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  For Mom, whose kitchen taught me that the most comforting traditions hold the sharpest edges. Your food never absorbed dissenters, but they showed me how love lives in ritual—and how terror hides in rigidity. May this harvest of horrors honor your belief that every recipe, like every family, must evolve to survive. With gratitude that never curdles.







  
    
      “The greatest horror of tradition is not in its breaking, but in its perfect keeping.”


    

    
      - H.P. Lovecraft
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  Foreword



Greetings, fellow traveler of the uncanny. I’m Sean Benoit, though you might know me better as S. B. Fates—the pen name that emerged when I realized my stories thrived in the liminal spaces between fate and free will. It represents that moment when ordinary rituals twist into something extraordinary, something that makes us question the traditions we hold so dear.

This anthology, Harvest of Horrors, was born from a simple yet unsettling observation: the very traditions meant to bind us can become prisons of the past. In these ten stories, I’ve weaponized the familiar—Macy’s parade balloons, cranberry molds, family photos—transforming beloved Thanksgiving customs into vessels of terror when disrupted or followed too rigidly. What fascinates me isn’t the horror itself, but how these moments reveal our deepest anxieties about family, memory, and the invisible chains of expectation we inherit.

You’ll find psychological dread woven with dark comedy, moments that unsettle and others that offer cathartic release. I’ve deliberately avoided historical guilt to focus on the intimate horror of personal tradition-breaking—the kind that resonates whether you’re a parade enthusiast, a foodie, or simply someone who’s ever felt trapped by “the way things have always been done.”

As a writer who blends horror with supernatural elements and whose passion for visual storytelling extends to drawing and comics, this project felt like coming home. The recurring pocket watch motif, the sensory anchors of distorted parade music and threatening autumn leaves—they’re my attempt to create a cohesive nightmare you can both see and feel.

So settle in, dear reader. Let the scent of subtly “off” turkey fill your imagination as you turn these pages. These stories aren’t meant to scare you away from tradition, but to remind you that the most terrifying monsters often wear the familiar faces of our own expectations. May you find as much liberation in these pages as I did in writing them.

S. B. Fates







  Preface



Dear fellow traveler through the shadowed corridors of tradition,

My name is Sean Benoit, though you likely know me as S.B. Fates—the pen name I adopted when I realized my stories needed a persona that could comfortably dwell in the spaces where ordinary rituals turn extraordinary. For years, I’ve been drawn to the quiet horrors that live in plain sight, particularly those nestled within our most cherished customs. But it was Thanksgiving—the holiday built on gratitude yet shadowed by unspoken tensions—that called to me with particular urgency. There’s something uniquely unsettling about traditions that promise connection yet often bind us in ways we don’t recognize until we try to break free.

This anthology, Harvest of Horrors: When Thanksgiving Traditions Turn Deadly, explores that very tension. Each of these ten stories takes a ritual you likely know intimately—a Macy’s Day Parade viewing, the family photo, the cranberry mold recipe, the post-dinner walk—and reveals how these acts meant to bind us can become prisons of the past when disrupted or followed too rigidly. I’ve avoided the well-trodden path of historical guilt that often accompanies Thanksgiving horror, choosing instead to focus on the personal prisons we construct through our own traditions. What if the very acts designed to foster connection harbor latent power to trap, judge, or punish? That question became my compass.

I’ll never forget the rainy afternoon I wrote “The Packing Instinct,” our story about the family dog whose annual under-the-table feast awakens ancestral instincts. As I described Chief the golden retriever circling the Thanksgiving table with predatory focus, I suddenly understood this wasn’t just about supernatural horror—it was about how family patterns repeat themselves, how we unknowingly participate in rituals that both comfort and constrain us. The broken pocket watch that appears subtly in each story became my metaphor for time distorted by tradition, ticking backward through generations.

To you holding this book: I hope these stories unsettle you in the best way—making you glance at your own traditions with fresh eyes, perhaps even reconsidering which rituals truly serve you. You’ll find moments of dark comedy amid the dread, psychological tension woven through relatable family dynamics, and that crucial 30% uplift I promised myself I’d deliver. This isn’t horror that revels in despair; it’s horror that acknowledges our shared human experience of being both comforted and confined by what we keep doing, year after year.

Thank you for walking this path with me. When you turn these pages, you’re not just reading stories—you’re participating in the very tradition we’ve been exploring. And for that companionship on my creative journey, I am genuinely, deeply grateful.

With gratitude that’s anything but traditional,

S. B. Fates








  
  
  FLOATING NIGHTMARES

  
  




The American Museum of Natural History loomed—a stone leviathan gutted by November twilight, its columns glistening with the rain-slicked ribs of dead titans. Rocco Bellucci′s Italian loafers—$650 Ferragamos, ruined before the rain stopped falling—squelched in the parade’s aftermath, the leather already splitting at the seams where Demetrius’s blood had soaked through. His breath plumed in the crisp air, mingling with roasted chestnuts from sidewalk vendors, the sweet perfume of candied apples, and something else, something wrong: the faint, cloying stench of turkey gone rancid—a thick, greasy miasma that coated his tongue like congealed fat, the same reek that had pulsed from the alley walls as Demetrius’s tendons snapped under Spider-Man’s nylon tendril.

