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A critical review by Fletcher Vredenburgh

Three Ghosts in a Black Pumpkin

Somewhere in space and time, across from Halloween, is the world of Creepy Hollow. It used to be protected from evil by the Trinity of Wishmothers. Now, though, they are dead and their ghosts have been trapped in a pitch-black pumpkin by Hobart T. Hobgoblin. The wicked Hobart (and his sidekick, Ebenezer Rex, the Tasmanian Devil) is now free to work evil on the land.

On Halloween, twelve-year old Nikki Sweet and her eleven-year old cousin Jack Brady find a black pumpkin. Their immediate reaction is to bring it home and turn it into a jack-o’-lantern. Just as they prepare to fetch a knife, their grandmother’s silver skeleton wind chime Mr. Bonejingles warns them not to do it.

The wind chime was once the mighty hero, Wishbone Jones, but he was reduced to his current state by Hobart’s dark magic. Only with the help of Nikki and Jack can he return home and free the Wishmothers from their prison. With a few magic words, Nikki, Jack, and Jones are magically transported to Creepy Hollow. Aided by Wishbone’s friend, Catman, and Goth Wishmother-in-training, Ghoulina, they begin a quest to find the Wishmother’s three wands that will take them to the Red Crow Forest, the Cave of Spooks, and the Tower of Shadows.

Nikki and Jack are terrific characters. Their humorous bickering and genuine affection for each other make them very relatable. Wishbone Jones and Catman are good-natured foils for the snarky, sometimes cranky Ghoulina. Together, the band of heroes’ quick wits and courage in the face of deadly crows, evil Shadows, and wicked Spooks, will thrill anyone who picks up

The megalomaniacal Hobart T. Hobgoblin is a great villain, who chews up the scenery every time he shows up. Though we never feel sorry for him, we learn enough about his past to understand him.

Szabo and Bonadonna’s story crackles with action and excitement. Their storytelling moves with the speed of lightning, but never lets the reader get lost. The atmosphere is just spooky enough to be fun but never enough to be too scary.

There are also some valuable lessons to be learned along the way. Nikki and Jack must figure out for themselves that while selfishness and greed can lead to a bad end, courage and self-sacrifice can help defeat evil. Szabo and Bonadonna weave this into the story with great skill.

There’s only one real problem with THREE GHOSTS: not enough of Szabo’s delightfully weird illustrations. Combining photographs with painted (?) backgrounds, they bring Creepy Hollow and the characters stunningly to life. My favorite is of the dashing Catman, dressed in brocaded velvet.

I’m unable to do justice to the wealth of detail and action Szabo and Bonadonna managed to pack into this short book. From the very first page, they catch the reader up and then don’t let go until the very last page. Any young reader with an interest in fantasy and adventure should probably like and I recommend it highly.

A critical review by S E Lindberg

The Power of the Sapphire Wand

The Power of the Sapphire Wand continues the Creepy Hollow Adventures (the first being Three Ghosts in a Black Pumpkin: Creepy Hollow Adventures 1). It is crafted by the duo of Erika M Szabo, an established children's book author, and Joe Bonadonna, established in the Heroic Fantasy and Science Fiction arena. I know Bonadonna's work more than Szabo's; even though he has written more adult fiction, he has always expressed empathy and interest in children's perspectives (partly inspired by a direct connection to the 1958 Our Lady of the Angels School fire).

The paperback The Power of the Sapphire Wand clocks in at 244 pages, but it reads fast with wide spacing and large font. Jack and Nikki are key young protagonists who come of age ~13yrs old, learning new Gifts and making friends as they adventure in "Creepy Hollow" (a parallel world, Narnia-esque). They leave earth to save family members and fantastical creatures from Evila, a cruel witch. All the fantasy creatures are derived from common myths/stories, and the "Creepy" world is appropriately fantastical yet very accessible.

Humor abounds, with three stooge-like goons (Poo, Goo, and Boo) and Dragon Rocks (a.k.a. scat, or poop) playing essential roles. Plenty of righteous motivations drive Jack and Nikki: they protect the weak and confront evil directly. It is fun to see them grow. Some of the bad guys are just too bad to save, but others are open to redemption.

In short, Szabo and Bonadonna make a great pair. Their Creepy Hollow Adventures is a perfect starting point for young children making the leap from "kids’ books" to "novels."
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Part one
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Hobart T. Goblin looked out the open window of his chamber high atop his castle of Crag Heap. Far below, he could see his courtyard, his servants and soldiers, and beyond that, the entire town of Goblin Acres. He watched his subjects performing their duties and going on with their little Goblin lives.

All this is mine, he thought. But I want more and I will have more. I will have it all: Gnome Town, Gremlinville, Troll Haven, Impburg, Pixieland, Ogre Mountain...the whole world of Creepy Hollow will soon be mine!

Standing only four feet tall, Hobart was nonetheless an imposing figure. His large, floppy ears fanned his face as he walked, and when his ears flopped forward his long beaklike nose stuck out between them like a pointing finger.

His thin lips broke into a grin, showing his sharp fangs as he jutted his pointy chin forward. “Once upon a time,” he murmured under his breath, “I was just an ordinary Goblin, but look at me now! I am great, I am powerful, and I am Hobgoblin, the Master of Goblin Acres.”

