the other paths. Further and further the four of you climb, up toward a pitch black night with only the barest hint of clouds rolling overhead. Jim is huffing for air, and your legs are starting to feel sore, but at last the climb halts as you crest the unseen summit.

It’s a good thing you already needed to catch your breath, because there’s no hiding the gasp that escapes your lips as the scene comes into view. It appears as though your group has walked it’s way to the front of a grand mansion atop a massive estate. Another road runs perpendicular to the one you took, and on it are a seemingly endless line of carts, coaches, cars, and various riding animals. Each one making its way to the front of the mansion where the guests depart their vehicles, all dressed in impossibly fancy clothing. Literally impossible, there is no way a person should be capable of moving under all those layers and fabrics. The only other shared feature are the masks, each uniquely styled, yet identical in shape and make, like some sort of ceramic.

“Shall we?” Victoria asks, poking you in the back. Guess you were staring longer than intended.

“Huh?”

Eloquent as ever, aren’t you?

Looking back at the mansion, you swallow hard, remembering that this isn’t merely a walking tour. You’re in The Between searching for clues, and they probably aren’t going to be found on the empty roadways. “Yeah… yeah, I guess we go in.”

Thad claps you on the shoulders in encouragement as you all start across the lawn. “Don’t worry, I’ve crashed a few parties in my day, it’s all about confidence.”

“And if they get wise, knock a bunch of shit over when we try to escape,” Jim adds. “More junk for them to run around, and they’ll usually waste a few seconds being shocked you did that.”

You know what, for Jim, that’s almost relevant advice. Just as you’re about to compliment him on the thought, you turn to find your roommate hurriedly moving a hand from his mouth and swallowing. “Jim, what did you just take?”

“No idea, but one of the decorative bushes had some mushrooms growing on it, thought they’d be worth a try.” Jim pauses, squinting slightly. “Counter-question: when did you grow a moose’s head with a blowhole, and can said blowhole be used for funneling a beer?”

In a way, it’s reassuring to see Jim unchanged, despite the surroundings. Together, you all approach the front, unsure of what lie you’ll have to tell to make your way in.

As it turns out, no falsehoods are required. The moment you reach the door, a pair of guards in ornate costumes step aside, opening the path. Your next steps are down a massive hallway lined with portraits. Hundreds, thousands, they pack the walls one after another, going off down branching halls you’re wise enough not to follow. With every step, the countless eyes follow, watching.

Or perhaps, waiting?

At last, music reaches your ears, the sounds of some stuffy strain you’re more familiar with from movies about high society than actual experience. The hallway parts to reveal a balcony looking down upon a tremendous ballroom. As the music plays, the costumed revelers dance, some intricately woven routines, others flinging their bodies about with no discernable rhythm whatsoever. New dancers join as others retire to the sidelines, mingling along the edge until they are ready to return.

Watching over all of it, seated upon very nearly a throne on a raise platform, was a masked person in an elaborate gown with a purple collar higher than the top of their dark hair. Once you all step fully onto the balcony, the watcher raises a single hand, silencing the room and stilling every dancer. Maybe that was a coincidence?

“It appears our Ball of Bones has a special visitor this evening. You cannot conceal yourself within these halls, not even with such a potent trinket. Step forth, Victoria of the Willowbrooks.” The simple statement reaches through the air and grabs your ears, demanding to be heard. The words hit with such power, it takes you several seconds to realize the voice speaking them was female.

You think you hear some grumbling as Victoria pulls back her hood, revealing an dazzling work of art upon her face. She’s painted intricate purple swirls along her brow and cheeks, bringing everything together on her forehead so it combines into a circle that looked almost like a third eye. Lifting her head, she nods to the watcher. “Your reception is generous, and well-met. We do not wish to disturb the revelry.”

The watcher’s ceramic mask was designed with several shifting hues, yet the section around the eyes is stark and bold as it bores in your direction. “Disturb? Nothing of the sort. You follow a traveler, and they are walking fonts of diversion. Tell me, traveler, what have you come seeking?”

It takes a second to realize she’s talking to you, and a few more after that to find your voice as an entire ballroom of creepy masks stares you down. “Oh! Uh, actually, we’re not totally sure on that front. Someone has been sending things to our realm and reaching out, so I was… answering their call, I guess?”

“I see. You know not what you seek, nor how to find it. A traveler in great need, of guidance, tools, truth, so many things lacking. We shall see what you are capable of earning.”

The long stretch of silence after she finishes seems to indicate an implied next step, though you’ve got little clue what it’s supposed to be. After several very awkward seconds, you finally confess, “What exactly do you mean by earning?”

“The traveler may walk the landless lands, winning aid or scorn with their deeds. You have entered our ball, it is only fitting that you show us a dance. A duet of any style or theme. Your performance will determine our response, therefore I would choose a partner carefully.”

From somewhere unseen, a huge beam of a light flashes down in the center of the dance floor, and the crowd begins parting to open your way.

Poll: Who Do You Dance With?

Victoria

Thad

Jim
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Between the creepy castle, sense of ceremony, and fact that the being in charge just called Victoria by name, your spookiest friend is an obvious choice for a dance partner. If this offers you an opportunity to dance with someone you’ve spent years admiring from a distance, and years more at her side, that’s just a side-benefit to the situation. At least, that’s what you keep telling yourself.

“Victoria, may I have this dance?” You extend a hand, which she accepts.

“The real question is, can you handle this dance?” There’s a playful twist in Victoria’s smile, yet the danger never entirely fades alongside it. After this long, you’ve learned that it never will. This is who she is, a truer form than most of the world will ever get to see.

Together, the two of you walk down the stairs from the balcony, Thad and Jim trailing at a distance. The crowd gives you wide berth as you step onto the dance floor, Victoria’s hand clasped in yours. Before there is a chance to discuss what sort of steps you’ll both be doing, the band starts to play.

Instantly, you feel your whole body moving, doing its best to keep time with the rhythm. For a change, it seems Victoria is susceptible to this magic as well, her feet already tapping away. As your hands and hers intertwine, all control leaves your limbs. Both of you are at the mercy of the magical music coursing through your veins.

As one, the two of you begin to dance. The steps are slow at first, your feet steadily circling around Victoria as she draws close then shifts back, just out of reach. Over and over you repeat the movements, until suddenly, you burst forward, into her waiting arms as you transition to a true duet. The two of you move in tandem, one step to another, complimenting each other’s performance, until suddenly Victoria spins away once more. More circling, then another frenzied round dancing together, ending with Victoria spreading her arms and falling backward, only your hands halting her head from smashing against the cold stone floor.

In seconds, she’s back on her feet, spinning away as you follow. Another session of tandem dancing occurs when you catch up, ending with you falling backward into her hands this time. Rather than spin away once more, this time Victoria is waiting for you when you turn back around. One last round, the two of you move together, ending as you dip Victoria deeply, her face toward that of the towering watcher.

Panting, you lift Victoria back to standing as the music fades away. That was an experience unlike anything else, like you were possessed, except nothing in that dance felt alien. Your moves, your feelings, your connection to Victoria, that’s what shaped the performance. And hers as well, presumably.

“A strange dance to see from a Willowbrook.” The watcher speaks now, mask inscrutable as it peers down upon you both. “Trust, affection, even faith, much as you try to hide it. Your father would not approve of such sentiments for a mere vassal, yet you offer this one such aid as to accompany him here. A curious choice, on tonight of all nights.”

“My father would indeed see no value in such choices,” Victoria agreed. “But not every Willowbrook operates the same way. He prefers his vassals disposable and easily replaced. However, my grandmother, the former head of the Willowbrook family, espoused a different philosophy. It was her belief that even for those of our station, loyalty cannot flow in one direction. To bring forth the best of any vassal, to demand everything of them, we must be willing to give of ourselves in return. This traveler has served me with loyalty and diligence, he has well-earned the aid I can offer.”

“Your grandmother’s view was far from popular, even in her time,” the watcher informs Victoria.

To that, Victoria gives a grin, one with no trace of playfulness this time. “No, it wasn’t. Which is why the others were so unprepared to face her eventual strength. It was she who put the Willowbrook family at our current position. Her, and those she rallied to her side.”

The watcher stares down, mask framed by that huge, high purple collar. “When you bear your teeth, I see the resemblance. And I am sure that in whatever vaulted position of power she moved onto in her journey, perhaps a vocation of reverence and reverie, your dear Mimi is proud of the strides you’ve made.”

Victoria blinks, eyes moist for a fraction of a moment before she drives such sentiment back, refusing to risk smearing the swirls of purple make-up along her face. As she recovers, the watcher turns to face you, the attention almost suffocating when it lands. “Traveler, you have shared your dance with us, and it is a fine one indeed. Joyful and halting, melancholy and pining, yet not without hope. Tell me one thing, before judgement is passed. Why did you choose the companion clad in the garb of a seer? Why Victoria?”

Ouch, that’s a bit of a heavy question, especially considering the crowd of on-lookers. Deciding this probably isn’t a smart place to lie, you opt to lean on a specific version of truth. “Because from the moment I met her, Victoria has always been semi-impossible. The things she can do, the way she walks through life, and that’s not even counting the magical aspects. I grew up watching my brother win everything by default, without even trying, and that’s not what Victoria has. She works for her power, and wields it well. If there’s anyone I know who can stroll into a situation like this and emerge not only unscathed, but triumphant, it’s her.”

Slowly, inch-by-inch, the watcher nods. “It is fine to see a vassal with proper appreciation and reverence. You spoke no falsehoods, even if your tongue did not probe every truth.” Lifting a single hand, the watcher motions, and from a small door on the side of her throne several attendants walk in carrying purple velvet pillows.

“Traveler, you have met us well and offered entertainment as promised. The Ball of Bones is pleased to offer you aid, yet be warned. Here, even help has it’s dangers. Choose carefully what you will take upon your journey.”

The first attendant lifts their pillow, on it sits an elaborate compass made of pitch black metal, with a golden needle in the center. Looking at it, you’re nearly lost in the lovely depths, anchored only by the watcher’s powerful voice. “A gift of guidance, for one who knows how to follow.”

The second attendant lifts their pillow, this time showing a handheld guillotine, one made from dark wood with a gleaming bright blade. “A gift of failure, for one who wishes to learn.”

Lastly, the final attendant shows their pillow, which proves to be empty. Your eyes lift to the watcher, even as her voice booms. “A gift of advice, for one willing to ask.”

Each attendant stands, waiting, as the eyes and masks of everyone present point in your direction.

Poll: What Help Do You Choose?

Advice

Compass

Guillotine
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“I’d like the advice, please.” If there’s one thing becoming steadily apparent, it’s that the watcher knows more about all this than you do. Given that you’re still unsure what you’re even here searching for, the compass might not be useful, and who knows what that guillotine entails. This way, you’re pretty sure whatever info is dispensed, it will be useful in some capacity.

“A choice of wisdom, if not the bravest selection.” The watcher motions, and the attendants file away from the room. Around you, the crowd grows silent, not even a rustle of fabric as the watcher pauses. None will risk obscuring her words, if any are even capable of such a feat.

Slowly, the watcher leans forward, as if to take a better look at you. “As you have enticed three guests to share our celebration this night, I shall gift you with three pieces of guidance: the general, the specific, and the personal. First, the general. Tonight, you walk The Between on the night of All Hallows Eve. There are many aspects to this night, and the connection to death is merely one such facet. Every spirit of the season is here for tonight, yet only for the eve. Tarry not, for these are not places as you know them, more akin to symphonies. They exist as the music plays, and vanish when it ceases. Do not remain when the song of Halloween falls silent, traveler, else your traveling may be done.”

Not exactly earth-shattering, but that does help make some sense of the other piles, in a way. You absorb the information quickly, which is a good thing, because the watcher isn’t slowing down. “Next, the specific. To find something in this place, you will need more than a location. You will need the right name or phrase to draw it forth. The wrong words, and there is no telling what will be conjured. I cannot tell you the words you seek, only that the answer lies in the first message you failed.”

Okay, that one is a lot more convoluted, a good bit to sort through there, though a little more context sure would have been nice.

“Lastly, the personal. The trust placed in you as a vassal is no small thing. Never treat it as such, and do not ever consider betraying it. Those who wield the magic of All Hallows Eve have a lengthy reach, even into the realms of death.”

The watcher starts to lean back, advice all spent, yet she stalls halfway up, mask turning to Victoria. Beneath the painted patterns, you can see just how bare the mask’s material truly is. Crisp white.

Bone white.

“As for you, aspiring Willowbrook, take care in your ambitions. I would love to see you revel in these halls once more, but not for many, many years. Bring the dance of a full life next time, my Restless Raven.”

At the words, Victoria suddenly bows her head, ostensibly in respect but you’re almost positive you catch a few tears slip before she’s out of sight. “With great pleasure.”

A nod, as the watcher sits fully upright once more, back as stiff as the bold purple collar framing her head and mask. “Traveler, your time at the Ball of Bones has come to an end. May the road lead you well.”

She lifts a hand and snaps. That’s all it takes for everything to vanish. The mansions, the guests, the music; all that remains are you, Jim, Thad, and Victoria carefully wiping her eyes so as not to smear the purple paint crafted intricately along her face.

“Are you okay?”

“I am,” she replied. “Merely taken by surprise. Even for one accustomed to the unknown, that was… well, I’m not unhappy about it, to say the least.”

The sound of someone guzzling draws your attention back to the others, where you see Jim shaking the last dregs out of a flask that was hidden somewhere on his body. Probably not the shorts though, given how little room there is for Jim himself. “Did that mushroom have a secondary effect, or did we get kicked out of the party? Dude, tell me you knocked over a ghost table on the way out!”

Thad’s assessment is somewhat more helpful. “Seems to me we’re on a road again, this time only the one direction, unless we wanted to go backward.” Turning, Thad tries to take a step to the rear, however his movements are slow and heavy, like he’s walking through invisible pudding.

“I think we have to press on,” you surmise. “Looks like there’s no backtracking here.”

Together, all of you head down the road. In minutes, Victoria has composed herself and is back to normal, while Jim has his head toward the ground, eyes peeled for any more flora with potential mind-altering properties. Thad has taken to walking at your side, not quite flanking but never letting you get to far away. It’s a guarding position, you soon realize; Thad is trying to keep you safe. You want to assure him there’s no need, but you’d both know it was a lie the moment the words were out. Instead, you focus on hoping his protection just won’t be required.

After a short walk, you see a shape forming in the distance. Tall, gnarled, with twisted branches jutting out at all angles. Every step bring it into better view. Soon, you notice that the tree is at the center of another crossroads, the dead center in fact. Drawing near, you can spot items dangling from its branches, though the tree is too wide to examine them all at once.

Before an idea is even offered, Jim has barreled forth to check out the other side of the tree. You have it to give him, what Jim lacks in sobriety, he makes up for in enthusiasm. “Hey anybody got a broom? There’s a monster mask hanging in the tree, and since it’s probably magic I want to see if I can turn it into a bong.”

Walking around, you see the mask he’s referring too, a twisted expression paired with fangs and horns, definitely not a pleasant false face dangling from the branch, one that points outward to the road ahead.

“Looks like apples over here,” Thad informs you from the right side of the tree. Sure enough, a quick walk confirms that a branch pointing along the right road has a small basket filled with shiny red apples.

“And once more, the sweet treats round out our offerings.” You hustle over and find Victoria nodding to another basket, this one stuff with wrapped candies in the same reds and blues, greens and yellows, even a few orange ones in the mix.

Poll: Which Path Do You Select?

Monster

Candy

Apple
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The last time you chose a path, selecting the pile of bones led to something called the Ball of Bones, filled with beings apparently dancing the tales of their lives. Given how literal the interpretation was before, candy seems the safest option available. As the watcher said, you are walking between the many facets of Halloween. At least one of the places has to embody the kid-oriented version, where the scares are light-hearted and safe-ish.

Fully aware of how optimistic that interpretation is, you still mosey forth down the road beneath the basket of candy, turning back occasionally to look at the tree. Without warning, when you check the rear after a few minutes, everything behind you is gone, lost to the shifting fogs and impermanent landscape.

Pressing on, because what else can you do, soon a new sound reaches your ears. Laughter, joy, the sounds of people playing. Shapes are beginning to pop up along the road as well: what look like stiff, unmoving versions of trees, bushes, even a few derelict houses in the distance. An audible crunch makes you tense up, but spinning around you find yourself staring at Jim, who has just snapped several leaves off a bush.

And “snapped” is very much the right descriptor, as even now the foliage remains stiff in his grip. Before even the specter of better judgement can prevail, Jim shoves the largest leaf into his mouth, taking a large bite. It shatters, leaving you to stare dumbstruck as Jim chews for several seconds, swallowing with a mildly perplexed look on his face.

“Huh. Was gonna see how this stuff smoked up, but it tastes like sugar.” He takes another bite of leaves, though whether it’s to confirm the theory or for simple pleasure, who can tell.

Tapping, then licking, a few of the trees branches nearby, you confirm it’s more of the same. Everything seems to be made from edible, decorative material. You did pick the path of candy, surroundings made of sweets certainly fit the theme.

Continuing onward, the candy fauna grows denser as the voices grow louder, until you literally break through a bush and find yourself staring at a playground. Swing sets, monkey bars, sand pit, slide, everything is here, and almost all of it in active use. Small figures race about, playing countless games among themselves in a flurry of fun.

Of course, the scene is made slightly odd by the fact that said figures are all living pieces of candy, most with small limbs growing from their center. There are sour balls rolling, gum drops bouncing, chocolate bars walking tall above the smaller treats. Every variety of cookie animal can be found in some part of the playground, roaming and climbing like their organic counterparts, only without the mauling. Or without the mauling so far, at least.

Best not to make too many assumptions.

Several of the candies near your point of entrance appear to notice your arrival, but most pay you little mind. There’s only one exception, and it’s a doozy. A ring of various candy people soon forms around you as you step fully onto the playground. Their voices ring out, innocent and sweet, a sharp contrast to their not-so-merry song.

Dead man, Dead man,

seeks what he lost in a Dead land.

Brought his friends and risks the grave

But is this another he’ll fail to save?

“What?” You turn to the small array of candy-folk encircling you, probing for answers, but they’re already moving on by the time you’ve processed their words. They don’t make it far, however, quickly forming the same circle around Jim, who was close behind you.

Wild man, Wild man,

drinks and smokes like a- “AAAAARGH!”

Yeah, a song and dance is neat, but Jim is Jim, and he just saw gigantic versions of some favorite snacks. The fact that they were performing wasn’t going to stack up against his limited impulse control, as proven by the gummy snake currently missing a hunk of its tail.

“Whoa, pretty sure that’s… not… cool?” Thad’s objections die off at the sounds coming from the snake. Evidently, that first scream was either surprise or… something you really don’t want to overly contemplate, as now the snake is making moans of pleasure while Jim chews his sizable bite.

“Eaters!” The word rises from further up the playground, a caramel cauldron pointing it’s ladle in Jim’s direction, just as he goes in for another bite, earning a fresh wave of disturbing joy from the snake.

Soon, other candies join in chanting it. “Eaters! Eaters! Eaters!” Even the formerly singing ones have taken up the words, fading into the crowd along with any insights to their rhyme. You’d really expect “Eaters” to carry a negative tone, considering the implications, but it’s downright celebratory. The candies are reacting like they’re favorite rock star just showed up to play a surprise concert.

Finally, movement from the rear causes a wave of silence as the various strangely shaped beings part, making way for a slow-moving circular yellow-brown candy, the arms and legs growing from its center visibly struggling to carry it along. At last, it arrives before you, looking your group up and down.

“A traveler, I see. Been many an eve since one wandered through lands of ours, most prefer the more iconic aspects, even with the inherent dangers.” The candy dips it’s head, nearly toppling over from the shift in weight. “Call me Ole Scotch, I’m the eldest among us. It is a pleasure to welcome a traveler, and his guests.”

“It’s our pleasure and honor to be here,” you reply, doing your best at playing diplomatic. It might have come off a tad more dignified if Jim hadn’t taken another bite of gummy snake in that moment, eliciting a series of near-ecstatic sounds. “And sorry about my friend’s appetite.”

Ole Scotch chuckles at that. “We are candy, good traveler. To be eaten is our purpose, our destiny, our glory.”

“Okay then…” Still kind of weird, but hey, this is Halloween candy. It’s to be expected that it’s a little off. “So, at the last place, they asked us to dance to earn help. Is there any sort of event like that in this land we should know about?”

“Indeed, indeed, but nothing as stuffy as a dance,” Ole Scotch assures you. “What other task could there be in a place such as this one? We would ask you to join us in a game, and see what prizes you can win. There is greatness to be had in triumph.”

You glance at the others, who are looking right back at you, probably with the same thought. No way it will be a normal game, just like the Ball of Bones didn’t actually want a standard duet. “What sort of game did you have in mind?”

Tapping the top part of its circular body, perhaps the equivalent of a forehead, Ole Scotch mulls the question over. “I know travelers loathe to dilly-dally, let us stick to games easily on-hand. Nearby, there are boards for Candy Cornhole, nets for Waffle Ball, and sticks for Gummy Smack. Tell me, traveler, which of these would you prefer?”

Much as you would love more detail on what those entail, there’s an entire playground of candy staring at you, waiting for an answer, some of them vibrating from anticipation. Doesn’t feel like a crowd open to a long discussion. Plus, Jim has started devouring the snake in earnest, and it is a lot for the ears to handle.

Poll: What Game Do You Play?

Waffle Ball

Gummy Smacks

Candy Cornhole
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You’re not sure what to make of names like Waffle Ball or Gummy Smacks, but Cornhole is a standard outdoor game that’s even started popping up in some bars. No matter how weird a candy variety might be, you feel confident in the ability of your team to gently toss objects toward a goal.

As it turns out, Candy Cornhole is quite similar to the classic version, except the beanbags are replaced with living candy corn the size of a fist. The squirming and chatter makes it hard to focus on your aim, however the vast size difference between you and the candy people offers a clear advantage, and that’s before Thad gets to take a turn. In a few short rounds, the game is over, your team winning handily.

“Congratulations!” Ole Scotch announces, a cheer rising from the candy crowds as they rush toward you, hands slowly lifting you into the air, tossing you in celebration. You think it’s celebration, anyway, until you notice they aren’t putting you down.

Twisting, you try to call for the others, but the mob has held them back. The sugary hands continue to move you forward as Ole Scotch raises its joyful voice. “Oh traveler, we are amazed indeed. To think one such as yourself would receive the greatness, the honor. Please, accept your reward, the worthiest we have to offer.”

Scanning your surroundings, you see they’ve brought you to the sand pit. Except, up close, it goes deeper that you realize. As the perspective shifts and you get a true look down, your stomach tightens in horror.

Huge, pale-yellow, gnashing teeth. The first set are five feet down. The second set look to be at the ten foot mark. And so it goes, further than your eyes can see, an endless tunnel of smashing, clashing teeth.

“We honor the traveler,” Ole Scotch says, words bringing the crowd to a frenzy. “He shall be this year’s tribute. He has earned the glory of The Endless Chew.”

The candy hands tip you forward, patting you in congratulations as they send you toward the first waiting row. So this was what Ole Scotch meant by greatness. Well, you did find a way to win, but perhaps didn’t realize what your opponents would consider a worthy prize. With the terrible teeth closing down, you hope at least it gets you on the first chomp in this…

Dead End
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“Waffle Ball!” You scream the words, much too loudly for the situation, visions of teeth flooding your mind and filling your body with adrenaline. It gets you some odd looks from your friends, but the candy people spring into action setting up the net. Or their version of a net, anyway, which you discover is made of cotton candy.

As it turns out, Waffle Ball is very close to volleyball, save that the ball is made of delicious waffle cone. Oh, and it’s filled with a gooey maple syrup core, something you learn on Thad’s first serve. Your brother’s powerful slap shatters the ball into delectable splinters, sending a spray of maple across your side of the court, and costing your team a point. According to Waffle Ball rules, destroying the ball counts as a foul, a fact that comes into play almost immediately on the next turn, when Jim makes a stupendous catch only to chow down on the waffle goodness in his hands.

The candy opponents, conversely, have no issues with too much power given their smaller bodies, and evidently aren’t tempted to devour the ball with the same gusto as Jim. Slowly, your team manages to pick up points here and there, but in no time Ole Scotch is blowing a whistle to signal victory, and it sure isn’t yours.

With a weary head, you watch as the winning team is hoisted upon the shoulders of their fellow candy citizens, cheers and applause ringing out as they are carried off in the direction of the sand pit. The flashes still lingering in your head give a sense of comfort, especially as you hear the word “chew” starting to catch on among the crowd.

“Crapadoodle shit,” Jim remarks, watching the competitors go. “Does this mean we’re screwed on the search?”

“Take heart, traveler’s companion. While you have failed to secure the greatest of prizes, even in defeat, there are still treats to be had.” Ole Scotch motions for you all to follow, leading away from the playground and the screams that are nearing a frenzied pitch. Part of you wants to look back at the scene, but another piece already knows that some sights are better unwitnessed.

Up a small hill, you all follow the elderly candy upon a winding path. Looking down along the side, you’re surprise to notice something akin to a junkyard. Crusts of pies, spoiled hunks of meat, stale wedges of cake, even small debris like nuts and thin coins. Ole Scotch follows your eyes, halting the procession.

Tipping it’s center candy like the bow of a head, Ole Scotch seems to whisper a few words, though who a being like this would pray too is a thought definitely best left unexplored. “The remnants of the old. Forgotten, cast aside, unable to fulfill their glorious destiny.”

“I see. So this is not the place of candy, it is the place of tribute.” Victoria surveys the sight with a far more academic eye, noting each detail of the eclectic mound. “The offerings were not always sweets, Merlin. Many a tradition across a myriad of lands served the role before confections gained their dominance.”

“As one day we too shall be supplanted,” Ole Scotch confirms. “Our uneaten growing still and silent, eventually to be rolled in here with other remains. All things change, even in The Between.” After one last glance at what you now understand to be a graveyard, it continues onward.