Thirty years. Thirty years of Thanksgiving mornings spent huddled with his mother on this same stretch of Central Park West, bundled in scarves and hope, waiting for the parade to begin. His mother’s gloved hand squeezing his small fingers as Snoopy floated past. The way she’d whisper, “Make a wish when the first balloon passes, caro. It always comes true.” He’d wished for his father to come home every year until he was twelve, when Gladys finally told him the truth about the “business trip” to Milwaukee that had lasted eight years. “He chose his work over us, Rocco. Never let a job steal your traditions.”

Now, at thirty-two, he’d done exactly what his father had done.

His client, some hedge fund titan with a face like deflated football leather, had demanded the pitch at noon sharp. “Family time is for losers, Rocco,” the man had sneered, swirling a glass of single-malt Scotch that cost more than Rocco’s first car. “You miss the parade, you miss the deal. Simple as that.” Rocco had swallowed his pride, ignored his mother’s text (“Waiting at 77th & CPW. Don’t be late!”), and presented his slides while the parade passed their floor-to-ceiling windows. He’d watched Snoopy bob past the glass, a silent rebuke from his childhood.

Rocco had missed both.

Now, past the museum’s towering facade, the parade route lay gutted: crushed paper cups, discarded mittens, a child’s glove abandoned in the gutter, its tiny fingers curled like the claws of a dead animal. And the balloons.

They hadn’t been packed away. The massive, helium-filled specters of Snoopy and Spider-Man and Pikachu still hung in the air like bloated corpses, tethered to the ground by thick nylon ropes held by weary technicians. Or they should have been tethered. Rocco stopped, frowning. The ropes dangled loosely, slack against the pavement, but the balloons remained suspended—too high for any man to reach, too still for the November breeze.

Something was wrong with the way they hung. Not bobbing gently as they should, but poised. Alert. Like predators waiting for prey to make a mistake.

Rocco shook his head, the expensive scotch from the client dinner still buzzing in his veins. Too much stress. Too much pressure. He started walking again, the crunch of autumn leaves underfoot unnaturally sharp, like broken glass beneath his soles. One particularly brittle leaf sliced into his ankle through the thin fabric of his trousers, drawing a bead of blood that welled crimson against his pale skin—a thin, hot sting as the leaf’s edge parted epidermis, the same unnatural burn he’d felt when turkey grease seeped into Demetrius’s ruptured windpipe.

“Fuck,” he muttered, stopping to examine the cut. It wasn’t deep, but it burned with an unnatural intensity, as if the leaf had been coated in something caustic. As he bent to inspect it, the distant strains of parade music reached his ears—not the cheerful brass band melodies he remembered from childhood, but a warped, discordant version, as if played through a broken speaker submerged in water.

“Hey, mister!” A voice called out from a nearby bodega. Rocco looked up to see an elderly man in an apron standing in the doorway, his expression concerned. “You okay?”

Rocco forced a smile. “Just cut myself on a leaf. Weird, huh?”

The man shook his head, his eyes darting nervously toward the sky. “Not weird. They’re already starting.”

Rocco frowned. “Starting what?”

The man glanced around as if checking they weren’t being watched, then leaned closer. “The balloons. They remember.” The old man’s knuckles whitened on the doorframe. “My nephew skipped for a concert. Two weeks later…” He mimed a noose with his rope-calloused hands. “Found him in the river. Balloon strings round his neck.”

Rocco laughed, though it came out strained. “Got him? What are you talking about?”

The man’s expression turned grim. “Found him floating in the East River. Balloon strings wrapped ’round his neck like garrote wire. Police said it was suicide, but I know better.” Before Rocco could respond, the man retreated inside, slamming the door behind him.

“Wait!” Rocco called out, but the door remained shut.

Home. Just get home.

Rocco straightened, wiping the blood on his trousers, and resumed walking. The Upper West Side was quiet now, the streets cleared of spectators, the apartment buildings darkening as families retreated to post-parade dinners. A few technicians in orange vests still milled about, coiling ropes and packing equipment, but they seemed distant, preoccupied, as if they couldn’t quite see him.

He passed a bodega where a small TV glowed behind the counter, showing the tail end of the parade broadcast. On screen, the balloons floated cheerfully, waving to unseen crowds. But when he looked up at the actual balloons hanging above him—

Snoopy’s balloon shuddered, nylon rippling like muscle beneath skin as it descended. The cartoon beagle’s black eyes—normally painted on with cheerful simplicity—now glowed with a faint, malevolent light, fixing directly on Rocco.