He turned from the window and lifted his skinny, green leg and huge foot to take a proud step forward. His boney knees bent and cracked as he took another step toward his favorite chair. He put his hands, with their claw-like fingers, on his hips when he saw his henchman standing on his chair.

“Ebenezer, get off my chair this minute!” Hobgoblin growled angrily. “Did you find the Wands?”

“Not yet, Master,” said Ebenezer Rex. He didn’t show fear and remained in the chair despite his master’s angry words.

Hobgoblin let it slide because he needed him to do his dirty deeds.

Ebenezer was once a man, a very cruel and sick-minded man, who liked to hurt young children. When he was finally captured by the good witches known as The Trinity of Wishmothers, who rewarded good deeds and punished evil, Ebenezer was tried and convicted and turned into a Tasmanian Devil as punishment for his crimes. Although he served Hobgoblin faithfully, first and foremost in Ebenezer’s cold heart was his desire to have his revenge on The Trinity of Wishmothers.

“Why didn’t you find them yet?” Hobgoblin demanded. His big, floppy ears trembled with anger.

As wicked and mean as he was, old Ebenezer Rex was also cunning. He knew he had to pretend to be afraid in the presence of Hobgoblin if he, for his benefit, wanted to stay in his castle. “Forgive me great and powerful Hobgoblin,” he said in a submissive tone of voice, although the mocking expression on his face betrayed him. “I went back to Celestria and searched all over, but all I could find, all I could locate, and all I could—”

“What did you find?” Hobgoblin interrupted, ignoring Ebenezer’s mocking tone, for the time being.

“I found the thief who snuck into your castle and stole the three Wands, and then escaped right under our very noses,” Ebenezer replied. He turned to a pair of Gnome soldiers standing guard at the entrance to Hobgoblin’s chamber, and then snapped his fingers.

Nodding their little heads, the Gnomes vanished before Ebenezer could say lickety-split. “Ugh! They didn’t wait for me to say my favorite word, again!” He fumed because he always wanted to say the word he made up, “lickety-split,” before the Gnomes disappeared because he hated to say “as fast as possible.”

The Gnomes reappeared in a jiffy and between them stood a tall, silver skeleton bound with iron chains.

“It took twenty Gnomes and ten Goblins to capture and render him powerless with those iron chains, Master,” said Ebenezer.

“Ah, the famous Wishbone Jones,” said Hobgoblin, gloating over the capture of his prisoner. “I had a pretty good idea it was you. The Trinity of Wishmothers always favored you, but they no longer watch over you and the other inhabitants of Celestria. The Realm of Spirits has no guardians now. The magic of the witch who turned your charred flesh to silver is of no use to you now.  She cannot save your life this time.”

Wishbone Jones stood over six feet tall. His right arm was slightly scratched, but the rest of his body was flawlessly covered with silver. One year ago, when he fought in the war against the Trolls, his body was badly burned. The Healing Witch found him barely alive when the fight was over, but all she could do to save his life was to turn his burned body into three inches of solid silver in order to protect his flesh and bones. Ever since that day, he became known as the Silver Skeleton.

Wishbone shook with anger as he took a step forward, pulling on the chains and dragging the Gnomes with him.

Hobgoblin’s eyes flashed with fear until his minions yanked hard on the chains and forced the skeleton to his knees. He smiled defiantly in the face of his captor. “Do what you will, Hobart. Do your very best. But you’ll never find those Wands and will never be able to use their power. You and that stinking henchman of yours will be punished for the murders of the Wishmothers. And that you can count on.”

Ebenezer laughed. “Hobgoblin is great and powerful, boneman. You don’t even know how to free those ghosts from the pumpkin or where it’s hidden!”

“Careful,” Hobgoblin hushed his henchman quickly. “Don’t give it away. Don’t give him any ideas.”

Ebenezer slapped his own mouth angrily and mumbled, “Oops, I almost did.”

But Wishbone knew much more than his enemies thought he did, for the Healing Witch had told him everything she knew. “Trust me, I’ll find a way, Hobart,” said Wishbone, refusing to call him Hobgoblin. “I’ll bring you both to justice and see to it that Creach Gillman is restored to his rightful place as the Mayor of Goblin Town.”

“Good luck with that!” Hobgoblin said with a laugh. “He’s in the Deep Dark Dungeon, where you’ll soon join him.” He turned to Ebenezer. “Have the Imps and Ogres torture this bonehead. Make him talk and then dispose of him. But don’t stop searching for those Wands. Halloween is only thirteen days away and I must have those Wands before the chimes of midnight announce the first of November.”

“Yes, Master. What about the black pumpkin?”

“Don’t say another word, you fool! I’ll take care of it.”

Wishbone Jones gave a hearty, metallic laugh. “I know all about the black pumpkin, Hobart. I know what you’ve done. You won’t get away with it, I promise you that.”

“My name is Hobgoblin, you walking bag of bones!” roared Hobgoblin, his face turning red with anger. “Ebenezer, take him to the dungeon and begin his torture at once!”
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It was an unusually warm autumn day, and Grandma Sweet opened the front door. She loved it when the fresh, morning breeze flew through the rooms. The sun hung high in the eastern sky, big and bright yellow. The silver wind chime hanging from the roof next to the entrance made a strange but pleasant sound each time a gentle breeze touched it. Grandma found the wind chime hanging there almost two weeks earlier. Thinking it was a surprise gift from one of her friends, she named the wind chime Mister Bonejingles, because it looked like a jingly human skeleton.

