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“From ghoulies and ghosties

And long-leggedy beasties

And things that go bump in the night,

Good Lord, deliver us!”

—Traditional Scottish prayer
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Introduction



DO You Like reading scary stories?

I mean really scary stories. The type of stories that will still have you thinking about them long after you’ve finished reading and are lying in bed, trying to get to sleep, with one eye on those shifting shadows in the corner of your bedroom and the other on that closet door that seems to be inching open a crack at a time.

Those kinds of scary stories …

I’m guessing that because you picked up this book, with this title and that cover illustration, the answer to that question is yes.

In which case, do we have a treat (and possibly some unexpected tricks) in store for you!

2
Talking about bedrooms, as we were, this volume opens with Michael Marshall Smith’s story “What Happens When You Wake Up in the Night,” in which a young girl and her parents unexpectedly awaken in the middle of the night and find themselves trapped in a world of pitch-darkness.

Haven’t we all had that fear at one time or another? But what if it really happened … ?

Another girl moves into a new home, where she discovers that her bedroom with the unusual cat wallpaper is haunted by the ghostly familiar of a dead warlock in veteran author R. Chetwynd-Hayes’s spooky tale “The Cat Room.”

Ronald Chetwynd-Hayes loved writing stories for younger readers, and some of them were even adapted into the movie The Monster Club. If you get the chance, check it out.

I’m sure by now you’ve noticed Randy Broecker’s illustration of a wicked old witch on the cover (it may even be what attracted you to this book in the first place), and we have two stories featuring witches, although of very different varieties. In Mia Dalia’s “The Other Side of Fear,” a young girl comes across a witch in the woods looking for her missing house, while in “Gramma” by Stephen King—probably the most famous horror author in the world—a boy is left alone with his dead grandma, a witch, as his fears begin to take over.

3
And, of course, when you think about witches you also naturally think of Halloween, and no self-respecting horror anthology would be complete without a story about that scariest night of the year. We have two of them!

Four friends who steal some apples from an overgrown garden are menaced by the orchard’s dead owner in “Apples” by Britain’s Master of Horror, Ramsey Campbell, while in Lisa Morton’s “Trick or Retreat,” the adults in town are possessed by ancient creatures that have escaped from a newly reopened mine.

As Lisa’s story tells us, Halloween (or All Hallows’ Eve, or All Saints’ Eve) is a celebration whose origins date back many hundreds of years, and this sense that ancient rites are still being practiced today forms the basis for Sharon Gosling’s folk horror story “Older Than God,” in which a girl and her father move to a secluded valley to reopen a dilapidated church and discover that the area is still controlled by something that is very old indeed.

An eloping couple take refuge from a storm in a deserted farmhouse that is home to something unspeakably old and nasty in “The Horror in the Attic” by Robert Silverberg, who is better known for his science fiction stories, and an American businessman who inherits an old English mansion is visited by a ghostly company seeking revenge in Garry Kilworth’s “The Nightmarchers.”

4
Back in the 1930s, H. P. Lovecraft was the Stephen King of his day, and among his more memorable creations were the Deep Ones—a race of scaly, aquatic creatures that occasionally interacted with the surface world.

We have two stories in this volume in which they feature: In “Only the Dead and the Moonstruck” by Australian writer Angela Slatter, a young girl tries to protect her brother from the attentions of a seductive siren from the deep, while Kim Newman’s “Richard Riddle, Boy Detective, in ‘The Case of the French Spy’” is a pastiche of what used to be known as “boys’ own” fiction, in which Dick and his chums have a smashing holiday by the seaside, where they discover an obsessive reverend holding one of the Deep Ones captive.

Finally, we have a couple of more up-to-date tales as a mysterious online game hides a monstrous creature that steals children’s futures in Lynda E. Rucker’s “The King of the Gibbous Moon,” and a girl on her birthday vacation attempts to prevent her younger brother from being sucked into a creepy motel painting in “A Touch of Blue” by Dana Middleton.

So, there you have it, a baker’s dozen of what I hope you will agree are very different stories, all designed to keep you peering into the dim recesses of your room or listening for that unexpected creak on the stairs after you’ve finished them.

5
But you don’t have to keep that fear bottled up inside. These stories are also designed to be read aloud to your friends, or brothers and sisters, preferably by torchlight on a night when the moon is full, the wind is howling, and the shadows gather thick around you. In fact, why not take turns reading these stories aloud to each other?

However, I wouldn’t recommend reading this book alone in your room at night, just before you turn off the light and go to sleep. Because that will only lead to nightmares, and we don’t want your parents or teachers holding the writers or Randy or me responsible for that, do we?

Remember now, you have been warned …

—Stephen Jones
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What Happens When You Wake Up In The Night



Michael Marshall Smith

THe First Thing I was unhappy about was the dark. I do not like the dark very much. It is not the worst thing in the world but it is also not the best thing in the world, either. When I was very small, I used to wake up sometimes in the middle of the night and be scared when I woke up, because it was so dark. I went to bed with my light on, the light that turns round and round, on the drawers by the side of my bed. It has animals on it and it turns around and it makes shapes and 8patterns on the ceiling and it is pretty and my mommy’s friend Jeanette gave it to me. It is not too bright but it is bright enough and you can see what is what.