Rocco froze. His heart hammered against his ribs like a trapped sparrow. Impossible. Trick of the light. Too much fucking scotch.

But then Spider-Man’s balloon shifted, its web-slinger pose becoming less playful, more predatory. The nylon fabric rippled as if something crawled beneath its surface. Pikachu’s cheeks sparked with unnatural electricity, casting brief, strobing shadows across the street.

“Hey!” Rocco called out, his voice cracking. “What the hell is going on?”

A technician nearby glanced up, then quickly away, pretending not to hear. Another muttered into a walkie-talkie, his eyes darting nervously toward the balloons. None of them seemed willing to acknowledge what Rocco was seeing.

He approached a technician coiling rope, his orange vest marked “Macy’s Parade Crew.” “What’s happening with the balloons?”

The man didn’t look up. “Nothing’s happening, sir. Just finishing up here.”

“They’re moving! They’re watching me!”

The technician finally met Rocco’s eyes, and what Rocco saw there made his blood run cold—pity, and something like fear. “You missed the parade, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. For work.”

The man shook his head, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Then you should get home. Now. Before they decide you’re worth hunting.”

Rocco’s breath caught in his throat. “What do you mean, hunting?”

Before the man could answer, Snoopy’s head tilted, studying Rocco. Then, with a slow, deliberate motion, the balloon began to descend.

Not floating down with the grace of helium loss, but lowering itself, the way a spider might lower itself on a single strand of silk. The nylon ropes that should have held it aloft hung loose and useless against the pavement, yet the balloon descended with purpose, its glowing eyes never leaving Rocco.

Rocco turned and ran.

His polished shoes skidded on the wet asphalt, but he didn’t stop, couldn’t stop. Behind him, he heard a sound like a thousand plastic bags tearing in the wind—the unnatural movement of nylon against itself as the balloon pursued. He didn’t dare look back. He knew what he’d see.

He cut down a side street, then another, his lungs burning with the cold November air. The Upper West Side’s grid of brownstones and apartment buildings blurred past him, the familiar streets suddenly alien, threatening. Every shadow seemed to move. Every rustle of wind sounded like the approach of something hunting.

“Rocco!”

He skidded to a stop, heart pounding. Demetrius Vance, his junior colleague from work, stood in the middle of the street, his expensive overcoat soaked with rain, his face pale.

“Demetrius? What the hell are you doing here?”

Demetrius ran toward him, his breath coming in short gasps. “I saw them too. The balloons. They were hunting me.”

Rocco shook his head. “You skipped the parade.”

“For the pitch. Same as you.”

“Shit.” Rocco grabbed Demetrius’s arm. “Come on. My mother’s apartment is close.”

They ran together, their footsteps echoing in the quiet streets. Rocco risked a glance over his shoulder.

Snoopy floated ten feet behind them, gliding silently through the air. Its cartoonish smile had twisted into something predatory, the black eyes now burning with an inner fire. The balloon’s ears twitched, as if listening for Rocco’s next move.

“Where are we going?” Demetrius gasped.

“My mother’s. She’ll know what to do.”

“Your mother? What can she do against giant balloons?”

“She knows about this. My grandfather worked the parade for thirty years. He knew.”

“This is insane. Balloons don’t hunt people.”

“Tell that to the guy whose nephew was found in the East River with balloon strings around his neck.”

They turned another corner, and Rocco stopped dead.

Snoopy had anticipated their move. The balloon floated directly ahead of them, blocking their path.

“Fuck,” Rocco whispered.

“Back door!” Demetrius shouted, pulling Rocco toward a narrow alley between two buildings.

They squeezed into the alley just as Snoopy descended, its nylon form filling the street behind them. The alley was barely wide enough for them to walk side by side, the brick walls slick with rain and something else—something dark and sticky that clung to Rocco’s hands when he reached out for balance.

“What the hell is this?” Rocco asked, wiping his hand on his trousers.

Demetrius sniffed the air. “Smells like… turkey?”

Rocco looked closer. The walls wept a viscous sludge—turkey grease, thick as congealed blood, throbbing with a slow, wet pulse. “This is fucking weird.”

“Keep moving!” Demetrius urged.

They ran down the alley, the pulsing grease seeming to follow them, dripping from the walls like slow tears. At the end of the alley, they emerged onto a quiet street lined with townhouses.

For a moment, Rocco thought they might have lost them.

Then he heard it—a sound like a thousand plastic bags rustling in the wind.

He looked up.

Snoopy’s balloon floated directly above them, its glowing eyes fixed on Rocco. The cartoon beagle’s head tilted, studying him, then it began to descend.

“Not again,” Rocco whispered.

Demetrius grabbed his arm. “Run!”

They sprinted down the street, the balloon gliding silently behind them. Rocco risked a glance over his shoulder. Spider-Man’s balloon had joined the pursuit, its nylon “webs” extending like tendrils, snaking across the pavement, reaching for them.

One tendril lashed out, wrapping around Demetrius’s ankle.