Grandma Sweet felt the strange, quiet buzzing and humming in the air that hinted at the magic and mystery that comes only once a year on the morning of Halloween.

“You kids better not go too far from the house!” she called out on her way to the kitchen as she spotted Nikki and Jack rushing toward the back door. The smell of cookies baking in the oven was mouth-watering, and Grandma Sweet wondered why it didn’t stop the children, as it usually did, from rushing out of the house.

The screen door flew open with a bang. Nikki Sweet and her cousin, Jack Brady, charged from the house, across the back porch, down the steps, and into the big backyard. Beyond the white picket fence lay Weeping Meadow, and beyond that, the small town of Diddlebury.

“It’s Saturday,” said Nikki, adjusting the backpack she carried with her everywhere she went. “No school!”

Jack had his favorite messenger bag on his shoulder, just in case he found some weird things to bring home. He thought wearing a backpack made him look childish, but the shoulder bag made him look cool. 

“Better than that, it’s Halloween!” Jack said. “Let’s get out of here before Grandma changes her mind.” He winked at Nikki playfully.

Nikki tugged on her left earlobe three times. “Okay, let’s go. Ready?” she asked, leaning forward, getting ready for their usual race to the front gate.

“Why are you doing that?” Jack asked, staring at Nikki.

“Doing what?” Nikki asked, surprised.

“Pulling on your ear like that.”  

Nikki laughed. “Once I was nervous about a hard math test and Grandma told me to tug on my ear for good luck. I passed the test but I know it wasn’t because I pulled my ear. It was because I studied hard. Now it’s just something Grandma and I do for fun.”

“That’s cool,” Jack said and nodded with a wide grin on his face. “My dad and I do something like that. When I was in first grade I told him I wasn’t a baby anymore and didn’t want him to kiss me goodbye when he dropped me off at school. So instead of a goodbye kiss, we started touching our pointing fingers together.” 

“That’s nice. I wish I knew my dad...,” Nikki whispered, and her expression turned sad for a second. But then she shook her head and grinned at Jack.  “Think you can win this time?”

Jack was sure he could win their usual race to the back gate this time. He looked at Nikki and said, “Steady.”

“Go!” Nikki said. 

They raced each other across the backyard and toward the gate in the fence. Nikki, one year older than her mischievous cousin Jack, who was eleven, reached the gate first.

“I win!” she sang out victoriously.

“You always win,” Jack complained with a sourpuss expression on his oval face. 

Nikki tried to ease his sadness and made a mental note to let him win next time. “That’s because I’m a year older than you,” she said, trying to make him feel better.

Jack shoved his hands into the pockets of his jeans. He pushed his chest out like a fancy peacock, brushed a speck of lint from his T-shirt and boasted, “But I’m bigger than you!”

“Yup, it’s true, but I’m faster than you!” Nikki said, not feeling sorry for Jack anymore. You can forget it, buster! I’m never gonna let you win, she thought. 

Nikki opened the gate and they wandered over to the small, shallow creek running alongside the house. Not far from the creek, the leaves and branches of the weeping willows of Weeping Meadow danced in the breeze.

Jack had come to spend the weekend at Grandma Sweet’s house. His parents were throwing a big Halloween party, for adults only, and didn’t want their troublesome little boy running around and causing all kinds of mischief. Nikki was adopted by her grandmother after her parents died when she was a little girl. Although Jack’s constant teasing about getting text messages every five minutes annoyed her, she enjoyed his visits and teased him back for taking pictures of every weird thing he found and posting them on Instagram. 

“So, what do you want to do until we can go Trick or Treating?” Jack asked as he combed his fingers through his curly hair.

Before Nikki could reply her phone pinged, alerting her of the arrival of a new message. “I don’t know,” she mumbled while looking down and tapping her phone.  “What do you want to do?” she asked.

“I asked you first,” said Jack. “And for once, will you please put away your phone?”

Shaking her head, Nikki mumbled to herself, “Boys!” She put her cell phone in the pocket of her jeans, which she always wore with the cuffs rolled up above her ankles. “Fine, Jack. But if I see you take even one picture of a dead frog or a pile of dog poop, I’m going to slap you!”

“Fine! Whatever!” Jack said.

Nikki sighed. She knew he wouldn’t be able to resist snapping even one photo of anything he thought was weird and cool. “So, what do you want to do today, Jack?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Jack admitted. “I was hoping you’d have some ideas.”

With a frustrated sigh and a shake of her head, Nikki’s green eyes searched the clear water of the creek. “I want to look for river stones,” she told him.

“Oh, you always look for stones,” Jack whined. “Why do you collect those useless stones?”

“Because I like stones,” Nikki said.

“You’re such a...such a girl!” Jack huffed.

“And you’re a dweeb,” Nikki told him, shaking her auburn-haired head.

She ignored Jack and kneeled at the edge of the creek, reached into the water, and pulled out a shiny, bright blue stone. Scratching the side of her freckled nose, Nikki studied the stone for a moment. Then she wiped it dry on her T-shirt and put it in another pocket of her jeans. 

