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      It was exactly one year to the day since Jake and his friend Pete braved Old Man Russell’s spooky front porch on Halloween. They’d tried pieces of magical candy left out for trick or treaters there and had experienced what each now thought might be a glimpse of their futures.

      Now, one year later, they stood down the street from the creepy old house, watching for the porchlight to come on.

      “This is crazy, right?” Pete asked.

      “No crazier than believing we saw our futures when we ate that candy,” Jake replied, not taking his eyes off the house.

      This year, Jake was a werewolf and Pete was dressed as a grim reaper. If Pete pretended to cut off Jake’s head with that fake plastic scythe one more time, he was gonna snatch it away and chase his friend around with it.

      Their candy bags were a bit heavy but didn’t actually hold much candy since they’d only done some minor trick or treating this year. Mostly because it was hard to hit every house in the neighborhood when they were so focused on being the first to get to Old Man Russell’s house when his porchlight came on. But also, their bags were filled with something else.

      Before last year, it wouldn’t have crossed their minds that someone else might try to trick or treat at Old Man Russell’s, but that was before the school bullies, the M Trio, had told practically the entire school how they’d found magic candy there. Of course, the M Trio—Mark, his twin sister Marcy, and their friend Mike, had an entirely different experience with the candy than Pete and Jake had…but that’s another tale for another time.

      After hearing the M Trio tell everyone about the magic candy, Jake and Pete vowed to be the first ones to get to Old Man Russell’s porch. They were afraid that if anyone got there before them, that person would take all the candy for themselves and leave none for anyone else.

      “Look!” Pete shouted loud enough for the whole neighborhood to hear.

      The light on Old Man Russell’s front porch had popped on.

      “Let’s go,” Jake said. He gathered his courage, pulled down his rubber werewolf mask, and set off for the house at the end of the lane.

      Just like last year, the plants and bushes were overgrown, crowding the walkway and creating a dark tunnel up to Old Man Russell’s front porch. After a brief glance at each other, the boys nodded and started up the plant-enclosed walkway with Pete in the lead. They were almost to the well-lit front porch when suddenly hands reached out from the bushes and grabbed them.

      “Ah!” Jake screamed. He tried to pull away from the hands that gripped his arms. It was difficult to see through the slits of his werewolf mask, but one word from their attackers, and he knew exactly who had grabbed them.

      “Ha! I knew you’d come back to try to steal all Old Man Russell’s candy before anyone else got here!” Marcy practically shouted.

      It was the M Trio. They’d been waiting for Jake and Pete this whole time.

      “We’re not here to steal the candy!” Pete said from up ahead. “We’re here to stop you from stealing the candy!”

      “Yeah?” Mark said, “Well, why don’t you try and stop this!”

      There was an “oof” and a whoosh of air. Unable to see, Jake could only guess that Pete had been punched in the stomach. “Get off him!” He yelled.

      Suddenly someone was pushing his mask hard against his face. “Yeah? And what are you gonna do about it, wolf boy?” Mike asked, then shoved him hard enough that Jake stumbled backward and fell to the concrete.

      The moment he hit the ground, he whipped off his mask. There stood Mark, Marcy, and Mike. Mark and Marcy each held one of Pete’s arms while Mike stood over Jake.

      “Did you really think you could outsmart us?” Mike let out a bray of laughter. “Fat chance. We’ve been planning for this night for a year.”

      Jake reached into his candy bag, his hand immediately landing on exactly what he was looking for. Though the M Trio couldn’t see it in the dark, he grinned as he said, “We’ve been planning, too.”

      He pulled the Jell-O-filled water balloon from his bag and whipped it right at Mark’s face.

      It was a dead hit.

      Mark let out a yelp of surprise. Marcy craned her head to see what had happened, but by then, Pete had already freed his arm from Mark. He dug in his own candy bag and smashed a Jell-O balloon directly into Marcy’s face.

      Mike spun to see what was happening to his friends. The moment he did, Jake leapt to his feet, Jell-O balloon in hand, and ran past the taller boy. Mike reached to grab Jake, but the moment he did, Jake let him have the Jell-O balloon right in the face.

      “What is this stuff?” Marcy yelled just as Jake pushed past her.

      Pete was waiting for Jake on the porch. They made the short sprint to the front door—and slammed to a halt.

      The front door of Old Man Russell’s house was open.

      Instead of a candy dish with a note to take one each, there was a sign in front of the open door.

      “‘Welcome to my haunted house. Come in—if you dare,”’ Pete read out loud in a whisper.

      There was a commotion behind them as the M Trio regrouped to come after them.

      “You’re gonna pay for that!” Marcy shrieked as she leapt up the porch stairs.

      Jake and Pete looked at each other. Without the element of surprise, they were no match for the three bigger kids.

      Jake grabbed Pete’s arm. “Come on!” He dragged his friend through the open doorway and into the dark house.

      Both boys expected the door to slam closed behind them or for Old Man Russell himself to jump out and scare them. Instead, they found themselves in a darkened entryway lit only by the light coming in from the porch. The walls were lined with potted plants, most of which had vines and stalks that were taller than the boys and looked to be dying or going dormant for the winter.

