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      The zombie was waiting around the corner for twelve-year old Jake. Its clothes were torn and bloodstained. Its face lined with dark streaks and spattered with red droplets. It stood like a statue until Jake unknowingly walked past, then shuffled forward, moaned, and dropped a hand on Jake’s shoulder.

      “Ah!”

      Jake jumped and jerked around. The zombie took another step toward him. Jake could see blood smeared around its mouth.

      “Braiinnnsss,” it moaned.

      Jake let out a whoosh of air and rolled his eyes. “Cut it out, Pete.” He mock-shoved the zombie. “I hate when you do that, man.”

      The zombie—Pete—broke into a grin. “Come on, man! It’s Halloween! I’m supposed to scare you!”

      Pete checked out his friend’s Halloween costume. Jake had on a black shirt and pants. Over those, he wore a black, silky cape that had a dark maroon lining, but the color was only visible on the inside of the cape’s high collar. Jake had slicked his dark hair back into a “V” shape. Fake blood started at his mouth and dripped down to his chin.

      “The blood’s a good touch,” Pete said, “but where are your fangs?”

      Jake dug plastic fangs from his pocket and stuck them in his mouth. “I vant to suck your blvood.” He stared at Pete for another second, pretending to mesmerize him with his vampire powers and waving his hands around in the air, then spat the teeth back out into his hand.

      “They make it hard to talk,” he said.

      Pete shrugged and they fell into step, walking down the sidewalk together as the neighborhood was slowly being wrapped in the darkness of a halloween night.

      “Have you been to any houses yet?” Pete asked.

      “Nah.”

      “Oh look! Mrs. Holloway is giving out little bags of candy!” Pete pointed at a house across the street. They hurried toward it, ready to ring the doorbell and shout, “Trick or Treat!”

      A short time later, they’d hit up most of the houses on the street. Their plastic candy bags were almost full and the handles were beginning to dig into their hands from the weight of all the candy inside.

      Pete dug in his bag and pulled out a mini candy bar, unwrapping it and shoving the whole thing in his mouth. “This was pretty cool, huh? It’s so much more fun without having to drag our parents around.”

      Jake nodded. He was glad his parents had finally let him go trick or treating without them for the first time. It was fun running around the neighborhood at night with his best friend and not getting in trouble for it. But now it was full dark and people were starting to turn off their porch lights. There were still a few adults out with their kids, but most of the younger kids had headed home by now.

      Soon, even the adults would go home. Then there would only be the older kids running around in the dark.

      Jake shuddered. He didn’t want to be stuck outside in the dark with most of those kids. They were always bigger and meaner than they needed to be. Especially the M trio—Mark, Marcy, and Mike. They were two grades above Jake and Pete but somehow always found a way to bully them.

      “Ready to call it a night?” Jake asked.

      “Awe, man? Really? We’re just getting started!” Pete complained, looking down the road. “Look, there’s a whole row of houses we haven’t hit!”

      Just as he pointed to them, two of the houses turned off their lights in quick succession.

      “Yeah, and they’re done for the night, too,” Jake said.

      “Just one more,” Pete begged. “I need braiiiinnnns.” He grabbed Jake’s arm and dragged him across the road before letting go. “Come on. One more.”

      Jake relented and followed his friend. By the time they made it to the house’s front walk, the owners had turned their front porch light off, too.

      “Well,” Jake blew out a sigh. “I guess they’re done, too.”

      “Fine. Let’s go home. We got a ton of candy anyway,” Pete grudgingly said.

      Before they turned to head home, Jake saw a light flick on at the end of the road. “Look,” he almost whispered, “Old Man Russell has his porch light on.”

      Pete looked from the light to Jake, then back to the light in disbelief.

      Old Man Russell’s house stood by itself at the end of the street, bordered by woods on all sides. It was a dead end and not many people had much cause to go all the way down there. The towering trees and overgrown bushes rendered the house almost completely invisible.

      Last summer, Jake and Pete had walked down to the house to get a closer look. Through the tall bushes lining the walk, they’d been able to see the front porch… and on the porch had sat Old Man Russell in a rocking chair, staring right back at them.

      “Get outta here!” He’d shouted at them.

      They’d turned tail and run back to Jake’s house as fast they could.