But then it started that when I woke up in the middle of the night, the light would not be on any more and it would be completely dark instead and it would make me sad. I didn’t understand this but one night when I’d woken up and cried a lot my mommy told me that she came in every night and turned off the light after I was asleep, so it didn’t wake me up. But I said that wasn’t any good, because if I did wake up in the night and the light wasn’t on, then I might be scared, and cry. She said it seemed that I was waking every night, and she and Daddy had worked out that it might be the light that woke me, and after I was awake I’d get up and go into their room and see what was up with them, which meant she got no sleep any night ever and it was driving her completely nuts.

So we made a deal, and the deal said I could have the light on all night but I promised that I would not go into their room in the night unless it was really important, and it is a good deal and so I’m allowed to have my light on again now, which is why the first thing I noticed when I woke up was that it was dark.

Mommy had broken the deal. I was mad about this but I was also very sleepy and so I wasn’t completely sure if I was going to shout about it or not.
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Then I noticed it was cold.

Before I go to bed, mommy puts a heater on in my room while I am having my bath, and also I have two blankets on top of my duvet, and so I am a warm little bunny and it is fine. Sometimes if I wake in the middle of the night it feels a bit cold but if I snuggle down again it’s okay.

But this felt really cold. My light was not on and I was cold.

I put my hand out to put my light on, which was the first thing to do. There is a switch on a white wire that comes from the light and I can turn it on myself—I can even find it in the dark when there is no light.

I tried to do that but I could not find the wire with my hand.

So I sat up and tried again, but still I could not find it, and I wondered if Mommy had moved it, and I thought I might go and ask her. But I could not see the door. It had been so long since I had been in my room in the night without my light being on that I had forgotten how dark it gets. It’s really dark. I knew it would be hard to find the door if I could not see it, so I did it a clever way.

I used my imagination.

I sat still for a moment and remembered what my bedroom is like. It is like a rectangle and has some drawers by the top of my bed where my head goes. My 10light is on the drawers, usually. My room also has a table where my coloring books go and some small toys, and two more sets of drawers, and windows down the other end. They have curtains so the streetlights do not keep me awake, and because in summer it gets bright too early in the morning and so I wake everybody up when they should still be asleep because they have work to do and they need some sleep. And there is a big chair but it is always covered in toys and it is not important.

I turned to the side so my legs hung off the bed and down onto the floor. In my imagination I could see that if I stood up and walked straight in front of me, I would nearly be at my door, but that I would have to go a little way … left, too.

So I stood up and did this walking.

It was strange doing it in the dark. I stepped on something soft with one of my feet, I think it was a toy that had fallen off the chair. Then I touched one of the other drawers with my hand, and I knew I was close to the door, so I turned left and walked that way a bit.

I reached out with my hands then and tried to find my dressing gown. I was trying to find it because I was cold, but also because it hangs off the back of my bedroom door on a little hook and so when I found the dressing gown I would know I had got to the right place to open the door.
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But I could not find the dressing gown. Sometimes my mommy takes things downstairs and washes them in the washing machine in the kitchen and then dries them in another machine that makes them hot, so maybe that was where it was. I was quite awake now and very cold so I decided not to keep trying to find the gown and just go wake Mommy and Daddy and say to them that I was awake.

But I couldn’t find my doorknob. I knew I must be where the door is, because it is in the corner where the two walls of my room come together. I reached out with my hands and could feel the two sides of the corner, but I could not find the doorknob, even though I moved my hands all over where it should be. When I was smaller the doorknob came off once, and Mommy was very scared because she thought if it happened again I would be trapped in my bedroom and I wouldn’t be able to get out, so she shouted at Daddy until he fixed it with a different screw. But it had never come off again, so I did not know where it could be now. I wondered if I had got off my bed in the wrong way because it was dark and I had got it mixed up in my imagination, and maybe I should go back to my bed and start again.

Then a voice said: “Maddy, what are you doing?”

I was so surprised I made a scared sound, and jumped.
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I trod on something, and the same voice said “Ow!” I heard someone moving and sitting up. Even though it was in the dark I knew it was my mommy.

“Mommy?” I said. “Where are you?”

“Maddy, I’ve told you about coming into our room.”

“I’m not.”

“It’s just not fair. Mommy has to go to work and Daddy has to go to work and you have to go to school and we all need our sleep. We made a deal, remember?”

“But you broke the deal. You took away my light.”

“I haven’t touched your light.”

“You did!”

“Maddy, don’t lie. We’ve talked about lying.”

“You took my light!”

“I haven’t taken your light and I didn’t turn it off.”

“But it’s not turned on.”

She made a sighing sound. “Maybe the bulb went.”

“Went to where?”

“I mean, got broken.”

“No, my whole light is not there.”

“Maddy …”

“It’s not! I put my hand out and I couldn’t find it!”

My mommy made a sound like she was very cross or very tired, I don’t know which. Sometimes they sound the same. She didn’t say anything for a little minute.

“Look,” she said then, and she did not sound very cross now, just sleepy and as if she loved me but wished 14I was still asleep. “It’s the middle of the night and everyone should be in bed. Their own bed.”

“I’m sorry, Mommy.”

“That’s okay.” I heard her standing up. “Come on. Let’s go back to your room.”

“What do you mean?” I said.

“Back to your room. Now. I’ll tuck you in, and then we can all go back to sleep.”

“I am in my room.”

“Maddy—don’t start.”

“I am in my room!”

“Maddy, this is just silly. Why would you … Why is it so dark in here?”