Bored out of his mind, Jack pulled a book of matches from his bag and started lighting them one by one. Every time he lit a match, he’d watch it burn for a few seconds and then toss it in the river. When Nikki saw him doing this, she stood up and gently punched his shoulder to get his attention.

“Ouch!” he complained. “What was that for?”

“You know you’re not supposed to play with matches, Jack,” said Nikki. “Where did you get them this time?”

Jack shrugged and looked down at the grass. “I...um...I found them on the way to school today.”

“Liar! Grandma buys this kind of matches. How many times did you get in trouble for stealing her matches, Jack?” Nikki’s eyes flashed with anger. She snatched the book of matches from Jack’s hand and punched his shoulder again, a little harder this time.

“Hey, that hurt!” He looked at her. “Now give those back!”

Nikki stuck the matches into her pocket. “You want them? Then take them from me.” She knew Jack was a little afraid of her and he wouldn’t push her to fight over the matches.

Glaring at her, Jack’s blue eyes suddenly looked past her. “Nikki, turn around and look behind you.”

“Jack, if you’re trying to trick me so you can put your grabby hand into my pocket, it’s not going to work.”

Jack pointed. “No! Just turn around and look!”

With a sigh of frustration, Nikki turned and saw what Jack was pointing at. “That looks like a pumpkin,” she said. “But it’s black. I’ve never seen a black pumpkin before. Have you?”

“Nope,” Jack told her, shaking his head.

The black pumpkin was sitting on the ground, near one of the willow trees at the edge of Weeping Meadow. They immediately forgot all about their argument and ran to look at the pumpkin.

“I think this pumpkin is rotten,” said Nikki.

Jack grabbed the black pumpkin and held it up to his nose. “Doesn’t smell rotten. Come on, let’s take it back to the house and cut it open.”

“It’ll probably be filled with bugs and worms and other creepy-crawly creatures,” Nikki said.

“That would be so cool,” Jack said, wishfully.

Nikki shook her head and rolled her eyes, remembering the disgusting things Jack either brought home or took pictures of. 

As they walked back to the house, taking turns carrying the heavy pumpkin, Jack glanced at Nikki. He grinned and thought: I fooled you this time. You don’t know that I have a box of stick matches in my pocket, and I’m going to play with them whenever I want to.

When they got back to Grandma Sweet’s house, they walked around to the front porch and sat down on the steps leading up to the front door. While Jack turned the black pumpkin over and over, studying it, Nikki felt the sharp edge of the matchbox poking her. She took it out of her pocket and put it on the step beside her.

“We need a knife to carve that pumpkin,” said Nikki.

Jack pulled his phone from the pocket of his jeans. “Yeah, get one from the kitchen. But can I take just one picture so I can show it to my friends?” he asked.

“I guess so, Jack,” said Nikki. “A black pumpkin is pretty weird.”

“I wouldn’t carve that pumpkin or take a picture of it if I were you,” said a strange, chiming voice out of nowhere.

Nikki and Jack were stunned. They turned and looked around.

“Who said that?” Nikki demanded.

“I did,” the voice replied.

The two cousins could now pinpoint where the voice was coming from and looked up at Mister Bonejingles, the silver wind chime.

They jumped to their feet at the same time.

“How come you can talk?” asked Jack, feeling scared but curious. “You’re not supposed to talk, Mister Bonejingles! You’re just a wind chime.”

“I am not just a wind chime.”

Taking a step closer to get a better look, Nikki asked the silver skeleton, “Then what are you?”

“My name is Wishbone Jones.”

“Where did you come from and how come you can talk?” asked Jack.

“I come from Creepy Hollow, a land that exists in another realm,” said Wishbone Jones.

“Never heard of it,” said Nikki.

“Of course you haven’t,” said Wishbone. “Few people in your world know of its existence, and those few are all children, just like yourselves.” 

“Well, my name is Jack, and this is my cousin Nikki,” said Jack.

“I’ve been watching you two kids and it’s very nice to meet you both.”

Nikki took the wind chime off the hook and held it in her hand. “So how did you end up here, on Grandma’s front porch?” 

“That’s a bit of a long story,” said Wishbone.

“We have plenty of time before we go Trick or Treating,” she said.

“Well,” Wishbone began, “once upon a time I was a great warrior. I fought many battles until I was badly injured in the Troll War, protecting The Trinity of Wishmothers, who watch over Creepy Hollow.”

“You mean...you don’t mean you’re dead, do you?” asked Nikki

“No, I’m alive but I’m not a flesh and bone man anymore,” Wishbone told her.

“I’m sorry.”

“Me, too,” said Jack.

Nikki frowned and said, “Wait! Your body is silver. How can that be?”

“The Healing Witch turned my body into silver in order to save my life. That’s how I became known as the Silver Skeleton of Celestria,” Wishbone explained with a cynical tone in his voice.

“What’s Celestria, Mister Wishbone?” Jack wanted to know.

“Celestria is the Realm of Spirits, where I live with my friends. It’s a cemetery in Creepy Hollow.” Wishbone cleared his throat with a metallic-sounding cough. “You see, in Creepy Hollow the spirits of the dead can live side-by-side with the living.”

“Awesome!” Jack exclaimed.

“Wicked!” Nikki said, clapping her hands. “Okay, but now you’re a wind chime. So how did that happen?”

