

[image: No Trick-or-Treating!: Superscary Superspecial, by P.J. Night.]





[image: No Trick-or-Treating!: Superscary Superspecial, by P.J. Night. Simon Spotlight.]



This book is a work of fiction. Any references to historical events, real people, or real locales are used fictitiously. Other names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination, and any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

[image: image]

SIMON SPOTLIGHT

An imprint of Simon & Schuster Children’s Publishing Division

1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, New York 10020

www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2012 by Simon & Schuster, Inc.

All rights reserved, including the right of reproduction in whole or in part in any form.

SIMON SPOTLIGHT and colophon are registered trademarks of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

YOU’RE INVITED TO A CREEPOVER is a trademark of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

Text by Ellie O’Ryan

    Cover art by Aly Turner

ISBN 978-1-4424-5053-0

ISBN 978-1-4424-5054-7 (eBook)

Library of Congress Catalog Card Number 2012933329


        [image: image]

        CHAPTER 1

        Click.

        Ashley blinked in the sudden brightness. The bare lightbulb overhead swung
            from a rusty chain, casting shadows all over her new bedroom. She squinted in the harsh
            light, but it was the best she could do until she unpacked the little purple lamp that
            had sat on her bedside table for as long as she could remember.

        Besides, she told herself, glancing from the
            boxes scattered over the pocked floor to the four-foot crack running down the wall,
                it’s not like this room could look any worse.

        Ashley sighed, for the thousandth time, as she remembered her old bedroom
            back in Atlanta. It was perfect in every way, from the pale-aqua paint on the walls to
            the window seat that overlooked the alley, a quiet place in a
            bustling city. But that was all gone now; Ashley knew she’d probably never see her
            room again. Maybe, right this very minute, somebody else was sitting in her old room,
            starting to unpack a bunch of boxes.

        Lucky, Ashley thought, flopping back on her bare
            mattress and staring at the stain-spotted ceiling. She knew she should put the sheets on
            her bed, but she just didn’t feel like doing anything.

        There was a knock at the door. Ashley could tell from the four strong raps
            that it was her mother. Maybe if I ignore her, she’ll go
                away, Ashley thought.

        The knock came again, and then the door creaked open.

        “Hey, Pumpkin!” Mrs. McDowell called out in a cheerful voice.
            “How’s it going in here? Want some help?”

        Ashley shrugged and rolled over on the bed so that she was facing the
            window. It was getting dark outside—a deeper darkness than she was used to. It
            never felt dark in Atlanta, not really dark, not with all the streetlights and
            headlights and towering buildings whose windows glowed all night long. But this far out
            in the country, light was harder to come by once the sun went down.

        The bed creaked as Mrs. McDowell sat behind Ashley and
            started rubbing her back. Ashley inched away. She knew she was probably hurting her
            mom’s feelings, but it was hard to care. After all, it wasn’t like her mom
            and dad had cared about her feelings when they’d decided
            to sell their apartment and buy this rundown farm out in the middle of nowhere.

        “This is going to be a really great thing, Ashley,” Mrs.
            McDowell said yet again. “Just try to have faith, okay? I know change is hard and
            stressful and scary—”

        “Scary? Um, no. I’m not scared.
            I’m bored. I hate it here.”

        “You hate it here?” Mrs. McDowell said. “Pumpkin,
            we’ve only been in Heaton Corners for, oh, five hours or so. All I ask is that you
            give it a chance. You know Dad and I wouldn’t make a decision this big if we
            didn’t think it was the best thing for everyone.”

        “But you didn’t even ask me,”
            Ashley replied, blinking back tears. “I don’t want
            to live on a smelly farm, Mom. I miss Atlanta so much.”

        Mrs. McDowell sighed. “We really regret not leaving the city before
            Maya went to college,” she said in a quiet voice. “We don’t want to
            make the same mistake with you. Maya spent her whole childhood cooped up in that
            apartment—”

        “Yeah, and she loved it!” Ashley
            interrupted. “And so did I!”

        “Can you try to think of it as an adventure?” Mrs. McDowell
            asked, and there was something so vulnerable in her voice that Ashley finally sat up and
            looked at her. “You know there’s something really exciting about a fresh
            start, going to a whole new school and meeting all kinds of new people! And we’ll
            have the homestead up and running before you know it—the chicks will arrive in a
            few days; won’t that be fun? Little fluffy baby chickens? And next spring
            we’ll get a cow!”

        Ashley started to laugh. It was such a ridiculous thing to
            say—“we’ll get a cow!”—that she couldn’t help
            herself. And she couldn’t miss the relief that flooded her mom’s eyes.