Eventually the path leads to a small cottage that seems as sugary as the rest of the surroundings, with orange frosting along the edges and a chocolate chimney. It gives you some borderline witch in a forest vibes, but luckily Ole Scotch doesn’t go so far as to invite you in. Rather, it heads inside, returning a few minutes later with a box under one arm and a huge serving tray barely balanced on the other.

Thad rushes over, helping it with the tray and dishes, which consist of a large silver jug and five cups. “Thank you, thank you, these things used to be so easy,” Ole Scotch says, half appreciative, half grumbling. “Go ahead and pour for us all while I explain the traveler’s prize.”

Complying, Thad pours a cup for Ole Scotch first, a rich creamy cocoa that smells incredible. You really hope it doesn’t start whispering or shrieking, a mug of comfort sounds nice right about now. While Thad makes his way around the table, Ole Scotch lifts the box, designed to look like wood, though you have a hunch it too would prove edible if tested. When it cracks open, your gaze is met by a familiar arrangement of colors.

“These are the exceptional sweets. Their magic is different than most of ours, trapped inside rather than conjuring life. Upon eating, the shell shatters and the power is released, imparting some magic to the one who chews. Only a traveler, such as yourself, may partake.”

Red, blue, green, yellow, and orange. Round and wrapped in bright paper. One of each color, no apparent arrangement, it was like they were jumbled around loose in the box. Jim leans over your shoulder, smacking his lips. “And if one were to cram them all in his mouth at once for a flavorlicious explosion?”

“Explosion would prove to be an apt word choice,” Ole Scotch replies. “The magic is potent, and jealous. Any who try to consume more than one have met horrendous ends.”

“I don’t suppose you can tell us anything about what they do?” It’s a longshot, but you might as well try.

To your surprise, Ole Scotch moves it’s body in the motion you’ve learned is a nod. “Despite being a keeper of the box, I am given no insights to its mysteries. Even what you see does not encompass the full spectrum, sometimes there are different hues when the box is opened. Yet twice in my long life, I have witnessed the partaking. One traveler chose the red, body swelling with muscle and strength. One traveler chose the green, their movements turning quick and nimble. The others are a mystery to me. Only you can decide which treat will best help you along the way.”

Poll: What Candy Do You Eat?

Red

Blue

Orange

Yellow

Green


8


“I… um…” What should you pick? Green might be handy for dodging, super-strength sounds cool, and there’s no telling what perks the other colors might hold. Yet for some reason, you find yourself drawn to the round orange candy. It touches off a slight familiarity, but as soon as you try to recall more, the sense vanishes. “I’ll take the orange.”

Ole Scotch offers up the box, and your hand quickly dips inside, not entirely trusting that the container won’t grow fangs and chomp down. No such attack comes, and you easily unwrap the cellophane to find an orange treat beneath. With a hope this doesn’t turn you into something edible so near Jim, you pop the candy in your mouth.

No sooner does it touch your saliva than the surface changes, turning cold and hard. More than that, texture is blooming where there was once only slick smoothness, and unless you’re wrong it feels like the candy is getting larger. Your mouth starts to become forced open, confirming your spatial assessment to be spot-on.

While it can still fit, you spit the object out of your mouth, candy no longer. It’s changed to a darker hue of orange atop a dense, heavy material. After rolling a few feet, the object soon halts it’s growth. Reaching down, you pick it up to find yourself holding a metal jack-o-lantern. There’s a slight protrusion on the back, like a dulled spike, but otherwise the item appears largely decorative.

“I’m just going to say what everyone is thinking: did the thing stop growing because it was done, or because it needs more spit?” Jim declares.

That might not have been what you were thinking before, but it kind of is now. You glance at Ole Scotch, getting only a shrug for an answer. Right, this is the same amount of mystery to both of you. Not wanting to risk a seemingly magical object being too small, you give the jack-o-lantern a test lick, seeing no results. Attempts at getting your mouth around as much as possible prove equally fruitless. “Seems like this is as big as it’s getting.”

“Damn. Was really hoping for a magical jack-o-carriage. My dogs are howling.” Jim leans against one of the nearby candy trees to rest his feet, causing several cracks along the trunk.

“As the magical lay-man, I’ll ask: what does this thing do?” Thad at least directs his question toward a target with potential answers, eyes on Victoria.

She walks to your side and examines the small figure, tapping it lightly, though not on the parts you aggressively licked. “To my senses, exactly as it appears. No trace of magic lingers about. But there are many powers here beyond my own, and it would be hubris to presume I could spot them all.”

“A strange gift, even by our standards,” Ole Scotch concurs. “What it means, and where it will lead, I know not. Only your steps will uncover such truths.” The old candy lifts a hand, hesitating slightly. “No favors are owed here, yet before I send you upon your way, I wonder if I might beg your help in a final task. Sweets like me have long fallen out of style, and eaters in this realm are rare. I have lived too many eves without my glorious destiny.”

A slew of ethical questions flood into your mind, but a hearty pat on the shoulder reassures you things are well in hand. You turn, expecting to see Thad offering such a confident gesture, only to find Jim emptying a baggie into his mouth. “Don’t worry everyone, I got this. The truth is, I’ve had the munchies since that spooky dance, and the snake was barely an appetizer.”

Moving fast, you turn toward Victoria and Thad, both of whom look equally unnerved. Ole Scotch, on the other hand, sounds like it’s crying from joy as Jim walks over. There’s a snap and a crunch at roughly the same time, then the landscape has changed.

Gone are the candy trees and bushes, no more sounds of laughter in the distance. Once more, you stand on an road, thick fog and dark shapes obscuring everything by the wayside. It’s still a creepy sight to behold, but honestly, can’t really hold a candle to the slurping noises coming from where Jim is standing. By the time you find the courage to look, he’s pulled a wet nap from a suit pocket and is cleaning off his Tiger-Dick facemask.

Of the entire exchange, what you find strangest is that Jim had the foresight to bring wet naps. Maybe that was his version of preparing to face The Between, and hey, it’s not like he didn’t end up needing them.

“Putting what just happened out of mind,” Thad says quickly, “looks like we’ve got to do more walking.”

“Let us hope it is not a great deal more.” Victoria sniffs the air, running her fingers through the edge of the fog with no fear of what might be lurking inside. “Time here is strange, yet it still moves. Our way to return closes with the night’s end.”

That puts some pep in your step, moving as fast as you dare with such poor lighting. Hurrying along the road, you soon spot a shape in the distance. A familiar one, at that. It’s the tree from the crossroads, except changed. Formerly upward branches now sag weakly, and on the ground you can see three broken piles of wood.

Drawing close, you realize the piles are branches that snapped off. Three of them, leaving wooden stubs behind. Only they aren’t merely stubs, or wood for that matter. Peering closer, you can make out the distinct form of something metallic poking out where the branch snapped. You’d say it was a key, if not for the end where the metal forms what looks like… a mask?

“Why would someone make a key with a mirror on it?” Thad’s voice snares your attention to another branch, one with a similar object jutting forth. Just like the one you saw, a key, except at the end it forms into a simple round mirror.

“We found one over here that looks like a back-scratcher,” Jim calls, his voice soon followed by Victoria’s.

“A claw, we found one shaped like a claw, not a back-scratcher.”

Taking a few steps back, you double check, making sure there’s no other keys poking out. There aren’t, just like there aren’t any more roads to follow.

Poll: What Key Do You Pull

Mirror

Mask

Claw
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Although the claw isn’t especially tempting, given that you are certain Jim has scratched some part of his body with it by now, it’s a harder call between the mirror and mask keys. Finally, you decide to go for mirror, walking over by Thad and clutching it firmly in your grip. With one mighty tug… it sort of wiggles a bit, moving perhaps an inch. Look, there’s a reason you’re not the one dressed as Hercules tonight, and it isn’t just that Victoria picks your outfits.

On your second try, there’s better luck, with proper footing and several grunts you manage to tear the key out from the broken branch. As it comes loose, you hear the distinct sound of metal breaking, yet the key in your hand remains whole. Jim and Victoria soon come around the trunk of the tree, glimmers of metal in their hands.

“Our keys appeared to suffer some sort of self-detonation,” Victoria explains. “I presume that means another selection was made.”

“I went with mirror.” You hold up the only remaining key, feeling perhaps a tag smug that your suspicions were spot-on. One key was indeed the limit.

Jim claps his hands and rubs them together. “Alright, now how do we smoke out of that thing? I’ve got some good shit stuffed in the heel of my shoe, just going to need a minute to work it loose.”

“Why would we try to use the key for drugs?” Thad asks.

“Well there’s still no roads or anything, the hell else are we going to do with it?” Jim lifts up his left foot, fiddling with a small clasp on the heel as he hops around.

Thad and Victoria both scan the area, confirming that Jim was right. Right about the roads, anyway. Probably not so much on turning the key into a pipe, but hey, this has been a weird night.

The others are stumped, but the longer you stare at the tree, the more familiar it seems. Like something from a not so long ago dream. And in the center, a knothole, with perhaps a small break in the bark.

Moving quickly, before anyone, yourself included, can question the wisdom of your act, you slide the mirror key into the knothole, twisting it with all your might. Unlike with pulling the key out, there’s little force needed for this task, and you’re once again treated to the sound of shattering metal. Thankfully, this key served its purpose first, as the tree is already changing shape.

Twisting, snapping, reforming, until a door stands before you, wooden knob beckoning to be turned. With a quick glance to make sure everyone is ready, you wait a few moments while Jim gets his shoe back on and stuffs a plastic bag into his pant pocket, and then turn the knob.

Stepping inside, it feels like you’ve opened a portal to the inside of a disco ball. Mirrors are everywhere, the floors, the ceiling, what little semblance of walls you can manage to make out. The key certainly delivered as promised, you have to give it that. An entire realm of mirrored Merlins stare back at you, some quite normal, others shifted by their reflections’ angles.

“Check it out, my costume has basically become Tiger-Dick Nine: Tiger-Dick Kicks the Multiverse!” Jim is unbothered by the change in scenery, reveling in his countless selves as he does various flex poses.

“It’s pretty confusing in here,” Thad says, reaching over to grab you by the shoulder, only for his hand to smack against a mirror. You try to take his arm instead, jamming your fingers on the reflection. “Wait, crap, where are the real versions of everyone. Or the door?”

Even as you search around, you know Thad’s eyes haven’t suddenly gone faulty. Sure enough, the door is nowhere to be seen, only the land of infinite reflections. On the shiny surfaces, all four of you are still together, close enough to reach out and grab. Except it’s nothing more than an illusion, and with every passing step, you fear the others are getting further from your reach.

A sharp, piercing noise grates against your ears, causing you to cover them with your hands. In the mirror, you see Jim and Thad doing the same, whereas Victoria is moving her sharp nails back to her side. “It seems the mirrors cannot be scratched so easily, and I suspect attempts to break them will have similar results.”

“Then we have to keep moving around,” you surmise. “We stumble along and sooner or later one of us will find an exit or each other.” Not the most strategically cunning of plans, but you are making the best of a bad situation.

Taking your own advice, you continue on, hands pressing against endless cold surfaces. As you move, however, you notice that the reflections are shifting as well. They’ve begun to drift further apart, some aren’t even on the same mirrors anymore.

“Wait! Maybe some of us should stay put.” Your words echo around the chamber, but no new ones rise to join it. “Hello! Victoria? Jim? Thad? Can someone hear me?”

No response, and even as you stay put, your friends’ reflections continue to shift. Seeing little other choice, you continue on, groping your way about until you see something incredibly mundane, yet here they take your breath away. Spaces, gaps, points where the endless world of mirrors finally offer a momentary break in the scenery of only reflections. Before you are three new halls of mirrors, and there’s movement down each one.

Looking them over, you catch sight of Thad down the path on the right. Something is off, though. His usual confident grin is nowhere to be seen, instead there’s a morose expression weighing him down. More than that, you can see another reflection near his, but somehow it’s too shaded to make out clearly.

Down the middle hall, you soon spy Victoria appearing equally out of sorts. She looks… is that fear? If not, it’s a close cousin. She too has shadowy reflections around her, many more than Thad did, though significantly smaller.

You scope out the left hallway expecting to see Jim using a mirror for mixing various powders, but even he isn’t his usual self. If you didn’t know any better, you’d say Jim was actually worried, and the shadow sharing a mirror with him is huge.

Poll: Who Do You Run Toward

Jim

Thad

Victoria
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Thad can pretty much handle anything, but you’re worried seeing Jim and Victoria off their game. Close a call as it is, given that you were just warned by a terrifying being not to let Victoria down, you find your feet racing down the middle hallway. The images of Victoria surround you, as do the shadowed reflections around her.

Running ahead, you start to hear voices; whispers like hisses. The words themselves are hard to make out, but they’re all coming with the same venom and vitriol. As you move, the shapes come into focus, twisted horns, hideous fangs, savage claws, save only for the reflection in the center. That one sharpens to reveal a young girl clutching a small stuffed bird, eyes forcefully shut as she rocks back-and-forth. Although you take a few extra steps to be certain, there’s no denying it. The young girl in the reflection is, or rather was, Victoria.

Twisting a reflective corner, you find yourself staring at the real deal, finally. Adult Victoria, clad in her seer costume, except she’s hunkered down in the same position as Little Victoria. Stepping closer, the voices suddenly rise in clarity and volume, all of them slithering into your ear.

-doesn’t belong here-

-pathetic little thing-

-yet another of Willowbrook’s bastards-

-stinks of human-

-nothing but a worthless half-breed-

“Victoria!” You scream her name, snapping your fingers in front of her face. Trying to drown out the noise of the voices. She stirs, slightly, but her gaze remains lost in the land of reflections.

Stepping back, you force yourself to focus through the noise. It seems like this is some sort of peek into Victoria’s inner demons, maybe a piece of her past? You knew she had a human mother and needed to earn her way into a position of power with the Willowbrooks, but you had no idea she’d faced this kind of resistance. Then again, you’ve only seen the strength of Victoria, never wondering about what challenges she’d faced to forge such power.

“Are these your insecurities? Inner doubts?” You scratch at your skull, wracking your brain to shake loose all the potential explanations for such a display. “How do I help you?”

Staring at the mirrored image, your eyes hone in on the stuffed animal in Little Victoria’s hand. Not merely a bird, as you’d thought at first. A raven. The toy stirs a recent memory of your own, offering a moment of much needed clarity. “Whatever these things are, there’s a reason it’s the younger Victoria who fears them, because you’ve already conquered all this once. Maybe I don’t need to help you. I just need to help you remember how you already won.”

Sitting down across from her, you reach out gently, laying a hand on top of her shoulder. “Victoria, all those horrible voices, what would your Mimi say to them?”

For a second, you think it doesn’t work, not until you see the first breaks appear. Slowly at first, then spider-webbing out like cracks on glass, the image on the mirrors changes. The shadows are pushed back out, relegated to outside a window of the small garden now being reflected back. Little Victoria sits in a chair, no longer appearing tormented, while an older woman tends to a bush with purple roses.

“You’re lovely, like your mother. In many realms, that would be a boon, however among us, it will be more burden than blessing. It reminds them of your connection to humanity. Those who consort with the power of All Hallows Eve are rarely comely, unless they are enticing prey. A fearful visage is more immediately respected.”

Something about the voice, like you’ve heard it before, or at least an empowered version of it. Watching, you notice Victoria’s eyes fall. “I… I can change. I could try to be ug-.”

The sharp sound of shear snipping cuts her off as the older woman pulls free a single purple rose. “Nonsense. Never try to be what they want, that gives others far too much control. It’s more freeing to become a version of yourself so powerful, it cannot be denied.”

Leaning down, the older woman offers the rose to Little Victoria. “Lovely things have their place as well.”

Little Victoria’s hand reaches out, clutching the stem, only to jerk back an instant later. “Ow!”

“What’s wrong, my restless raven? You didn’t see the thorns lying in wait?” The older woman asks.

Little Victoria shakes her head. “I was looking at the pretty flower.”

“Precisely.” As the older woman smiles, you realize that the watcher was right. Victoria and her Mimi do bear quite a resemblance when they bare their teeth.

Just as fast as it came, the indoor garden is gone, replaced once more by the whispering shadows. Thankfully, Victoria is stirring now, lifting her head from her knees and blinking. “Merlin? When did you… how lost did I become in here?”

“More lost than we want the others to be,” you say. Leaning down to help Victoria to her feet, something heavy bangs against your leg. Pulling the object from your pocket, you find the metal jack-o-lantern grinning back, only something is different.

You’re pretty sure last time you saw this object, there weren’t flames flickering inside. Has something changed since the candy cottage? When you stare at the mirrors, your mind really does a somersault, because the jack-o-lantern isn’t being reflected. Instead, what appears to be a circular hole manifests on the mirror where the metal orb should be.

Moving up to the glass, the hole shrinks down as the jack-o-lantern shifts, until it’s roughly the same size as the protrusion out of the pumpkin’s back. Working more on instinct than anything else, you push the dull metal spike into the hole, where it slots in with an audible click.

A doorknob. That’s what the orange candy turned into, a jack-o-lantern doorknob that you’ve just set in a mirror. Tempting as it is to pause and think things through, there are two more friends who need your help, and this has to be quicker than navigating the mirror maze. With a twist you turn the knob.

The world around you shatters, every mirror collapsing to pieces, save only for the one with the knob. Instead, that one has opened, revealing the unexpectedly welcoming sight of non-reflective walls. It looks like stone, maybe some sort of cave if you were guessing. A noise too, but not one louder than the shrieks of Jim echoing from nearby.

“Wooo! Take that fucker! Better luck next time, you antlered bastard.”

Jim is swaggering over, looking triumphant, if a bit winded. Thad is a few steps behind, clearly shaking off his own ordeal, but recovering fast.

“It seems Merlin has found a way forward,” Victoria surmises. “Strange that the candy opened our path, I wonder what methods… oh dear.”

Following her eyes, you too look at the shattered remains of mirrors all around you, a seemingly endless sea of broken glass. Except the shadows are moving strangely across the reflections, like they’re bubbling up, clawing their way forth from… oh damn.

“Ummm, I think all that shit that was mentally tormenting you guys might be stepping up its game,” you announce. Given the way their shadowy limbs are moving the mirror remains, definitely appears that they’ve got physical presence.

Thad swings around, fists at the ready. “I’m sure we can take- oh wow, that is a lot of them.”

“More than it is prudent to merely fight,” Victoria assesses. “It’s a battle outside our capacity to win. We should hold the line while Merlin presses on. Perhaps upon completing his task as a traveler, the defense will falter, or we’ll be whisked to safety.”

“Or we could all run through the door real fast and slam it shut,” Jim suggests. “Looks magical, maybe they won’t be able to follow.”

Poll: What’s the Plan?

Slam the door

Run ahead

Stay and fight
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Punching might be the right move in many a situation, but against a horde of shadow monsters rising out of mirrors, probably not the tactic to bet on. Jim’s idea makes a bit more sense, at least it involves a barrier between all of you and the attackers. Unfortunately, it doesn’t offer much in terms of a solution, even if the you’re able to hold the monsters back, there is a time limit at play. In the end, you decide Victoria is right. Every other time you’ve finished a task in The Between, it’s dumped you back on the road. That makes it the best escape plan you can think of.

“Let’s all run,” you suggest. Even knowing the way ahead might lead to salvation, you detest the idea of leaving your friends in danger. “We can get ahead of them and finish this out together.”

“Enviable as I find your optimism, it’s a poor strategy.” Victoria is moving backward, eyes on the shapes bubbling out of the broken glass. They still resemble the ones that were taunting here, only now the claws and fangs are in three-dimensions. The fear in her eyes is gone, however. She’s looking at them as nothing more than momentary obstacles, a far more familiar expression. “We’ll fall back with you, using the doorway as a funnel. If we limit their ability to overwhelm us, our stalling time increases substantially.”

“At least mine is too huge to make it through.” Jim tosses a middle finger in the direction of a shadowy chimera that is forming over to the left. At his words, the shadows tear apart, creating smaller versions of the same monster. “Oh you cheating sack of shit. The hell with it, I’m going to punch you in that disgusting snout.” With a quick glance over your shoulder, Jim gives a thumbs-up, even as he’s pulling what look like brass-knuckles from a suit pocket. “Run ahead, time for CEO Tiger-Dick to crash the stocks.”

Sliding his fake lion skin to the side of one shoulder, Thad stretches his arms, staring down the equally muscular forms rising from his own mirror shards. They look quite similar to your brother, though not quite the same, clamoring to their feet with halting, unsteady steps. “I get it, you don’t want to bail, but this isn’t abandoning your friends. This is you trusting us to buy time, and us trusting you to find a solution. Now hurry up already, these things are only growing more solid.”

Everyone backs toward you as the shadows move in closer, there’s no more time to waver. With one last look, you leap through the door, followed soon after by Thad, Jim, and Victoria. The moment of everyone turning to flee is apparently exactly what the shadows were waiting for, already a cacophony of screeches and howls are booming through the cave, quickly joined by the sounds of combat. Much as you want to turn back, it would waste the very time that your friends are fighting for.

Racing through the cave, your eyes are struck by the strange shapes woven into the rocky walls. Claws, wings, faces, so many images etched into the stone, one atop the other, like an evolving tapestry. In only your brief glance, you see more than the mind can possibly process. Whatever this place is, it’s unstable.

Even the air seems off, too dense, especially for a subterranean lair. Movement quickly catches your eye, and you brace for battle, only to realize it’s merely a trick of the light. Wait… light? So far, you’ve been able to see in the same way you bumbled around the rest of The Between, counting on the strange way things were visible even in darkness. But this isn’t a minor visual enchantment, actual light is flickering off the walls.

Moving carefully, all too aware that every danger may not lay behind you, you follow the cave wall around a short curve. The sight before you sends all thoughts of caution and stealth out the window, as you gaze, awestruck in wonder at what you’ve stumbled upon.

Eyes watering slightly from the brightness, you stare on all-the-same at what looks like a waterfall made of light. At the top and bottom of the cave are holes, and through it flows the… you don’t even have the words to describe the torrent of light. Crashing, breaking, folding in on itself. It’s impossible to tell if the flow is moving up, down, or merely twisting in place. Your brain begs to get lost in the lovely show forever, except as your eyes adjust, the image is changing.

More details come into view, flickers of figures, moments of movement, snippets of stories other than your own. The torrent isn’t light, or isn’t just light at least. This is what The Between promised, in both name and reputation. A path to walk the ways between worlds, a portal to lands otherwise lost. Staring at it, you know deep down that with the right phrase upon your lips, anything or place across the vast chasms of all existence could be within your grasp.

But since you don’t actually have the required knowledge to pull that off, the temptation is minimal. Sounds from behind you finally break the torrent’s spell, a sharp reminder that the others are counting on you. To do what, you haven’t really the foggiest, however standing in one place sure isn’t helping them.

Each step closer brings more and more flashes from the torrent into view, greater numbers than your mind can drink in. Too chaotic, too mashed up, you’re unable to separate details out of the noise. Another foot nearer, and you start to wonder if your mind can even withstand the pain of what’s happening. It feels like your very head might crack open.

Regardless, you keep walking forward. It’s like there’s something calling to you, a voice you can almost hear over the noise. Maybe it will pop your head like an over-ripe melon, maybe blood will come pouring out of your nose and mouth as your brain shuts down, hell, maybe you’ll just drop peacefully as an aneurysm swings the scythe. You don’t care, one more death on the pile barely buried in your brain means so little at this point. Except, they aren’t feeling quite so buried at the moment.

Memories are bubbling up, images of your own endings that haven’t been so clear since you had electrical current racing through your synapses. A distraction, nothing else. Your feet press on, closing the final few inches. By gripping a large stalagmite near the bottom hole’s edge, you anchor yourself just enough to be capable of reaching out and touching the torrent. What that will do, to you, to your world, you can scarcely begin to guess. But your friends are in danger, you worked like hell to get here, and an itch in your brain refuses to even entertain the idea of giving up.

Everything you’ve done tonight has led to this moment. Hand reaching out, your fingers begin to brush the edge of the storming chaos. The watcher told you to be careful what you called, because the wrong thing could very much answer.

Poll: What Do You Say?

This poll had no choices, only a place one could enter their guess. Feel free to mentally put yours down here as well.

Hidden Message: Did You See it? Click Here to Read
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With every passing second, the pain in your skull is getting worse, like something is trying to claw its way out from the depths of your brain, determined to be remembered. Clutching what sanity remains, you desperately scour your thoughts, looking for the right phrase. What is it that’s breaking your brain so much? For a moment, you nearly utter Sheryl’s name, but something stops your tongue.

No. Not something. There’s an image flashing in your mind. Big, orange, and round, it’s almost a jack-o-lantern, except for the design carved into the front.  A face. A face very much like Sheryl’s, yet not the same. Jack-o-lanterns continue to fill your head, more than just the recent metal version. Ones that winked, ones that tried to talk, so many attempting to pass along a message, but what did they want to say? The orange keeps building in your brain, until finally, there’s a break in the dam.

For a moment, one terrible, hideous moment, everything you’ve forgotten is brought to the surface. So many deaths, so much pain, yet buried among it all are glorious, shining memories. Like the one of a small girl born on Halloween day, whose parents had such a hard time thinking of a name. So in the end, they’d chosen a small, private reference to the day they met, even if it was a bit of a silly moniker. Bracing your grip, you plunge your hand fully into the torrent and scream with every bit of breath in your lungs.

“Pumpkin!”

The hand slaps against yours somewhere on the other side, taking hold of your wrist in a powerful grip. At the touch, more memories come bursting up, drowning out the rest of the rabble, but you pay them no mind. Every drop of focus is on the act of pulling, dragging this new person through the torrent of light. At last, there’s a sort of pop and the person flies forward, collapsing on the ground in a heap next to you.

Both of you lay on the cold stone ground, panting. Much as you want to say something, the pain is too much. Your whole brain feels as though it’s been seared with acid, and is slowly struggling to recover. Dimly, somewhere in the cave, you hear more yelling. Getting closer, too. The others must be getting driven back. What little piece of your mind is still functioning realizes that means you failed to stop the threat. The shadows are coming, and you’re all out of long-shot gambits.