“Well, let me tell you, and I’ll try to make it as short as I can,” said Wishbone. “It all began with a Goblin named Hobart. Hobart was just another ordinary goblin who had fallen on hard times. He lost his job and his home and had no luck at all. So one day he went to visit The Trinity of Wishmothers and begged them for help. Taking pity on him, the Wishmothers gave him a test in the form of three wishes. He was supposed to use the three wishes to help others, which in turn would help him and bring him good luck. But Hobart was greedy and he used the three wishes for selfish reasons. He wished for wealth and power and fame, so he failed the test. When he wished for power his body turned strong and his new strength made him overconfident and mean. The Wishmothers tried but they couldn’t take away the three wishes they had granted him.”

Nikki and Jack hung onto every word Wishbone said as he continued. “First, Hobgoblin used his wealth to build a great castle, which he calls Crag Heap, and he used his fame to attract a large band of followers. Then he used his power when he and his minions took over Goblin Acres and locked the mayor in the Deep Dark Dungeon.”

“That Hobgoblin sure is one bad dude,” said Jack.

“He certainly is,” Wishbone agreed. “But wait, there’s more. Hobgoblin wasn’t satisfied with all that he had accomplished. He wanted more wealth and more fame, but most of all, he wanted more power...magical power. So he summoned one of his favorite minions, the Tasmanian Devil, who helped him murder the three Wishmothers and steal their magic Wands.”

“Did Hobgoblin use the Wands?” asked Jack. 

“Indeed, he did. He knew just enough magic to turn the power of the Wands against the ghosts of the three Wishmothers.”

“What did he do to them?” Nikki asked.

Wishbone sighed; he sounded exactly like a wind chime swaying in the breeze. “He imprisoned them inside a black pumpkin.”

Jack suddenly grew very nervous. He looked at the pumpkin and asked, “You don’t mean this pumpkin, do you?”

“Of course he does!” said Nikki.

“Good thing we didn’t carve it,” Jack said. “But what happened to you, Mister Wishbone? How did you get here?”

Wishbone scratched his skull and said, “When the Healing Witch told me that the three Wishmothers had been murdered and their Wands stolen by Hobgoblin, I snuck into Crag Heap one night. I managed to steal the Wands from Hobgoblin and hide them somewhere safe. But as I was tiptoeing toward the door trying to find my way in the dark, a tiny flake of silver from my right arm got scraped off when I brushed up against a metal door frame. That piece of silver was enough for Hobgoblin to know that I was the one who took the Wands.”

“How did you sneak into the castle?” Nikki asked Wishbone.

“The Healing Witch taught me a few spells, which in my present condition I can no longer use,” he said. “I used the first spell to make myself invisible. Then, once I got away with the three Wands, I used some other spells to disguise them as a popcorn ball, a plastic mask, and a rubber bat.”

“A baseball bat?” asked Jack.

“No, the kind of bat that flies. But this is a toy bat, made of rubber.”

“Stop interrupting and let him talk, Jack,” Nikki scolded him.

Jack’s face turned red. “You do it to me all the time!”

“That’s because you never know when to stay quiet!”

“Children, please. It’s quite all right.”

“So then what happened, Mister Wishbone?” Nikki asked.

“I hid the disguised Wands in three different places until I could find the black pumpkin, free the spirits of the three Wishmothers, and see to it that Hobgoblin and Tasmanian Devil are brought to justice,” he said.

Nikki, always quick on her toes, said, “But you were captured. They found that piece of silver from your arm. I bet it was Hobgoblin who turned you into a wind chime.”

“Yes, that’s true. By turning myself invisible, I weakened the silver that protects my body. So a piece broke off. Using magic often has its drawbacks. They tortured me for days, but I didn’t tell them where I hid the Wands.  In his anger Hobgoblin turned my six-foot-tall, exoskeleton body into a six-inch wind chime,” said Wishbone, sadly.

“I know what an exoskeleton is,” Jack said proudly. “That’s what protects the bodies of grasshoppers, spiders, and cockroaches, and all sorts of bugs and things.” He stopped talking when Nikki gave him an angry look.

Nikki looked up at Wishbone and asked, “So how did you end up here, at Grandma’s house?” 

Wishbone explained, “Every year, for thirteen days up to and including Halloween, the inhabitants of Creepy Hollow can open portals that are special gateways between your world and Creepy Hollow. We call these the Ectomagic Gates. We use them to travel back and forth between our two worlds. But here on Earth, only children like you two can see the gates...and can see us.”

Jack scowled and said, “So Hobgoblin brought you here.”

“Yes,” said Wishbone. “He used my own magic key to open a gate and bring me and the black pumpkin here. Then he hung me here, on your Grandmother’s front porch.”

“This Ectomagic Gate,” said Nikki, “does it open here, at Grandma’s house?”

“The gates open wherever we want them to open,” said Wishbone. “However, come midnight tonight, we won’t be able to open any more gates until next year. Those are the rules.”

“You said Hobgoblin used your key to open the gate,” said Jack. “Does he still have it?”

“No, after using it he tossed it in the creek before he went back to Creepy Hollow. Naturally, he has his own key, but using mine and then leaving it here got rid of any evidence that might point to his involvement in my disappearance.”

“What does this key look like? Maybe we can find it,” said Nikki.