“Because my light is off. I told you.”

“Maddy, your light is in your room. Don’t—”

She stopped talking suddenly. I heard her fingers moving against something, the wall, maybe. “What the hell?”

Her voice sounded different.

“‘Hell’ is a naughty word,” I told her.

“Shush.”

I heard her fingers swishing over the wall again. She had been asleep on the floor, right next to the wall. I heard her feet moving on the carpet and then there was a banging sound and she said a naughty word again, but she did not sound angry but like she did not understand something. It was like a question mark sound.
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“For the love of Christ.”

This was not my Mommy talking.

“Dan?”

“Who the hell else? Any chance you’ll just take her back to bed? Or I can do it. I don’t care. But let’s one of us do it. It’s the middle of the damn night.”

“Dan!”

“‘Damn’ is a very naughty—”

“Yes, yes, I’m terribly sorry,” my daddy said. He sounded as if he was only half not in a dream. “But we have talked about you coming into our room in the middle of the night, Maddy. Talked about it endlessly. And—”

“Dan,” my Mommy said, starting to talk when he was still talking, which is not good and can be rude. “Where are you?”

“I’m right here,” he said. “For god’s sake. I’m … Did you put up new curtains or something?”

“No,” Mommy said.

“It’s not normally this dark in here, is it?”

“My light has gone,” I said. “That’s why it is so dark.”

“Your light is in your room,” Daddy said.

I could hear him sitting up. I could hear his hands, too. They were not right next to Mommy, but at the other end of my room. I could hear them moving around on the carpet.

“Am I on the floor?” he asked. “What the hell am I doing on the floor?”
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I heard him stand up. I did not tell him “hell” is a naughty word. I did not think that he would like it.

I heard him move around some more, his hands knocking into things.

“Maddy,” Mommy said, “where do you think you are?”

“I’m in my room,” I said.

“Dan?” she said, to Daddy. My Daddy’s other name is “Dan” It is like “dad” but has a nuh-sound at the end instead of a duh-sound. “Is this Maddy’s room?”

I heard him moving around again, as if he was checking things with his hands.

“What are we doing in here?” he said, sounding as if was not certain. “Is this her room?”

“Yes, it’s my room,” I said.

I was beginning to think Daddy or Mommy could not hear properly, because I kept saying things over and over but they did not listen.

I told them again. “I woke up, and my light was off, and this is my room.”

“Have you tried the switch by the door?” Daddy asked Mommy.

I heard Mommy move to the door, and her fingers swishing on the wall, swishing and patting. “It’s not there.”

“What do you mean it’s not there?”

“What do you think I mean?”

“For Christ’s sake.”
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I heard Daddy walking carefully across the room to where Mommy was.

Mommy said: “Satisfied?”

“How can it not be there? Maddy—can you turn the light by your bed on, please?” Daddy sounded cross now.

“She says it isn’t there.”

“What do you mean, not there?”

“It’s not there,” I said. “I already told Mommy, like, fourteen times. I was coming into your room to tell you, and then Mommy woke up and she was on the floor.”

“Are the street lamps out?”

This was Mommy asking. I heard Daddy go away from the door and go back to the other end of the room, where he had woken up from. He knocked into the table as he was moving and made a cross sound but kept on moving again.

“Dan? Is that why it’s so dark? Is it a power cut?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I … can’t find the curtains.”

“Can’t find the gap, you mean?”

“No. Can’t find the curtains. They’re not here.”

“You’re sure you’re in the right—”

“Of course I’m in the right place. They’re not here. I can’t feel them. It’s just wall.”

“It is just wall where my door is too,” I said. I was happy that Daddy had found the same thing as me, because if he had found it too then I could not be wrong.
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I heard Mommy check the wall near us with her hands. She was breathing a little quickly. “She’s right. It’s just wall,” she said, so we all knew the same thing now. “It’s just wall, everywhere.”

But Mommy’s voice sounded quiet and a bit scared and so it did not make me so happy when she said it.

“Okay, this is ridiculous,” Daddy said. “Stay where you are. Don’t move.”

I could hear what he was doing. He was going along the sides of the room, with his fingers on the walls. He went around the drawers near the window, then past where my calendar hangs, where I put what day it is in the mornings, then along my bed.

“She’s right,” he said. “The lamp isn’t here.”

“I’m really cold,” Mommy said.

Daddy went past me and into the corner where Mommy had been sleeping, where I had trod on her when I was trying to find the door.

But he couldn’t find the door either.

He said the door had gone, and the windows, and all the walls felt like they were made of stone. Mommy tried to find the curtains, but she couldn’t.

They tried to find the door and the window for a long time but they still couldn’t find them and then my mommy started crying.

Daddy said crying would not help, which he says to me sometimes, and he kept on looking in the dark for some more time, trying to find the door.
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But in the end he stopped, and he came and sat down with us. I don’t know how long ago that was. It’s hard to remember in the dark. But I think it was quite long ago.

Sometimes we sleep, but later we wake up and everything is still the same. I do not get hungry but it is always dark and it is always very cold.

Mommy and Daddy had ideas and used their imaginations. Mommy thought there was a fire, and it burned all our house down and us in it. Daddy says we think we are in my room because I woke up first, but he says really we are in a small place made of stone, near a church somewhere. I don’t know but we have been here a very long time now and still it is not morning yet.