Stirring, the woman next to you gets to her feet, unsteady, yet recovering fast. She’s scarcely a few years younger than you, with short, dark hair featuring a bright orange streak in the middle. “Ahhh, I’m going to beat the horns off that crossroads demon if I see him again. ‘Technically survivable trip’ my ass.” Looking around, her eyes fall on you, confusion mixed with what appears to be carefully restrained joy. “Is that… how… sorry, didn’t expect you to be so young. But hey, who am I to talk? Dropped about forty years since we last saw each other.”

The woman reaches into her outfit, black and sleek, with a short jacket from which she produces a knife, although not one quite like you’ve ever seen. Aside from the blazing magical glow burning off the thing, there’s a skull at the base of the hilt, and the shaft of the blade is oddly shaped, too round and thick in the center, before it forms into a sharp end. Part of you knows to protest whatever she has in mind, yet you just can’t manage to make the synapses for movement fire correctly.

“Merlin, if you’re on the precipice of action, now would be a fine time to take the leap!” Victoria’s voice echoes through the cave, worryingly close. You want to call out to her, managing to halfway lift a finger and grunt out a soft gurgle.

Pumpkin’s hand with the dagger halts, looking from you, to the sounds of battle, and back down. “Friends?”

With all the strength you can manage, your head tilts forward, into a nod.

“Friends. And friends who are in trouble, by the sounds of things.” Once more, she glances from you to the dagger, then lets out a tired sigh. “Yeah, it’s never that easy, is it?” Pumpkin leans in, hugging you so tightly your spine lets out audible pops, then pulls herself back to standing. “This bad boy is only at full power on All Hallows Eve, and it’s got one-shot until the next year. Looks like you’re going to have to be stuck for a little while longer.”

By the time she turns, your friends are slightly in view, and looking haggard. Cuts, bruises, Thad is even walking with a limp. They gave their very best to buy you time, and now you’re all trapped in here together. It seems so hopeless, if not for the figure confidently striding forward, blade held aloft.

“Do you quasi-tangible turds have any idea how hard I worked for this reunion? Getting my hands on the right power, clawing my way from world to world, finding the proper tool for the job, sending over magic objects to get his attention, sneaking coded messages through, leading him here to The Between so I could be pulled through the last barrier, all of that, then you go screwing things up.”

Pumpkin steps forward, the light from her blade driving the shadows away, giving your friends a chance to get back. “It might be ridiculous, vulgar, and strange, but when the chips are down, I do love the chance to sound our family’s battle-cry: Fucking Magic!”

With that familiar phrase, she slams the blade into the ground. Waves of true darkness burst forth, not mere animated shadows, sweeping through the attackers like a scythe through wheat. They flail and try to flee, all in vain. In seconds, the forces are wiped out entirely.

Victoria, Thad, and Jim are all staring in disbelief at the new arrival, but it’s Jim who finds words first. “Whatever she’s dressed as, I call dibs on that costume for next Halloween. Looks like it carries some real ass-kicking power.”

“Not a costume.” You manage to wheeze the words out, brain finally having recovered enough for some basic function. As the tides of madness ebb, they don’t leave you unchanged. New memories are there… no, not new. Lost. Buried, because they would have snapped your mind otherwise. Memories of a life and world you lived through, of dying in bed, surrounded by family. Family like your kids, including the one who had Sheryl’s face except for your chin, but that wasn’t all.

She’d also taken after her Uncle Thad. Pumpkin was born with the same gift as your brother, a talent you only later learned could be passed down through the bloodline. In the life you knew, she had become rich and successful, but slinging supernatural weapons around was definitely a new trick.

Lifting a no longer glowing key, Pumpkin walks over examining the crew. “Let’s see, Lady of Autumn is obvious, by the costume I take it you’re Jim, and that makes this slab of a dude Thad. Guess you guys must have patched things up.”

“While I am grateful for the assistance, I prefer to be the one speaking in obfuscation and riddles,” Victoria pipes up. “Merlin, perhaps you would care to tell us about your new ally?”

Ouch, yeah, that’s going to be a long discussion.

Poll: What Do You Do?

Let Pumpkin introduce herself

Skim the details

Try to explain everything
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Seeing as Pumpkin managed to accomplish the journey here, seems a safe bet she can be trusted to recount it. Motioning for her to go ahead, you slowly climb to your feet, head still a bit woozy.

“Pleasure to meet you all, though in a way, I’ve known you since I was young,” Pumpkin says. “My dad used to tell us these crazy stories about his adventures in another version of the world, and of course I heard about the uncle he always wished we could meet.”

“Hang on, uncle?” Thad seems to be piecing it together, shock and uncertainty warring for control of his face.

Pumpkin offers a thumbs-up as confirmation. “The age thing is a bit weird, I’ll grant you, but traversing countless worlds searching for your dad’s stolen soul takes a while. Had to pick up a touch of magic to make sure I could live long enough.” Shifting her hand, Pumpkin gestures to the orange streak in her hair, evidently more than just a fashion choice. “I’m getting ahead of myself though. Should probably start things off with names, and mine is Pumpkin… Pumpkin… wait, what?”

Her face twists, eyes suddenly darting about. “Where did it go? Where the hell did my last name go?”

The sound of Thad’s hands clapping together echoes through the cavern, nearly shifting the ground under your feet. Victoria’s eyes go wide and Jim leaps behind Thad’s back like he’s taking cover from an unseen threat.

Your brother pays neither any mind, there’s a wild glint to his eyes all of a sudden. “Finally! I knew it, I knew there was something off. I tried to ask you the first night we reconnected, but then it slipped away. It’s been there though, like an itch I couldn’t reach until Pumpkin called it out.” Thad turns to look you dead-on.

“Bro, why don’t you have a name anymore?”

For a moment, the world seems to pause, the very air around you growing still, even the torrent holds in place for the tiniest sliver of time. Just that flicker of an instant, then it’s all moving again. Well, the air and the torrent of light are moving.

Your friends are just falling.

They hit the ground limp, motionless. Thad and Jim collapsed in a scrambled heap, Victoria slumped against a rock, even Pumpkin lays still atop the stone floor. No breath, no blood. They weren’t killed so much as their life was snapped away, severed in an instant.

Turning slowly, you look around the cave, finding only the shifting designs looking back. You came so far tonight, yet it seems some things can’t simply be outrun.

“I get it.”

No response. No change. Only the hellish silence you’ve found yourself trapped in.

“I get it!” This time it’s a scream, one rebounding off the walls. “Don’t ask about the name. Never ask about the name. Please. I’ll take the lesson.”

Kneeling down, you lift the already cooling hand of a daughter you’d once thought lost forever. The idea of twice… it’s not an option.

“I understand. Pleas-”

The last syllable is lost as your head tumbles neatly from your shoulders, severed too fast for the pain to reach. As your skull falls forward, it lands with a grateful smile fixed in place. This is one fate you’re glad to see become a…

Dead End
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“Her name is Pumpkin.” You spit the words out as you hurry to your feet, helped up by Jim and Thad. It’s a moment you don’t dare pause for, much too aware of what can happen if attention lingers on this detail. Instead, you forge forward with details guaranteed to steal their attention. “She’s my daughter from a timeline where I lived to old age and died of natural causes.”

“Which was pretty much the start of when things went weird for me,” Pumpkin jumps in. She’s moving as she talks, leading you all toward the back of the cave, where you notice a small break in the stylized surface. “You died, and the world started to unravel. Not me being creative with the language, reality literally came loose at the seams.”

Although most of the memories are buried once more somewhere inside your brain, a momentary flash of Sheryl and your son dashes through your mind. Seeming to understand, Pumpkin gives you a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry, like I said, it started to unravel. Made for a great first adventure, forced me to really tap into what I’m capable of, general origin stuff. When the dust settled, I’d managed to stabilize things and learned a few interesting details. Such as that my dad’s soul was not only trapped in an eternal cycle of death and life, it was multiple planes of reality away, housed on one with excellent defenses.”

“Wha… What?” Thad has a hand to his head like it’s about to explode, a worry that’s more tangible than it would have been moments prior. “I am so lost. She’s your daughter from a different timeline who is somehow capable of breaking between worlds, spurred on because you’re in some kind of death-trap?”

“For a guy who says he’s lost, that was a pretty good recap,” Pumpkin remarks. As you all reach the break in the cave, a small tremor shakes the rock. Dirt runs down the already eroded section, letting through the faintest glow. Light, real light is on the other side.

“I think I had to let it out of my mouth because my brain couldn’t handle it.” Thad is so aghast that when Jim offers a flask, he actually accepts, taking a sip before thinking it through and wincing at whatever horrific combination Jim has whipped up. “Gah! How are the rest of you taking this so well?”

Jim shrugs. “I have, at best, like a twenty percent grip on reality at any given moment. Takes more than time-kids to knock me off-balance.”

“Whereas I have known for some while that Merlin suffered an affliction related to death, though not the particulars in question,” Victoria remarks. “My greater interest lies in the blade you brought forth. It’s an outstanding recreation of the EverKey, one of the seven great fantastical artifacts.”

“Ummm. Well, this isn’t exactly a reproduction, nor is it the one you’re familiar with.” Pumpkin lifts the strangely shaped blade, no longer blazing with power. “Obviously this isn’t the one from your plane, seeing as I just got here, but it’s still a genuine article.”

Another tremor, exposing more light through the wall. Leaning forward, you grab hold and start to shovel, soon joined by the others, save for Victoria who is staring at Pumpkin in disbelief. “You claim to not only have gained possession of such an tool, but taken it from its native realm? That is a tall task indeed, especially for one so young.”

“Technically I’m older than all of you, except for…” Pumpkin puts a hand to her skull, and for a moment your heart freezes, but seconds later she shakes off the pain. “…there it is. Reality hates being messed with, tries to bring everything into line. It took this much work just to physically make it in here, looks like I don’t get to bring all of my memories along. Oh god, my brain, it’s actually starting to feel twenty again.”

As Pumpkin takes a moment to compose herself, the rest of you redouble your efforts. True breaks are forming in the wall now, and you can see that the light is fast approaching you. Remembering how you got into The Between, the need to hurry suddenly snaps into clear understanding. “Come on! We have to move.”

Jim goes first, largely by happenstance of trying to throw his shoulder into an unexpectedly soft section and tumbling ahead. Thad is fast behind, reaching out to try and catch him. Victoria goes next, giving you a moment alone with your daughter.

You hurry the words out, this would have been too much to explain with the others around. “That blade-key-thing you brought in, is it for what I think? To get me… unstuck?”

“It opens the way,” Pumpkin replies, taking your meaning instantly. “I’ve only learned bits and pieces about whatever is affecting you, and most of that is fading. But I know it isn’t as easy as swinging a blade. Whatever power has you in its grip, you chose to be there. You’re the one who has to choose to leave it.”

“A chance we won’t have until next Halloween,” you recall, since Pumpkin told you it was a one-off. “Which is all we need to say about that until then. Anything else is too dangerous.”

“You don’t have to tell me. I wasn’t sending codes without a reason.”

The two of you have no more time to waste, taking hold of Pumpkin you go tumbling forward, through the hole in the cave and into the moving wall of light just as it passes over. Rolling along the rough concrete, you come to a stop near the left rear bumper of Victoria’s limousine.

“Wooo! Survived another one! Who wants to roll the dice on gas station breakfast burritos?” Jim’s holler of hungry triumph confirms what you’d hoped, everyone has indeed made it out.

Thad brushes himself off, then reaches down to help you and Pumpkin up. “I could eat, though might hold out for something a little more substantial.”

“Given that our evening was quite taxing, I suppose some nourishment is in order,” Victoria agrees. “Besides, it will be an opportunity to hear the rest of how Pumpkin came to join us.”

You and Pumpkin exchange the briefest of glances before she starts toward Victoria. “I’ll tell you as much as I still can, just please say they have pancakes in this realm.”

As everyone piles into the limousine, you take one last moment to look at the new day risen over the crossroads. It was a hell of a Halloween, and who knows what the future will hold because of it. Yet you grin from ear to ear as you head to join your friends. Everyone made it out alive, including someone you weren’t even expecting. When it comes to Halloweens like this one, that’s what matters most in…

The Eighth End
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The EverKey rests heavy on your coffee table, next to Jim’s newest bong in the shape of a duck and Wilbur’s most recent quarterly report. Dark, foreboding, and with an unmistakable blade worked into its design, one you’ve seen wielded with powerful efficiency by the woman sitting in front of the EverKey. She’s the person who brought it, dragged over from another version of existence during her travels, all so it could be used on you.

Over the past year, you’ve gotten to know Pumpkin, your daughter from an erased timeline… wow shit has gotten complicated, remember hitting magic Halloween parties? Anyway, Pumpkin is a time-line jumping anomaly with the same gift as her Uncle Thad, and you have spent the last year getting to re-know one another. Through those adventures you’ve learned that she’s brave, resourceful, and worryingly determined, at least when it comes to one topic in particular.

“Surely there’s another way.”

“We’ve been over this a dozen times since September, there isn’t. I have to stab you with the EverKey,” Pumpkin reiterates.

“Also, her name’s not Shirley,” Jim chimes in, yelling to be heard over the kitchen smoke alarm that he set off. This year Jim is working on some sort of special edible creation that will almost certainly be unfit for human consumption while also capable of getting a mountain high off its ass.

Pumpkin leans forward and taps the EverKey, the streak of orange in her otherwise dark mane of hair tumbling forward across her youthful face, one that hides the number of years she’s actually been alive. “To reach some destinations, there are no easy paths. I’ll be quick, the blade will pierce your heart before you ever know it.”

For all the talents Pumpkin possesses, her sales pitch could use a bit of polish. Mercifully, Wilbur stepping out into the living room offers you a momentary reprieve. Dressed in an elegantly tailored tuxedo, the enormous animated skeleton who is your third roommate gives a nervous spin. “How do I look?”

“Terrifyingly handsome,” Pumpkin says, adding a thumbs up to ensure her meaning comes across.

“Fucking shazzle-dazzling bud!” Jim stops stirring his current simmering pot to admire Wilbur, resulting in a near-immediate plume of fresh smoke.

Nodding along with the others, you assure Wilbur. “You’re the only one of us who even could pull off a tux, let alone do it well. You’ll have those investors begging to help Dem Bones Coffee launch its next expansion phase.”

Nerves, which he doesn’t technically have any more than skin or muscle, successfully soothed, Wilbur fixes his sleeves, sets his spine, and heads for the door. As he opens it, another huge shape comes striding through. Your brother Thad, costume covered by a voluminous coat that his shoulders still fill out, walks into the apartment. No sooner have his eye landed on the table than they go wide, flashing between you and Pumpkin.

“Did you decide to go for it?”

“Yes,” Pumpkin responds.

“We’re actually still going over options,” you disagree. “Jim had something he wanted to pitch, but was waiting for everyone to arrive.”

A familiar voice pipes up from behind Thad, Victoria stepping into view after apparently sneaking in behind him. “Then speak and let it be known. I, for one, am intrigued by the idea of mystery. It has been many an All Hallows Eve since I was not steering our direction.”

Draped over Victoria’s shoulder are several bags, and if history is any indicator hiding inside are several costumes to choose from. She doesn’t offer them to you, however, instead setting the parcels on the kitchen table before making her greetings. Saddling up to the kitchen island, she watches Jim frantically rush around, throwing a multitude of ingredients into his aggressively smoking pot before finally yanking it off the stove and throwing everything into the oven. “Though even I sit in wonder at what sort of adventure Jim is proposing.”

“You should wonder at how awesome I am for pulling this off.” Wiping the sweat from his face, Jim digs into his “Offer The Cook Shrooms” apron and produces a handful of laminated rectangles. Victoria leans in close, but it’s Thad who reads the wording on them first.

“Hauntacular Night of Screams VIP Pass? Isn’t that the Halloween stuff they do at ShoddyLand?”

“It is the culmination of their Halloween season,” Jim corrects. “All the themed rides, special food, and limited time drinks, plus they have a huge parade to close out the night. And we have passes for free shit and line-cutting, all thanks to yours truly.”

Someone has to ask it, and as Jim’s oldest friend present, the duty falls upon you. “About that... how exactly did you manage to get those? They couldn’t have been cheap.”

“Won them on a local radio call-in contest.”

Victoria tilts her head back. “Who still listens to local radio?”

“Literally nobody, that’s how I won. They wanted caller thirteen, so I just called in thirteen times.” New smoke, magenta in color, is rising out of the oven. Jim dashes to it and begins to fan the oven while sucking down as much of the smoke as he can breathe in.

Taking advantage of the chaos, Thad steps forward. “Fun as that sounds, I’ve got a commitment tonight. Agreed to help out with throwing this year’s high school reunion, and ours are always held on Halloween. If you use the key, then of course I’ll be with you, but if it’s just fun I should stick to my word and be there.”

“Why are you helping with a reunion? Your ten year was a while back, and it’s too soon for the twenty. The class having it’s reunion tonight is… oh no.”

Oh yes. Of course Thad volunteered to help with this one, it was his only way into a reunion for a class below his. And since you were a college sophomore on the first Halloween adventure, that means this marks ten years since you stepped free from high school.

“I was wondering if you would ever realize the event was drawing nigh,” Victoria notes. “Out of precaution, I took the liberty of registering both of us, along with Jim and Pumpkin as our guests, should you decide it is a worthy use of a night.”

The heavy thud from the coffee table draws everyone’s attention to Pumpkin. She has lifted the EverKey up, resting it on the sharp base. Taking a breath, she seems to bite back her initial words and choose something different, presumably less expletive-filled.

“I understand that this is scary. Change is terrifying, and the potential for an ending all the more so. But each decision you make carries consequences. If you choose to put off what must be done for another year, so be it. This can only be undertaken at your behest, the desire has to flow from you. I can tag along with whatever antics you’ve got in mind. Just know that every time you choose to deny the key, you strengthen the cage.”

Seems like you’ve got your options laid out before you, two great ways to spend a night and one total bummer. Luckily, you’re the one who decides where the evening will lead!

Poll: What Do You Choose?

The awesome theme park, packed with and opportunities for classic Halloween shenanigans

The cool reunion with Thad, sure to have interesting characters and chances at backstory

The stupid key and whatever waste of time comes with it
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Despite an inexplicable temptation to let Pumpkin jam a blade into your heart, better sense prevails as you shake your head to the idea. Jim’s antics are easily passed on, but the idea of heading back to high school is more compelling than you’d expected. After the revelations of last year, you’ve been thinking about the past. At some point, you had a name, because Thad was surprised you lost it. Finding out when it vanished might help narrow down exactly what happened, and high school covers a fair chunk of your life.

“I’m sorry, but I can’t this year. It’s a chance to hunt for answers to questions I’ve only just started asking.”

At your words, the EverKey crackles in Pumpkin’s hand, sparking several times before growing dim. It looks a bit less intimidating as she puts it away, shaking her own head in a gesture eerily similar to your own. “You’re looking for change to pay a toll booth when there’s a clear path on the road ahead. But the choice is made, so all I can do for this year is help you find whatever you need to take the step next Halloween. Assuming it’s still possible.”

Before you can press her on that comment, a loud racket sounds through the kitchen as Jim drags his pot from the oven, yanking half the metal shelves along with it. Racing to the sink, he drops the pot in, adds a full two-liter bottle of bubblegum-flavored soda, and then slams a pressure cooker lid on top. “That should be ready by the time I’ve got my costume on.”

“Speaking of, now that our destination is set, I suppose it’s time to see about outfits. Merlin, I selected this for you, in case the reunion was chosen as a destination.” Victoria hands off one of the dark bags, keeping the others on the table. “I presume the rest of you have made your own preparations.”

“Fuck yeah!” Jim dashes into his room and slams the door, just as the lidded pot begins to make unsettling gurgles.

Ignoring the sound, Thad removed his overcoat to reveal a white shirt, suspenders, and huge pants with reflective safety tape. After he adds the iconic hat from his jacket pocket, the fireman costume is complete. Although the tight shirt makes it look more akin to a fireman calendar shoot than someone actually running into burning buildings.

“I got some shit for this, hang on.” Reaching into a bag at the side of the chair, Pumpkin roots around before producing an orange helmet and denim jacket covered in various decorative pins. “Even made sure this world had roller-derby, just so I wouldn’t look nuts.”

“Nothing to fear there, not when you’re out with-” Victoria is cut off by the door slamming open with the same gusto that it had shut. From the bedroom comes Jim, or at least his face. The rest is obscured by a giant lizard monster costume, a beer taped to each hand, sunglasses covering the glowering eyes, and a simple hat with the word “Partyzilla” written in marker across the front.

Raising his head, Jim lets out an unexpectedly impressive roar. “Let’s party this world to the ground!”

Only Pumpkin is surprised, and even then, not for long. It has been a year of dealing with these antics, after all. Victoria takes the opportunity to shed her own coat, revealing an ensemble of lush greens with carefully interwoven flowers layered on top. She seems like a topiary come to life, and you note a few roses in a familiar purple hue. Victoria moves one of those roses from her hip to behind her left ear, pausing briefly to smell it as she does.

“I’ve decided to go as a dryad, though most of our ‘peers’ will likely think I’m that plant woman from the comics.” As Victoria moves, you catch flashes of brown fabric worked in between the green, like glimpses of bark under a flowering tree.

With only your costume left to go, you pop open the zipper to find a dark cape, respectable looking shirt and jacket, and a pair of high-quality fangs. “Vampire? Have I not done that one already?”

“It was among the ensemble choices last year, and a perfect selection to pair with the reunion, for obvious reasons.” When no one reacts, Victoria lifts an eyebrow. “Surely you have read some of the books put out by the publishing company where my mother works, after all these years.”

A chorus of “sures”, “yeahs”, and one “when I tried the words were crawling across the page” fill the air as Victoria rubs the side of her head. “Never mind. Just put on the costume and we’ll meet in the limousine.”

Moving fast, since everyone else is pretty much ready, you toss on the outfit and check your look in the mirror. It’s not the most elaborate costume Victoria has provided, but she never deals in anything of low quality. From the leather of the cape to the snug fit of the fangs, you look the part of a classic movie vampire.

Dashing out to the limousine, you discover the remains of Jim’s now dented and half-melted pot sitting a few feet from the vehicle. No one is around to explain what happened, however you definitely notice scorch marks on the concrete. You can only hope whatever was in there self-destructed along with your cookware.

The ride passes quickly, largely thanks to the team effort put into keeping Jim from flying out the limousine roof when his giant costume catches the wind. How the hat and glasses are still in place when he finally comes down makes you wonder if Jim employed some of the semi-sentient spackle from last year’s Groundhog Day debacle.

When the limousine pulls to a stop outside the school, you’re thankful for the rest, arms exhausted. Before you even have time to properly catch your breath, Thad is stepping forward, pointing to different spots on the building.

“Up there where everyone is walking in is registration, where we need to get checked in and grab badges. The gym is where they’re holding the party itself, and where the bar is, so-”

No sooner had Thad spoken the word “bar” than Jim is off like a shot, dashing straight for the gym at speeds that are genuinely impressive, especially considering his choice of costume.

After a moment’s pause, Thad shrugs. “Guess that one is on me, should have saved the bar’s location for last. Not much left anyway. People are hanging out in the halls and parking lot, visiting their old haunts. You all can take your pick, but as a chaperone I’ve got to hit registration. They’ll probably let me pick up the badges for at least some of us, can’t be sure if neither of the attendees comes along.”

“Personally, I think Jim had the right idea,” Pumpkin says. “I can’t really remember going to any of my own reunions, but I don’t get the sense I enjoyed them. I’ll hit the bar. Besides, someone has to go make sure he doesn’t get kicked out already. A little help wouldn’t hurt, though.”

“As for me, I think I shall take a tour through the old halls. Eerie, silent, and dark; I might actually enjoy being in them for a change. I’ve been meditating on earlier times as of late, and think the stroll might be helpful. Should you wish to join, I would welcome the company,” Victoria offers.

Poll: Where Do You Go?

The halls with Victoria

Registration with Thad

The bar with Pumpkin
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“Registration sounds like a blast, but you’re more likely to get through without incident by yourself,” you tell Thad. Jim being gone helps things, but Pumpkin and Victoria have eccentricities of their own. “I’ll leave Jim to Pumpkin for now, he hasn’t had enough time to get too destroyed yet.”

Thad and Pumpkin both head off to their destinations, while Victoria accepts your accompaniment as if she expected nothing less. The two of you certainly seem to be on the same wavelength this evening, both thinking about days gone by. Ultimately, that was what tipped your hand. None of the others attended this school in your class, only Victoria shares these memories. If there’s insight to be found, she’s the likeliest one to provide it.

The two of you stroll inside through a door that should have been locked, and probably was before Victoria’s hand clutched hold. Empty halls greet you, the grinning slits of hundreds of lockers smiling at you from the shadows. Every step echoes off the polished floor, whiffs of fresh wax bringing back a deluge of memories.

Class, halls, lunch. It’s all there, but so distant. It feels like another life, however you’re unsure if that’s because of your odd curse, or just a facet of growing older. After all, who you were in these halls is nothing compared to the person you’ve become. Even Victoria has transformed over the decade since graduation, unchanging as she can often seem.

“Did you know Thornglade High was founded by a fellow family of All Hallows Eve?” Her voice doesn’t echo with the same volume as your movements, one of the countless curiosities you’ve stopped paying much attention too over the years. “It’s why our mascot is the scarecrow, and reunions are held on this night in particular.”

“I always thought our mascot was kind of creepy.” Your eyes drift up to a painted mural along the walls, featuring a red-shirt wearing scarecrow whose eyes and smile were both too large. Even the shirt, meant to add a more modern flair to him, only seemed like it had been chosen to hide blood splatter across the chest.

“That one is actually due to a poorly managed student art contest in the eighties,” Victoria corrects. “I had to do some research on an issue senior year, and root out potential causes. As I recall, the cause for Mr. Scary’s creation was low student interest and a staff deeply enamored with… the journal called it ‘Hollywood snow’.”

“Imagine what they’d have approved with a dash of Jim’s stash.”