        “And maybe,” Ashley said, wishing that she wasn’t giving
            in so easily but saying it anyway, “we can fix that horrible crack over there? It
            looks like the wall got struck by lightning.”

        Mrs. McDowell smiled as she patted Ashley’s knee. “Of course.
            I’ll have Dad come take a look—we can probably patch that crack by the end
            of the week. And then we’ll get the walls primed for painting. Have you thought about what color you want? Maybe a nice, sunny
            yellow?”

        “Aqua,” Ashley said firmly. “Just like my old
            room.”

        “All right,” Mrs. McDowell said. “Whatever you want.
            Listen, Dad went to get pizza; I think he’ll be back in an hour or so.”

        “That long?” Ashley asked. “To grab pizza?”

        “Well, it turns out there’s no pizza place in Heaton
            Corners,” Mrs. McDowell said, sighing. “So he had to drive all the way to
            Walthrop.”

        Ashley sneered. “Seriously. What kind of town doesn’t have a
            pizza place? Heaton Corners is the worst. The worst.”

        “No, no, it’s not so bad,” Mrs. McDowell said.
            “We’ll learn to make our own pizza! And after we
            get the vegetable garden going next summer, we’ll even make our own sauce! With
            our own tomatoes!”

        Yeah. Great, Ashley thought. Or, you know, we could get a pizza from Bernini’s in, like, ten minutes. If
                we still lived in Atlanta.

        “So, come down when you can, and help me find the plates,”
            Mrs. McDowell said as she stood up. On her way out, she paused by the door. “Oh,
            Ashley? Did I see your bike out back?”

        “Yeah, probably.”

        “Go out and put it in the barn, okay?”

        “Why?” Ashley argued. “We’re in the middle of
            nowhere, remember? Nobody’s going to steal it.”

        “Probably not,” Mrs. McDowell replied. Then she pointed at the
            window. “But it looks like it’s going to rain tonight. You see those
            thunderheads gathering? So go ahead and get your bike in the barn so it doesn’t
            rust. Thanks, Pumpkin.”

        Ashley sighed heavily as her mom left. Then she halfheartedly started
            rummaging through one of the boxes on the floor. She didn’t exactly feel like
            unpacking, but she definitely didn’t feel like rushing outside to put away her
            bike just because her mom said so.

        Of course, there was no way for Ashley to know that that particular carton
            held her Memory Box, a dark-purple shoebox that was crammed with photos, cards, and
            funny notes from her best friends in Atlanta. Just seeing Nora’s and Lucy’s
            handwriting made Ashley feel homesick. By the time she’d finished rereading every
            single note, it was pitch-black outside.

        And her mom was shouting from the kitchen.

        “Ashley! Your bike! And I’m going to need your help in
            here!”

        Ashley shoved the Memory Box under her bed and went
            downstairs, walking right past the kitchen without saying a word to her mom. Her
            flip-flops were near the back door, where she’d kicked them off after the movers
            had left. One look out the window told Ashley that she would need a flashlight to find
            the barn. Luckily, there was a flashlight hanging right next to the door. Ashley guessed
            that the last people who’d lived here had found themselves in the same
            situation.

        She switched on the flashlight and stepped outside. Its bright-yellow beam
            pierced through the night sky, then quickly faded to a dull orange. Ashley shook the
            flashlight and smacked it against her palm until it glowed a little brighter.

        Typical, she thought. I bet
                the batteries will die as soon as I get into the barn.

        The thought made Ashley walk a little faster as she wheeled her bike
            through the overgrown goldenrod toward the barn. It hadn’t started raining yet,
            but the weeds were damp with evening dew, and she shivered as they slapped against her
            bare legs. And her toes were freezing. Ashley hated to admit
            it, but her mom was right: Sandal season was definitely
            over.

        As Ashley walked, she remembered what her mom had said
            about Maya: “We really regret not leaving the city before Maya went to
            college.” It just shows how clueless my parents are,
            Ashley thought. Her big sister had never wanted to live in the
            country. That’s why she’d decided to go to college in Chicago. It had been a
            little more than a month since Maya had moved into her dorm, and Ashley missed her every
            day. Talking on the phone or chatting online just wasn’t the same. And Chicago
            felt so far away to Ashley. It wasn’t even in the same state. It wasn’t even
            in the same time zone!

        Just before Ashley reached the barn, the flashlight died, but in a stroke
            of luck the clouds parted for a moment, letting through enough moonlight that she could
            lift the heavy iron latch on the barn door. The only sound Ashley could hear was the
            soft squeeeeeeak of the bike’s gears as she pushed it
            into the barn.