It is quiet and I do not like it. Mommy and Daddy do not talk much anymore, and this is why, if you wake up in the night, you should never ever get up out of bed.

[image: The image is a black and white illustration of a large, tentacled, and eye- and mouth.]
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Trick Or Retreat



Lisa Morton

IT Was Just after 7:00 p.m. on Halloween night in Barrowsville, Pennsylvania, when Emma heard lilting music, played on instruments she couldn’t name. Looking around for the source, she saw that her mother had stopped in the middle of their suburban street, frozen. After a few seconds, she looked at Emma and said, “I could just eat you up.”

It wasn’t what Mom said so much as how she said it that sent a chill through Emma—the words were flat, the eyes unblinking. Beside them, Emma’s ten-year-old sister Zoe laughed and said, “Good trick, Mom!”

Emma heard (over the distant strains of that music) a car approaching from the end of the block and said, “We need to get out of the street.” Picking up the skirt 21of her long black witch robe (an adult costume Mom had hemmed up to fit a thirteen-year-old), Emma headed for the sidewalk, herding Zoe in front of her. After a few feet, Emma realized Mom wasn’t following. The approaching car honked, swerved around Mom, kept going, but Mom never even looked at it; she was staring fixedly at Emma.

Zoe, perplexed now, said, “Uhhh … Mom?”

Emma started to say, “I don’t—” but broke off as Mom’s lips pulled back in a grimace, a small trickle of drool dribbling down her chin. Emma knew then: This isn’t a Halloween trick.

Her mother began to chuckle, a low guttural sound Emma had never heard her make.

Mom lunged.

Emma grabbed Zoe’s hand and ran. “What—” Zoe asked, her head pivoting between Mom behind them and the sidewalk in front of them.

“Just go, Zoe!”

They fled down the sidewalk, which was eerily empty for Halloween night with no other groups of trick-or-treaters.

“Where are we going?” Zoe asked, struggling to keep up with her older sister, using one hand to hold on to her tiara.

“Home!”

They passed the Feddermans’ house, saw twelve-year-old Noah standing on the front lawn, 22panting, his Batman mask pulled up. “Something’s wrong with Uncle Nick,” he said as they ran past.

“Our mom, too,” Emma said. “Get somewhere safe!”

Then she and Zoe were inside their own house, pausing long enough to look back. They started to relax when they didn’t see Mom, but then Emma realized the music was audible here, too. They heard a rustling noise from the living room, and Emma looked in to see Dad sitting in his favorite chair, unwrapping candy meant for trick or treaters, chocolate already smeared all over his face and hands. “Hey,” he said, as he saw his daughters, “what’s with you two?” He paused before adding in a bellow, “What have you done?”

Emma didn’t hesitate: as Dad rose from the chair, she pulled Zoe down the hall and into her bedroom, slammed the door behind them, slid her desk chair under the knob, and jumped back when the door banged hard as Dad pounded on it from the other side. “Open this door right now!”

Neither of the girls responded. They instinctively crawled under the bed as Dad continued to pound, bellowing, “I Want Your Candy!”

“Will he get in?” Zoe whispered as she shook.

“I don’t know,” Emma answered.

After a few seconds the pounding stopped, they heard the sound of Dad’s heavy footsteps clomping away, and Emma exhaled in relief. Zoe began to cry. “I don’t get it—what’s going on with Mom and Dad?”
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Emma started to say “I don’t know,” but she stopped when she realized she did know … or at least she had a good guess.

Because this had really started yesterday.

“Huh … I didn’t know our whole town sits on top of a huge limestone mine.”

That had been Saturday morning, as Mom sipped coffee at the kitchen island while going over the neighborhood app on her phone.

Emma looked up from where she sprawled on the living room couch, texting with her friends. “I think I’ve heard that before. Didn’t they close it like fifty years ago so nobody could get into it?”

Still scanning the post on her phone, Mom nodded. “It’s that big weird sealed cave at the bottom of the hill where Mountainview Road ends, except I guess it’s not sealed now.”

“It’s not?”

“Nope.” Mom turned her phone around to show Emma a photo of a group of men and women in casual business attire standing near piles of rubble at the open mine entrance. “Some big tech firm just made a deal with the city to buy the mine for storage. I guess the temperature makes it ideal for holding the servers that make up AI.”

“Ewww,” Emma said, “that’s sort of messed up.” But then she grinned, the kind with one quizzical arched eyebrow.
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Mom returned the look. “Let me guess: you want to go see.”

Nodding, Emma said, “It’s not that far, right? And we don’t have any other plans today.”

“I thought we were going to work on your Halloween costume.”

Putting on her best mock-pout, Emma said, “Come onnnnnnnn, it won’t take long. Please?”

“You just want a photo to show your friends on that new phone.” But Mom set down her coffee and picked up the car keys. “Okay, go get your sister. I’ll see if your dad wants to join us.”

Twenty minutes later, their SUV pulled up before the mouth to the limestone mine, where a dirt parking lot had been newly created. Dad had elected to stay home and work on business stuff, but Zoe was excited by just about any car trip.

“Wow,” Emma said, eyeing the now-open mine entrance. Where there had recently been a rusting iron barrier wedged into girders set into the side of the hill, dirt arched over it, trees growing another fifty feet up, now there was an open gate watched over by a security guard who was checking lists on a clipboard as carts of boxes were wheeled into the mine.