“You already found it. I can feel it,” Wishbone told her.

Jack and Nikki looked at each other with eyes wide open in amazement.

“The blue stone!” she said, removing the stone from her pocket.

“Wow! Your stones are not useless after all,” Jack said, smiling at Nikki. Then he turned to Wishbone. “You can use the stone and go back home again, Mister Wishbone.”

“Look at me,” said Wishbone. “Do I look like I’m in any kind of shape to do anything?”

Nikki looked thoughtfully at the blue stone in her hand and placed it on top of the black pumpkin. “Can we use it to take you back to this Celestria where you live?”

“If I told you the magic words, you could,” said Wishbone. “But you...you mean you would really do that for me?” His voice was filled with emotion and hope.

“Sure, why not? We have nothing better to do,” said Jack.

“We’ll help you. Tell us what to do,” Nikki told Wishbone.

“Oh, thank you!” he said. “Okay. You just have to hold the stone out in front of you and say these magic words: Snappy fingers, cracking bones.”

Jack gave Nikki a skeptical look, but then shrugged his shoulders. “If a wind chime can talk, then I guess some dumb magic words can work, too,” he said.

Nikki picked up the shiny blue stone, held out her hand and recited, “Snappy fingers, cracking bones!”

Suddenly she and Jack heard the snap and crackle of static electricity, and a strange humming noise. Then, a few feet from them, a vortex opened up—a gateway shaped like a wheel of swirling light set inside a shimmering blue doorway.

“Now what?” Nikki asked.

“Just walk through it as if you’re walking into another room,” Wishbone replied.

Jack and Nikki exchanged glances of uncertainty, then he shrugged, she nodded, and together they walked toward the Ectomagic Gate, taking Wishbone and the black pumpkin with them. As soon as they stepped through the gate they vanished from Grandma Sweet’s front porch faster than Jack could unwrap a Snickers bar, which is the only thing he could do faster than Nikki could.
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When Nikki, Jack, and Wishbone emerged from the other side of the Ectomagic Gate, it closed behind them without a sound and vanished. Nikki was a bit disappointed; she had expected something more spectacular, such as entering a magical world with fairies and unicorns. But Jack couldn’t have been happier, for they had entered a gloomy cemetery. Delicate, silvery spider webs graced the leaves and branches, from which hung Jack O’Lanterns and strings of twinkling green, purple, and orange lights. The cemetery was filled with tombstones that cast eerie shadows on the ground from the sun hiding behind huge, dark clouds. 

Nikki watched curiously as dark clouds floated above the graves, but when one cloud melted into a grave and disappeared, she realized that those weren’t clouds at all. They were bluish-gray and silvery-white ghosts.

“Welcome to Wormbelow,” Wishbone said to Nikki and Jack.

“I thought this was Celestria,” said Nikki.

“Oh, it is,” Wishbone told her. “Celestria is the real name of our realm. Wormbelow is just our nickname for it. Almost everyone who dwells here calls it that.”

Jack looked a little confused. “Why did you name it Wormbelow?” he asked.

“Because the soil is very rich and more worms live here than in any other parts of Creepy Hollow,” Wishbone replied.

“But...why below?” Jack looked at him questioningly.

Nikki rolled her eyes at him. “Duh, Jack! Where do worms live?”

Jack frowned thoughtfully and scratched his head. Then his eyes went wide. “In the ground,” he said, smiling. “Worms live below the ground.”

“Took you long enough,” said Nikki.

“Wormbelow is a more fitting name for other residents of Celestria, as well,” Wishbone cackled. “The bodies of everyone who died lay below ground, but their ghosts float above. They’re celestial beings and I think that’s where the name, Celestria, came from.”

“This place is totally awesome,” said Jack. He pulled out his phone. “I’ve got to take some pictures.” He took a picture but when he tried to post it on Instagram, he couldn’t. He mumbled, “What’s going on? I don’t have a single bar. Check yours, Nikki.”

Nikki took her phone out of her pocket, stared at the screen and said with a disappointed look on her face, “Me neither. Not a single one. There’s no reception here.”

“Hey, look!” Jack showed Nikki his phone. “I took the picture but now it’s just a blur. What’s going on?”

Wishbone chuckled, “This is Creepy Hollow. We don’t have such things as Wi-Fi, cellular towers, or the internet here. And you can’t take pictures, either. This is a secret place. Nobody in your world, other than you and a few other kids, are allowed to know about it.”

“That’s bad!” said Nikki, wondering and worrying what they would do if they had to call home for help. She frowned and put away her phone.

Jack was disappointed, but he shrugged. “So, Mister Wishbone,” he said, putting his now useless phone back in his pocket. “What do we do now? What do you want me to do with this pumpkin?”

“We need to take it to the Wishmother’s mausoleum, just a little further,” Wishbone said.

Jack looked confused. “What’s a mausoleum?” he asked.

“It’s like a grave,” Nikki explained, “except that it’s above the ground, not below it. It’s like a small house.”

Jack nodded. “Oh, I see. The Wishmothers’ bodies are buried in the house, but their ghosts are now stuck inside the black pumpkin.”

They heard shuffling sounds and saw two tall figures emerge from the darkness of the line of trees by the graves and slowly walk toward them. Jack and Nikki looked at each other, uncertain whether they should be afraid or not. One of the figures was a black cat that walked like a man, and the other was a young woman who looked like a Goth vampire.