        The air in the barn was dry and dusty; it smelled of caked dirt and hay.
            The moment Ashley stepped in from the barn door, it slammed shut with such a loud bang
            that she jumped. Without even the weak beam of the flashlight to guide her steps, Ashley
            was plunged into pitch-black darkness. She stretched her arm out as far as it would reach, until her fingers grazed the rough, unfinished wood of the
            barn wall. Then she took one careful step at a time until she found a spot to leave her
            bike. Ashley leaned it against the wall and turned to leave.

        C-r-r-r-r-unch.

        She froze.

        What, Ashley thought as her heart started to
            pound, did I just step on?

        There was something leathery, something papery, something scaly, something
            she couldn’t quite place—flicking against her bare skin. Was it slithering
            over her feet, twining around her ankles? Or was that just her imagination?

        Had it been waiting for someone to set foot
            inside this old, abandoned barn?

        Stop it, Ashley told herself firmly. She was a
            city girl. She was not the kind of person who freaked out over every little thing. With
            a surge of confidence, she hit the flashlight against her palm again.

        Thwak. Thwak. Thwak.

        Suddenly a pale beam flashed across the barn. The flashlight was working
            again, for a minute, at least.

        Ashley pointed the flashlight at her feet. It took a
            moment—longer, probably—for her to realize what she was standing in; some
            part of her brain couldn’t, wouldn’t accept it.
            There were so many that she couldn’t count them, especially because of the way
            they wriggled—

        Wait. Were they moving? Or was that just the
            effect of her clumsy feet as she stumbled, trying to escape?

        Either way, Ashley didn’t stick around to find out. She
            screamed—she couldn’t help it—as the weak light from the flashlight
            died again. Ashley rushed out of the barn, still screaming, and her screams echoed
            across the farm, almost as if they were ricocheting off the heavy clouds that were
            crowding the sky once more.

        She was so preoccupied by the memory of those slithery things on her feet, and so distracted by the utter darkness, that she
            didn’t see the tall figure step out from the shadows . . . 

        Until a pair of strong hands grabbed her shoulders and held on tight!
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        CHAPTER 2

        Ashley screamed so loudly that her whole body shuddered from the effort.
            She twisted away violently, flailing her arms, until she recognized the voice of the
            person holding her.

        “Ashley! Ashley! Stop, Ashley, what’s wrong?”

        “Dad!” she cried. An overwhelming feeling of relief flooded
            through her veins, but it was soon replaced by embarrassment. “When did
            you—”

        “I just got back from Walthrop,” Mr. McDowell replied. He
            pointed at the pizza box he had dropped on the ground. “Ashley, what happened? I
            got out of the truck and heard you screaming—”

        “Oh,” Ashley said. “I was, um, in the barn and I stepped
            in, I don’t know, like, a nest of—snakes or
            something.”

        “A nest of snakes?” Mr. McDowell repeated.
            “What kind?”

        “I don’t know,” Ashley replied, staring at the ground.
            “I didn’t exactly stick around to find out. And, besides, the flashlight
            went dead.”

        “I want to take a look at that nest,” Mr. McDowell said. He
            switched on the superbright LCD penlight on his key chain. “Want to come with
            me?”

        “That’s okay,” Ashley said at once. “I think
            I’ve spent enough time in the barn tonight. Thanks anyway.”

        Mr. McDowell stooped down to pick up the pizza box. “Would you take
            the pizza inside?” he said. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

        Ashley watched her dad’s silhouette move away into the darkness.
            “Dad, wait,” she said, panic creeping into her voice. “Just—just
            leave it. You can go look at the snakes tomorrow, okay? Please?”

        She heard him chuckle in the darkness. “I’ll be
            careful,” he told her.

        Ashley didn’t reply as she walked up to the house. She didn’t
            see the point of poking around in the barn when it was pitch-black outside.

        “Oh, is that the pizza?” Mrs. McDowell asked as Ashley walked into the kitchen. “Finally! I’m starving!
            Where’s your dad?”

        “In the barn,” Ashley said.

        “The barn?” Mrs. McDowell sounded puzzled. “Why?
            It’s time to eat.”

        Ashley shrugged. She didn’t feel like getting into it. “Here.
            This flashlight needs new batteries.”

        “Okay. Just put it on the counter, and I’ll find some
            later.”

        Ashley set the flashlight next to the pizza box and peeked inside it. She
            had to admit that the pizza, smothered in vegetables and crisp pepperoni, looked pretty
            good—so good that she broke off a piece of the crust and started nibbling it. Then
            she made a face. “It’s kind of cold,” she pointed out.

        “Ashley, you know I hate it when you start eating right out of the
            box.” Mrs. McDowell sighed. “You’ll have to microwave your piece if it
            bothers you.”

        Ugh, rubbery pizza, Ashley thought. But she
            didn’t say anything, because at that moment her dad walked through the back
            door.