“Let’s go in,” Emma said, unbuckling her seatbelt.
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“Honey, I don’t think—” Mom broke off as both Emma and Zoe bolted from the car. Grabbing the keys and her phone, she followed.

Emma pulled out her own phone as she approached the mine, videoing her walk up, but as she neared to where she could see the interior of the opening, she was disappointed—there were no stalactites, no old mining equipment, no spooky unlit corners. Instead, there were modern fluorescent lighting fixtures, polished floors, walls sanded smooth and white. She was sure that just ahead there were caverns and wonders awaiting, but the guard turned her away. “They’ll open to public tours next month,” he said. “Check the website.”

Looking around, Emma spotted the old iron barrier leaning up against the hillside. Curious, she approached and saw it was covered with some sort of strange writing, welded in rather than painted. Mom joined her. “Huh. I never noticed that writing there before.”

“Me, neither,” Emma answered, lowering her phone. “I think that was the side facing in, though. I wonder what language that is.” The writing was angular, not at all like letters.

Her attention was drawn away by shouting. Seeking the source of the angry voices, she saw an older woman gesturing wildly while a group of two men and a woman in business suits pretended to listen, but Emma could see they weren’t really interested.
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She knew the older woman: it was Ms. O’Hearn, the school librarian. Emma, who had always loved books, had occasionally volunteered to work in the library and enjoyed the company of the senior librarian, who treated her like an equal. They’d had long conversations on A Wizard of Earthsea (which Ms. O’Hearn had recommended) and the Hunger Games books and movies, and Emma cherished those exchanges. But she’d never seen the older woman like this, with her long silver hair whipped by her shaking head, her green-rimmed glasses nearly dislodged.

“What’s that all about?” That was Mom, who had joined Emma but kept a watchful eye on Zoe, who was trying to whistle to a bird in a nearby pine tree.

“I don’t know,” Emma said. “That’s Ms. O’Hearn.”

“The librarian at school you like?”

Emma nodded, trying to catch any shred of the conversation. All she made out was Ms. O’Hearn telling them that they’d done “something terrible” and that the whole town would “pay the price.” Meanwhile, the three listeners smiled and nodded and finally walked away. Ms. O’Hearn stood there for a second, defeated, until she spotted Emma and offered a half-hearted wave.

Emma walked over to her as Mom turned to chase after Zoe, who had followed a squirrel into a wooded area on one side of the parking lot. “Are you okay, Ms. O’Hearn?”
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The older woman frowned, shook her head. “Not really … I’m not sure any of us are. These idiots don’t know what they’ve done.”

Emma felt something constrict inside. “What … what have they done?”

“Let me show you something… .” She walked over to where the old iron barrier sat against the hillside, discarded and useless now. Gesturing at the strange symbols it bore, she asked Emma, “See that?”

“Uh-huh. I don’t recognize that writing.”

A wry look crossed Ms. O’Hearn’s wrinkled face. “You wouldn’t, unless you were a Celtic druid from two thousand years ago.”

“But I thought the Celts were only in Europe. So why is that carved here, in the middle of a town in Pennsylvania?”

“It’s a kind of protective charm—” Ms. O’Hearn broke off as Mom, holding Zoe’s hand, approached.

Emma stepped into the silence. “Ms. O’Hearn, this is my mom and my sister, Zoe.”

Mom released Zoe to take the other woman’s offered hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ms. O’Hearn. Emma has told me so many wonderful things about you.”

“Well, it’s mutual. And Emma is a remarkable young person. I should be going.” She started to walk away, but paused to address Emma. “Emma, do you think you could come to the library tomorrow, maybe around noon?”

28
It was a strange request (Emma wondered if the school was even unlocked on Sundays), but she looked up at her mom, who nodded. “Sure.”

The older woman headed for her car, then, as Emma and Mom looked on. “That was weird,” Emma murmured, already wondering why Ms. O’Hearn wanted to see her.

Emma and Mom spent the rest of the day working on her Halloween costume. Tonight, Emma’s friend Corinne was having a big party and Emma wanted to be ready. Mom and Emma had already found a black witch robe and hat at the Halloween store that just needed some alteration to fit Emma. They’d also gone thrifting and scored black boots, and the green face paint was ready, but Emma wanted a more authentic prop, so they were putting finishing touches on a broom made from an old branch and straw tied to one end.

By the time it was dark and Mom was dropping Emma off at Corinne’s house, Emma was pleased with the outfit: she thought she bore a very passable resemblance to a traditional witch. As Emma entered the party, she saw Corinne dressed as Taylor Swift, while other friends were vampires, game characters, and superheroes. Her friend Mateo was there, dressed as a zombie, complete with fresh blood dribbling down his chin that he occasionally added to from a tube of fake blood in his pocket. 29Emma hugged Corinne, who complimented her, and then got a soft drink as she greeted the rest of the guests.

A moment later she was sitting near her friend Sasha, who was costumed as an angel, complete with a little sparkly halo. Sasha gave her a perfunctory hug, but was plainly low energy. “Are you okay?” Emma asked.

Sasha shrugged. “Something just feels … off. It’s hard to explain.”

Emma liked Sasha almost as much as Corinne, but there was no denying that Sasha was different. She said she could see ghosts, that she could talk to them, that she could tell when someone was sick before they felt it, and that she knew if someone was genuinely good just by looking at their aura. Emma was by nature a skeptic, but she always tried to be sympathetic to whatever Sasha said. “Is it,” she asked, “just because we’re so close to Halloween?”