Wishbone, still being held by Nikki, shook his whole bony, silver body. “My friends are here,” he said happily.

Nikki and Jack sighed in relief.

“Wishbone, you’ve come back!” cried the man-like black cat.

“I see you’re still a snappy dresser,” Wishbone laughed, eyeing his friend’s colorful outfit. “That brown vest over a blue shirt, blue-striped pants and leather boots with the pouch dangling from your leather belt really suits you. I wish I could wear decent clothes, but look at me...” Wishbone’s voice turned sad. “Curse that evil Hobgoblin!” 

The tall cat hissed.

The woman’s silver eyes flashed with anger. She lowered her head for a moment and wiped the tears from her eyes.

She likes him, she likes him a lot, Jack thought.  And I bet Mister Wishbone likes her, too. In many ways, the woman reminded Jack of his classmate, Peggy, who always dressed in black clothes. He had a huge crush on her but was still too shy to talk to her.

“I missed you so much,” the pretty Goth woman told Wishbone. “After we heard what that awful Hobgoblin did to you, I went to the Seer Witch. She said you’d be found on the Other Side by children who would bring you back to us.” She took a step forward as her black gown trailed behind her, and flipped her long black hair over her shoulder.

“Yes, I’m back, but look at me now.” Wishbone sighed, gave an admiring glance to the young woman and thought: She still wears the turquoise headband I gave her. She didn’t forget me. And she still paints her nails black. He fought back the feelings of sadness and hopelessness that were creeping up on him.

“It doesn’t matter,” she said with warmth in her eyes. “You’re still you.”

Yeah, I’m still me, Wishbone thought bitterly.

Nikki admired the young woman’s lace gloves and sparkling rings and thought: She really likes turquoise. Goth. She’s definitely Goth. She’s so pretty with her pale face, and her clothes suit her very well. She’s a lot taller than me, too. I wonder how old she is. She looks about eighteen-ish, Nikki guessed, impressed by the older girl’s clothing and behavior.

Wishbone desperately wanted to avoid the tall woman’s eyes, which were filled with pity and sorrow. He nodded to Nikki and Jack. “Let me introduce these very special children, my dear,” Wishbone told the tall woman. “Nikki found my Key Stone to the Ectomagic Gate. Jack found the black pumpkin and brought it back with us.”

The black, humanlike cat took a step forward and said excitedly, “Wonderful! My name is Otto, but I prefer to be called Catman. I’m the caretaker of Wormbelow.”

“How come you look like a cat and can talk like a person?” Jack asked.

“That’s because I am a person. Or was, I should say,” said Catman. “You see, long ago I had a black cat named Poe, who was my best friend. He lived all of his nine lives and then got sick and was close to death.” Tears formed in his eyes and he turned away.

Noticing Otto’s distress, Wishbone said, “The only way to save Poe was for Otto and Poe to become one person.”

“That is so cool,” Jack said.

Catman wiped his eyes with his paw and turned around to continue his story. “So the Wishmothers granted my wish, and now Poe and I are one. We are Catman.”

Nikki and Jack clapped their hands. “Awesome!” she said.

The Goth girl flashed a smile at the children with her plump blue lips and introduced herself. “My real name is Hannah, but I prefer to be called Ghoulina. It suits me much better, don’t you think?”

“Oh, yes, I think so,” said Nikki.

“Me, too,” said Jack.

“And my first name is Bob,” said Wishbone. “But since I became the Silver Skeleton, everyone started calling me ‘Wishbone.’ I don’t mind. I kind of like it.”

Jack couldn’t stop himself from laughing out loud.

Nikki gave him a puzzling look. “What’s so funny, Jack?”

“It’s their names...Otto, Hannah, and Bob.”

“What is so funny about our names?” Ghoulina asked indignantly.

“Your names are palindromes!” Jack boasted when he saw the puzzled looks on their faces. Ha, Nikki doesn’t know, but I know, he thought, feeling smug.

“What’s a palindrome?” asked Catman.

“A palindrome is a word or name that’s the same whether you spell it forward or backward,” Jack explained. His happy grin turned sour when he saw the disapproval on Nikki’s face, but he continued anyway. “You know, like racecar, level, radar, and a lot of other words.”

“Well, now we all know. We’re palindromes.” Ghoulina shook her head, looking irritated.

Nikki gave Jack an angry glare. His ears and cheeks turned red. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t mean to be a know-it-all or to make fun of anyone.”

“No worries, Jack,” Catman said, trying to ease the tension. “Ghoulina is just a little irritated because she’s hungry. She hasn’t eaten a thing all morning.”

Jack, suddenly frightened, took a sharp breath.

Nikki lifted her hand as if to protect her neck, and asked in a hoarse voice, “You mean you haven’t drunk any blood today?” She cleared her throat and then it dawned on her. “Wait, the sun’s out. Vampires don’t come out during the daytime.”

Ghoulina walked up to her, put her pale hands on her hips and stared down at Nikki. “I am not a vampire, little girl. I am a Ghoul,” she said.

The initial shock wore off quickly and Nikki got angry that the older girl seemed to be trying to intimidate her. “Well, how was I supposed to know that?” She stomped the ground with her foot. “You live here. I’m just visiting!”