Demetrius screamed—a wet crack as the tendril snapped his fibula, then the sickening pop-pop-pop of ribs fracturing like dry turkey bones. Nylon dragged him backward, cheek grinding raw against asphalt until the balloon’s shadow swallowed him whole. His final gurgle choked off, lips sealed by oozing turkey grease. Rocco turned, reaching for him—

“Don’t!” A hand clamped Rocco’s arm—Sol Rossi, his uncle by marriage, face grim beneath a soaked fedora. “You can’t help him!”

Rocco struggled against Sol’s grip. “We can’t just leave him!”

Sol’s eyes were hard. “If you go after him, you’ll both die.”

Demetrius’s screams grew more desperate as the tendril dragged him closer to the Spider-Man balloon. “Rocco! Help me!”

Rocco’s heart broke. But Sol was right. There was nothing he could do.

He turned and ran, Sol at his side, Demetrius’s screams fading behind them.

Gladys Bellucci’s apartment smelled of cinnamon and old books, the familiar scent wrapping around Rocco like a childhood blanket. His mother stood in the kitchen, stirring something in a pot, her silver hair pulled back in a neat bun, her apron dusted with flour.

“Rocco!” she said, turning with a smile that quickly faltered. “What happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Something like that,” Rocco said, sinking onto a kitchen chair. His hands trembled as he ran them through his hair. “Mom, did you see the balloons after the parade?”

Gladys frowned. “Of course. Same as every year. Why?”

“They were moving,” Rocco said, the words tumbling out. “Not just floating. Hunting me.”

Gladys’s expression shifted from concern to something unreadable. She turned off the stove and wiped her hands on her apron. “Sit down properly.”

“I am sitting down.”

“Sit down properly.”

Rocco sank deeper into the chair, his breath still coming too fast. Gladys walked to the hutch in the dining area and pulled out a small wooden box, the kind that might hold jewelry or keepsakes. She placed it on the table in front of him.

“This belonged to your grandfather. He worked the parade for thirty years. Balloon technician. Loved every minute of it.”

Rocco opened the box. Inside lay a broken pocket watch, its glass face cracked, its hands frozen at 9:00—the starting time, not the end. Tucked beneath it was a folded note: “They remember who skips watching.”

Gladys nodded. “Your grandfather knew. He saw it happen, back in ’87. A little boy, maybe eight years old, missed the parade because his parents took him to Disney World instead. Two years later, the balloons found him.”

Rocco’s stomach turned. “Found him? What does that mean?”

Gladys’s eyes glistened. “They don’t forget, Rocco. The balloons… they’re made of the disappointment of every person who ever missed watching them—child or adult, it doesn’t matter. A broken promise is a broken promise. Every broken promise. Every abandoned tradition. They remember.”

Rocco shook his head. “This is insane. Balloons don’t remember.”

“Then why did you run home?” Gladys asked softly.

Rocco didn’t have an answer.

Gladys reached across the table, her hand covering his. “Your grandfather tried to tell Macy’s. Tried to warn them. But they wouldn’t listen. Said it would ruin the magic. So he kept quiet. Made sure you and I watched every year.”

Rocco stared at the pocket watch. “Why are you giving this to me now?”

“Because you broke the tradition,” Gladys said. “And now they know.”

Demetrius cleared his throat. “Ma’am, I—I missed the parade too. For work.”

Gladys looked at him, her expression softening. “Of course you did. They always get the ones who think they’re too important for tradition.”

Another knock at the door made them all jump.

Rocco went to answer it, expecting another delivery or maybe a neighbor. Instead, he found Sol Rossi standing in the hallway, his face lined with worry.

“Sol!” Gladys called out, relief flooding her voice. “Thank God you’re here.”

Sol stepped inside, shaking rain from his coat. “They’re coming,” he said without preamble. “We don’t have much time.”

Sol Rossi sat at the kitchen table, cradling a mug of tea Gladys had made, his hands trembling slightly. His eyes, sharp and intelligent, darted around the room as if expecting an attack at any moment.

“Your grandfather and I figured it out in ’87,” Sol said, his voice low. “After the Disney World incident. We watched the tapes. Saw how the balloons moved when kids weren’t there to see them. They don’t just float, Rocco. They hunt”

Rocco leaned forward. “Hunt who?”

“Anyone who breaks the tradition,” Sol said. “Anyone who breaks a promise to watch them. The balloons remember every face, every abandoned vow—whether made at eight or thirty-two. And when someone skips the parade, the disappointment—it fuels them. Makes them stronger. More aggressive.”

Demetrius shook his head. “This is insane. Balloons don’t have memories.”

Sol fixed him with a stare. “You saw them move, didn’t you? You saw them chase you. What do you think that was?”

Demetrius didn’t answer.

Rocco picked up the pocket watch from the table. “What about this?”

Sol’s expression darkened. “That was your grandfather’s. He carried it every parade day. Said it helped him keep track of the real time—the time the balloons operated on.”