“Maybe, but … I started feeling this a couple of days ago. It’s like a feeling that something really bad is coming.”

Emma wondered: First Ms. O’Hearn, now Sasha? Is something really going on?

But then she got caught up in party games and music and loving her friends and snapping photos, and forgot about it … until Corinne asked if anyone had heard about the old limestone mine beneath town being bought up by a big tech firm and reopened.
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“I went there today,” Emma said.

Corinne’s eyes widened. “I saw your post!”

“Tell us,” Mateo called out.

“There’s not much to see right now, just equipment moving in. There was a guard who said they’d open to public tours in a month. What was weird was—” Emma broke off when she saw Sasha standing, rigid, mouth open slightly. “Sasha?”

Sasha began to make a sound, which Emma soon realized was singing; she didn’t know the tune, which sounded old and strange, and there were no lyrics. The other kids went quiet, watching and listening. Emma rose and went to her friend. “Hey, are you okay?”

Sasha just kept singing, a wordless, unearthly melody.

When her friend began to shake, Emma reached for her phone. “I’m calling 911—”

Sasha snatched the phone from Emma’s hand and hurled it aside. Sasha saw Mateo gripping his tube of fake blood, leaned down to take it from him as he reared back in fear, and then went to the nearest wall. She ripped off the top of the tube, and painted four crimson letters on the light gray wall: S I D H.

Then she passed out. Emma caught her on the way down so she didn’t hit the coffee table.

The kids all stared in breathless, frozen terror.

Emma made the 911 call. She’d just hung up when Sasha awoke, looking puzzled. “What happened?”
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Kneeling beside Sasha, Emma, Corinne, and Corinne’s mom helped her sit up. “I don’t know,” Emma answered. “You had, like, a seizure or something.”

“I did?” Sasha rubbed her head, perplexed.

Corinne’s mom asked, “Has that ever happened before?”

“No.”

Corinne said, as she pointed at the wall, “You wrote that before you passed out.”

Sasha peered at the strange word. “I did that? I don’t remember anything …”

“So,” Emma asked, “you don’t know what it means?”

Sasha shook her head.

The party plainly over, the kids started calling parents for rides. The EMTs arrived, checked Sasha over, found nothing out of the ordinary, told Sasha’s parents to take her to Urgent Care in the morning. Before she left, Emma looked at the strange word scrawled on the wall, took a picture of it, and hoped she wouldn’t lie awake all night thinking of the hideous, paralyzed grimace on Sasha’s face as she’d written it.

Once she was home, Emma used her phone to look up “sidh.” Her search revealed that it could have been a village, a band, or an algorithm, but she guessed it was none of those. She thought it was probably the most common meaning: an old Irish word for “fairies.” When 32she read more about it, she felt a chill: in old folklore, the Sidh (she learned it was pronounced “she”) were malicious creatures that lived in an alternate dimension called the Otherworld; they could cross over into our world on one night a year. That night was something called Samhain (pronounced “sow-in”), and it was the original version of Halloween. When the Sidh came through the portals from the Otherworld on that night, they could burn down cities, kidnap humans and take them back to the Otherworld, or enchant either the living or the dead.

Enchant … ? Emma wondered if that could have been what happened to Sasha.

But that was crazy, wasn’t it? These were just old fairy tales, no different from Cinderella or Snow White. Fairy tricksters weren’t any more real than zombies or vampires or witches.

But there was also the mine and Ms. O’Hearn.

As she’d feared, Emma didn’t sleep much that night.

On Sunday (Emma would normally have been excited that it was Halloween, but today she just felt nervous), Mom dropped Emma off at the school. Ms. O’Hearn was waiting outside and waved as they pulled up. “Should I come in with you?” Mom asked.

But then Ms. O’Hearn was smiling and Mom rolled down her window so the two women could chat (Ms. 33O’Hearn told Mom to call her Tara), and everything was fine. As Emma jumped down from the SUV, she promised to call Mom when they were done here.

Ms. O’Hearn unlocked the main door to the school, locking it behind them, and then led the way to the library. “Thank you for coming on a Sunday,” she said as they walked. “I hate to take you away from a day off, but this is … well, ‘important’ would be an understatement.”

“Does it have to do with the Sidh?”

Ms. O’Hearn stopped dead in her tracks, adjusting her green-rimmed glasses as she turned to look at Emma. “How did you know?”

“Something happened to my friend Sasha last night, and she wrote the word on a wall. I looked it up when I got home. Fairies, right?”

The older woman smiled appreciatively. “You’ve always been a fine student. Yes, that’s right. Is your friend okay?”

“She said she was tired this morning, but okay. It was really strange, like something took her over.”

Ms. O’Hearn sighed before answering, “It’s already starting,” and then led the rest of the way to the library.

The lights were already on and three books were laid out on a table. “These are what I wanted to show you.”

The first book was titled Heroes of the Dawn. Emma thought it looked very old, and when Ms. O’Hearn 34opened it she saw the date: “ Nineteen fourteen,” she blurted out.

“That’s when the book was published, but the stories inside are much older—they go back centuries.” She flipped the pages until she came to a chapter called “The Enchantment of Tara.”

Emma saw the title and said, “Tara—the same as your name?”