For a moment, Ghoulina’s silver eyes flashed angrily, turning from silver to red, and then from red to yellow, and finally back to silver again. Nikki took a step back. She shifted her weight, as her martial arts sensei taught her, and got ready to fight in case Ghoulina attacked her and Jack.

If she’s not going to drink our blood, then she’s going to eat us! Jack thought, growing frightened. But he stood his ground next to Nikki and stared Ghoulina in the eye.

Then Ghoulina started laughing and her unexpected reaction startled Nikki and Jack.

“You know what, kids? You’re both smart and brave. I like that,” Ghoulina said.

“You scared the daylights out of me!” Nikki huffed, feeling puzzled but relieved.

“Oh, sorry,” Ghoulina said. “I didn’t mean to scare you. It’s my eyes. I can’t control my eyes when I feel annoyed and hungry.”

“Um...forgive me if this offends you, but you don’t look like a Ghoul,” Nikki said. “Ghouls look like ugly monsters because they eat meat, dead meat. Don’t they?”

Ghoulina curtsied and laughed. “Yes, Ghouls who eat meat look like ugly monsters,” she said. “But I don’t eat meat.”

“If not eating meat makes a Ghoul look as pretty as you are, then I’m changing my diet,” Jack said and, in his mind’s eye, he pictured Peggy giving him admiring glances when he walked into his classroom looking tall, dark, and handsome. Ghoulina’s pleasant voice snapped him out of his daydreaming state.

“Why, Jack! How nice of you to say that,” Ghoulina replied. “I’ll tell you about that, later. Right now, we have to talk about what we’re going to do. Thanks to you, we have the black pumpkin, and Wishbone is back. But now it’s time for you to go home and we have to make plans how to free the Wishmothers.”

“We can help,” Nikki said, looking at Jack for approval.

“Sure, I’m in,” Jack replied. “Just let us know what to do.”

“Thank you for your offer, we really appreciate it,” Ghoulina said. “But you have helped us a lot already. We can’t put you in danger. You must open the gate and go home.”

“No, we want to help!” Nikki said. 

“Hannah is right, we can’t let you help us,” Wishbone agreed. “We have to get the wands back and the places I hid them are dangerous.”

“Please let us help,” Jack begged.

“We want to help and we will be careful,” Nikki added.

Ghoulina, Catman, and Wishbone talked in hushed voices for a few minutes, and then Ghoulina said, “Alright, but you must do as we tell you and at the first sign of danger we will send you home. Do you have ideas of what we should do?” 

Nikki looked at Ghoulina and then counted down the tasks on her fingers. “First, I think what we need to do is to figure out how to get Wishbone back to his right size and free the ghosts from the black pumpkin. Right?” she asked.

Ghoulina nodded. “Exactly! We need a plan.”

Jack raised his hand. “I have an idea,” he said.

“Let’s hear it,” said Wishbone. “What’s your idea?”

“If any of you have a knife, we can cut open the pumpkin and free the Wishmothers,” said Jack.

Startled by Jack’s suggestion, Catman hissed angrily, Ghoulina took a horrified breath, and Wishbone shook himself in Nikki’s hand, making his silver bones ring and chime in alarm.

“No!” Wishbone protested. “We can’t do that. That’s the worst thing we could do, and the worst thing that could happen to the Wishmothers.”

“You mean, worse than being trapped inside a black pumpkin forever?” asked Nikki.

“Oh, yes, yes indeed,” said Catman, licking one of his paws.

“What do you mean?” asked Jack. “Seems like the right way to free them. Just cut them out of there with a good sharp knife.”

“Boys and their simple ideas. Cut it, hit it, and kick it. But this is not that simple!” Ghoulina moaned.

Nikki laughed out loud, but when she saw the hurt expression on Jack’s face, she whispered, “Sorry, Jack.”

Ghoulina walked over to Jack, placed her pale hands on his shoulders and quietly said, “I’m sorry too, Jack. I didn’t mean to hurt your feelings, but most boys your age don’t think about the consequences before they do something stupid or even dangerous.”

“Nu-uh, not me...well, not usually. I didn’t mean to be hasty, it’s just...it seemed like a good idea,” Jack said, quietly accepting Ghoulina’s apology.

“It’s alright,” Ghoulina said. “You didn’t know, so let me explain. To carve into that black pumpkin would not only cause harm to it, but doing so would also destroy the ghosts of the three Wishmothers forever.”

Jack took a sharp breath and said, “Oh, we don’t want that!”

“No, we don’t,” Ghoulina said and looked at the others. “Let’s go over to the Wishmothers’ mausoleum. We will explain everything, and then figure out what we’re going to do.”

Everyone nodded in agreement and followed Ghoulina.

Nikki glanced at the sky just as a witch riding a broom flew by, accompanied by whispering ghosts and squawking ravens. A number of ghosts poked their heads out of their graves to look around and see what was happening. A pair of big, fat spiders dropped from nearby treetops, dangling by silvery strands of webbing, and reminding Nikki of nosey neighbors. A gentle breeze whispered through the cemetery, bringing with it the smells of chocolate, pumpkin pie, and fresh popcorn. Both Nikki and Jack felt safe and comfortable among the granite tombstones and in the company of their new friends.
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