Both of you laugh, though yours is paired with a mild shudder at the actual thought. Mr. Scary is already bad enough.

Turning a corner, you find a trophy case staring back. Nothing in there has the potential to bear your name, nor would any of the club rosters, or distinguished achievements. High school was a place you only remember existing in, and barely at that. Back then, the idea of not trying made sense. Knowing you’d never measure up to Thad, or even come within spitting distance, what was the point in giving effort? All you had to do was get through, which you managed, leaving as little mark as possible in the process.

Victoria, on the other hand, grins at the sight of a familiar photo, one next to a trophy from the year her volleyball team took home the state championship. It’s odd, thinking back to the girl you had a crush on. She was something different, even back then, but nowhere near the Victoria you’ve spent eight Halloweens adventuring with.

Her green-painted nails tap on the glass, and for a moment you catch a flash of melancholy in the reflection of Victoria’s face. “So far we’ve come, in such a short time. This was before I’d taken hold of my power, come in to my true self. How about you, Merlin? Do you think you were cursed, even then?”

“Doesn’t seem that way. There’s nothing interesting popping up in my memories, deaths or otherwise. Unless whatever it was happened at the very end of high school, I think I was normal back then.”

Another expression darts across Victoria’s face, though this time its… worry? Uncertainty? Hard to say, especially with only a split-second to judge. Like the other, its gone in a blink, well buried by the time she turns away from the trophy case.

“That’s a relief. Part of me feared you might go all the way back there at some point, and I’d be easily embarrassed by my younger self, as would most people.”

“All the way back? What are you talking about?”

Taking your arm, Victoria begins to walk once more. Sound starts to echo from down the halls, chatter of people and a few yelps. Possibly old friends squealing with joy reuniting after years apart, or the reaction to a toilet coming to life and seeking well-deserved vengeance. At this distance, noise becomes hard to differentiate.

“That reaction confirms what I’d already suspected, I’m not sure you fully grasp the gravity of your situation.” Victoria’s tone has turned heavy, and she starts to look up at you, only to shift her head away at the last moment. “We need to discuss the matter, but it’s not a conversation I look forward too. While drawing a friend’s attention to the perils before him is no joy for me, I believe it’s necessary. That said, I won’t begrudge you a bit of fortification if you’d like. By this point Jim is sure to have spiked the punch bowl with a potent concoction, if not the snack table as a whole. You didn’t see the ‘results’ of his earlier culinary experiments.”

A drink doesn’t sound bad, you certainly weren’t expecting things to get serious so fast.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Head to the bar

Investigate the sounds

Keep talking with Victoria


4


Spiked drinks and strange noises are borderline daily occurrences in your world, Victoria being forthcoming about serious matters is far more rare. “Whatever you have to say, I’d prefer to hear it with a clear mind.”

Gliding down the dark halls, Victoria appears to steel herself before replying. “This curse of yours. Tell me how you believe it to work.”

“It seems like every time I die, I go back to a little before, when it could be avoided. Sometimes with only a hint of intuition about what went wrong, other times I keep flashes of memory.”

“A reasonable assumption, given what you knew in the early years.” Victoria leads onward, to the school’s cafeteria. Dozens of hard, uncomfortable plastic chairs fill the room, surrounding worn wooden tables like tiny prey animals trying to swarm a giant predator. Not an inapt simile for describing a high school lunch room, at that. Most of your memories from in here are of keeping your head down and trying to make it through.

Victoria plucks one of the bright yellow chairs and sets it down, motioning for you to take a seat before doing just that herself. “When you first began asking questions about the subject of death, dropping hints to the dilemma with your expected level of subtlety, I reached a similar conclusion. But Pumkpin’s arrival proved we were wrong, both of us, and the time has come to face your true challenge.”

It’s the first time she’s met your eyes since that earlier avoided gaze, and you’re taken aback by the sadness in them. “Merlin, you have no future.”

“I… I’m not sure I understand.”

“That’s what we’re here to correct,” Victoria assures you. “Imagine for a moment that we cast aside all thoughts of this reunion. Pretend I took you from this old building to a place of ancient power, accepting you as a lifelong vassal. From there, the two of us go on to overtake every other family of All Hallows Eve, ensuring it’s continued glory and earning the Willowbrook name a place in history. A glorious life lived at the side of one we both care for.”

It takes more than a little effort to hide the sudden blush in your cheeks. That scenario might not be the exact one you’ve played out before, but it hits a few key points. The feelings you have for Victoria are a lot more complicated than the schoolboy crush it started as. You now know her true nature, passions, and position in her family. You’ve learned to appreciate so much more than her looks, even while growing to understand she might not be willing or able to hold what you think of as a normal relationship.

“Now imagine your death, glorious in battle, peaceful in bed, whatever you like. And picture coming back here, to this moment, unmaking everything we accomplished, all the progress built on the back of our efforts.”

The words “you have no future” suddenly click into place as comprehension dawns. “That’s what you mean by Pumpkin changing things.”

“The information she brought with her, specifically,” Victoria confirms. “We now know that decades of time can be wiped away in a blink. Perhaps even more terrifying is the fact that Pumpkin exists at all. How many times have you died around us? The next time you pass, will I have to sit here and watch as the entire world unravels, only for you to go unaware on with a seconds-to-minutes-younger version of me?”

“Hang on, that one I actually have thought about,” you pipe up. “Pumpkin has the same gift as Thad, so if every one of my deaths created independent worlds, shouldn’t at least one of him have escaped and pulled something similar? In just the last few years alone, there had to be ten or so. Last Mardi Gras alone was pretty tooth-and-nail. I’m pretty sure most of the time it works the way we always thought, a quick rewind.”

Tilting her head, Victoria stares into the empty space of the cafeteria. In the silence, you hear what is definitely a commotion coming from further up the halls. More than just yells, there are scuffles and shouts, none of which matter more to you in the moment than finishing this chat with Victoria.

“The most likely explanation would be that Pumpkin persisted either as an aspect of the wish-world where she was born, or due to the uniquely long run of that particular time. Of course, we don’t actually know that you’ve only died a death of old age once. Merely that you can remember it a single time, and only then because of a realm-traveling daughter who dredged the memories back up.”

Soft hands fall upon your own, grasping then tightly. “All of which brings us back to the original issue: you have no stable, tangible future. Everything you do can be wiped away, every great moment stolen back. And that goes for those around you as well. We’ve spent the last eight Halloweens together, helping my family, solving your mystery, and having fun. One death, and those could all be gone, except I won’t have a chance at magically remembering them down the line.” Victoria pauses, taking a long breath.

“Which is why you cannot be my vassal, Merlin. Not as you are now. The duties I hold are greater than myself, many beings depend on systems overseen by the families of Halloween. Someone who might unknowingly, even unwillingly, wipe out years of progress is simply too great a risk.”

“Time resets all around me,” you protest, “Whether I’m near or not wouldn’t change anything.”

“No, Merlin, only you change things on the second go round. Only you alter what would have been. To the rest of us, it’s the world as it has always existed. History plays out exactly as before, because nothing has been altered. Same people, same environment, same timeframe. In truth… that is part of why I offered forth no tasks from the Willowbrook family tonight. I cannot bring you into our business any longer, knowing what I do now.”

Of all her revelations, that one hits especially hard. “Are you saying we can’t do Halloween together anymore?”

“Certainly not, I am still here, aren’t I? I am only letting you know that my family activities can no longer be group adventures. Unless I am called by duty to All Hallows Eve, I’d prefer to continue our yearly outings, for as long as I’m able to remember them.”

Victoria lets go of your hands and rises out of her chair. You follow, unsure of what else to do. “I don’t know about you, but I could certainly go for that drink now. If you’d like a moment to think over everything, that is perfectly alright as well. This was not an easy topic, on either end.” Another bout of noise from the hall seems to draw Victoria’s attention. “Or I suppose we can see what trouble our classmates have gotten into.”

Poll: Where To Next?

The bar for a drink

Check on those noises

Take a moment alone
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Considering that the noises are still going, you’re starting to suspect the cause is a problem better dealt with sooner than later. Still a bit reeling from your talk with Victoria, you turn down the hall toward the noises. “Seems like there might be Halloween fuckery afoot. If anyone here is qualified to help, it’s us.”

Victoria accepts your reasoning without protest, the two you briskly walking your way in the direction of the sounds, navigating the hallways by noise. By the time you arrive, all the yelps have died out, leaving only moans and groans. Along with the sound of heavy breathing, panting really. As you both round the final corner, a striking sight meets your eyes.

Thad is the only one standing, everyone else has been knocked to the ground. Towering above them, your brother’s white shirt is now ripped across the front, making the ensemble even more fireman-calendaresque. In his hands he’s wielding a thematically appropriate fire extinguisher as a club, and based on the dent in its bottom he can swing it with serious force.

Upon seeing you and Victoria, Thad visibly relaxes, without growing entirely at ease. “Glad you two are okay. Did you see that thing go past?”

“No such luck,” Victoria replies. “Can you describe what it was you saw?”

“I wish. Damned lights flickered and died before it struck. At first we thought it was just a power outage, then people started getting knocked over, others yelling that they felt something running between their legs. It almost got me twice, the third time I was ready.”

“Did it scratch you in return?” You point to the swipes in Thad’s shirt, and he turns from serious to mildly flustered.

Adjusting the shirt to minimize fabric gaps, Thad sheepishly explains. “That happened before, actually. Some of the attendees have been partying in the parking lot already, and one was a little… enthusiastic upon seeing what she mistakenly believed was an exotic dancer.”

“Wow, people are going a lot harder at this than I expected,” you note.

“One of the few human constants is that almost no one likes high school. Many need the liquid courage just to walk back through those doors of their own volition,” Victoria theorizes.

Tucking the fire extinguisher under one arm, not yet putting it away, Thad shakes his head. “What are you talking about? I had an amazing time in high school.”

A chorus of groaning draws your attention to the floor. The attendees are more fully waking back up, and from the mass a horrified voice rings out.

“Ugh, why the fuck am I wearing these mom-jeans?”

Okay, so not the reaction you were first expecting when they woke up from a supernatural attack. Maybe the rest will be more normal.

“Are these orthopedic shoes? The hell was I thinking?”

“Was I always this tall? I remember feeling closer to the ground.”

“Where’s my hair? I know it was here, don’t lie to me, where is it!”

You, Thad, and Victoria stare at the assortment of standing souls, many of whom are staring into the nearest reflective surface, touching their clothes, faces aghast.

Finally, Victoria snaps out some instruction. “Boys, give me your theories.”

“Minds wiped?” Thad proposes.

That guess hits a bit close to home, enough that you’ve already considered it and thought of a rebuttal. “But none of them are panicking. If you woke up in a decade-older body with no idea what happened, most people wouldn’t take it this well. Definitely not an entire room full.”

A mildly annoyed voice breaks through your conversation, yelled to the room at large. “Anyone have lip gloss? For some reason I only packed lipstick colors good for funerals and job interviews. Nothing fun enough for a reunion.”

“Merlin’s assessment is spot-on; they clearly have memories of coming to this place and why they’re here. Yet Thad is correct that they were affected by the attack. My current hypothesis is that their personalities have been reset to ten years ago, bringing their respective tastes and eccentricities along too.”

One of the other attendees has managed to make it out of the reception area, poking his head into the halls. “Holy shit, you know what I just realized?”

All three of you turn, waiting to see if this poor man is grappling with the existential crisis of having ten years’ worth of mental growth wiped away. “This place has an open bar, and no one is carding!”

Considering he has just made this announcement to what are effectively the mental equivalent of teenagers, to say it is well received would be quite the understatement. Cheers ring out as the crowd surges up the hall, those that aren’t sharing in the enthusiasm swept along by force and momentum.

For a moment, they try to sweep you all up in the movement as well, but a glare from Victoria convinces them to part. Some instincts have nothing to do with age, they’re hard-wired into the mind for survival. Once the crowd has moved past, she walks over to the registration table and grabs several badges.

“Thad already has his, here are Pumpkin and Jim’s, along with my own. And yours Merlin, though there was an issue with the registration. For some reason, they were only able to find your student number.” Victoria hands over a piece of plastic with a clip on the end, much fancier than the stick-on name-tag you were expecting. Hers bears her name, while the two in her left hand simply read “Guest” and the one she’s offering you boasts a familiar sequence of numbers.

“I do appreciate you both actually coming by to get checked-in, but should we do something about all of that?” Thad motions down the hall, where you can still hear the hoots and hollers of excitement. Something tells you Jim is about to get an infusion of new drinking buddies; you only hope your classmate’s livers can handle it. “Feels like we ought to go after them, keep an eye on everyone.”

“A responsible, but perhaps inefficient, use of our time,” Victoria counters. “We are aware there is a threat within the school, and it has been here recently. We also know that it attacked and fled, indicating it got or achieved whatever the creature wanted. Our addled classmates no longer appear to have whatever this thing seeks, they have a reasonable chance at safety on their own, while we could spend our time attempting to hunt this creature down.”

“Thinking along that route, trapping it might work too,” Thad counters, touching the rips in his shirt. “Hard as it came at me, I bet it still wants a taste. Maybe we can lure it out?

Poll: What’s the Plan?

Follow your classmates

Hunt the creature

Set a trap
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“We have no idea where whatever this thing was slunk off to, or even a good description of what we’re looking for. If we’re going after the creature, I think a trap makes way more sense. One of the only concrete things we do know is that it really wanted a piece of Thad.”

“It, and the drunken woman who tore his shirt,” Victoria adds in.

“Between the two, I’m less scared acting as bait for the mystery monster.” Thad looks around the now trashed reception hall, evidently taking account of the options available on-hand. “But now we’ve got to figure out how to snag it. There’s not a lot to work with around here.”

A few tables, some flipped on their sides, bundles of plastic badges, and pens scatted across the floor like seeds to the wind. Not exactly an armada, even by your improvisation-heavy standards. You aren’t much of a woodsman by any means, however surviving the hordes of stampeding gnomes last President’s Day forcibly gave you some familiarity with trap-making. Enough to manage a simple snare, and this will might be easier, since you won’t have to work with such tiny rope.

The question is where you’d be able to find ropes, counter-weights, and rigging easily available in a school. Eyes trailing along the walls, you spot a poster for this year’s musical. You’re pretty sure Necro-Cats isn’t skirting copyright as well as the director clearly believes, in fact the costumes’ pictures sure look like someone stole them from an old Broadway dumpster. Zombie felines aren’t your real interest anyway though. What’s got your mind humming is the realization that Thornglade High has a stage. One with an overhead setup that would almost certainly include ropes, sandbags for counterweights, and a catwalk to rig it all up from.

“Victoria, do you remember where the school theater is? I wasn’t exactly a big attender of their works back in the day.”

“Meaning you missed my tenure performing as Mrs. Malaprop.” Her eyes narrow for a brief moment, before you notice the smirk at the edges of her mouth. “For the best, our cast overall was… well, there was a reason I did a single play. Besides, I’d been hoping they’d select something by Neil Simon instead.”

Both you and Thad bob your heads in agreement, although at least one of you has no idea what the hell she’s talking about.

“I just meant they probably have stuff that could be used to set a trap. More than we’ve got around here.” You gesture to the deserted registration area, one of the few standing tables choosing that moment to collapse, sending a spray of badges to the floor.

Not needing more encouragement than that, the three of you head into the halls once more, following Victoria’s lead. It doesn’t escape your notice that Thad is still holding the dented fire extinguisher, nor do you protest. It clearly works well as a melee weapon, and honestly having a way to put out fires on-hand isn’t the worst idea. Especially with Jim only being watched over by Pumpkin.

He’s not just holding it, though, Thad is taking some test swings too, eyes darting around like he expects to be pounced on. Considering that you are hunting something that likes to ambush from the shadows, it’s not the worst idea, and you start checking the surroundings more seriously as well.

Still, danger alone doesn’t quite explain it, Thad seems a bit too engaged for a, so far, relatively small-scale problem. Worried he might have been affected by the attack after all, you probe as gently as you’re able.

“Hey Thad, you sure you’re okay? You’re acting kind of jumpy.”

Showing all the subtlety of a sonic-shotgun, you’ve successfully broached the topic, and Thad splits some of his attention from the hallways to you. “Sorry, didn’t mean to make you nervous.”

“It’s not that; I was just worried. You usually take all this stuff more in stride.”

A noise rings out from the hall, and Thad spins, putting himself in front of you with a fire-extinguisher raised overhead. Seconds later, the air-conditioning system kicks on, and both of you untense. Victoria apparently paid the noise no mind, and you have to scramble to catch up.

“Over the past year I’ve been thinking about what I can do, really do, you know?” Thad flexes, causing the rips in his shirt to widen slightly. “I’ve always known I’m fortunate. The ease with which I can learn things, the way my body moves, even random chance seems to break in my favor more often than not. So I did what I thought was my best with the gifts I’d been handed. Played hard for my teams, got a job I was proud of, even had the spare time to help some worthy causes. That seemed like a good life, a solid use of what I’d been given. Until I met my niece.”

“This way,” Victoria calls from up ahead, her hand yanking on a metal door that groans loudly, allowing you to peak into a vast, dark chasm of a room. She walks through, trusting you both to follow.

Once you reach the door, Thad continues. “That woman has been hopping across entire realms of existence, fighting monsters by herself and winning. This gift that Victoria says she and I both have, it’s so much more powerful than I’d ever realized. Hard not to feel like I should be doing more, capable of more. Like knocking out one wild creature when it was in swinging distance.”

Only Thad could single-handedly fight off an unseen attacker tearing its way through a room full of people and feel guilty that he hadn’t managed to beat it entirely. Patting your brother on the shoulder softly, you reassure him. “Don’t forget that Pumpkin also had to learn about her abilities because her world collapsed. You did the best you could within what you thought were the rules of reality.”

A sharp tap of a foot rings out from the stage. “Speaking of reality, I would like to remind you both that time is flowing ever-forward, and as of now we have no trap, only bait.”

You and Thad take the message, springing into action. With a focus on speed, you don’t try for anything fancy. Snares are draped one-after-another across the stage, circling Thad like they’re about to jump him into some sort of rope-only gang. Victoria takes a position near the front of the theater, her eyes are best-suited to seeing through the shadows.

As for you, you’ve been set up along the back of the wall where the snares are tied off. Once the signal comes, you’re the one who’ll have to yank the right rope and loose the sandbags, hopefully snaring your prey. No sooner have you made it into position than a sound rings out, coming from outside the theater.

Moaning, low, and loud. Like a keening wail, or a wayward howl, only dialed up to eleven. Glancing over to Thad, you see a surprised look on his face.

“Did it make that noise before?”

Thad shakes his head, just as Victoria calls out from the front of the theater. “There is a fog rolling down the hall, moving at a concerningly quick pace.”

“None of that was around when I fought this thing the first time,” Thad tells her. “Did it change?”

“Or this is another threat, two abnormal creatures in attendance make as much sense as one,” Victoria suggests. “The more prevalent question is what to do about this unknown entity. Stepping away from this engagement to learn more about our enemy might be prudent, but there is also merit to holding our position in the hopes that the trap can still work.”

Cracking his knuckles, Thad eyes the door. “There’s also the direct approach. Go meet this thing head on and put the trouble to a stop.”

Poll: What Does Everyone Do?

Stick with the trap plan

Get out of there

Direct confrontation
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“Whatever is coming, I like our odds a lot more in here, surrounded by traps, than out there in the halls. Let’s see this through. But maybe keep that fire extinguisher at the ready,” you suggest.

Thad lifts the red cylinder overhead, waving it once. He doesn’t bother trying to verbally respond, because the noise has grown substantially worse. It’s grating and constant, setting your teeth on edge. Victoria comes darting in from the door, motioning that whatever has been approaching is nearly here.

Behind her, the closed doors begin to bend, then buckle, as an unseen forced drives them steadily forward rather than simply turning the handle. A hinge pops, and that’s all it takes for the structural integrity to give. The doors burst-free, allowing a wave of fog to come rolling through. That horrible noise grows all the more intense, a new grinding aspect added that brings water to your eyes.

Then, all at once, the noise comes to an end. The fog is still rolling, and you can now see light within its depths, but the wail is gone. In its place, you can hear the faint hum of a motor.

“Victoria, can you do anything to clear the fog?”

“That would expose us as well,” she points out, standing only a few feet away.

“Trust me, I’ve got a hunch.”

Evidently, that’s enough for her, as Victoria leans over and smacks a nearby panel on the wall. Were she wearing a leather jacket and her target a jukebox, a song no doubt would have started playing; instead, you hear the theater’s air-conditioning roar to life.

Breezes blow down from dozens of vents spread across the vast space, pushing away the cloud of fog obscuring the intruder. As it clears, the shape of a modest vehicle can be seen, what looks like an industrial ride-on floor waxer with a half-dozen metal chairs wedged under its frame. Resting atop is a battery-powered fog machine still blasting out constant clouds, fastened onto a pair of handlebars held by a woman with a familiar splash of orange in her hair.

“Told you we’d find them eventually. Partyzilla’s height means he sees all!” Behind Pumpkin, Jim is sliding down from the floor-waxer, a half-empty punch bowl clutched tightly in his arms. How he managed to ride back there while holding onto something that huge is a secret only the fog knows, even taking a sip Jim spills a fair bit out of the bowl’s sides.

“Judging by the snares around Uncle Thad, I’m guessing you all have been dealing with weird shit too?” Pumpkin hops off the machine, pausing long enough to try and kick a few of the chairs out from the frame. At least now you know what that noise was, the chairs were dragging across the floor and walls, only stopping thanks to the wide, carpeted aisle of the theater.

Victoria fills her in. “Monster attacked Thad and several others at registration. They were unhurt physically, but showed signs of swift mental regression.”

“I believe you mean signs of being down to party,” Jim disputes. “That crowd rolled through the gym doors ready to rock. They even tried some of the culinary delights I set out, which were getting snubbed by all the boring people.”

You wince, all too capable of imagining what came next. Ingesting one of Jim’s creations is dangerous, combining it with anything else qualifies as absolutely reckless, and mixing it with some sort of existing brain-magic cannot have led to any good results.

“How bad?”

“Bad enough that I don’t think half the people even realized when something else got in,” Pumpkin recounts. “One group had decided to go for a food fight, except they were staging elaborate death monologues for each item before throwing it. Some were pretty captivating too, the lady with the shrimp-skewer had me tearing up.”

“She touched the soul of human suffering,” Jim agrees.

“Anyway, the little pest was quick and scampered out of reach. Kept me so distracted I didn’t realize how many other people were losing their sense of judgement until it was too late. Jim had grabbed the floor-waxer and fog machine from somewhere during the confusion, and he gave me a ride. Although we easily could have gone around the chairs.”

Pumpkin gives your friend a pointed glare, which Jim merely shrugs off. “I wouldn’t have gotten any bonus points if I didn’t hit the chairs. Five hundred each!”

“Oh yeah, Jim also ate a bunch of his own cooking; I think he believes he’s in a video game now. Part of why I took the handlebars.”

It’s a lot to absorb, but you’ve had to roll with much stranger. “Guess this thing wanted quantity over quality and went after the crowd.”

“Crap, sorry everyone.” Thad looks genuinely sad, as though he let you all down by not being more alluring bait.

“Don’t worry about it, I’m the one who wanted to go with a trap,” you remind him.

“We are dealing with an unknown entity, there is little blame to be had in doing our best with the information at hand, and no time to bicker about who deserves it.” Victoria strides forward, into the center of the stage, nimbly stepping between the traps like they aren’t even there. “Based on my knowledge of this school, our possibilities are limited, and none quite fit. There is a mirror in the choir room that can produce twisted duplicates of those reflected, the torched remains of a classroom that attempts to imprison any who step inside, and there was a guardian beast who lurked the halls. Except it was much larger when we fought, and akin to a giant moth in shape. Still, if you wish to see the grave I can lead you there.”

Thinking back to your earlier conversation, you quickly put the pieces together. “Senior year project, I take it?”

“I wasn’t enrolled here for the outstanding scholastics. Father pulled strings behind the scenes, pissing Mom off in the process. He knew as my connection to All Hallows Eve grew stronger, the Thornglade’s pet would sense my Willowbrook blood. Once it caught my scent in earnest, only one of us could survive. Either I would find my power, or I would never stain the family legacy.”

It’s a harsh statement, and one you don’t doubt a single bit. Having met Victoria’s father, there’s very little you’d imagine the man incapable of. “And that’s the family you were so keen to join?”

“No. That’s the family I intend to command. Because when I am it’s head, my methods will be the ones in place, my directives obeyed. All of which comes after we make it through tonight. I know the leads were thin, but they are all I can offer.”

Poll: What Lead Do You Pursue?

The choir room mirror

The burned room

The guardian’s grave
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“I’m not sure how this could be related to a burned room or some cursed mirrors, at least the dead guardian was another creature. It fits better than anything else we’ve got. Victoria, would you show us to the grave?”

“Very well. We came here tonight to visit the past, I suppose we shall see it through.” With a grand sweep of her arms, Victoria steps down from the stage.

Thad is close behind, walking out of the snare circle only seconds before a metal chair glides through the air, bouncing through several ropes and getting tangled in two. “Boooo,” Jim yells. “Why didn’t one of them snag the chair and whip it through the air. I grabbed the power-up that boosts accuracy.” It’s at this point you realize Jim has donned a pair of glasses and added them to his Partyzilla costume, almost certainly taken from one of the other attendees during the chaos.

Of course, the reason that the chair didn’t move is because you would need to yank the right rope and free it’s counterweight. Deciding there’s no harm, you free one of the ropes entangling the chair, sending it whipping up into the catwalk and earning a delighted squeal from Jim.

By the time you make it to the front, everyone has gathered near the exit. At a glance, it’s clear the floor-waxer won’t be going back through the doors, even if all of you could fit on there’s no space for turning it around. Pumpkin does take the fog machine though, after clicking it off. Proceeding on foot, you follow Victoria as she leads you out from the theater.