Rocco frowned. “What do you mean?”

Sol reached into his jacket and pulled out an identical pocket watch, its glass face cracked, its hands frozen at 9:00. “The balloons don’t exist in time at all. They’re made of the instant between promise and betrayal—the repeating loop where your mother’s breath plumes in the cold while you choose spreadsheets over sidewalk chalk and Demetrius’s first rib cracks under Spider-Man’s tendril. That disappointment creates a kind of temporal distortion. The balloons operate on their time, not ours.”

Rocco stared at the watch. “And this tracks it?”

Sol nodded. “Your grandfather figured out the hands don’t move forward—they vibrate between 9:00 and 9:03, like a needle stuck in a corpse’s vein. The more the hands tremble in that three-pop rhythm, the closer the balloons are to claiming you.”

Rocco turned the watch over in his hands. “How do we stop them?”

Sol shook his head. “You don’t. Once they’ve marked you, they don’t stop until they’ve claimed you. Your grandfather tried everything—cutting the ropes, puncturing the balloons. Nothing worked. The balloons always came back.”

Gladys stood by the window, peering through the curtains. “Then what do we do?”

Sol’s eyes met Rocco’s. “There’s only one way to satisfy them. To make them stop.”

Rocco’s stomach dropped. “What?”

“You have to go back to the parade route,” Sol said. “You have to stand where you should have been. Where you promised to be. And you have to watch.”

Rocco shook his head. “That’s it? Just stand there and watch?”

“It’s not about the watching. It’s about the promise. The balloons don’t care if you’re there for the spectacle. They care if you keep your word. Break the tradition, and they’ll hunt you until you make it right.”

Demetrius stood abruptly. “So what, we just go stand on the street and wait for them to decide we’ve suffered enough?”

Sol’s expression hardened. “Or you can run. But they’ll find you. They always do.”

A loud thump against the window made them all jump.

Gladys pulled back the curtain, her face paling. “They’re here.”

Rocco rushed to the window. Outside, floating silently in the rain, was Snoopy. The cartoon beagle’s head turned slowly, its glowing eyes fixing on Rocco through the glass. Behind it, Spider-Man’s balloon drifted into view, its nylon surface rippling as if something moved beneath it.

“They’re not alone,” Sol said grimly.

Another balloon appeared—a massive Pikachu, its cheeks sparking with unnatural electricity. Then a Minion, its single eye glowing with malevolent light.

Rocco’s breath caught in his throat. “How do we get out of here?”

Sol stood, grabbing his coat. “We don’t wait for them to come in. We move now.”

Gladys grabbed Rocco’s arm. “Be careful.”

Rocco nodded, his heart hammering against his ribs. “I’ll be back.”

He followed Sol and Demetrius out the door, the pocket watch clutched tightly in his hand.

The streets of the Upper West Side were eerily quiet, the rain falling in a steady drizzle that slicked the pavement and turned fallen leaves into treacherous, sharp-edged hazards. Each step squelched with Demetrius’s congealed blood, the Ferragamos now just soggy pulp where his colleague’s toes had torn free trying to claw back from the balloon’s shadow..

Sol led them through a maze of side streets, moving with the practiced ease of a man who had spent decades navigating the parade route. Demetrius followed close behind, his breath coming in short, panicked gasps.

“They’re watching us,” Demetrius whispered. “I can feel them.”

Rocco glanced up. Above them, the balloons floated silently, their massive forms blocking out the streetlights, casting long, distorted shadows across the pavement. Snoopy led the pack, his glowing eyes fixed on Rocco, his cartoonish smile twisted into something predatory.

“Sol,” Rocco said, his voice tight. “Tell me the truth. How many people have they… claimed?”

Sol didn’t look back. “More than you’d believe. Macy’s keeps it quiet. Always has. They call it ‘parade accidents’ or ‘unfortunate coincidences.’ But we know better.”

Demetrius shook his head. “This is insane. How has no one talked about this?”

“Who would believe them?” Sol asked. “A man says giant parade balloons are hunting him for missing Thanksgiving? They’d lock him up in Bellevue.”

They turned a corner, and Rocco stopped dead.

Ahead, at the intersection of 84th and Amsterdam, the street was blocked. Snoopy’s balloon hovered in the center of the road, its nylon form rippling with unnatural movement. Spider-Man’s balloon drifted to either side, its web-slinger pose now menacing, its nylon “webs” extending like tendrils, snaking across the pavement.

“They’re herding us,” Sol said, his voice tight. “They want us to go where they want us to go.”

Rocco’s stomach dropped. “Where’s that?”

Sol didn’t answer. He turned down a side street, moving faster now. But as they rounded the corner, they found themselves face-to-face with Pikachu’s balloon, its cheeks sparking with unnatural electricity, its cartoonish smile stretched too wide.

Rocco stumbled back, his heart hammering against his ribs. “We’re surrounded.”