      Just thinking about it sent a spike of fear into Jake’s stomach. Now they stared at the light barely visible through the overgrown yard.

      “What do you think?” Pete asked Jake.

      The question surprised Jake. His friend was usually more of the dive in first and ask questions later sort. Usually Jake was the one telling Pete they shouldn’t do something. For some reason, it made Jake a little bolder to find that Pete was afraid of something.

      “You said one more house,” Jake said with a shrug. “Let’s go.” And though he couldn’t believe he was doing it, Jake started walking toward Old Man Russell’s spooky house.

      When they reached the entrance to Old Man Russell’s front walk, they stopped and peered through the narrow tunnel that the bushes made on either side of the walkway. Though the leaves on the bushes had died off with fall’s chilly arrival, the branches were still thick enough that the little tunnel they made of Old Man Russell’s front walk would have been completely pitch black if the porch light hadn’t been on.

      “Do you think he just forgot to turn off the light?” Pete whispered.

      “I dunno—” Jake started to say, though he was pretty sure he’d actually seen the light get flipped on when all the other houses were turning their lights off, but he interrupted himself. “Look! It’s a bowl of candy. He must have left the light on for trick-or-treaters.”

      Still seeing Pete hesitate, Jake quietly asked, “Chicken?”

      It was almost always something Pete said to Jake. Not the other way around. It caught Pete’s attention and he suddenly straightened his back.

      “No! Come on.”

      Pete strode forward, past the bushes that were taller than his head. Some of the branches snagged on his zombie outfit. He tried not to think about how much they felt like hands grabbing at him as he walked past.

      Jake followed close behind.

      They both held their breath as they passed through the tunnel. Each secretly hoping that Old Man Russell didn’t suddenly turn off the light and plunge them into true darkness. They made it to the safety of the front porch and breathed easy again.

      On the faded wood porch sat a plastic jack-o-lantern filled with multi-colored candies individually wrapped in clear plastic. It wasn’t any kind of candy that the boys had ever seen before and that only made them more curious.

      A sign propped up against the house next to the candy said, “Take ONLY one.”

      Still trying to show that he was brave, Pete reached down and took a handful. Jake shot out his hand and grabbed Pete’s arm to stop him.

      “It says to take only one!” He hissed.

      “So? It’s the end of the night. No one else is going to come by here.”

      Though Jake thought Pete had a good point, he still had an uneasy feeling.

      “It says to only take one,” he repeated and stared at Pete with his this-is-serious face.

      Pete blew out an exasperated breath and dropped the candy back into the jack-o-lantern.

      “Fine.”

      He stared down at the multiple colors and finally chose a red one. Jake studied the candy for a second as well before choosing a light blue one.

      “I don’t think our mom’s will even let us eat this,” he whispered. “They’ll think he wrapped them himself. There’s not even any writing on the packet to say what they are.”

      “They’re probably just taffy or something,” Pete said staring down at his red candy. “Let’s eat them now.”

      Before Jake could protest, Pete had opened up the candy and popped it in his mouth, chewing noisily.

      “Oh man. This is really good!” Pete’s voice rose above a whisper and Jake had to shush him. “You have to try it!”

      “Okay, okay. But only if you be quiet!”

      Jake unwrapped the light blue candy, thinking that it reminded him of cotton candy from the carnival, and popped the candy in his mouth. He was right. It tasted just like cotton candy. He turned to tell Pete and stopped dead.

      Pete was staring at Jake with an over-excited expression on his face. His mouth was half open and grinning madly. His eyes were unfocused as if seeing something else instead of Jake standing right in front of him.

      “Pete?” Jake managed to squeak before he was suddenly transported to somewhere else.

      It was an office, he realized. He stared down at an oddly tilted desk that had a half-finished cartoon strip drawn on it. The character in the cartoon strip was Rad Rabbit, which was one of the characters Jake doodled during class along the side of his notepad. He looked around the room, dazed, wondering how he’d gotten here.

      The walls were lined with enlarged comic strips, all featuring Rad Rabbit and other characters, some of which Jake was familiar with since he’d drawn them when he’d gotten bored of drawing Rad Rabbit. Some of the other characters were ones he hadn’t seen before though. Underneath every comic strip was his name, “Jake Sotto.” There was even a certificate on the wall that said, “Cartoonist of the Year.”