“Thornglade High was once a very different educational institute. Founded to pass on the ancient ways that elders feared were dying out, it was merely Thornglade, a school among the shadows.” Victoria’s voice is soft, yet not a whisper, as you all make your way through the halls. “That came to an end due to the family’s head having a massive gambling problem. Money was short, debts were called, and when the dust settled power had changed hands. Their new leader was more concerned with surviving to see the next century than preserving the prior one, and set about rebuilding the family’s resources.”

“How does turning their weird academy into a public school help that?”

The answer comes from everyone around you, their words all-but overrunning one another.

“Tax break from a donation,” Thad says.

“Profits from selling the land,” Pumpkin tells you.

“That chudder-wudder cheese man.” You’re not sure if that’s slang for money or gibberish, by this point in most nights Jim’s connection with reality is batting about fifty-fifty.

“I get it, I get it. They turned their school into money.”

Bright red rectangles appear before you all, fire-exit doors that are meant to sound an alarm when parted. Victoria presses them open, and the only sound that comes is that of a gentle wind. “They did, but not happily. Many Thornglades were displeased with the circumstances, believing the day would come when they would return to the old ways. Some of the magics were left on this academy, hidden away so as not to draw too much suspicion. The mirrors, for example, will only activate on a specific day and time unless one knows the incantation. Generations of students have stood before them without any idea of the potential danger.”

Everyone files out, into the evening air. Victoria is cutting a swift path through the night, toward a large tree around the school’s rear. It casts a lonely figure, the only one of its kind in sight. Legends says there was once an entire forest of the dense trees and their twisting, warped branches. Then somebody wanted to expand the parking lot, and this became the lone survivor.

“The guardian was unique. A creature born upon these lands and raised for their protection, moving on was never an option. So the Thornglades kept it weakened, likely expecting it would wither and die. When I arrived, it started to sense my nature, and senior year during the homecoming assembly, it finally made a move.”

Like a bolt, memories bubble up in your mind. The homecoming assembly was one of the few weird occurrences in your boring high school days. A mandatory gathering the day of Thornglade’s biggest football game, you still remember how the electrical surge blew out half the gym lights, showering the entire room in sparks. There had been people yelling and crying, some in true hysterics. A few freaked out so much they thought they saw something… a shape flitting between the lights.

“There was no electrical surge during our assembly, was there?”

Victoria shakes her head, coming to a sudden stop. Following her eyes, you see a hole in the grass, nestled between a pair of the tree’s creeping roots. Her head tilts, and she leans forward, muttering softly. “It wasn’t quite there… but so close.”

The others arrive on the scene, and Jim lets out a low groan. “Oh man, I hope this isn’t another tree that re-animates dead shit. Fighting zombified versions of people’s beloved pets is just a real bummer all around.”

“Kind of glad I missed that one,” Thad admits.

Victoria has her arm jammed into the ground, wiggling it around with growing confusion. Finally she pulls back, casting the dirt from her arm in a single flick. “When I buried the guardian, I put protections over its grave. Unfortunately, because I was young and inexperienced, they were over it in a literal sense, I only protected the top. By chance or design, it seems someone dug deeply nearby and the grave broke open on its side. I can’t be certain we’re facing the guardian returned, but it definitely isn’t down here anymore.”

On instinct, your eyes dart around the empty night, expecting the creature to come lunging out as if on cue. “Is there anywhere it might go?”

“Perhaps. There was a nest in the basement, a place it hid from the world. I wiped it away after our battle, but the area might hold some significance to the creature.”

“So far it’s gone after gatherings of people,” Thad pointed out. “If we find the rest of your classmates, there’s a fair chance it might still be hunting.”

“Or, we go with the obvious solution: big ass light.” Jim beams proudly, only explaining after several seconds of silence. “Because it used to be a moth, and moths like light.”

You look to Pumpkin, who shrugs. “This is your scene, I’m just along for the ride. Although I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on this damn thing, still annoyed that it slipped away the first time.”

Poll: Which Idea Do You Try?

Check the nest

Find the crowd

Big ass light
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“Given how little we know about what’s going on, any strategy seems as good as another. Might as well go with the flashiest of our options, at least maybe we can lure the damn thing out. Big ass light it is.”

Jim lets out a joyful whoop, thrusting his fist into the air, while Pumpkin looks on skeptically. “What light did you even have in mind? It’s a little early for burning down the school.”

Finishing his celebration, Jim points directly to the large shape behind your high school, the very reason that the parking lot needed expanding. It isn’t the largest or most impressive of stadiums, even the name is pretty generous for the football field, bleachers, and snack stand. However, it does have huge, powerful lights designed to turn a dark night brighter than noon on a clear day.

Everyone but Thad is focused on the stadium, realizing the scope of Jim’s plan. Your brother is shooting a concerned look at Pumpkin. “’Early’ implies there’s a point where you would be okay with burning down the school.”

Her response is a casual shrug. “Sometimes the thing you’re fighting won’t die until a burning school falls on its head. Not saying we’re there yet, but you know… hope for the best, brace for the worst.” Hardly the cheeriest of policies, although knowing even part of what Pumpkin has been through in her life, you can see where she’s coming from.

It’s at that moment Jim decides to go racing toward the stadium, and the unsuspecting snack stand that has no idea what is approaching. The rest of you hurry to keep up, or more accurately, you hurry to keep up and the others are nice enough not to entirely spring ahead.

Reaching the stadium, you expect to see Jim waiting by a gate until Victoria does her lock-opening trick again. Instead, he’s already dashing ahead, gate swinging wide open and no lock anywhere in sight. Jim never even has to slow down, there isn’t anything to remove, meaning the stadium was left accessible to anyone walking by.

“An odd lack of defenses,” Victoria notes. Her eyes trace up the nearest set of steps. There’s nothing nearly as fancy as VIP boxes, however the stands do hold one enclosed space. A modest area for the announcers and principals, one with locks to ensure no mischievous students made off with sound equipment.

A bang rings out, causing you to jump, but it turns out to be Jim opening the steel shutters of the snack stand before diving inside. Trusting that he’ll scour every inch of that place, you instead head up toward the announcer box. That’s where the lighting controls will be, along with the likeliest hiding place for whoever left the gate unlocked.

Approaching it cautiously, you peer up, expecting dark windows, only to find there are lights on. Thad gets there before anyone else, pulling the door open without resistance and stepping inside. By the time you arrive, he’s standing in front of the announcer table, looking over what appears to be a pile of junk.

Plastic cubes, bundles of flowers, a weathered photograph, all next to a metal box coated in dirt. Unlike Thad, Victoria does more than look, her hands snake out and snatch up the nearest object: the photograph. You recognize it as one of the old Polaroid-types, a strange relic from the past. Everything on the table is old, you realize, just before Victoria announces her discovery.

“Class of 1981.” She flips the photo around to show the writing on the back, a sea of faded faces not quite discernable on the front. “I think we’re looking at a time capsule.”

Like a shot, Pumpkin dives forward, grabbing you and Victoria by the arms and yanking hard. She pulls the pair of you against the far wall, putting herself between your bodies and the table of dated junk. After several seconds of nothing happening, Pumpkin’s speaks in a noticeably embarrassed tone. “Sorry, did you say time capsule, or rhyme capsule?”

“The first one,” Victoria clarifies.

“Ah, sorry about that. Old habits.” She releases both of you, stepping away.

As you rub your arm, curiosity overtakes your better sense. “What is a rhyme capsule anyway?”

“It would take a while to explain. But if we ever see one, don’t say anything besides ‘orange’.”

While Pumpkin was dragging you across the announcer box, Thad began to mess with the lighting system. After fiddling with a few dials, his hand stumbles across the correct switch, and suddenly the world explodes in light.

Thanks to the angle you were looking out at, you get an eyeful of brightness, taking almost a full minute to blink away. By the time, it clears, you notice room in the box has grown even harder to come by, as Jim is now crammed in as well, along with a trash bag full of what has to be old popcorn.

“What’d I miss?” Flecks of popcorn go flying as he speaks, prompting Thad to hop in with a quick reply before he opts to ask again.

“We found an old time capsule, guess somebody opened it earlier?”

With a snap of her fingers that sounds a touch too much like bones breaking, Victoria leaps back over to the junk. “After they dug it up, most likely unearthing the dead guardian’s spirit in the process.” Her hands run along the dirt, fresh dirt, of something newly unearthed.

“Also, there’s a bunch of people coming into the stadium,” Pumpkin adds. She’s staring down onto the field, where your classmates have indeed begun congregating. A football flies through the air, dug out of some poorly secured equipment shed, and soon bodies no longer fit for it are filling the field as though a decade of time hasn’t them down.

Others are cheering, some drinking and yelling in the stands. You wanted to go back to high school, looks like you’re getting the full experience.

“Anyone else worried they’re going to hurt themselves?” Thad asks.

“Not as much as I’m concerned about the mystical creature attacking,” Victoria counters. “It wasn’t the strategy I might have chosen, but you’ve lured the crowd to us. If the monster still wants to hunt, it will have to come here, assuming it isn’t sneaking around already. The question is, how will we confront it, considering we still have no idea of its form?”

From her pocket, Pumpkin produces an orange lighter with a jack-o-lantern face etched into the front. “Uncle Thad’s suggestion about burning down the school earlier got me thinking: fire does solve a lot of monster-based problems.”

“It was absolutely not my suggestion,” Thad protests. “Personally, I think we should try and organize everyone. They might be a little out-of-it, but nobody is totally gone yet. Many hands make for light work.”

“Hordes of humans can be an effective, if indelicate, resource. I might counsel an approach of lying in wait. Each of us is capable in our own… unique ways.” Victoria’s eyes dart to Jim, whose head is currently buried in the trash bag of popcorn to a worrying depth. “Thus far, the greatest challenge has been in catching the creature. Spreading a wider net offers us a more opportunities to succeed.”

Poll: Which Tactic Do You Try

Spread out and wait

Organize the crowd

Time for fire
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Without any idea what you’re facing, all of the suggestions have some merit, and you flit back and forth between the options, before finally settling on a choice. “Okay, hear me out. Everyone has their own specialties, we’d look to Victoria if we were facing some sort of spooky magic puzzle, or Jim if it was a drug-infused speed-chugging contest.”

That statement manages to yank your roommates’ head up from the popcorn bag, bringing along a spray of kernels with it. “Hell yeah, another of those?”

Pressing on without acknowledging Jim’s interruption, you continue. “My point is, right now we’re facing an unknown monster. And one of us seems to have had a lot of practice fighting their way through exactly this sort of situation.”

You look to Pumpkin, still holding her lighter, and even she looks surprised to be picked. “I have, and I stand by my assessment. Fire kills a ton of magical shit. It goes back to the Primal Light that was first ignited and blah blah blah what matters is supernatural or not, most enemies burn.”

“As do people,” Thad points out. “Of which there are a great deal now filling the stands and field.”

“I didn’t say we spray everyone down in napalm, just make some personal options for when shit inevitably goes wonky.” Pumpkin flinches as a football slams against the announcer box wall, bouncing through the stands back down to the players below. “Or wonkier, I guess.”

She motions to the pile of electronics and junk that occupy up the announcing table. “I can rig up a few igniters and what-not out of this, but I’m going to need some of the booze Jim has got squirreled away.”

“Who-fuck-the-what now?” Jim stammers out, inching toward the door. Victoria is already there though, snagging Partyzilla by the giant lizard head.

“Don’t be a brat, I’ve seen you prepare for these nights; she wouldn’t need your entire supply even if we were spraying down the field.”

Thad is staring at the pile of announcing equipment, glancing from it to Pumpkin. “No one is curious about how she can turn this into some sort of fire-shooting devices? That doesn’t seem weird? She’s not even wearing a MacGyver outfit.”

Everyone stares at Thad, but as his brother, it’s on you to lead him toward the obvious conclusion. “We’re all, um, kind of used to it.”

“She just joined, how would you be… oh. This is what it’s like to be around me, isn’t it?” Thad is no longer so intrigued by the sound equipment, his mind lost in unexpected self-reflection.

Having unloaded five bottles of alcohol from within Jim’s outfit, Pumpkin sets them on the floor, then motions for everyone to step back. “This will go faster without you all up in my space. Go out and start looking for this damn thing, that way we know what to burn once I’m ready.”

Shuffled out the door, the four of you wander down toward the field. A spiraling football whizzes for your head, seconds from impact when Thad’s meaty hand closes around it. Dazed or not, your big brother is keeping an eye out for you.

“Nice catch!” The speaker is on the field, presumably the man who made the terrible throw. “Come on out and get on our team.”

To your surprise, Thad nods, tucking the football under his arm. He pauses just long enough to whisper “I’ll go take a look at the field,” before he’s effortlessly jogging across it. Several men sweating through their dress shirts cheer at the sight of him, while others mutter darkly. The reactions alone pretty well mark the different teams.

“I’ll see what those along the cheerleading lines are up to, and scout for our little friend in the process.” Victoria glides over and effortlessly inserts herself into the conversation. There’s not as much cheering going on as there is drinking wine and occasional jumping, though one dedicated soul apparently dug out the Mr. Scary mascot costume and is dancing around.

“I’d take the snack bar but some totally cool party lizard already ate all the power-ups in there,” Jim says, flecks of telltale popcorn lodged around the face of his costume. “Want to come under the stands to smoke… out any potential monsters?”

If his verbal slip wasn’t telling enough, the enormous joint poking halfway out of his costume sleeve would give it away. “Just keep an eye out for the creature while you’re down there.” You’ve long ago learned that stopping Jim is a fool’s errand, and generally just ends in him becoming even less predictable.

He totters down the stairs to the bottom of the bleachers, passing several people screaming their heads off at what can barely be called a football game. Others are making out, and some are doing substantially more with only the slightest attempts at obfuscation.

The more you watch, the gladder you are not to be attempting any sort of coordination with these people. The football game is mostly bodies slapping into each other, now with Thad walking a few steps until he lets someone tackle him. Those making the hits were more likely to come away hurt, they really were playing like high schoolers, as if their bodies could bounce back from that sort of punishment. The group had no concept of consequences, and since they presumably can’t return from the dead, that’s a dangerous mindset to hold on Halloween.

No one is going harder than the mascot though, dancing and shaking, bounding and waving. You watch as it hops mercurially about, swinging those huge straw hands that always looked a bit too much like claws, stupid collar on its red shirt.

Except… wait. This one doesn’t have a collar. It was added to the mascot outfit during your sophomore year, after the old suit was burned during the senior prank. A horribly dated addition even at the time, the design choice was made to make Mr. Scary seem more hip and cool.

But this one doesn’t have a collar, he’s just like the one staring back from the hallway mural, the original design. A design that was first created in the eighties, according to Victoria. The exact decade someone just unearthed a time capsule from. The creature you were after was small though, a thought that gives you pause just as Mr. Scary takes another bold hop forward.

It ends with him mere inches from Victoria, putting her in potential swiping range. Her attention looks to be on the crowd of people she’s chatting up, everyone ignoring what they probably took for a drunk in a suit. Hell, that’s what it might be, but you’re just not certain.

Poll: What Will You Do?

Sprint over

Yell to Victoria

Walk there calmly
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There are probably merits to every strategy, pros and cons that could be carefully considered, except your feet are already moving by the time you realize the choice has been made. No matter how many assurances you tell yourself about her abilities, there’s still a potential threat slinking up on someone you care about. And that’s not something you can stand around yelling about.

You spring into a diving tackle at the last minute, flying through the air. In terms of form, it’s not great, but when it comes to raw physicality… it’s even worse. Still, you do have one overwhelming advantage when it comes to confrontations: minimal concern about sustaining damage. That’s how you fly directly into Mr. Scary’s torso, not curling in to protect yourself added the extra bit of reach, sending both of you toppling to the ground.

Before you can sort out your surroundings, hands are yanking you back, off of the prone figure still rolling on the ground.

“What the hell man, just cause Darren is stumbling drunk you take a swing?” Several angry faces with the judgement of high schoolers are suddenly snarling around you. Just when it seems like a fight will break out, another voice speaks.

“Wait, I’m not in the suit, I thought it was Claudia.” A man in a formerly-well kept shirt and tie that now bares grass stains looked around in confusion, noticing a blonde woman shaking her head.

“I’ve been over near the box of wine.”

As realization dawns that no one is actually sure who donned the mascot outfit, the crowd creeps away, even as Mr. Scary begins rising up once more. A firm hand on your shoulder reminds you Victoria was nearby, pulling you away.

Back on its feet, Mr. Scary’s grin appears to have taken on a malicious gleam. Tearing fills the air as its body rips open, mounds of stuffing briefly present before expanding, the straw-like skin following. Mr. Scary is growing, and fast. Already it’s past eight feet and only picking up speed.

“I see, so that’s what happened,” Victoria mutters to herself. You whip your head around, expression alone enough to convey the need for more information. “There must have been some sort of Mr. Scary-stuffed-prototype in the time capsule. When they dug up the past and freed the guardian’s spirit, it sought a new form. All that feeding it’s done tonight has evidently allowed for substantial growth.”

That’s certainly one way to phrase it, as Mr. Scary stretches past ten feet, claws and reach expanding right along with it. “You knew it would get that big?”

“Hadn’t the foggiest until the growing started, that’s was the final piece that put things together,” Victoria replies.

“Then why did you pull me back?”

“Because I saw her leave the announcer’s box.” Pointing up the stairs, Victoria motions to Pumpkin dashing toward the field. Under one arm is a bag that was probably once used for transporting audio equipment, clutched carefully tight.

Digging in the bag, Pumpkin produces one of Jim’s bottles, now outfitted with an array of scraped together components. She darts onto the field, pausing only long enough to sling the bag through the air, where it lands safely in Thad’s expert catch.

“Hand out our party favors, and make sure Dad gets the grand finale.” Pumpkin spits the words as she races onward, sprinting at Mr. Scary with undeniable joy shining in her eyes.

Drawing near, she turns her momentum into a spin like a discus-thrower, hurling the bottle on a crash course with Mr. Scary’s head, screaming out a taunt along with her attack.

“Somebody call me the Green Goblin, cause it’s time for a Pumpkin Bomb you straw-stuffed sack of shit!”

Her words and throw land at the same time, with the latter being noticeably more effective. Flames cascade along Mr. Scary’s head, now grown so large even the explosion only tore out a chunk. It lets out a horrendous shriek, blaring through the air with the might of a foghorn. Almost everyone covers their ears, Thad being one of the few exceptions as he takes advantage of the distraction to sneak over.

“Everybody grab one,” he instructs, plucking a device near-identical to the one Pumpkin used out of the bag. Victoria’s hand goes in next, but when Jim’s fingers follow you look up in surprise.

“Thought you were going under the bleachers?”

“Forgot a lighter and there was nobody to borrow from,” he admits, eyes looking past you to the giant burning scarecrow head. “But don’t you worry, I’ve got myself an idea.”

“Just make sure it’s dead first,” you suggest, taking the last device for yourself. Unlike the others, it’s got a lot more than just a few electronics slapped on; this thing is bordering on a dystopian sci-fi aesthetic. You can’t be sure exactly what it will do, but every ounce of wisdom you possess whispers to detonate it from a distance.

Another screech fills the air, this one angrier than before, and Pumpkin’s voice follows shortly after. “Any time somebody wants to help distract this thing would be great!”

Despite knowing you’re holding the finale, you still try to start forward, unable to take more than two steps before Thad is already sprinting ahead, hurling his bomb like the football he effortlessly tossed around on the field. It lands in Mr. Scary’s stomach, exploding in a blast of flame and leaving a visible hold in his gut.

Victoria and Jim are moving as well, spreading out as they ready their own bombs. Jim produces a slingshot from within his Partyzilla outfit, while Victoria is just sort of holding her bomb casually out. Both launch at the same time, in a manner of speaking. Jim shoots his, scoring a shoulder hit, but Victoria merely tosses hers into the air.

From the sky, a raven swoops down and plucks up the bomb, flying it over and dropping the device directly onto Mr. Scary’s head, creating a crater in the top of that enormous straw skull.

Between the fire and the wounds, Mr. Scary looks good and softened up, time for you to finish things off. The trouble is, there are still people in the area, and you’re not sure just how much boom the finale is packing. Searching around, you can only see a few places without anyone nearby.

There’s the deserted end zone, since neither team was anywhere near scoring, but that’s a pretty wide-open space. If anything goes flying off, it might fall into the crowd. You could try leading it under the bleachers, Jim just said there wasn’t anyone in there. Although that was several minutes and a giant monster ago, things might have changed. Then again, you could try leading it away from everyone entirely, heading back toward the school. It means hopping over a fence, since heading through the gate would lead Mr. Scary toward the crowd, but if you’re spry enough it could be doable.

Poll: Where Do You Lead Mr. Scary?

Under the bleachers

To the end zone

Toward the school
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While there is a risk of flying debris, you’re reasonably certain it’s less dangerous than a giant flaming scarecrow monster tearing up the support for the bleachers, or stomping on everyone after you get crushed halfway up a fence. Running for the end zone is the best idea you can spot in a bad situation, so you barrel forward with all you’re worth.

Determination is all well and good, however Mr. Scary has a substantial height advantage, those vast legs sending feet like anvils down as you run between them. It’s a bold maneuver that just barely succeeds, the burning wounds seem to have knocked Mr. Scary off-balance. On the plus side, you certainly have his attention as you sprint for the end zone.

The drawback, however, is that the huge legs are also useful for closing distances. It takes Mr. Scary a few seconds to swing around and face you, but once the turn is done you can feel the ground shake as a chase begins. Dashing on, you try to dart and weave, taking advantage of your smaller size and mobility.

A claw from Mr. Scary digs a groove deep into the football field, which is a good thing because you’re pretty sure that attack would split a person clean through. More of the claws rain down, Mr. Scary is swinging whenever you change direction, trying to limit your dodging. Risking a glance up ahead, you catch sight of your goal and formulate what might, under the kindest of circumstances, be called a plan.

Putting everything you’ve got into one last push, you abandon the zig-zagging and fall into an all-out dash, running right for the end zone. Mr. Scary continues pursuit, letting the claws fall away as it races after you. Both of you hurry along the field, at last crossing into the end zone, where you run all the way to the other side.

Mr. Scary, being not only a burning scarecrow monster, but an enormous burning scarecrow monster, slams into the field goal posts headfirst, cracking off one-side of the equipment and tearing another chunk from the burned section of its head. The creature staggers back before landing on it’s rear, momentarily dazed by the unexpected blow.

The instant Mr. Scary is distracted, you’ve already whirled around, Pumpkin’s finale in your hands. Running right back past your pursuer, you pause only long enough to hurl the bomb into its lap, then bolt ahead once more. Exhaustion creeps into your lungs and legs, the earlier athletics making their toll known.

Although your pace slows, you continue running as fast as your body will allow. Mr. Scary is to your rear, but you can already picture how it will rise up once more, ready to continue the battle. Before it can do so, knocking the bomb off in the process, Pumpkin will set off the explosion. So all you can do is put as much possible distance between yourself and the device before-

BOOM!

A wave of force lifts you from the ground, hurling you forward. Swinging your arms, you fly through that air, hurtling past Victoria, who is standing at the forefront with a fearsome gaze in her eye. Before you can smash into the ground, strong arms snap you out up, Thad leaping forth to catch you at the perfect angle, letting you both land safely.

Waiting for the wave of heat and sound, you instead feel something else wash through you. Not quite tangible, it’s more a sense of a sense than anything so mundane as fire. You twist around to find Victoria staring at a dark field. Only the crackling remains of Mr. Scary can be seen, quickly eroding to ash. Scorches mar the grass, and a crater now marks the detonation point in the actual end zone, but otherwise there is no sign of the explosion.

“What… where?”

“I offered the flames invitation somewhere more hospitable, and they accepted.” Victoria says, stating it with the kind of certainty that could almost let you accept it as a real explanation.

“Bigger question, did we get the monster?” Thad asks, lowering you to the ground. Pumpkin and Jim are jogging over, and from behind them you hear the crowd murmuring.

“Oh god, my back, what the fuck am I doing trying to play football?”

“Does anyone have a wrap or an extra shirt? Not sure why I decided to turn this blouse into a mid-riff, but I’m having regrets.”

“I’m glad they got the scarecrow, what about that stork stealing all the noodles?”

That last one has you looking around in confusion, before remembering that whether your classmates are cured from whatever Mr. Scary did or not, they still ingested some of Jim’s specialty creations. Not even sudden magical mental maturing was enough to dull that kind of high.

By the time you’ve looked back, Victoria is nodding. “Based on what I can see of its energies, and the return of our classmates’ judgement, the guardian seems to have been very thoroughly purged. Pumpkin was correct, fire does an outstanding job.”

Together, the four of you stare at the burning form of the high school mascot, reflecting on the perils of the night, and perhaps the past in general. It lasts for almost an entire minute before Jim throws his hands up.

“Well, I’m bored. And it’s not even midnight yet, we wrapped shit up kind of early this year. Early enough that I bet we could still put these VIP Passes to use.”

“Fun as that sounds, we should really stick around here to make sure everyone is okay,” Thad suggests. “We can also dance and drink, have fun at the reunion like we’d planned. Assuming the party area isn’t totally trashed.”

Pumpkin and Jim share a brief glance before Pumpkin hurriedly offers up another option. “Or we could go grab some food and watch a midnight screening of something scary. You have those dine-in movie places in this world, right?”

You keep watching Mr. Scary, waiting for the nearly wrecked form to rise again, only for the head to fall away and crumble entirely. With the rest of the reunion heading back inside and Mr. Scary transforming into ash, there’s not much more to do out here. It’s been a long night, but you managed to keep everyone safe and still have some Halloween left to burn.

Poll: How Do You Spend the Rest of Halloween

Swing by the amusement park

Stay at the reunion

Catch a movie
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“In fairness to Jim, we did raid his supply pretty heavily to make the plan work. I can think of worse ways to make it up to him than rides, food, and fun. And VIP passes sure don’t hurt.”

Jim lets out a Partyzilla roar, screeching deep into the night with the howl, while Victoria hits a few buttons on her cell phone. Moments later, the lights of her limousine appear, moving steadily toward your location.

“Should we have someone driving on the grass like that?” Thad points out.