Sol’s eyes darted around, searching for an escape. “There’s an alley. This way.”

They ducked into a narrow alley between two brownstones, the brick walls slick with rain. Rocco’s breath came in short, panicked gasps as they ran, the alley twisting and turning like a maze.

Then they were out, emerging onto a quiet street lined with townhouses. For a moment, Rocco thought they might have lost them.

Then he heard it—a sound like a thousand plastic bags rustling in the wind.

He looked up.

Snoopy’s balloon deflated with a wet sigh, nylon collapsing inward like a punctured lung—then reinflated with a guttural hiss, its shadow swallowing Rocco’s feet as it descended.

“Not again,” Rocco whispered.

Sol grabbed his arm. “Run!”

They sprinted down the street, the balloon gliding silently behind them. Rocco risked a glance over his shoulder. Spider-Man’s balloon had joined the pursuit, its nylon “webs” extending like tendrils, snaking across the pavement, reaching for them.

One tendril lashed out, wrapping around Demetrius’s ankle.

Demetrius’s scream cut off mid-breath as the tendril snapped his fibula. Nylon dragged him backward, cheek grinding raw against asphalt until the balloon’s shadow swallowed him—only a choked glrk escaping lips sealed by turkey grease. Rocco turned, reaching for him—

“Don’t!” Sol’s voice cut through the night. A hand clamped Rocco’s arm. “You can’t help him!”

Rocco struggled against Sol’s grip. “We can’t just leave him!”

Sol’s grip crushed Rocco’s collarbone. “They don’t want blood.” A molar spat onto the asphalt. “They want this.” His knuckles ground into Rocco’s sternum—pop—a perfect echo of Demetrius’s first rib. “Arrogance is the feast. Stand where you broke the promise… and know you deserve to die.”

Rocco’s stomach dropped like a stone down a well. Arrogance. The hedge fund titan’s sneer: “Family time is for losers, Rocco.” His own reflection in the client’s whiskey glass—I am not my grandfather.

“Rocco!”

Rocco lunged—

“Don’t!” Sol’s grip was iron. “If you go after him, you’ll both die!”

Demetrius’s ribs popped like turkey bones under Spider-Man’s tendrils as they sucked him into the balloon’s shadow. His final breath hissed through shredded lung tissue, then silence.

Rocco’s Ferragamo loafer squelched in a puddle of Demetrius’s congealed blood, the rancid stench flooding his sinuses like a hot knife.

The American Museum of Natural History loomed ahead, its stone facade glowing in the streetlights. Rocco and Sol stumbled onto the wide plaza in front of the museum, the rain falling in a steady drizzle.

“They’ll be here soon,” Sol panted, leaning against a stone bench. “We don’t have much time.”

Rocco glanced at the pocket watch. The hands trembled in the three-pop rhythm—the exact pattern of Demetrius’s first rib fracture before Spider-Man’s tendrils finished him. “How much time?”

Sol shook his head. “Not enough.”

Rocco’s breath came in short, panicked gasps. “What do we do?”

Sol looked at him, his eyes filled with something Rocco couldn’t quite read. “You have to make a choice.”

“What choice?”

Sol’s voice was low, urgent. “The balloons won’t stop until they’ve claimed someone. If you stand here and watch the parade route, they’ll let you live. But they’ll need a sacrifice.”

“A sacrifice?”

Sol nodded. “Demetrius… or someone else. But they’ll take someone.”

Rocco shook his head. “No. There has to be another way.”

Rocco’s stomach dropped like a stone down a well. Arrogance. The hedge fund titan’s sneer: “Family time is for losers, Rocco.” His own reflection in the client’s whiskey glass—I am not my grandfather.

He thought of his mother, waiting in her apartment, worried sick. He thought of Demetrius, dragged away by Spider-Man’s tendrils, his screams fading into the night. He thought of the promise.

Thirty-two years of scarves pulled tight against November winds, his mother’s mittened hand gripping his small fingers as Snoopy floated past—every year, without fail, until the year he chose spreadsheets over sidewalk chalk. Until this year.

He had broken the tradition.

Not by missing it—but by believing he could.

Rocco looked at Sol. “What happens if I go back to the parade route? If I stand where I should have been?”

Sol’s eyes softened. “They’ll let you live. But you’ll have to keep the tradition. Every year. Without fail. Break it again, and they’ll come for you.”

Rocco nodded. “That’s the deal?”

“That’s the deal.”

Rocco glanced at the pocket watch. The hands were almost at zero.

“They’re here,” Sol whispered.

Rocco looked up.

Above them, the balloons floated silently, their massive forms blocking out the streetlights. Snoopy led the pack, his glowing eyes fixed on Rocco, his cartoonish smile twisted into something predatory. Behind him, Spider-Man’s balloon drifted into view, its nylon surface rippling as if something moved beneath it. Pikachu’s balloon followed, its cheeks sparking with unnatural electricity.