      His mouth opened in wonder—

      —and suddenly he was back on the porch staring at Pete, who was waving his hand back and forth in front of Jake’s face, saying, “Earth to Jake. Come in Jake.”

      Jake stumbled backwards, almost tumbling down the porch stairs.

      “You saw something, too!” Pete exclaimed. “Were you in a plane with other guys all in Army gear and a parachute? Did you jump out of the plane, too? It was amazing wasn’t it?”

      Jake opened his mouth to tell Pete what he’d seen but was suddenly shoved down by someone from behind.

      “Hey!” Pete shouted.

      Jake looked up to find that he was staring at the M trio. The three people he’d wanted to avoid tonight. Now he’d probably go home with a black eye or a split lip and his mom would never let him trick or treat by himself again!

      “Leave him alone, Mark.” Pete threatened.

      “Oh?” The taller boy said. He grinned at his twin sister, Marcy, who stood over Jake. “What are you gonna do about it, little baby? Cry?”

      Mark, the twin’s even taller friend, brayed with laughter. “Yeah, are you gonna cry?”

      Jake tried to pick himself up but Marcy roughly shoved him back to the ground. “You can just stay right there, squirt.”

      She moved over to the candy in the jack-o-lantern. “Thought you’d get to take all the candy at the end of the night, huh? Well this is our turf. So we get all the leftovers.” She reached into the plastic dish and started taking out candy by the handful and dropping it into the large, bulging bag she carried.

      “It says to take only one,” Pete almost growled.

      “Are you gonna stop me?” Marcy sneered.

      “No. But Old Man Russell might,” Jake said from his awkward seat on the porch floor.

      “O-ho! I’m so frightened!” Marcy cried in a fake high voice, pressing a hand to her face in mock terror. She dropped her hand and waved off Jake’s protests. “We’re not afraid of some old man.” She pulled the last three pieces from the jack-o-lantern and, keeping one, handed the other two candies to Mark and Mike.

      As she ate hers, Pete noticed Jake trying to catch his attention. Jake darted his eyes at the path leading through the bushes and back to the road. Pete nodded, just barely, so only Jake would notice.

      They’d wordlessly agreed: When the trio started to see whatever illusions or hallucinations came from the candy, Pete and Jake would make a run for it.

      Except they didn’t get the chance.

      “Ugh! That’s terrible!” Marcy spat the candy onto the front porch.

      Mark and Mike did the same after a second.

      “Gross!” Mike rumbled.

      “What is this crap?” Mark demanded shoving Pete in the shoulder.

      Before Pete could answer, Marcy suddenly let out a shriek.

      “Get it away!” She screamed and batted at her hair. “Get them off me! AH!! BATS!” She screamed. “Mark! Get them off me!” She flailed around at the empty air.

      Mark looked at Marcy in confusion, and then Mark’s expression suddenly changed. He pointed behind Jake with a finger that shook.

      “No. You’re not real,” Mark’s voice trembled, “You’re just pretend.” He glanced at his sister, “It’s the clown, Marcy! The one from that movie!” He looked past Jake again, staring at something none of the others could see.

      “No! You’re not real!” Mark suddenly screamed.

      Marcy fled down the front walk, still batting at the air around her hair and head. Mark followed her, screaming, “Don’t let him get me!”

      “Ah! Spiders!” Mike now yelled in his deep voice, brushing invisible things from his clothes. “Get them off! Get them off!” He shook out his hair and brushed wildly at his clothes, then ran off after his friends.

      Though the M trio had disappeared from sight, Pete and Jake could still hear their terrified screams.

      The boys stared down the road, then at each other for a moment.

      “That was…” Pete trailed off.

      “…Yeah.” Was all Jake could answer.

      Suddenly the front door creaked open. Both boys spun toward the noise.

      A giant shadow figure stood in the doorway. The shadow man laughed deep in his throat.

      The porch light went out with a loud POP!

      Everything was dark.

      “Trick or Treat,” something whispered right into the boys’ ears.

      They both screamed as one and stumbled blindly down the stairs and back through the bushes.

      The sound of the shadow man’s laugh followed them all the way home.
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