“Why? You think we might damage the field?” Pumpkin’s eyes dart over to the crater, half-torn down goal post, and steadily growing pile of ash that used to be Mr. Scary. You’re not sure who is going to get blamed for all of this, but the groundskeeping staff will probably be demanding a raise come Monday morning.

After looking at that, none of you really worry about the tire tracks that Victoria’s limousine leaves behind. It speeds off, past the high school where people are slowly making their way inside, several nursing sprained ankles and sore backs. In no time, you’re on the highway, blazing across town like there’s no traffic to be seen. Whether it’s actually clear out there or Victoria’s driver is merely finding a clear way, you don’t bother glancing from the window to find out.

By the time you all arrive at Shoddyland, Jim has finished the rest of his homemade edibles and bursts from the limo making laser-gun noises with his mouth. It’s a good thing Jim has those VIP passes, because he barely even registers that there is a line, leaving you to clear things up with security.

After explaining your way past, thanks in large part to a pointed look from Victoria at the poor soul manning the entrance, you let the scene wash over you. Flashing lights, plastic masks, “creepy” music and sounds booming through the speaker-system. It’s unexpectedly nice, a reminder of Halloween’s more tame, less life-threatening side. A side you might start seeing more of, now that Victoria won’t be asking you to tagalong on any family business.

You put the thought out of mind as Thad hands out giant corn dogs with mustard and ketchup carefully layered on top to create the poor illusion of a severed finger. They taste better than they look, enough so that Jim wolfs his down in three bites and then races off toward the nearest ride: a giant spinning cylinder that seems like the last thing anyone should ride after eating. Thad darts off after him, while Victoria mutters something about finding paper towels.

Sitting alone on a bench with your daughter from a wiped-out timeline, you’re struck by the joyful mundanity of it all. You start to mention that to Pumpkin, but she’s already speaking.

“This is nice, isn’t it?” She leans back against the bench, autumn breeze tussling the orange streak in her hair. “The park, the fun, the normalcy.”

“Believe it or not, I was just thinking the same thing.”

“Oh trust me, I believe it. Of course I believe it. It’s what you’re supposed to be thinking.” Pumpkin laughs, even as her gaze takes on a hard edge. “Because this is a trap.”

Instantly, you look up, scanning the area for Mr. Scary to come lumbering into view, burned out head screeching for revenge. Instead, you only see Shoddyland wearing it’s Halloween decorations, several attendants watching the spinning cylinder with worry in their eyes, and Victoria walking back with an armload of paper towels. No danger, nothing to fear, except maybe for those poor souls sharing that ride with Jim and Thad.

“Not that kind of trap,” Pumpkin clarifies, watching you hurriedly hunt for an impending threat. From a pocket of her outfit, she produces the EverKey, holding it up. As you examine the artifact, a small hum of power catches your notice. It harkens back to the power the EverKey showed when the night first started, like an echo of a note that will eventually grow into a symphony.

“I don’t understand,” you admit.

“It’s charging again, which means it’s still working. Next Halloween, the way out should be open once more. That’s why we’re sitting here, enjoying the kind of night you wish could go on forever. You need to want that, more than your own freedom, to stay imprisoned. But what happens when the key doesn’t charge again? When there’s no more need for any carrot?” Pumpkin puts the EverKey away, waving Victoria over to your location. “Maybe torment, or nothing, or maybe you will get infinite nights like this, I can’t really say. But when the way out closes, so too goes our leverage. Something wants you complacent, and in my experience, that’s when you should be running the fastest.”

Pumpkin lets the topic fall away as Victoria approaches, though you’re sure to hear more about it in the year to come. But those are concerns for next Halloween, and currently you all have to deal with Jim doing a poltergeist impression. In an odd twist of luck, thanks to the ride’s motion Jim’s lost corndog and prior snacks landed on those to his left, and Thad had taken a seat on the right. Of course, it was a twist of bad luck for those in the left-side seats, but at least you didn’t have to scrub vomit off of a giant lizard costume.

The rest of the evening passes in a whirl of rides, drinks, and food, until you end the night in your VIP seats watching the Halloween Parade pass by. Sitting with your friends, stomach full of fried foods and blood warmed by sugary drinks loaded with alcohol, watching people dance around while clad in impressively complex costumes, you can’t ask for a much better ending to a Halloween night.

That sentiment lasts only until you see Jim slam a baggie of some unknown substance into his drink, chug the whole thing, and leap to his feet pointing at a performer in a dragon costume. Shrieking only the words “Kaiju Fight!” Jim leaps for the parade, forcing the rest of you to hurriedly give chase. It might not be the most peaceful of ways to finish a Halloween, but it does feel oddly fitting in…

The Ninth End


Year 10



1


“Well?”

Wilbur turns, modeling the bespoke suit from all angles. It’s perfectly tailored to him, and has to be, because Wilbur is a large animated skeleton created by a concentrated dose of Halloween magic. A blast conjured by you, roughly a decade prior. Since then Wilbur has been a roommate, a friend, and easily the most success member of your abode.

“I think it looks snazzy,” Pumpkin compliments. Although your escaped daughter from a lost timeline is technically older than all of your friends, much of her memories and experience were lost when breaking into this world. That might be why she’s knocking back a harvest ale with a whiskey chaser despite the sun not even being down yet.

Then again, that could easily be Jim’s influence.

Your third roommate isn’t around currently, running late due to some wacky antic or another. Pumpkin came over before the traditional Halloween outing to have a chat, but Wilbur’s crisis of confidence interrupted you.

“I’m not usually this nervous, but we’re talking about a big international expansion for Dem Bones coffee. I really want to wow.”

“They’re flying you all the way to Japan for the meeting, I’d say they’re pretty interested,” Pumpkin assures him.

Thoroughly mollified, Wilbur returns to his room to pack, the suit in question going into a large bag where it would be carefully stored to minimize wrinkles. Once the door has closed, Pumpkin’s expression grow serious as she pulls a glowing key out from her bag.

The EverKey, a magical artifact of conveniently undefined power, one that supposedly holds the way out of some sort of theoretical trap. A tool that Pumpkin has been eager to use on you since her arrival, which might have gone over well enough except for the fact that-

“I need to stab you with this tonight.”

Yeah, that would be the main hurdle. Though Pumpkin has certainly never steered away from facing such an uncomfortable condition.

“Believe it or not, I have been listening all year when you kept reiterating that,” you assure her. “Every time I say no it strengthens the cage, we don’t know how many chances I’ll even get, and replacing the key isn’t very viable. I know it’s a big deal.”

“Yet you still haven’t decided to accept what must be done.” Pumpkin sets the key down on the coffee table, causing her drinks to rattle from its weight. “If you set your mind now, it will be easier to refuse the inevitable temptations.”

Rather than ask, you tilt your head to the side, earning an annoyed sigh from Pumpkin.

“So apparently you haven’t been listening that closely, because as I warned you, forces will conspire to keep you from using this key. Temptations will attempt to lead you astray for another year, emptying the hourglass until our chance is gone.”

If Pumpkin hadn’t literally saved and escaped her own reality, it would be virtually impossible to take the paranoid notion of cosmic forces giving a shit about anything you do seriously. But there’s undeniably a force at work, one strong enough to yank you back from the grips of death over and over.

Still, doesn’t the idea of active temptations sound a tad far-fetched? “Halloween is usually pretty exciting, sure, but I doubt-”

The front door slams open as Jim comes staggering through, five shiny plastic squares clutched in his hand. “I did it! I mother fucking did it! Eat my ass Probability, you fickle bastard.”

There’s not even time to ask what’s going on, as Jim rushes forward, thrusting the plastic squares toward you. “The Boo-Beer-Brawl, I finally got us tickets to the Boo-Beer-Brawl! Over a hundred breweries facing off with their best products, voted on by the crowd trying their samples, food provided by beloved local eateries to keep people somewhat sober. It’s the best booze event of the year and I scored us five tickets!”

“How the hell did you swing that?”

“The opportunity kind of hit me out of nowhere,” Jim explains, and for the first time you notice the right half of his outfit has been ripped up. “By which I mean an executive for the event rolled through a Stop sign and popped me back a few feet. This was my ‘go-away’ payment.”

Pumpkin is giving you a pretty pointed look, to which you do offer a small nod of acknowledgement. “Granted, that’s admittedly a little weird by normal standards, but not too out there for Jim.”

“Um, knock knock?” Your older brother Thad steps through the still open door, the first arrival to already be clad in his costume. With his tropical shorts, rash guard shirt, and toy board, it’s an obvious surfer-dude costume, which does fit Thad’s general look quite well. “You guys really should close this.”

“Open doors mean open opportunities.” Jim has moved to the kitchen, still staring rapturously at the plastic passes, even as he works one-armed to fix himself a drink.

“And bugs,” Thad counters. “So what’s the plan for Halloween? Is tonight the big night?”

Ignoring Pumpkin’s burning gaze, you instead answer Thad’s question. “We’re still kind of sorting things out. Did you have something in mind if not?”

“Actually, yeah.” Thad heads to the living room and sits down in a free chair, his sizable mass rocking it slightly. “Weirdest thing, a bunch of staff at my office got food poisoning today; all people who were going to work our company’s float in the town Halloween parade. I agreed to try and help cover, and if you want to pitch in, we could use the bodies. There’s an open bar fully stocked with top-shelf products, lots of snacks and treats, general fancy big corporate money setup. Plus I’ve heard the parade itself is a wild time.”

“Okay, that might, might be an acceptable substitute for the Boo-Beer-Brawl.” Jim appears to be fighting the words free from his mouth, helped by the combination of liquors poured loosely into his plastic cup.

Since you’re actively staring away from Pumpkin, you have a good view of the still open front door, which Victoria steps through, a large cloak covering most of her outfit from view. She seems to glide as much as walk, the only noise coming from the rustle of three garment bags tossed over her shoulder, stopping a few feet from the couch where you’re sitting.

“Good evening all. I trust I have arrived before Merlin marks our traditional starting point.” Victoria’s eyes linger on the EverKey, still glowing as it rests heavy on the coffee table.

“He’s been delaying it as long as he can,” Pumkin informs her. “And now there’s a beer festival and a Halloween parade to try and pull him away.”

Considering one of the choices being offered involves getting stabbed in the heart, it certainly seems like there’s defendable merit in thinking things over carefully, but the time to decide is drawing nigh. Everyone is watching you, save for Wilbur who has other things on his plate, waiting to see where the night will lead them.

Poll: What Will You Choose?

Boo-Beer-Brawl

Halloween Parade

Use the EverKey
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Taking a long breath, you slowly respond. “I guess… if you’re sure it’s the right thing… maybe we can try the EverKey.”

Wait, you’re doing what?

“Finally!” In a snap of motion, Pumpkin is already going, the EverKey snatched up from its position on the coffee table. All around you, the others speak.

Thad taps his longboard once. “Just me let get into something more-”

Jim is heading for the bedroom. “I need to grab a few-”

Victoria has moved closer to you, one of the garment bags slipping to the forefront. “Of course we’ll need to ensure-”

They all stop at the same time, however, cut off by the wet squelch of a metal object carving into your chest. Pumpkin pushes, driving it in deeper, whispering as she works. “No more tricks. No more distractions. This ends tonight.”

When Pumpkin described stabbing you in the heart with the EverKey, part of you assumed it would be a magical process, the enchanted tool sliding into some symbolic lock of your soul. Instead, the cold hunk of metal is sticking out of your chest as you collapse to the ground, darkness closing in.

You’re dying, this close to the end you can feel the rush of familiar memories, the myriad of times you’ve previously met your end. Yet the world doesn’t halt or rewind, untwisting the most recent turn of fate. Instead, the EverKey only glows brighter and brighter as the world appears to fall away into shadow.

Pumpkin is holding onto you tightly, her resolute expression a humorous contrast to the streak of orange running through the hair above it. Nails painted a familiar shade of purple take hold of your other arm, as Victoria appears overhead. Staggering into view from the edge of the room are Jim and Thad, who each take hold of a leg.

Shadow and darkness crash over you all, the grasp of death somehow diverted by the magical artifact jammed into your sternum. Slowly, the waves ebb, then partially recede. Their lingering touch stains everything around you, a sense of unease permeating the living room, which feels somehow slightly off in a way you can’t quite pin down.

With a thunk the EverKey slides from your chest, the eyes in its skull burning fiercely. Your body is healed, no sign of the wound that unleashed the tide of terror. Pumpkin doesn’t need to goad you to pick it up, the object calls to you now, as though you are connected.

“Was that it? Is he free?” Thad asks, the subtle tones of fear in his voice giving away the query as wishful thinking.

“Barely the beginning,” Pumpkin replies. “That was just to get us here.”

“The living room? Seems like overkill.” Jim walks over to the kitchen fridge and pops it open, coming out with a beer. “Wait, what the shitberry sundae is this doing here?”

Raising his hands, Jim brings into view a bottle of Slizarast Stout, an old favorite beer you haven’t been able to get for years. That’s mostly because you spent a Thanksgiving tangling with old Slizarast himself, who was using the proceeds to fuel an interdimensional portal for an invasion. Sadly, when his factory was destroyed, the recipe and supply of beer were all lost too.

Ripping the cap off, Jim guzzles it down before anyone can shout a word of caution, smacking in satisfaction. “Yup, that’s the real deal.”

“Perhaps you should all join me in looking beyond these four walls,” Victoria calls from the open door no one bothered to close. Jogging over, you try to brace for whatever strange sights are awaiting. Monsters, mayhem, you may even be gazing onto hell itself.

Instead, what awaits you is perhaps the one sight you were in no way expecting: your own house. It’s right there across the street, and again slightly further down, and again next to the home you’re currently standing in. Up and down the street, your house, repeating over and over.

“Weird.” Thad’s voice behind nearly makes you leap out of your skin, but he pretends not to notice as he peers over your head. “There’s so many, and with only minor differences.”

“What differences?” You strain to see, catching the first inconsistency even as the question leaves your mouth. On the house across the street, one of the rain gutters has been knocked askew. The one next door has a bicycle on the porch. Near the end of the block, you notice one of the homes has a mailbox decorated to look like a horrific tentacle monster.

That one snags your attention, pulling at a memory from recent years. “Hang on, I know that mailbox. Jim was dead-set on putting it up for the longest time. Wilbur and I had to beat him at high-stakes-roommate-board-game-night to finally settle the issue.”

“Fucking bullshit Parcheesi,” Jim mutters darkly, a duffel bag from his room slung over his shoulder.

“What does it mean though?” Turning to your friends, none glow with the flash of an epiphany, though Victoria appears contemplative.

After staring out the door for a touch longer, she finally speaks. “I have… a notion. One that is quite rough, and would require more extensive searching of the area to be sure. It may not be worth spending the time staying put, however. Even for all I have been shown and told, we are beyond the limits of my knowledge.”

Rattling from the kitchen pulls your attention to Jim, who is stuffing beers into his duffel bag. “I’m cool with whatever! Just loading up on some essential supplies.”

It’s nice to know that even in a weird repeating house world, some things are still consistent.

“My instinct is to move,” Thad pitches in. “There has to be more than just this house over and over. Any journey that starts with getting impaled through the heart isn’t going to be easy, I’d bet whatever we’re after is a long trek from here.”

“You’re probably not wrong, but I doubt it will be as easy as taking a stroll,” Pumpkin says. “Personally, if it were me, I’d say we don’t set foot out that door until we’ve scoured this place for some potential weapons. It’s not, though. You’re the one with the EverKey, you lead the way.”

Poll: What Plan Do You Use?

Explore the wider area

Search nearby homes for clues

Look for weapons in the house
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“Victoria has the start of an idea, that’s better than the rest of us just hoping to find what we need.” You step out the door, tensing for an ambush that doesn’t come. “Let’s go check the other houses for clues.”

Victoria arrives at your side seconds later, Thad and Pumpkin right behind you, with Jim bringing up the rear as well as his duffel bag of clinking bottles. “Isn’t that going to slow you down?”

“Don’t worry, it’s going to get a lot lighter real fast.” Jim proves his point by finishing the beer in his hand and tossing it back into the living room, pulling out another without breaking stride.

Moving as a group, you slowly trek across the street, heading toward the next copy of your house. From the road, you’re able to see more, and thankfully this isn’t just a world of the same house endlessly. Some ways off, you spot taller buildings. In another direction, you can make out what appears to be a handful skyscrapers, or the same one repeated, near hunks of metal sticking up. In the longer distance, you’re pretty sure you see a mountain or two, though it’s so far away you can’t be sure.

Then, to your surprise, one of the potential mountains is gone. No matter how you blink and turn your head, it’s simply not there, lost in the indistinct darkness covering the horizon.

“It’s an interesting sight, but let’s not dally in the open,” Thad suggests, gently tugging on your sleeve.

You leave the case of the vanishing shape in the distance for another time, following the others through what feels like the same door you just left. Upon entry, there are a few differences, however. This house still has your old rug, from before Jim got the idea to test his homemade fireworks indoors. There’s a nicer TV too, maybe because this household didn’t have to pay to replace a large area rug.

“So weird. It’s basically deja-your-room.” Pumpkin pokes the walls at random intervals, making sure they’re actually where they appear to be.

The familiar sound of a fridge opening informs you Jim has found the kitchen, though the indignant squawk that follows would have tipped you off as well. “Tea? Lemonade? Water? In a fridge? What sorts of sick bastards were living in here? There better be hallucinogenics lacing all of these.”

As Jim guzzles down lemonade, Victoria walks between the rooms, carefully looking each one over. By the time the pitcher is dry, she’s back at the front door. “Another house, please.”

Together, you all check out the house next door, then one back across the street, before Victoria asks to examine a final home. This time, you all walk to one at the end of the block, sitting on the corner.

Upon entry, it’s clear this home is different. Burn marks mar the living room and kitchen, huge sections of the wall have been ripped away, and an entire chunk of the second floor has fallen through. You all stand there, staring in shock, unsure of what to do. Well, almost all of you, anyway.

“Ummm, I think you might want to see this,” Jim calls from the kitchen. The fridge he was no doubt heading toward has been left on its side, but his eyes are resting on the kitchen island, where words have been carved into the granite surface.

One of these things is unlike the others,

One of these things is wrong.

One of these things is unlike the others,

And you’ve known it all along.

“Riddle?” Thad asks.

“Seems that way,” Pumpkin agrees. “Could be talking about the houses, but all of them have a little variance. This one is the most different we’ve seen.”

“Or perhaps we’ve yet to find the puzzle whose solution it hints toward. In places such as these, it behooves us to move with open minds and cautious steps.” Victoria runs her hands along the etchings before turning to face you all. “However, I do believe I have seen enough to form a proper theory as to what these-”

“Dearest Lady Willowbrook, won’t you come out to play?”

You, Jim, and Victoria all freeze at the sound of that voice. Thad and Pumpkin are unbothered by it, because they weren’t around to meet the owner. A lean man with a gaunt face and a dirty suit, flanked by ghouls and leaving a trail of soulless scarecrows in his wake.

Talbot Whispers, the leader of a rival family who’d nearly sacrificed Victoria’s little sister and turned Jim into a husk of himself.

“Do hurry, my children are growing so restless, and ravenous.”

“So, that’s a bad guy I’m guessing?” Thad asks, looking around for a weapon and giving the fridge a test lift. Scarily enough, he actually gets it off the ground.

“Real dick-pickler named Talbot,” Jim says, pounding the rest of his current beer and setting the bottle down. “Been wanting to take a second crack at that guy ever since he tried to turn me into a scarecrow. No lungs, no mouth, no liver…” Jim shudders visibly.

“Wasn’t it also stealing your soul?” You point out.

To that, Jim merely shrugs. “We saw undead creatures get high like four Mardi Gras ago, doesn’t seem like the soul really matters there.”

“No offense to Jim, but if this is a fighting situation, maybe I should handle it,” Thad offers, that toppled fridge still in his grip.

“Dude, step off and find your own rematch. I’ve got this.” Jim starts rummaging around in his duffel bag again, causing a riotous clanging.

Pumpkin walks back over to the living room and picks up a hunk of wood from the collapsed flooring. “Or, here’s a crazy idea, let’s not act like video game henchman and instead go beat this guy’s ass together.”

Only Victoria is remaining quiet, at least until she notices you staring at her. “Were that truly Talbot Whispers out there, I think any of the plans would end in success. But this is not the world we know, nor do I suspect that is the real Talbot Whispers. Whatever he is, though, we must assume it to be dangerous.”

“My patience is wearing thin, Lady Willowbrook” the voice calls from outside. “As thin as those plaster walls that will offer you only seconds of protection.”

Poll: What Will You Do?

Let Thad handle it

Let Jim handle it

Go out together
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“Splitting up sounds like a rookie move,” you announce. “Let’s go out there and face him together!”

“Why wait?”

The words are softly spoken, what some might call a whisper, but the avalanche of noise on their heels is another matter. Ghouls come bursting through the walls and windows. Jim is tackled to the ground with his hand still stuck in his duffel bag, Thad pins a pair of monsters against a wall with his fridge, and Pumpkin is smashing heads with her wooden weapon. Victoria stands near you, blood staining her costume-covering cloak as her nails cut through limbs and necks with ease.

Your friends are skilled and powerful in their own right, unfortunately, they are also only four people. Every second, more ghouls rip into the home, surrounding you all. A scream from the ground where Jim fell is the first, then a short-lived yelp from Pumpkin before she vanishes under a tide of pale arms and crooked teeth. Thad’s powerful swings keep the horde at bay for a time, but once they commit to rushing him, even his fridge can’t halt them all.

With inevitable death creeping nearer, you look to Victoria, still slashing like a woman possessed. Her ferocity and determination are a sight to be admired, which you do. Pumpkin said you weren’t free yet, so there’s no reason death should stop you now, but nothing seems sure since that key was thrust into your chest.

Strong hands grab at your limbs, ripping and biting, your gaze locked on Victoria. If this is your final farewell, there are worse sights than seeing someone you care about fight to keep you safe in this…

Dead End
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The suggestion to go out together stops dead on your tongue, flashes of fingers and teeth tearing into your flesh. Overwhelmed by the momentary distress, you stagger forward, in the process tilting your head slightly toward Jim. Your roommate takes this as an order, digging around for several more seconds before yanking out a familiar object.

As a hammer, it isn’t all too impressive, certainly nothing someone would right myths about. But the decorative stickers of lightning bolts arranged to look like what might very generously be called a person fashioned to its handle are crackling with power. Maybe it’s leftover juice from being magicked real so many times, maybe the rules of this place have some Halloween overlap.

Whatever the cause, you grin as the waves of fear and flickers of death fade away, hope surging through you. “Jim’s right. He’s got this.”

“Does he now?”

You aren’t surprised when ghouls come ripping through the walls and windows again, but it’s already too late. Lifting the hammer overhead, Jim screams to the heavens. “Wherever good times are in danger of being harshed, Godpunch Lightning-Fucker will be there!”

A boom rattles the house as the kitchen is consumed in an explosion of crackling energy, causing a shockwave that sends the ghouls scattering. When the dust clears, Jim is adorned in the full costume of Godpunch Lightning-Fucker, the character he made an entire comic for about order to justify the over-powered costume.

Through the hole in your home that used to be a kitchen, you can make out Talbot Whispers standing in the street, a veritable sea of ghouls around him. He looks similar to your last meeting, yet off as well. A different shade of suit, and his wispy thin hair was styled with a part.

All of which are details that you’re ignoring to stare incredulously at Jim, who is literally glowing with power. “Dude! The fuck?”

“What? You know about Godpunch. Been a while, but we’ve used his costume a few times,” Jim replies.

“Yeah, I know, because I had to scream that ridiculous line to activate his powers. The co-eds in danger one?” While Pumpkin and Thad look confused, Victoria sighs and rubs her temples.

Jim taps the hammer on the counter as he thinks, smashing it to bits. Nearby, the ghouls are starting to recover, staggering back to their feet. “Oh… OH! Yeah man, I added the new line around issue five, in case I need it to turn on the powers one day. You can’t go around screaming shit like that.”

You strangle a scream to silence in your throat, aware this isn’t the time or place for such a discussion. Besides, it’s not like he’s wrong.

A nearby gang of ghouls burst into motion, racing toward Pumpkin. They barely get three steps before a bolt of lightning white as the driven snow rips through their torsos, leaving nothing but ash behind. Jumping over to Pumpkin, you grab her shoulder and shake it. “Head in the game! You’ve seen Jim do weirder shit than this.”

“I’m not looking at Jim.” Pumpkin points out the hole in the door, and you follow her finger’s trail. Past the stampeding ghouls, past Talbot Whispers, past the roofs of repeating houses. Out to the horizon, which seems substantially closer than you remember. At first, it appears to be undulating, until the series of small motions finally become recognizable.

Gnashing mouths and grasping hands. The darkness on the horizon is a wave made of shadowy appendages annihilating anything in their path. No wonder that shape in the distance vanished earlier, the horizon reached it and there was nothing left.

“Shit shit shit!” You yank Pumpkin with you, scrambling back toward Jim as he blasts another group of ghouls. So far he’s fending them off well, but there are just so damn many of the things. You pause to try and ask where they all came from, however claps of thunder from Jim’s bolts make communication difficult.

In the end, you settle for pointing toward the slowly approaching darkness and keeping your words concise. “We have to go!”

“Not so sure they’re going to be on board with that plan,” Thad says, nodding toward the mass of monsters swarming toward the house.

“Strange, they aren’t clustered near the rear.” Victoria is checking out the back patio, revealing a yard mercifully free from any ghouls you can see. Considering the visible ones move with all the subtlety of Jim during last call, a force hiding in ambush strikes you as unlikely.

“Then make a run for it!” More bolts fly from Jim, roasting the approaching monsters and filling the air with a smell that is both horrifying and ever-so-slightly adjacent to food, which only makes it all the worse. “I’ve got a magic hammer and a duffel bag full of beer, I can stand here all night.”

A nice thought, but you can’t help raising your eyes toward that approaching wave of hungry darkness. While it’s not upon you yet, the distance is undeniably shrinking. Jim doesn’t appear to be having any trouble with Talbot or his mob; a wave of raw magical force might be another matter.