They descended like unwound film reels—Snoopy sucking the turkey grease into his seams, Spider-Man reeling in his tendrils with Demetrius’s shredded suit jacket still caught on the hook, Pikachu swallowing his sparks until the plaza smelled only of wet wool and blood that tasted like copper.

Rocco took a deep breath. “I’ll do it.”

Sol nodded. “Good. Go to the center of the plaza. Stand where the parade ends. And don’t move.”

Rocco walked to the center of the plaza, the rain falling on his face, the cold November air biting at his skin. He stood where he should have been, where he had promised to be.

The balloons surrounded him, floating in a perfect circle, their glowing eyes unblinking.

Rocco closed his eyes.

Demetrius’s rib cracking. His mother’s worried face. The promise.

He opened his eyes. “I’m here. I’m watching.”

The balloons didn’t move.

Then, slowly, they began to rise.

Snoopy’s balloon floated higher, his glowing eyes never leaving Rocco’s face. Spider-Man’s balloon followed, its nylon “webs” retracting into its surface. Pikachu’s balloon drifted upward, its cheeks no longer sparking with unnatural electricity.

They floated higher and higher, until they were just silhouettes against the night sky.

Then they were gone.

Rocco collapsed, vomit spraying from his throat as his gut convulsed—not relief, but the delayed shock of Demetrius’s first rib fracture. Sol was at his side in an instant, helping him to his feet.

“It’s over,” Sol said, his voice filled with relief. “You did it.”

Rocco nodded, his legs trembling beneath him. “Where are they?”

“Gone,” Sol said. “Back to wherever they go when the parade ends.”

Rocco glanced at the pocket watch. The hands vibrated—a three-pop rhythm: crack (fibula), crack (rib), crack (skull) as Demetrius died.

“The traditional parade start time,” Sol said, seeing where Rocco’s eyes had gone. “They’ve marked you. You’ll have to watch every year. Without fail.”

Rocco nodded. “I know.”

Sol clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

As they walked away from the plaza, Rocco glanced back one last time. The American Museum of Natural History loomed in the distance, its stone facade glowing in the streetlights.

And for a moment, just a moment, he thought he saw something floating in the night sky—a massive, helium-filled specter, watching him go—its cartoon grin splitting wider than any seam could allow, the nylon skin stretching over something wet and glistening beneath. Rocco’s ankle wound throbbed in sympathy with the three-pop rhythm—the same unnatural pattern that had flooded his sinuses with the copper-stench of betrayal when Spider-Man’s tendrils finished Demetrius.

The next Thanksgiving morning, Rocco stood on the corner of Central Park West and 77th Street, bundled in scarves and hope. His mother stood beside him, her silver hair pulled back in a neat bun, her eyes fixed on the parade route.

“They’re late,” Gladys said, glancing at her watch.

Rocco didn’t answer. He was too busy watching the sky.

The pocket watch in his pocket felt heavy, its hands frozen at 9:00. He could feel it there, a constant reminder of the promise he had broken, and the promise he had made to keep.

The first float appeared around the corner, the band playing cheerful melodies that echoed down the street. The crowd cheered, children bouncing on their parents’ shoulders, their faces painted with holiday spirit.

Rocco didn’t cheer. He just watched.

The balloons appeared next—Snoopy, Spider-Man, Pikachu—floating cheerfully down the parade route, their nylon forms bobbing gently in the breeze.

Rocco watched them go, his heart hammering against his ribs.

He thought of Demetrius, dragged away by Spider-Man’s tendrils, his screams fading into the night. He thought of the promise.

The same spot where his mother had whispered, “Make a wish when the first balloon passes, caro. It always comes true,” while his small fingers went numb in the cold—until the year he traded promises for PowerPoint slides.

Until this year, when he had broken the tradition—not by missing it, but by believing his VP bonus made him exempt from the promise etched in thirty-two years of sidewalk chalk on 77th & CPW. The same November air that had carried his mother’s voice—‘Traditions are promises, Rocco’—now carried the wet pop-pop-pop of Demetrius’s ribs fracturing in Spider-Man’s tendrils, a reminder that some promises bleed through the concrete. And now the balloons had come to collect.

Rocco closed his eyes.

When he opened them, the parade had moved on, the balloons floating toward the American Museum of Natural History, where the parade traditionally ended.

Rocco took a deep breath.

He thought of his mother, waiting in her apartment, worried sick. He thought of Demetrius, dragged away by Spider-Man’s tendrils, his screams fading into the night. He thought of the promise.

Rocco opened his eyes.

The balloons floated silently down the parade route, their glowing eyes pulsing with Demetrius’s three-pop rhythm—each throb sending another wave of turkey grease oozing from Rocco’s ankle wound.

Rocco stood tall, his heart hammering against his ribs. “I’m here,” he whispered. “I’m watching.”

The balloons didn’t move. Their eyes pulsed with the same three-pop rhythm—each throb sending another wave of turkey grease oozing from Rocco’s ankle wound.