        “I found your snake pit, Ashley,” he said as he casually
            tossed something at her feet.

        Ashley jumped back and shrieked before she could stop
            herself.

        “What is that?” Mrs. McDowell asked
            with disgust dripping from her voice. “And why is it in my house?”

        “It’s a snake skin,” Mr. McDowell explained. “I
            thought Ash’d be relieved to know that she only stumbled through a pile of snake
                skins—not real snakes.”

        Ashley shuddered. “Ugh, gross,” she said defensively.
            “And it was dark, and I felt them, like, flicking against my bare feet! How was I
            supposed to know they weren’t alive?”

        Ashley’s parents exchanged a smile, and she rolled her eyes. She
            wished they would start treating her like an adult—instead of some little pet who
            made them laugh.

        “Honey, we’re living on a farm now,” Mrs. McDowell
            reminded Ashley—as if she could forget. “If you’re going outside, you
            need to wear your boots—or at least your sneakers.”

        “Especially when you go to the barn,” Mr. McDowell added.
            “Nobody’s lived here for at least five years. There could be rusty nails,
            brown recluse spiders—”

        “Okay, okay, I get it,” Ashley cut him off. “Can we
            please eat now?”

        “Yes. Just as soon as your dad takes that thing
            outside,” Mrs. McDowell said firmly.

        “Weird, though, isn’t it?” Mr. McDowell said as he
            picked up the snake skin. “Snakes don’t molt in a nest. So this pile
            must’ve been collected by somebody. And it must’ve taken a long time to find
            so many snake skins.”

        Mrs. McDowell waved her hand dismissively and took the pizza box out to
            the dining room table. “Time to stop talking about snakes and start eating.
            Don’t forget to wash your hands before you come to the table, you two.”

        As Ashley washed her hands at the deep, stained sink in the kitchen, she
            glanced out the window. She could see a few fallen leaves swoop by on a gust of wind,
            and she wished—for the thousandth time—that they could move back to the
            city.

        But Ashley knew better than to even ask.
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        “Just drop me off at the corner,” Ashley said the next
            morning. “I can walk the rest of the way. You don’t have to drop me off
            right in front.”

        “But, honey, it looks like there’s a carpool line over there,” Mrs. McDowell said. “Wouldn’t you
            rather—”

        “No,” Ashley replied. She’d already noticed how her
            parents’ brand-new truck stood out; it was candy-apple red, with such shiny paint
            that it seemed to glitter in the sunlight. The other trucks around town looked like
            they’d been on the road for twenty years, with chipped paint, rusty bumpers, and
            more than a few dents. It was hard enough starting school in the first week of October
            after everyone had settled into a routine; Ashley didn’t want to stand out any
            more than she had to today, on her first day of school in Heaton Corners.

        “Have a great day, Pumpkin!” Mrs. McDowell chirped as she
            pulled over to the corner. “You want me to pick you up this afternoon?”

        “No, thanks,” Ashley said firmly. “I can
            walk.”

        “You sure?” Mrs. McDowell asked as worry flickered across her
            face. “Do you remember the—”

        “Straight down Rural Route 12, turn left onto the side road that
            runs next to Perseverance Creek, then right onto Rural Route 13. I remember,”
            Ashley interrupted.

        “Okay. I can’t wait to hear all about your first day at your
            new school!” her mom said with a big smile.

        Ashley smiled back—or tried to, at least—and then she climbed out of the truck.

        The first thing Ashley noticed was how small
            Heaton Corners Junior/Senior High was; it was kind of hard to believe that seven
            different grades of students all attended school in the same building. The school was
            two stories tall, built of faded orange bricks that had been weathered from decades of
            exposure to the elements. The small windows had been washed recently; they sparkled in
            the morning light. A bell tower perched on top of the slate-gray roof.

        The second thing Ashley noticed was the group of kids staring at her. She
            looked straight ahead, trying to pretend that she hadn’t seen them.

        “Nice truck,” one of the guys called out. He was definitely in
            high school.

        “Uh, thanks,” Ashley replied.

        Just then Mrs. McDowell pulled a U-turn and honked the horn as she drove
            past Ashley on her way back to the farm. Ashley thought she might die of embarrassment
            when all the kids started laughing.

        But then one of the girls in the group said, “That color is so
            cool.”

        And another asked, “What’s it got? A V8 engine?”

        That’s when Ashley realized that maybe they
            hadn’t been laughing at her after all. “Yeah, I guess so,” she replied
            as she started walking up to the school before anyone else asked her a truck question
            she couldn’t answer. As Ashley followed the path, she noticed that there was a
            girl with long brown hair standing by the door, watching her. Once Ashley met her eyes,
            a warm smile spread across the girl’s face.
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