“I’d love some other suggestions,” you call out. Victoria and Pumpkin open their mouths, while Thad is busy hurling his fridge at a cluster of ghouls trying to come at Jim from the side.

Before either can speak, a  horrendous wailing fills the air. Every ghoul, in unison, is screeching their undead lungs out. The noise strikes your ears like a physical force. Through the cacophony, you see Victoria’s mouth moving, probably offering up the suggestion that you flee for your lives. Pumpkin’s voice is equally silenced, though she was likely suggesting you sprint like hell.

Every second you stand there in the synchronized screaming symphony is causing your head to hurt worse, and Jim’s bolts can’t wipe them all out at once. Looks like you’d better make a choice, and you’ve got three excellent options to pick from. Make a run for it, flee for your lives, or sprint like hell.

“Wait… what,” you try to mumble, words drowned out by the cacophony of ghoul screeches.

It’s so strange that you’re confused. After all, you’re the one who wanted to take the ride off the rails. Is it really so shocking that things aren’t quite working as usual?

Poll: What Will It Be?

Make a run for it

Sprint like hell

Flee for your live
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With no other true choice, you sprint like hell. Out the back patio door, through the gate, and onto another street of repeating homes, this time viewed from the rear. Pumpkin, Thad, and Victoria are all close on your heels, however the steady booms shaking the air tell you that Jim is holding the line, beating back the hordes of ghouls attempting to give chase.

Sneaking a look behind, you see his illuminated form outlined against the mass of bodies, a beer bottle tipped back as he smashes his hammer through a ghoul’s skull. Catching your eye, he gives you a smile and a tip of the drink, one last toast to send you on your way.

Between the continued screeching of the ghouls and the steady blasts coming from Jim’s hammer, there’s no chance for conversation as you all run. Street after street flies by as you race to put distance between yourself, the ghouls, and most of all the approaching wave. Between the adrenaline and panic, you have no idea how long you run for.

Only that you stop because of the silence. The collective ghoul screech and thunderous claps have been fading as you made progress, but suddenly they’re just gone. The world around you is silent, save for your own heavy panting contrasted with the more measured breathing from the other three. More importantly, however, the scenery has finally changed.

Looking around, you recognize what appears to be a beat up old roller-coaster. There’s a few dozen iterations of the same carousel, rows of snack tents, and a five stages, one of which you recognize from your Halloween spent at the Happy-Ween carnival. They didn’t have nearly this selection of rides, some of which are dilapidated while others appear fresh and new.

“Victoria, what’s your theory?” Hurrying over, you rush the words out, as if afraid something will cut them off. “Before more monsters show up out of nowhere.”

At your words, Victoria sweeps her eyes over the area, hunting for potential threats. “I’ve narrowed it down to one core hypothesis with two interpretations. The more pleasant scenario is that we are walking amidst the remains of worlds left behind.” Victoria motions to your daughter from another timeline, one that collapsed when you died of old age.

“Pumpkin told us about her world starting to collapse when your life ended, and while she was able to save hers, what of all the worlds you died in without a Pumpkin? Where does it all go? Here, I suspect.”

Looking up, you examine the world with fresh, horrified eyes. There were so many houses, and you’ve only examined a small section of what seems like an entire world. Just how many deaths would it take to build something on this scale?

“Wait, why is that the more pleasant scenario?”

Victoria shifts slightly, making it harder to meet her eyes. “Merlin… I wonder how many times-”

The hunk of metal whizzes through the air toward Victoria’s head, but Thad kicks it away effortlessly, sending what turns out to be a hunk of old carousel horse smashing to the ground. Landing gracefully, he looks toward the throw’s point of origin. “Had a hunch that was coming. Surprises don’t work as well once they get predictable.”

Standing in the road are three figures, one in a lab coat, one painted green, and a third leaning on a cane. You can already hear the introduction in your head, and sure enough, seconds later familiar words hit the air.

“Hey there everybody! I’m Frankie!” The woman in a lab coat and glasses, clearly a mad scientist type, pulls a steampunk-meets-sci-fi-gun from her pocket.

“And I’m Styne!” The green woman with a pink bow does a standing leap into a somersault, landing perfectly. “Welcome to your own death and dismemberment.”

“Brought to you by the Scrubles Corporation,” adds Cort Scruples, the old man with the cane and an enemy of Victoria’s family, along with Halloween spookiness in general.

After a brief pause, Victoria takes you by surprise with a mild chuckle. “A small comfort, but the real Cort would absolutely detest that his image is being used in such supernatural shenanigans.”

Styne starts sprinting in your group’s direction while Frankie fiddles with knobs on her ray-gun. Pumpkin, meanwhile, calmly walks to your side. “So what’s the deal with these three? You all piss off a street performance group?”

“His name is Cort Scruples, an agent of absolute order that works against the interests of the more magically inclined, especially those associated with things like Halloween.” Softly, Victoria’s hand tightens, ever-so-sharp-nails pressing dangerously against her own flesh. “And it is why I may be vulnerable to him, even here. The Talbot we met commanded the same army, this shadow may possess it’s caster’s protections.”

“Then leave it to us,” Thad declares. “Whatever my deal is, it’s never been particularly associated with Halloween.”

Pumpkin however, appears somewhat uncertain. “Not sure how true that is for me. I started off like Thad, but along the way I sort of… let’s say specialized.” Reaching up, she brushes the orange streak running through her dark hair.

Styne leaps into a flying kick, aimed for Thad’s head, which he easily avoids by sliding slightly to the side, letting her fly uselessly past your group. The ray-gun in Frankie’s hands has more success, though, firing off a searing purple beam that melts the road where it strikes.

“Damn! This just got a lot more interesting, now I kind of want to give it a shot,” Pumpkin says.

“I wouldn’t mind a team-up,” Thad agrees.

Looking back up the road, you confirm that Cort Scruples has yet to move. Just like when you fought at Happy-Ween, he’s leaning on his goons to handle the dirty work.

Then again, who are you to talk on that front?

Styne has gotten back up and started running once more, while Frankie is visibly lining up her aim. At this rate, you’ll all be picked off before there’s a chance to fight back. Victoria might be vulnerable to these jerks, but the rest of you should have a shot.

Yet you can’t help looking up to the horizon past Cort, always moving constantly closer, questions filling your mind. Can you really afford the time this will take? Will the ravenous wave finally reach you?

And what happens to those that are in its path?

Poll: What Do You Do?

Leave it to Thad

Let Pumpkin take a shot

Go in as a team
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“If my big brother says he’s got this, then there’s nothing to worry about,” you announce. However, you do make sure to catch his eye. “Just be sure to go all out, they can be tougher than they look.”

“Don’t worry about me.” As he’s speaking Thad catches Styne’s next charge, snaring her arm and lifting the dexterous woman overhead, where her grace is useless. Rearing back, he throws Styne, who flies like a cannonball, smashing through the side of a stage in a shower of wooden splinters.

There’s a crackle in the air as Frankie’s beam slices through it, missing Thad by several inches as he twists and tumbles, putting on a gymnastics show second only to Styne herself. Planting a foot and launching off, he quickly closes the gap, snagging the ray-gun from Frankie’s hand then smashing it into debris between his fingers.

“You were worried about these goons?” Pumpkin says, lifting an incredulous eyebrow.

“Maybe the versions here are weaker?” You offer up, though that gun sure doesn’t seem to be a step down from anything shown at Happy-Ween.

The sound of crunching and footsteps pulls the collective attention back to Styne, who is tottering her way forward, slowly picking up speed. Waiting patiently, Thad makes a “come on” motion with his free hand while keeping an eye on Frankie, who is digging in her coat once more.

Through it all, Cort Scruples merely watches, observing from the sidelines.

By the time Styne makes it to Thad, she’s regained a fair bit of momentum. That serves to be a detriment, though, as Thad catches her first kick by the ankle and swings her around, hurling Styne directly into Frankie. The two go down in a tangle of limbs, clangs rising from the ground where Frankie and her lab coat land.

Even by your usual Thad standards, this is a serious ass-kicking. “You weren’t kidding about being up for this.”

“Yeah well, after I met my world-saving, dimension-hopping niece, I realized that I’d barely scratched the surface on a talent I thought I was making the most of.” Thad snags a piece of blinking electronics out of the air, hurling it back toward Frankie, who’d thought her throw to be covert. “That was when I stopped taking victory for granted. For the past year, I’ve been actively working to improve, and the results have been… noticeable.”

An explosion of purple and black smoke blooms from the device, engulfing Frankie and Styne, who both begin coughing and hacking loudly. The noise is so entertaining, and distracting, that you don’t even notice the movement until it’s too late.

The wooden cane whistles shrilly through the air, on a crash course with Thad’s skull, but your brother dodges at the last moment. Cort Scruples’ cane slams against the ground instead, the force smashing a small crater into the street. What seems like such an innocuous tool would have turned Thad’s brain to paste if it had connected.

“Disgusting,” he murmurs, cane already in motion once again. While it might hit with a truck’s force, he still moves it around like light wood. “Filthy, foul magic tainting our world.”

“Why don’t you toss the cane down then, hypocrite,” Pumpkin hollers from the sidelines. She’s leaning forward, barely restraining herself from joining in.

Thankfully, Thad still appears to have the situation well in hand as he buries a meaty fist in Cort Scruples’ stomach, the gasp that emerges a mix of pain and shock. “How dare… how can… you touch me?”

“Guessing you have some sort of anti-spooky enchantments, but tough luck buttercup.” Rearing back, Thad slams his fist into Cort Scruples’ chin, literally launching the old man skyward from the might of the uppercut. “I’m not part of that magic. I’m just me.”

Cort lands in a heap, groaning softly. At your side, you realize Victoria has produced her cell phone and is snapping pictures. She grins hungrily upon noticing your stare. “There is a strong chance the photos won’t make it through the night, but if perchance they do, my family will be delighted by such sights.”

Cracking his knuckles, Thad surveys his work before looking back toward you. “See? I’d call this pretty well handled.”

The sound is hard to describe, something like a fzzplowmp that reaches your ears as you see the bright flash of green light. From the fading purple and black cloud, Frankie’s hand is sticking out, a half-broken gun-like device with a wide nozzle at the top. Tracing the path of her aim, you find the target.

Thad’s foot is covered in a viscous green slime that appears bonded to the road. He pulls at his leg, only to find it unmoving. More struggling doesn’t yield any difference in results, the goo refuses to budge.

From the cloud, groans are rising, as are the people within. After trying to move his leg for a few more seconds, Thad finally stops. “You all need to go.”

“Like hell!” Pumpkin exclaims. “We can beat them back until you get free.”

“I fear it won’t be so simple as that, against us those three would be far more effective.” Victoria looks down the road, then to Thad’s leg. “Though I confess, the idea of leaving another friend behind does not sit well. Perhaps we can find a way to remove the bonding agent.”

“And while you’re all doing that, the giant wall of endless devouring moves closer,” Thad counters. “Even if you somehow pull it off, that’s a lot of time to waste, and we don’t know how much further you still have to go.”

“Waste?” You’re tempted to slug the guy, but know it would end with hurting your hand against his chiseled jaw. “Thad, you’re my brother. Win or lose, trying to save you will never be a waste of anything.”

He grins, then gently shoves you away. “Thanks bud. It means a lot to hear that, especially with how things used to be between us. But like you said, I’m your big brother. I’ve got your back to the end. Now get out of here.”

Poll: What Do You Go For?

Get out of there

Beat back the enemies

Try to break the goo
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With the trio of threats rising and Thad’s goo unmoving, you look into your brother’s face and say, “Thad, much as I love and trust you, fuck all of that noise.” Twisting, you yell back to Victoria and Pumpkin. “We have to find a way to break him free!”

“Damnit, I said run!” Thad reiterates, trying to shoo you like an errant dog.

Your hands pull at the bonded goo, still making no difference, suicidal decision be damned. “Why? So we can make it all of half-a-mile before the next asshole from our past pops out to target another friend?”

“There does appear to be a pattern occurring,” Victoria agrees, her nails flashing under the twinkling strings lights running erratically over the area.

Pumpkin hefts up the piece of carousel horse originally hurled at Thad’s head. “No argument here, I don’t like running in the first place.” With a twirling toss, she sends the piece of inanimate steed swiftly through the air, catching Styne in the green shoulder just as she emerges. The blow knocks her to the ground while drawing out a long groan, though she’s not out just yet.

Victoria dashes in close, catching Frankie as she emerges. No sooner do they touch than a crackle of electricity runs along the mad scientist’s lab coat, forcing Victoria to retreat as she waves a slightly smoking hand. Pumpkin sprints over to help, however Styne is already back on her feet and running to intercept.

When you realize that you’ve lost track of Cort, you roll on instinct. Sure enough, a cane comes crashing down where your torso was, shattering the streets below. Although he’s got a sizable bruise forming on his jaw, Cort is standing once more, and out of Thad’s reach this time.

While the roll saved you momentarily, Cort is winding up for another swing. Pushing yourself up and forward, you dive for the old man’s legs. Crashing into them feels like throwing yourself against a pair of steel beams. Whatever protections he’s got that Thad was able to overcome, they still work just fine against you.

A soft chuckling hits your ears as Cort stares down, the cane hanging there, ready to drop. “Eager to throw yourself away? No wonder. I’ve met many of their pawns in my endeavors, and few have been so painfully useless.”

Numbly, your shoulder and torso still aching, you try to scramble away as the cane lifts a few inches higher, heralding an oncoming descent. From your prone position after the dive, there’s just no time though. When Cort speaks again, you’ve barely managed to crawl half a foot away.

“I shall put you out of that pain.”

A horrendous shattering of stone rips through the air, however it is not from the street below your head being smashed in, along with your skull. Rather, the noise comes from Thad’s direction, capturing both yours and Cort’s attention. The elderly antagonist turns just in time to see the fist rocketing toward his face like a wrathful comet.

Thad punches Cort so hard you can practically feel the impact, not to mention hear the sound of bones splintering. When the old man hits the ground, his legs are twitching, and a strand of bloody drool hangs from his half-open mouth.

Looking down, you see a hunk of granite being pulled along with your brother. The goo is still there, bond unbroken, however the street itself turned out to be not nearly so strong. Staring down at his beaten foe, Thad casually wipes the blood from his knuckles onto his board shorts, smearing it across the teeth of a shark logo on the front.

“Stuck or not, I’m not letting anyone kill my brother.” Thad starts over toward you, the pace glacial as he pulls his anchor along with him. It isn’t just the weight either, you realize. Even for Thad, ripping out a hunk of street took a toll, his leg is definitely injured.

“Ditto, you dicko,” you reply. Turning, you see Pumpkin and Victoria both battling with Frankie and Styne. While your friends are doing well, their opponents are proving tough to take down for good. “Victoria, check her coat and see if there’s something to get Thad out!”

“No! Bring them over here, I’m going to retake their attention.” Thad’s strong fingers close around your shoulder, in what feels like a moment of solidarity. That is, until you notice he still has the other hand clutched in a fist.

“Sorry bud. I said I’m not letting anyone kill my brother, and that includes you too.”

The punch doesn’t dent your skull like Cort Scruples’, but your head rocks back in a shower of static. Slowly, you shake it off, groggily coming back to your own senses, only to realize you aren’t standing anymore.

You’re being dragged.

As the static fades from your vision, you can make out Pumpkin pulling one arm while Victoria drags the other. No matter how your eyes search, though, there’s nary a Thad to be seen.

What you can spot is the new environment, taller buildings than you’ve found here so far. Again, they’re repeating, but in this case it isn’t quite so disturbing. In the original incarnation, there were a dozen of them clustered close together, after all.

Your friends have dragged you to the repeating realm of your first apartment, the one you shared with Jim on the Halloween where you became friends with Victoria.

“What happened to Thad?” While you can guess at the generalities, you still want the details.

“After he knocked you out, Thad had us lead Frankie and Styne into grabbing range. Last I saw, he was still wrestling with both of them.” Pumpkin gives you the answer in a detached tone, though you notice she keeps her eyes pointed toward the horizon.

Victoria, however, you can feel tighten her grip as she speaks. “He knew you wouldn’t leave him, just as he knew trying to come along would slow us down. That frustratingly noble man refused to budge.”

“On the plus side, whatever is coming for the next of us hasn’t shown up yet,” Pumpkin points out. “This terrain is fairly complex, could be a good chance to find a position and fortify, maybe take something here by surprise for once.”

“Dithering in any one place for too long presents a greater danger,” Victoria disagrees. “Our momentary respite might be better used discussing our theories for this realm, and ideas on escaping it.”

You look to the empty place you imagine Jim would be standing, pulling beers from the duffel and miscellaneous powders from hidden pockets on his outfit, declaring “If we’re dying anyway, may as well go out partying” as he downs half the supply. Yet no matter how hard your imagination works, it’s still just an empty spot.

Poll: How Do You Use Your Time?

Fortify a Position

Talk Things Over

Party
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“Every time Victoria tries to share her theories, something pops up to stop her. I don’t know what, but there’s clearly a force that wants her quiet, and to me that’s all the reason we need to hear her out.”

Both of them release your arms as you climb to your feet. By the time you’re standing, Victoria has moved over to a nearby apartment wall, with Pumpkin visually scouting the area in case of impending threats.

“When we got cut off, you were asking me how many times I’d done something. I assume the end of that question was ‘die’ right?”

“In a way, yes, but that’s not the whole of it.” Victoria takes a rare moment to gather herself, the cloak hiding her costume rustling as she fidgets with the edge. “Merlin… how many times do you think we have met?”

Trying not to focus on foreboding that sounds, you instead point your mind toward a factual answer. “I guess you could sort of say twice, once when we went to the same high school and then again at the Halloween party.”

“That’s how I remember it as well,” Victoria confirms, momentarily easing your worry. “But this world is vast, it stretches on further than we can see. Even if every building in sight represents a single death, there’s just too much. Despite our last ten years of perilous encounters, there’s simply no way I can see that you would have died this many times. Not in one decade.”

“I’m… I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

“It is not a theory I propose lightly, understand, but Pumpkin proves you can go back much further than we ever initially knew. An entire life wiped away in an instant.” Victoria puts a hand on your shoulder, steadying you. “Compared to that, what’s a paltry ten years or so?”

Your breathing is coming fast, you realize, and it turns out to be a good thing Victoria’s hand is there. “So when you ask how many times we’ve met…”

“Yes Merlin. I suspect you, perhaps we, have had adventures long before that first fateful Halloween. I think we’ve had friendships that lasted years and grew just as this one has. All of which were purged when you were cast back to the beginning by some unknown trigger.”

Turning her head, Victoria examines all of the nearby buildings. “Perhaps this, in fact, is the cause of your true return. Maybe we’ve had this same conversation innumerable times, destined to repeat the same steps in a dance we never noticed.”

The hopelessness of such a situation claws at your stomach, the bottom dropping out. As you turn, searching for a place to perhaps empty the offending organ, your eyes fall on Pumpkin, your daughter from another timeline, still dutifully checking the area for an ambush that’s starting to feel a tad overdue.

“My daughter!” You yelp the words, startling Victoria and drawing Pumpkin’s attention, followed shortly after by the woman herself.

“Victoria, you and I might have come here before, but there’s no way Pumpkin could have visited. Even ignoring the fact that Sheryl only existed in a wish-world, having a kid is like a one-in-a-million shot on which, um… potential candidate makes it through.”

Stepping away from the apartment building wall, you examine the surroundings with fresh eyes. An endless sprawl of the familiar, with hints of more in the distance and a horizon that is always moving closer. “Maybe we have been through here before, but it wasn’t the same us. They didn’t have our experiences, our lessons, our allies. Things are rough right now, I’ll grant you. Just not hopeless.”

It’s a lovely speech, so lovely in fact that you hear the gentle sound of slow applause echoing around. Which is strange, since neither Pumpkin nor Victoria are clapping. Jerking your head about, you search for the source, only to spot him standing atop a balcony railing five stories overhead.

Just like the first time you saw him, Doctor Willowbrook is wearing a long coat and a top hat. This time, though, it’s a coat with tails, and he’s added a pair of crisp white gloves that are being clapping crisply together. “How amusing. Victoria, you always did have the strangest taste in your toys.”

“You’re not my real father,” Victoria pointedly declares.

“Are you certain? Those others were mere shadows, granted, but we true Willowbrooks are made of sterner stuff. I don’t hold the inability to understand against you, any more than a jack-o-lantern looks down of a pumpkin for its lack of light.”

“Okay, I’ll admit you do sound like him. Good. That’ll make this fun.” Popping open the clasp of her cloak, Victoria at long last reveals her evening’s costume. Dark purples and blacks flow together in an artful design, the gown they form is absolutely stunning. For a moment, you think she’s a princess, then Victoria unfastens the crown from a holder on her hip and dons it properly.

Tonight, it seemed she dressed as a queen, the sort wise folks in fairy tells went scurrying away from at the slightest rumor. Doctor Willowbrook snorts at the change, however.

“You always did have ideas above your station.”

“Yeah well, she’s also got friends.” Pumpkin grabs a potted plant off a nearby apartment porch and whips it up toward Doctor Willowbrook, who merely leans to the side and causes it to shatter on the wall behind him.

“Oh don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten you. After all, coming alone would have been so predictable.” Lifting his fingers, Doctor Willowbrook snaps, and another figure climbs up onto the balcony railing to join him. “And really, who better to pair myself with than a proper protégé, one with real talent. If only she’d been the one born here, the Willowbrook line’s future would be secure.

As the figure comes into view, Pumpkin gasps and your hands tighten into fists. It’s been years since you last saw her, but you promised not to forget Sheryl, and that’s a vow you’ve kept.

It’s not her, not really. Your Sheryl is still out there, older and living on in a world Pumpkin saved. Besides, the Sheryl you knew didn’t have dozens of arcane symbols tattooed all over every visible inch of her skin. Her eyes certainly weren’t vacant and glassy like this one’s either.

“What did you do to my mom?” Pumpkin can barely get the words out with how tightly her jaw is clenched.

In a single step, Sheryl and Doctor Willowbrook leave their perch, landing only a few feet away. “Why not see for yourself? Fight against her to your heart’s content. I have some personal discipline to hand out.”

Sheryl starts running for Pumpkin, who is watching the charge with a conflicted expression. Victoria, meanwhile, has her nails reared back for slicing as Doctor Willowbrook draws steadily closer. Behind you, however, is an entirely open stretch of road.

Poll: Which Will You Choose?

Help Victoria

Help Pumpkin

Run
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While both people are capable, Victoria’s fight is one she’s been working toward her whole life. You’re not sure that horning in on that is what she’d really want. Pumpkin, on the other hand, is visibly distressed by the doppelgänger of her mother charging to attack.

Hurling yourself forward, you slam into Pseudo-Sheryl and feel like you just got popped by a mid-size sedan. Turns out those runes aren’t just a fashion choice, she is far more powerful than the human version you once grew old with. Even knowing it isn’t the real her, however, your willpower wavers as you stagger back up. Despite the mad murderous energy screaming out of them, those are still the eyes of someone you loved deeply.

You’re so engrossed in the fight that the loud pop causes you to jump. Spinning around, you check to see if Doctor Willowbrook pulled out some strange explosion, or perhaps used fireworks as a distraction.

Instead, what greets your eyes is perhaps the most horrifying sight you’ve witnessed yet. Victoria, lying limply on the ground, a pool of blood slowly oozing out from around her. Standing a few feet away, Doctor Willowbrook tucks the still-smoking firearm into a pocket on his coat. “Silly girl, you never did understand what it meant to embrace the most efficient solution.”

You wait for Victoria to jump up or shake it off, unable to tear your eyes away from her expressionless, vacant face. She never moves.

When Pseudo-Sheryl’s attack from behind cracks open your own skull like a dropped egg, it’s almost a relief. There has to be something better than this…

Dead End


9. (Again)


From the instant your awareness returns, you’re running. Pumpkin will be alright, Pseudo-Sheryl’s appearance is the most challenging thing about her. Take it away and she’s just a strong, tough opponent; the sort Pumpkin can easily handle.

Living through a shot to the chest is another matter. The flickers of memory still haunt your mind as usual, only this time, they’re a boon. With flashes of the death crackling over your vision, it’s easy to find the right target.

As with Sheryl, you go for a diving tackle. And just as he did with the vase, Doctor Willowbrook turns to the side, allowing you to touch nothing but a handful of his long coat. “How simplistic. Still, I suppose what it lacks in capability is up made for in loyalty. Imagine, charging in expecting to influence our battle.”

Purple nails flash in the external lights of the nigh-endless apartment buildings, leaving a gash across Doctor Willowbrook’s silken white shirt. “What would you understand of loyalty? When grandmother passed, you cast out her trusted vassals and allies, simply because they would not swear to follow you mere minutes after her death. Now the Willowbrook position weakens and our strength rots thanks to the tide of replaceable fodder filling our ranks.”

Swiftly ducking back, Doctor Willowbrook avoids the next swing of those nails. “That is business which does not concern you, the one who was so happy to flee to the safety of her mother’s human world. She who turned away from the harsh realities of what it requires to carry the name Willowbrook.”

“I guess by ‘harsh realities’ you mean constantly getting treated like shit because my mother was mortal.” Rather than rush forward again, Victoria pauses, truly looking her father in the eyes. “You’re right, I didn’t want to be part of this, any of it. But I’m not going to let some pathetic spoiled brat ruin everything my grandmother built just because he’s realized he’ll never be good enough to get out of Mommy’s shadow.”

“Now that was uncalled for.” Doctor Willowbrook’s hand dives into the pocket of his long coat and emerges… empty. His face knots in confusion, noticing for the first time the sound of metal hitting concrete.

There’s one last bullet that you push out, watching it fall to the ground where it can never be used against Victoria. Holding up the now empty magazine, you toss it over to Doctor Willowbrook. “You were really going to shoot your own daughter for telling it like it is? Looks like we know who can’t handle those ‘harsh realities’ after all.”

He reacts instantly, whirling into attack, but it isn’t you that Doctor Willowbrook goes after. The long coat swirls as he snaps those white gloves toward Victoria. Echoing his own tactic, she shifts her head slightly, allowing the punches to sail past. Meanwhile, her own fingers keep aiming for his neck, but Doctor Willowbrook is careful to keep such sharp edges away from his jugular.