Ms. O’Hearn nodded. “I was named after this place.” Then she gestured at the book. “This story is set on Samhain, which was the original version of Halloween and a time of great magic.”

“I read about it,” Emma said. “It was a night when portals to the Otherworld could open, right?”

“Yes,” Ms. O’Hearn answered. “Portals could open, and the Sidh could come into our world and play all kinds of terrible tricks. In this story, one of them comes to the palace at Tara singing a song that puts everyone to sleep except the teenage hero, Finn.”

Emma felt a chill spike through her. “Sasha was singing last night when she wrote that word.”

“Is your friend by any chance prone to strange things happening, like …”

Emma finished the sentence. “… like seeing ghosts? Yes. She always has been.”

“Then it makes sense that she’d feel them coming.”

“‘Them’?”
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[image: The image is a black and white drawing of an eye, a person's head, and a group of creatures, possibly from a fantasy or sci-fi story.]
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Ms. O’Hearn didn’t respond. Instead, she closed the book, her expression grim. Pushing Heroes of the Dawn aside, she opened the other book on the table: A History of Barrowville.

“Our town,” Emma said softly.

“Yes.” Ms. O’Hearn had bookmarked a page near the middle of the book. She opened it to the spot, and Emma saw it was a chapter about the limestone mine. “The mine,” the librarian said, “was first opened in 1909 and was mined successfully for fifty years, until they blasted apart a wall to open a new section … and ten miners died within a week. After that, the mine was sealed … until last week.”

Emma gulped before asking, “Did the miners die on …” She couldn’t finish.

“Halloween,” Ms. O’Hearn confirmed. “Or Samhain.”

Running through the facts in her head, Emma asked, “So, these portals …”

“There’s a famous one in Ireland called the Cave of Cruachan—that’s the one that the Sidh came from who attacked Tara—but … well, I wasn’t sure about others. Now I know of at least one, and it’s here, in Barrowville.” She pushed the Barrowville history book aside and slid the last book on the table over. Emma saw it had a plain cloth binding. “This isn’t from the library,” Ms. O’Hearn said, touching the book affectionately, “but is 37instead a journal my grandmother kept. She lived here in Barrowville, and she was … well, I guess you’d call her a witch.”

“Really?” Emma loved stories of witches but had never known a real one, or anyone who was related to one.

“Everyone in town—Barrowville was a lot smaller then—knew my grandmother could heal, or help with crops or rain. When the mine owners realized that what had killed their men wasn’t human, they came to my grandmother. She was the one who told them to construct the barrier out of iron, which repels the Sidh, and she came up with the protective Celtic runes welded on the inside of the door. She did her job well, because Barrowville’s been safe … until now.”

“And,” Emma said, trying to sound brave and failing, “Halloween is tonight.”

“Or Samhain.” Ms. O’Hearn closed the journal and turned her intense gaze on Emma. “You’re the only other person beside those fools at the tech company I’ve told this to, but of course they only believe in their machines.”

“So what do we do?”

“I’m not sure. I plan on going to the mine tonight and hiding nearby to see what happens. I’d like you to be my eyes and ears in town. I have some ideas, but I need to see what happens first.”
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They exchanged numbers, and then Ms. O’Hearn reached into a pocket and drew out a small pendant on a silver chain. “I don’t begin to possess my grandmother’s skill, but I made this in the hopes that it might protect you, if the Sidh really do cross over tonight.”

Emma took the chain and peered at the pendant (or was it an amulet?) that had one of the runes carved on a small piece of polished wood. “That’s oak,” Ms. O’Hearn said, “on a silver chain, both of which should work to keep you safe.”

Emma swallowed back a sob at both her dread and the connection she felt to this woman. “Thank you, Ms. O’Hearn.” She put the necklace on, feeling somehow warmed, and then called Mom to pick her up.

As they walked out of the school, Ms. O’Hearn asked her what her Halloween costume was.

“I’m a witch,” Emma asked.

A smile crossed the librarian’s lined face as she said, “A fine choice.” Then, her expression abruptly serious, she added, “Emma, don’t ever forget how powerful you are.”

Eight hours later, as she crouched under her bed with her terrified sister beside her, she didn’t feel very powerful.

They heard Dad’s footsteps returning outside the bedroom door, and a few seconds later a knife tip appeared in the crack between the door and the frame, 39wiggling as it tried to dislodge the chair Emma had jammed against the knob.

Zoe cried out just as Emma’s phone chimed an incoming text … and another … and another …

Her friends were all reporting that the adults around them had lost it. They were hiding, running, all frightened.

Emma decided to try reaching out to Ms. O’Hearn; maybe she was still safe. Mom & Dad have gone crazy. Hiding in bedroom.

A response came almost instantly: It’s not them. They’re possessed by Sidh. Are you okay?

Yes. Why aren’t we possessed?

The music, Ms. O’Hearn answered, caused it. Seems like people below a certain age aren’t affected. The Sidh only want adults. I’m outside the mine now. I used earplugs.

“Who are you talking to?” Zoe whispered.

“Ms. O’Hearn. She says all the adults have gone crazy …”

The phone chimed again, and Emma read the text, perplexed: Sending you an audio file I made. If you can, play this for one of the adults and see what happens. After a few seconds, the file appeared. Curious, Emma played several bars of it, keeping the volume low. It was strange, distorted.

What is that? she texted.
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I recorded the Sidh music and then ran it through an app to make it play backward. Maybe it will drive them back out of those they’ve possessed.