Then, slowly, they began to rise.

Snoopy’s balloon floated higher, his glowing eyes never leaving Rocco’s face. Spider-Man’s balloon followed, its nylon “webs” retracting into its surface. Pikachu’s balloon drifted upward, its cheeks no longer sparking with unnatural electricity.

They floated higher and higher, until they were just silhouettes against the morning sky.

Then they were gone.

Rocco’s knees hit stone, the impact fracturing his kneecap—a sharper pain than he’d felt watching Demetrius’s first rib give way under Spider-Man’s tendrils. His mother was at his side in an instant, helping him to his feet.

“It’s over,” Gladys said, her voice filled with relief. “You did it.”

Rocco nodded, his legs trembling beneath him. “Where are they?”

“Gone,” Gladys said. “Back to wherever they go when the parade ends.”

His thumb traced the watch’s glass. Crack. Crack. Crack. Demetrius’s death echoed in his molars.

“The traditional parade start time,” Gladys said, seeing where Rocco’s eyes had gone. “They’ve marked you. You’ll have to watch every year. Without fail.”

Rocco nodded. “I know.”

Gladys clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

As they walked away from the parade route, Rocco glanced back one last time. The American Museum of Natural History loomed in the distance, its stone facade glowing in the morning light.

And for a moment, just a moment, he thought he saw something floating in the sky—a massive, helium-filled specter, watching him go.

Rocco shivered, pulling his coat tighter around him.

He had made his choice.

And the balloons would never let him forget it.

That night, as Rocco lay in bed, he heard it—the sound of rustling nylon, like a thousand plastic bags caught in the wind. He sat up, heart pounding, and went to the window.

The city stretched out before him, quiet and still. But high above, where the sky met the horizon, something moved.

A shape, massive and indistinct, floated against the moon.

Rocco reached into his pocket, his fingers closing around the cold metal of the pocket watch.

The hands hadn’t moved.

They wouldn’t move until next Thanksgiving.

But they would move.

And when they did, Rocco would be waiting.

He closed his eyes, the rustling sound growing louder in his mind.

“I’m watching,” he whispered to the night. “I’m always watching.”

Outside, high above the city, something rustled in agreement.

Rocco woke to the sound of his phone ringing. It was Sol.

“Rocco,” Sol’s voice was urgent. “You need to come to the museum. Now.”

“What? Why?”

“Just come. And bring the watch.”

Rocco hesitated. “Sol, it’s over. I stood my ground. They left.”

“And they’ll be back,” Sol said. “They always come back. Now get over here.”

Rocco dressed quickly, the pocket watch heavy in his pocket. The streets were quiet as he walked toward the museum, the city still asleep on this early Sunday morning.

Sol was waiting for him at the entrance, his face grim.

“What’s going on?” Rocco asked.

Sol didn’t answer. He led Rocco inside, through the empty halls of the museum, until they reached the Hall of North American Mammals.

In the center of the hall, something was floating.

It was Snoopy.

But not the cheerful cartoon beagle Rocco remembered from childhood. This Snoopy was rotting, its nylon skin splitting along stress lines where something had fought to escape—the same pulsing mass that had claimed Demetrius. His black eyes glowed with an unnatural light, and his mouth was stretched into a rictus grin that showed rows of sharp, needle-like teeth.

“What the hell is this?” Rocco whispered.

“The balloons don’t forget,” Sol said. “They don’t forgive. They’ve been watching you, Rocco. Waiting.”

Snoopy’s head jerked in three unnatural ticks—the exact rhythm of the pocket watch’s spasms—fixing Rocco with those glowing eyes.

Rocco reached for the pocket watch, but Sol stopped him.

“Don’t,” Sol said. “It’s too late for that.”

Snoopy seemed to descend, though it remained fixed in the air—a trick of the light, or perhaps the light itself was tricking them.

Rocco backed away, his heart pounding. “What do we do?”

Sol’s expression was grim. “We watch.”

Rocco stood his ground as Snoopy floated closer, the nylon skin rippling with unnatural movement. The balloon’s mouth opened wider, revealing more of those needle-like teeth.

Then, slowly, Snoopy began to rise again.

Rocco let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

Sol’s grip tightened until Rocco felt the pop of his own knuckles. “They don’t need eyes, boy. They are the space between blinks.”

Rocco nodded, his throat too tight to speak.

As they left the museum, Rocco glanced back one last time.

Snoopy’s shadow clung to the hall’s ceiling—a greasy stain of nylon and turkey grease, pulsing like a rotten heart.

“I’m watching,” Rocco whispered. “I’ll always watch.”

Outside, the city began to wake up, oblivious to the horror that had just taken place.

But Rocco knew the truth.

The balloons had become the three-pop loop behind his eyes—always there in the flicker of streetlights, always there in the three-pop rhythm that had become the heartbeat of his shame.
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