Eventually, there’s a shift in the fight. Good as Victoria might be, she isn’t perfect, and when a well-timed jab catches her chin she goes tumbling to the ground. Before she can move, Doctor Willowbrook has pounced, leaping atop her. His knees pin her biceps, keeping those deadly nails from reaching higher points on his body. From a different pocket, he produces a gleaming silver knife, raising it overhead. “Be honest with your final moments, where falsehoods matter little. Don’t you regret struggling to change your fate? In the end, wouldn’t it have been better if you’d just accepted your role?”

“No fucking way,” Victoria spits back. “Mimi taught me the importance of fighting against anything that tries to control us, fate included. She showed me the value of the Willowbrook name that you’re tarnishing. And… she taught me about flowers, not just the thorns either. I also learned the importance of stems.”

In a flash, her nails have carved through Doctor Willowbrook’s dark slacks. Blood fountains out from the wounds in both legs, those nails of Victoria’s are not messing around. “That’s a long gash down both femoral arteries. If you have any final glib remarks to impart, I’d say them fast. Personally, I appreciate the test run. It should be a big help when I face the real thing.”

Grunting in pain, Doctor Willowbrook drops the knife, rears back his head, and unleashes a horrendous howl. The sound halts Pumpkin and Pseudo-Sheryl’s fight, which Pumpkin has taken the upper hand in. It ripples out across everything, and worse, gets a similar sound in response. From every alley and crevice, misshapen forms are staggering forward. Ghouls, skeletons, movie monsters, almost every manner of enemy you’ve faced in your Halloween adventures. All of them converging on you at once.

“Hear me now, sworn vassal, and know the words I speak are a command,” Victoria’s words yank your attention to her, the feeling borderline physical. “Run, Merlin. Run and do all you can to survive.” No sooner has she spoken than your legs are pumping. There’s just enough control to look back and see Victoria heading over to help Pumpkin, then the charging swarm cuts off your line of sight.

The compulsion drives you forward, even as you can hear the sounds of pursuit on your heels. There’s another sound too, some strange high-pitched whine mixed with what sounds like a small waterfall. Your mind conjures all sorts of images of what that terror might be. But with Victoria’s command to run in full-effect, what can you do but obey?

Besides use the key, that is. It’s still there, poking out of your pocket like an oddly shaped cell-phone. The key that started all this, and perhaps could end it as well? The key you never even wanted, really, it was Pumpkin pushing it all along. Perhaps casting it aside, making the choice to abandon this whole endeavor, will take you home?

Unless it needs to be harder than that, of course. Pumpkin stabbed you to get here, would it be so shocking if you needed to stab yourself to get back? It certainly doesn’t seem like a very fun idea, but the noise of that new terror is steadily drawing closer. And who knows, maybe leaving will bring back your friends as well, somehow.

Doubtful, but possible, and at this point what is left but hope?

Poll: What Will It Be?

Ditch the key

Stab yourself

Wait for the terror

Hidden Message: Did You See it? Click Here to Read
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For no perceivable reason, you’re just plodding along instead of doing something with that key. Even as the strange sound of the terror draws closer, finally appearing in the distance. Though faint at first, it steadily becomes clearer, until you can at last recognize the shape of-

Wait… no fucking way.

“Yes fucking way! I am the terror that flaps in the night, I am the sticky bud that burns ever bright. When the hour grows dark and the story grows bleak, that’s the cue for some comic relief!”

No. No! It doesn’t make any sense!

“Oh, and that’s a problem now? You didn’t mind when I was smoking magic substances without consequence, drinking more than any human could survive, or chatting with invisible-beings from another realm. Like it or lump it, a sudden inexplicable return fits the established canon of me doing the impossible. Inch by wacky inch, I stole this mile.”

The sound, as it turns out, was made from a unique combination of items. An Infinite Beer Cup, turned upside down so the fluid is rocketing out in a torrent, has been rigged up onto the faintly familiar form of what was once a Steampunk Dankwing Duck costume before getting turned into a bong. Although the bong has once again changed purposes, with the constant gush of fluid blasting through it, shooting out the base. The entire thing is strapped to the back of a hoverboard, acting as a booster rocket for the pilot currently blazing over the sea of enemies.

Of all people, Jim is racing toward you, riding out of reach from the grasping hands below. “Let’s get those arms up!”

Throwing your arms into the air, your feet come to a halt as a new, more viable method of survival appears. Jim dips down in an arc, coming up on you at blistering speeds, catching your right arm and whipping you up onto the hoverboard with him.

Together, the two of you shoot down the rows of apartments, a stretch that seems to go on forever. Holding on tight, you lean forward, curiosity demanding answers even as relief at the momentary salvation rushes through you.

“What’s going on?”

“Little bit of callback, little bit of foreshadowing payoff, and most of all some good old narrative consequences,” Jim replies. “Whenever you had a real choice, you always stuck by your friends. That opened up enough wiggle room for me to return the favor.”

If he hadn’t produced a beer from his pocket and started drinking mid-sentence, you might have started to wonder if this was really Jim. He sounds about as nonsensical as you’d expect, just more authoritative about it.

“Jim… what is going on?” This time, there’s a noticeable hint of desperation to your voice.

He sighs, and takes a deeper sip of the beer. “While everything that’s happened has always been your choice, I’m sort of the force that set things in motion. That’s my actual deal. Some people call it chaos, but I prefer to think of it as impetus. Every story starts with an event going not as expected. I’m the finger that tips that first domino.”

A bump in the hoverboard forces you to grab his shoulders for stability. “So, wait, are you human?”

“Physically, depends on the moment in question,” Jim replies. “But in a more cosmic sense, definitely not.”

“Then what are you?”

“Same thing I’ve consistently been for a very long time: your roommate and best friend.” Jim takes a wide turn, swinging wide and spraying beer from the contraption on the back all over the street.

It might be your imagination, but the apartment buildings seem to be getting less dense. Slowly, they’re thinning out, becoming more scattered. As they part, you see glimpses of other terrains in the far distance, luxurious skyscrapers, beachside villas, even what sure looks like a base on the moon.

“Victoria pitched the idea that I was resetting more than just short-term deaths, she thought I might be going all the way back and reliving these whole past ten years over and over.” Staring at the moon base, you then tilt your head back to the rear horizon, which is still moving steadily closer. “It went further than just a decade, didn’t it?”

“All I can say to that is to trust your hunches.” Jim’s board starts to descend as a new structure comes into view. A massive cube of stone jutting out from the ground, gray and foreboding. Reaching back, he changes the angle of the Infinite Beer Cup, weakening then cutting off the stream entirely.

The two of you drift to the ground slowly, with plenty of time to hop off. Though you covered such massive stretches of ground, the dim roar of an approaching army can still be heard giving chase. Looking to Jim for guidance, you instead find him staring expectantly at you.

“This is what you were running to reach. The true heart of this place. Inside is what you’ve been looking for: the chance for a real future.”

Giving him a nod, you face the cube, finding no visible doorways or windows. Your hand lifts the EverKey, but Jim shakes his head. “Not yet. This is a different kind of lock, one opened by truth. A truth you have to face before we can move any further forward.”

“Okay, lay it on me.” You close your eyes and brace for the worst, instead getting a splash of beer across the face. Re-opening your eyes, you find Jim taking a healthy chug from the Infinite Beer Cup.

“Sorry pal, some locks have to be opened personally. You’ve gotten all the hints you needed tonight to figure it out. I believe in you.” After one more big swig, Jim starts to recite a familiar rhyme.

“One of these things is unlike the others. One of these things is wrong. One of these things is unlike the others. And you’ve known it all along.”

Poll: What Is the Answer?

This poll had no choices, only a place one could enter their guess. Feel free to mentally jot yours down here as well!
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“Me,” you say, the word falling heavily from your lips. “Victoria has her ability to pull magic from Halloween, Thad inherited some sort of enchanted gene, Pumpkin has a mix of the two, and apparently you’re a chaos god. All night long, I’ve been watching you four do incredible, impossible things. While I’ve barely been able to help out, even getting literally dragged along at times.”

The army is drawing closer, pushing at your focus, but you manage to force the final words out. “I’m the one who doesn’t belong. The only thing special about me is the death-reset-thing; without this prison, I’m totally normal.”

A thunderous crack splits the air as a long split mars the perfect exteriors of the cube. While not blown apart, the opening is large enough to slip through. With the sounds of pursuit filling your ears, you waste no time leaping inside, Jim coming in a few steps behind. Entering doesn’t merely drop you in a cramped room, however. Instead, you find yourself in an entirely new, and familiar, locale.

You’re back at college, in a way. The landscape is deserted, the sky tainted a red hue like weathered rust, even the buildings seem slightly sinister. Then again, that could just come from knowing the amount you spent here weighed against how much help that degree actually contributes.

“I know a lot about stories,” Jim says, still casually sipping from his Infinite Beer Cup. “When you start so many by your nature, it’s hard not to get involved, see how they go. Stories love circles, you see. Beginnings and endings, their details mirroring one another. That’s why it has to happen here. This is the way out.”

“Alright then.” Puffing out your chest, you take the best fighting stance you can manage, fists raised under the rust-red sky as you wait for the final challenge to appear.

After a few seconds, you nearly leap from your skin when Jim pats you on the back. “Guess I should have been more clear. I meant ‘here’ in a general sense. We’re not actually there there yet.”

“Oh,” you reply, a good amount of the gusto in your sails petering out. Reaching out, you snap the Infinite Beer Cup and take a deep swig. Cold, delicious, and endless. “Where to then?”

“The place where it actually all started. Our dorm room.”

With a nod, you turn to start walking… only to find your feet with no sense of direction. The dorm room where you and Jim met, it should be a simple matter to recall which building it was in, or the number, but instead there’s nothing. Just an empty blank.

“Use the key,” Jim butts in, his input entirely uninvited.

“Oh, you’ve got narrative juice to burn on snark? Here I thought that stunt with the army would have you tapped. Guess this might still be fun yet.”

Your hand closes around the top of the EverKey while Jim appears to talk to no one, lifting it out like a dowsing rod. You feel a slight tug from a cluster of buildings on your right and start plodding forward, readjusting every few moments to chase that pulling sensation, which grows stronger with each passing step.

“Believe it or not, you’ve gotten this far before,” Jim says. “Not easily or often, but with the right friends and lucky breaks, life can take some interesting turns. This is the first time you’ve ever made the choice to come here, though. Usually it happens when the time for a real restart has arrived.”

“How far were we from one of those?” With the key’s weight in your hand, you imagine coming to this place unprepared, without a tool that could perhaps set you free from it.

Jim pauses to knock a small potted plant off an outdoor display before answering. “Can’t say for sure as it’s not my call, but based on history I’d guess pretty close. The further we get from the start, the less interested our watcher grows, unless it’s a truly unique set of circumstances.”

Your mind flickers back to the moon base and skyscrapers, compared to the nigh-endless rows of apartments and houses. “I’m not one of the unique ones, am I?”

“You weren’t at first. Chasing after Victoria is almost always your first move, and it sets a few things in motion. Then there was the wish-world, which seemed like a blip, until Pumpkin and the EverKey came along.”

The pair of you arrive at the front of a building, the key’s tug shifting upward. Together, you head through the front door as Jim continues. “People love that quote about ‘doing the same thing over and over is the definition of insanity’ but then forget about the law of averages. Do anything an infinite number of times, and you’re going to eventually get some severe deviations. Pumpkin is one of those deviations.”

“Why are you telling me all this?”

“Partly to let you understand what I was hoping for, partly to keep you distracted and help the key work, but mostly so I could fill up as much space as possible with dialogue. Less narration is less chance to fuck with us at the finish line.”

Now who’s being snarky?

“You set the tone, I just play my role.” Jim grins at the ceiling like a madman, which he probably is, right? Doesn’t that make more sense than a secret god?

“Lil heavy-handed there, huh? Come on, you can do better than that,” Jim, perhaps correctly, points out.

At last, the two of you reach the fourth floor and halt outside an unremarkable room. Simple door, regular knob, yet the idea of walking through it fills you with unmitigated disgust. The urge to flee fills you, rushing to your legs… only to be stopped by the pull from that damned key.

“This is where you use the key,” Jim announces. However, rather than point to the keyhole, one which looks far too small for the EverKey, he instead opens his hand.

“Walking through is easy, but once inside there’s no way for you to win. Not usually, at least. With that key, I can go take over… let’s call it the control room to keep things easy. The catch is, you have to be willing to trust me. Trust me even after finding out I’ve known more than I was letting on. Trust me with the best chance at escape you’ve ever had.”

Jim sure appears to be owning his secret-keeping head-on. Probably no point in drawing attention to the possibility that it’s just more manipulation from someone who knows you better than you ever realized. A trick to get his hands on an artifact with incredible power, which could be wielded in who knows what manner by an admitted force of chaos.

Poll: Do You Give Jim the Key?

Yes

No
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The sound of a creaky door opening. A yelp of surprise. Short-lived scuffling.

The crack of a beer can.

Alright, now let’s try this again, from the top.

This is the story of my roommate, and best friend. A normal man, surrounded by the extraordinary.

Colleges are natural habitats for beings of chaos, so I was partying on campus one night when I felt the strangest twinge of fate. Most lives follow twists and turns, experience little touches of magic as they wind through the world’s curiosities, yet the one I found that night was so overwhelmingly mundane, I had to investigate.

That was the night we met. The night I became enthralled by this case of severe normalcy, a sharp contrast to the brother who’d been clearly blessed and leftover high school crush on a woman who cavorted with Halloween’s power. People love the idea of living in a world touched by magic, ignoring that a “touch” is by definition a light, fleeting gesture.

For every chaos god and enchanted bloodline, there are dozens of normal humans who will never know such grandeur. My buddy had it especially bad though, not just because he so was incredibly normal. Living with Thad meant he knew, on some level, what he was missing. That magic had passed him by.

But I didn’t.

I moved in, curious to experience such a depth of mundanity. And in short order, we became buds. Which brings us to Halloween, our original Halloween. The one you’ve never been allowed to come back to.

Until tonight, that is. So where we?

After Jim vanishes, you walk through the dormitory room door, stomach no longer twisting at the idea. Inside, you see Jim and a younger version of yourself. Eighteen years old, freshman-aged you. Together, the two of you are tossing fun-sized candies back and forth from your respective dorm beds, a Halloween horror flick playing in the background.

“I guess Halloween was always my favorite because I liked the idea of being someone else,” Past-You says while chomping through a chocolate bar. “Not even being them, really, just having their potential. Their futures. Anything has to be more exciting than what I have in store.”

On his bed, Past-Jim grins, a mischievous expression you know all too well means things are about to go sideways, though usually in a fun way. “What if you could pick your own future? Live through life, make decisions, experience consequences, but then get the chance to learn from them and try again? With enough chances, I bet even a regular person could do some incredible things.”

“Sounds too good to be true.” Past-You is playing it cool, but you can see the hunger at even the notion burning in his eyes. Nobody knows you like you, after all.

“Oh for sure. Living that way means thrusting yourself into all sorts of crazy, unpredictable, dangerous situations. Plus, I’ll have to take your name for safe-keeping. Names and fates go hand-in-hand, without yours, we can loop your fate, in a fashion. Assuming you’d be interested in that sort of thing.”

The scene before you suddenly freezes, as Current-Jim steps out of his past-self’s body like it’s a doorway, an open beer in hand. “Don’t worry, I left the narration on automatic. Figured I should be here for this.”

Looking over to Past-You, the glance is just in time to watch him start moving once again. Only he’s different this time. Not the looks, which are unchanging, but his mannerisms. His eyes are dead and detached as a sneer twists itself across his face.

“Time to meet the man who’s been keeping you in this prison: you.” Jim chugs the rest of his beer and walks over, dropping down next to Past-You, who spares a moment to glare at him.

“I thought you were my friend.”

“I am,” Jim replies. “I’ve been the best friend to every version of you that’s existed in this world. Which includes him, and you. It’s the same deal as it’s always been: I only facilitate, you make the choices.”

Past-You gestures to Current-You. “Then I choose to cast him out.” For the first time, he looks you fully-on, eyes sweeping up and down. “The unmitigated nerve of it all. To think that you deserve to become our true future. Do you have any idea the heights we’ve reached? The futures we’ve ascended to? Yet the version of me working short-term jobs, living off an enchanted skeleton’s success, with no significant achievements or aspirations, this is the future I’ve been holding out for?”

“Where are they?” You start forward, glaring right back at yourself. “Those amazing futures you talked about, the skyscrapers and the moon base and whatever else we did, why aren’t those our true future?”

“Because we could do better!” Past-You practically screams back. “The more I saw, the more I understood the potential of this gift. The chance to form a perfect future. The opportunity to have a truly flawless life. And all it requires is patience.”

Silence falls as you stare at the version of you who is both ten years younger and infinitely older. Tossing his empty beer can in the waste basket, Jim rises to his feet once more.

“And now, at last, we reach the final decision, which was also the first decision.” He chuckles as he moves closer. “I did warn you about the circles.”

With a snap of his finger, the image of Past-Jim warps and shifts into a physical doorway, gleaming silver and white. “You made it to the heart of your cage, now it’s time to choose an exit. Go back out the way you came, and things reset yet again. Freshman You gets to continue his quest for a perfect life, and he’ll decide when the cycle ends.”

Past-You leaps up from the ground and bolts for the silver door, slipping when the handle refuses to turn and smacking his head on it with an audible bonk.

“Option two is taking my hand, breaking out of the cycle, and locking in the timeline as it stands,” Jim continues. “Life picks up as normal, only no more death-resetting. And don’t worry, I’ll fix things up so everyone is back safe and sound.”

“What happens to him?” You ask, nodding to the recovering form of your younger self.

“The same thing that happened to the you who asked that question a second ago: they slot into their natural place along the timeline, forming the continuum of self. But enough philosophy, you’ve still got one option left.”

Jim points to the door Past-You just bounced off of. “Through there is the space where the old you has been shaping things all this time. If you use that door, you can become the narrator. Start a new cycle, one where you get to see all the potential futures and decide which one is right.”

“So I’d be like him?” You ask, nodding to Past-You.

“Maybe. Maybe having this perspective means you’ll make better choices. Seeing the future is tricky from the best of angles, which we don’t have. I can’t tell you which of these is right. That’s a question only you can answer.”

Poll: What Do You Choose?

Become the Narrator

Break out of the cycle

Reset the cycle
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“We’ve had one hell of a ride, but if my options are get off, stay on, or become the conductor, I just want to let you know this whole thing has been…”

You clap your hand against Jim’s, holding tightly.

“…Fucking Magic.”

[image: ]


Sunlight streams in through the windows as you wake up in your living room, mouth dry and head sore. If you didn’t know better, this might be mistaken for another Halloween hangover, but the memories are still there.

Flinging yourself up, you hurriedly look around for everyone, flooded with relief to find your friends groggily lifting their heads. All save for Jim, who is in the kitchen making a concoction he refers to as a Bloody Jim. The recipe consists of vodka, tequila, cherry punch powder, and a Slim-Jim as a garnish.

“Are you all okay?” You ask, voice too loud for the enclosed space.

“We’re fine,” Thad assures you. “Jim swooped in to save us before we could get devoured. Tucked us in some extra-dimensional pocket where we could wait and watch until the end.”

“Chaos god, huh?” Pumpkin shakes her head. “Kind of annoyed with myself for not seeing it earlier.”

Walking into the living room with his drink in hand, Jim takes a deep swig then chomps off a bite of the garnish. “Don’t beat yourself up, I am a master of disguise.”

As they’ve been talking, Thad has gotten up and walked over to the mantle, where various pictures of the roommates are resting. Next to one of Wilbur giving a boney wave outside a graveyard, there is a childhood one from a Halloween long past. In it are the much younger versions of you, Thad, and one more.

“Ummm, Jim, why are you in our old photographs?” Thad asks.

“Oh! Noticed that one quick I see.” Jim either cannot or will not contain the worrying smile that splits his face. “When I was bringing us back, since I had the extra juice from the EverKey, I made a few tweaks to smooth things out. Pumpkin, for example, now has an actual social security number and birth records.”

Victoria has shaken off the last of her grogginess and risen to her feet. “How does wedging yourself into Merlin’s past smooth out anything?”

“Well, here’s the thing. Reality says that Thad had a younger brother named James, a name I borrowed to get this whole shebang kicked off. And honestly, its grown on me. I’ve been Jim for a whole lot longer than our friend here was ever James. So when I was patching things up, I pulled a little slight of hand. Thad still has a younger brother named James, only now, he was part of a set of twins. One named James, and the other…”

“Merlin.” Thad says the name, looking at you with a hint of moisture in his eyes. “Your name, I remember you having a name!”

Lifting your hands as if seeing them anew, you search your memories and find that there is once again a name there. Not the normal name you always hated, one more reflection of your mundanity for the world to see. No, this is the name Victoria used, the closest thing you had to one for yourself. Now, Jim has made it official.

“Is that even allowed? What does it mean? Can you just give out names like that?”

“Sure it’s allowed. I mean, having me, a god, in your bloodline is where Thad and Pumpkin’s powers come from in the first place.”

Thad scratches the back of his head. “Wait, that makes no sense. You were born after me, and also you just made yourself our brother.”

“Not really grasping the whole ‘chaos’ bit yet, are we? If you don’t get hung up on things like cause-and-effect, it will all go much smoother.” Jim stands from his chair and pops open the front door. “As for what it means, who knows? Your original fate was meant for a fellow with my name, maybe it will try to jump on me. Might be a fun change. Or maybe it’ll kick back against my shenanigans, which could be interesting too.”

With a movement that contains all the subtlety you’d expect from Jim, he waves to Thad and Pumpkin, motioning to the door. “We’re going to go do a sweep of the area, make sure everything popped up as it should be. And seriously, don’t worry about the new name, it’s really more of a trade anyway. Though I haven’t used that one for centuries.”

Jim slips out the door, followed shortly after by Thad and Pumpkin, who gives you a thumbs-up on her way out. Only you and Victoria remain in the living room, she standing, you still half-seated. You pull yourself up, movements slow but steady. Finally, you face her head on. “Okay, I’m ready. Say it.”

“Say what, praytell?”

“I’m not magic anymore. No more death-resets. Which means I don’t have what it takes to be your vassal. I can’t hang with monsters through persistence or pop back from mistakes. I can’t help you achieve your dream.”

In a motion so quick you barely catch a blur, Victoria’s hand flashes up and flicks you on the tip of the nose. She manages to avoid slicing you with the sharp edge of her nail, but it still stings like hell.

“Magic is a nebulous thing, there are always sources of it to be found and utilized. What matters far, far more to me than some ability you possess is the loyalty you’ve shown.” A slight smile touches her often stoic face. “I have known beings with power far greater than anything you’ve seen who still crumpled into treachery when truly pushed. Yet you, my most dear and normal of friends, have never broken.”

Her hands wrap around your own, holding them both gently. “What manner of idiot do you take me for, that I would reject such a devoted vassal? While my father might prize power over dedication, I was taught better. No, Merlin, I won’t be casting you out. In truth, it would wound me greatly to see you leave.”

You look down at her hands, which begin to let go, though Victoria is clearly showing no rush on the process. “So what happens now?”

“We see what the future holds,” she replies. “And breakfast. I could devour a mountain of flapjacks.”

“That sounds awesome,” you agree. “Jim was talking about a brunch place last week. Supposed to have amazing French Toast. Also, it might be haunted by the ghost of an evil wizard.”

Victoria gives an enthusiastic nod. “Sounds delightful. I’ll go get the others from just outside, where they’re listening at the door.”

A mad scramble of noise from the front porch proves how right Victoria was, and together the two of you head out to rejoin with your friends, eager to face the challenge that a new day presents.

The Final (?) End


Hidden Message Solutions



Year 6: Chapter 8


This puzzle is solved by using the first letter of each paragraph. In this case, the letters taken are:

W-H-A-T-W-A-S-H-E-R-B-R-O-O-C-H

Or if we want to break it up a bit:

What was her brooch?

If you saw that, congratulations! This one was not solved during the live event, however the question it poses will be answered as the story continues.


Year 6: Chapter 13


This puzzle is also solved by using the first letter of each paragraph. The letters here spell:

I-M-C-O-M-I-NG-F-O-R-Y-O-U

Or

I’m Coming For You

That’s probably not ominous or anything, no need to worry.


Year 7: Chapter 5


This puzzle is solved by using the first letter of each paragraph. The letters spell:

W-H-E-R-E-S-H-E-L-E-D-Y-O-U

Or

Where She Led You

Well done if you caught it, and the live readers did too! They solved this one, opening up new ways for the story to advance.


Year 7: Chapter 8


With the old one cleared, here we get a new puzzle. The chapter has several bolded letters scattered throughout. Collected in order they don’t make much sense:

H-E-U-M-D-L-B-I-N-E-R-A-R

But letters can be reorganized:

D-I-A-L-H-E-R-N-U-M-B-E-R

Dial Her Number.

If you solved this one, congratulations. The live event readers did as well, so keep on reading to see how their/your efforts play out.


Year 8: Chapter 11


With a long gap since the last code, this puzzle is returns to using first letter of each paragraph. This time, they spell:

P-L-E-A-S-E-R-E-M-E-M-B-E-R-M-E

Or

Please Remember Me

One last hint for the big moment. Did the live event readers figure it out?

That puzzle is only solved by reading onward.


Year 10: Chapter 9


For what I knew might be the final hidden message, I could only go with our classic. The first letters from each paragraph here form:

F-L-A-P-S-I-N-T-H-E-N-I-G-H-T-B-U-D

Or,

Flaps in the night Bud.

What could that mean? If you don’t already know, then brace yourself for a very interesting turn in the tale.


Year 10: Chapter 10


No real hints I can offer on this one. The riddle has been the story up to this point, and the answer is one page-turn away.

Luckily, the live event readers solved it together, allowing them the power to take this story in its most interesting direction:

Toward the ending.
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Read or purchase more of his work at his site: DrewHayesNovels.com
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