A knock sounded on the bedroom window.

After smacking her head on the bed frame, Emma risked a look out, felt her fear drain away when she saw it was Corinne. She crawled out from under the bed, opened the window, let her friend in, looked around warily and closed the bedroom window.

“Oh, thank—” Corinne broke off, mouth open, as Dad pounded on the bedroom door again.

Whispering, Emma said, “That’s my dad. Are your parents demented, too?”

“Yeah. My mom just tried to attack me with a cheese grater, so I ran. Didn’t even get my phone.”

Emma’s phone chimed then. It was Ms. O’Hearn: Don’t try the music unless you’re safe.

“Who’s that?” Corinne asked.

“Ms. O’Hearn, the librarian. She had in earplugs so she’s okay, plus she’s done research and knows what’s going—”

A loud BANG sounded from the side of the house. The three girls froze, and then jumped and clutched at each other when the face of Emma’s mom appeared at the window. She was leering, lips pulled back from her teeth, foamy drool speckling her chin. She began to claw at the glass.
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That’s not my mom, Emma said to herself. It’s something that’s gotten into her and taken over.

“Okay,” Emma said, turning up the volume on her phone. “I’m going to try something.”

She took a deep breath, hit the PLAY button on Ms. O’Hearn’s audio file, set her phone on the sill and opened the window just an inch before jumping back to watch.

Mom immediately reached for the opening, pushing the frame wide enough to crawl in—and stopped. At first she seemed paralyzed as she heard the music, but then Emma saw her struggling—her fingers flexed, her eyes widened, she gasped like a fish on a dock.

“What’s going on?” Corinne said, her voice a terrified husk.

“I think it’s working …”

And then Mom was back, looking pale and confused, but definitely Mom again. She twisted her head. “What … what happened?” she asked. Then, turning to look at the girls, she said, “Are you okay?”

Emma answered, “We’re okay …”

The music stopped.

Mom’s features contorted again.

Emma’s mind raced. She spotted a pair of headphones near her bed, grabbed them and slapped them on Mom’s head. Her mother’s features relaxed, fully human again. Pointing at the headphones, Emma mouthed Don’t take them off.
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Mom answered, “I won’t.”

As Mom climbed through the window to join them, hugging Zoe and then Emma, Corinne asked, “So … it kind of worked … ?”

“But we can’t keep playing this file forever.”

Releasing Mom, Emma picked up her phone and messaged Ms. O’Hearn: Music works but only while it’s playing. Will this end at dawn?

Yes, came the answer, but that’s too long away.

Agreeing, Emma sent back We can’t do this all night.

After several seconds, a response came: Send file to your friends. Tell them to hold on. I’m trying something else.

Dad was still banging on the door, so first Emma wadded up some tissues, showed Mom what she was going to do, started the audio file, and opened the door. Dad barged in, roaring—and stopped when he heard the music. In those few seconds, Mom leaped forward, jammed the tissue in his ears, and, when she saw awareness return to his eyes, pointed to his ears and made a covering gesture. He followed, nodding, and stood holding his head as the music ran out.

Safe for a few minutes, Emma worked with her phone to share the music file everywhere and with everyone she could think of. But she wondered how this could possibly continue to work until sunrise …

Outside, Noah Fedderman ran past, shrieking as he was pursued by his Uncle Nick. Dad saw the chase and shouted, “Hey!”
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Uncle Nick turned and forgot about his nephew, coming up to Emma’s window instead. Emma grabbed her phone and saw she’d somehow returned to the home screen. As she began frantically punching icons to bring up the music file again, Uncle Nick snarled and began to climb in through the window. Corinne, who’d been taking martial arts lessons, launched a kick that sent him flying backward, but he was instantly on his feet and approaching across the room again.

“Emma—!” Corinne shouted.

“Sorry!”

But before Emma could open the audio file, Uncle Nick abruptly sagged, no longer advancing toward them.

As they all stared, he looked up and around, as confused as Mom and Dad had been when Emma had played the music for them.

Zoe said, “But the music didn’t play.”

“I know,” Emma replied. “Something else stopped him.”

Ms. O’Hearn.

As Mom watched anxiously, Emma reached up and pulled the headphones off. They all waited breathlessly for several seconds, but nothing happened.

“It’s over,” Emma said.

Emma looked down at her phone and saw that there was a new text message waiting for her. She brought it up and read: Emma, I’ve made a deal with the Sidh. 44They will stop this assault if I go back to their world with them. You can stop playing the backward music. There was a photo, a selfie showing Ms. O’Hearn standing at the mine opening surrounded by shadowy forms with glowing eyes.

“Was that Ms. O’Hearn you were texting?” Corinne asked.

Wiping away tears, Emma nodded. “She saved us all.”

But she looked at the photo again, and something nagged at her. It took her a few seconds to identify what it was:

In the photo, Ms. O’Hearn’s glasses weren’t green-rimmed, but instead wire-rimmed.

“It’s not her,” Emma breathed out.

In response, the photo on the phone screen melted, Ms. O’Hearn’s face transforming into a grimacing monstrosity with pointed teeth, gray skin and orange eyes, like a jack-o’-lantern’s.

When Emma heard both of her parents laugh, she knew she’d been tricked.

[image: A black-and-white image of a decomposed, rotting, and/or disfigured hand reaching out from a grave, with a moon in the background.]
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