      They moved toward the back of the room, but there didn’t seem to be a way forward. It was a dead end. Turning, they faced the doorway together.

      “Maybe they won’t come inside?” Pete said with a little hope and a lot of fear.

      Behind them, they heard the M Trio stop just outside the open doorway.

      “I’m not afraid of some old man,” Mark bellowed. “Come on, scaredy-cats.”

      “B-b-but, if they went inside, this is the only way out. Why don’t we just wait out here and jump them when they come out?” Mike sounded terrified.

      After what had happened last year when the M Trio ate the candy, Jake couldn’t blame Mike for being afraid of Old Man Russell.

      “Awe, is widdle Mikey afwaid of the scary haunted house?” Marcy teased. “It’s just a house with an old man in it. And look, he wants kids to go inside.”

      “That’s exactly what you don’t do when some old man asks you to go in his house!” Mike said. “I’m not going in there. I’ll wait out here. If they come back through this door, I’ll be here to grab ‘em.”

      “Whatever,” Mark said. “We’re going in. You can wait out here like a baby.”

      Jake watched Pete’s eyes widen with fear at the sound of Mark and Marcy’s footsteps entering the house. His eyes had adjusted to the dark now and, looking around frantically, he realized there was a greenish light coming from behind the plants at their backs. He tapped Pete on the shoulder and jerked his head toward the light. As quietly as they could, they pushed through the plants and found themselves in a short hallway. At the end of the hallway was a doorway where the otherworldly green light was coming from.

      Unfortunately, the dry leaves of the plants rustled when they pushed through them, giving away their location.

      “Over there!” Marcy shouted.

      At the sound of Mark and Marcy’s footsteps getting closer, Pete shouted, “Run!”

      The two boys sprinted down the hall. As they did, the light grew brighter. The hall ended in a large room that seemed much too large and fancy to fit the house. There was a long dining table set for an extravagant dinner. The green light had been coming from this room, but instead of a lamp or even a candle…it was coming from the guests who sat around the table.

      Pete and Jake’s mouths dropped open.

      Nine green, glowing beings sat around the table talking, laughing, and growling. Only a few of them seemed to be human, but upon closer inspection, even those human-seeming diners had something that was a little “off” about them. But they all had one thing in common—they all gave off that green, glowing light, and Jake could see right through all of them.

      Like ghosts.

      One of the diners, a wolf-man with sharp teeth so long that they poked out from his hairy lips, growled and swiped a clawed paw in the air toward the boys.

      The other diners immediately fell silent and turned to stare at Jake and Pete.

      “Good evening.” A woman at the head of the table stood and greeted them. When she started around the table, the boys saw with growing horror that she had eight hairy spider legs instead of normal human ones.

      Just then, Mark and Marcy came barreling into the dining room. Like Jake and Pete, they slammed to a halt as soon as they saw the ghostly diners.

      “Ah, more company,” the spider-legged woman said with a menacing smile. “About time, too. We’ve been waiting for dinner to arrive.”

      The other diners began to stand—or float, in more than one case—from their chairs. Some of them couldn’t contain their hunger anymore, and they drooled in anticipation. This was especially terrifying on the wolf-man with his long sharp teeth.

      The kids began to back toward the hallway, their own feud all but forgotten as the ghostly diners closed the distance between them.

      “Back to the front door!” Pete shouted, and the four turned to run—

      —only to be stopped by Old Man Russell himself.

      “Do you like my haunted house so far?” He asked with a frightening smile. Then the smile dropped from his face, quickly replaced by anger. “Are you trying to leave already? You just got here! And besides, you can’t go out the same way you came in.” He leaned down, giving the children a good look into his eyes as they turned a bright yellow and began to glow, then he whispered, “It’s against the house’s rules.”

      Jake jumped backwards before suddenly remembering the green glowing diners. He quickly spun around, fearing that they would close their clawed hands around him at any second.

      But the room now stood empty. Even the dinner table was gone, leaving an open, empty room with a partially open door at the other end.

      “Please, Mr. Russell,” Mark pleaded. “We won’t tell anyone about this. Just let us go.”

      “Yeah,” Marcy chimed in. “We’ll keep it a secret, and we’ll never come here again—"

      “—Oh, but I want you here, children. And if you don’t escape from my haunted house, you’ll get to stay here forever. With us!” He waved a hand behind him. Suddenly, the glowing diners appeared behind him, looking just as hungry as ever.

      “They’re not real!” Pete cried. “It’s gotta be a trick or something!

      Old Man Russell leaned down to whisper, “Oh, I can assure you, they’re very real, my dear boy. And they’re very, very hungry.”

      A roar of agreement rose from the group of ghostly diners.

      Not wasting any time, Jake grabbed Pete’s arm, spun, and sprinted for the partially open door at the other end of the dining room. Blue light spilled out from it, and Jake silently prayed that it wouldn’t turn out to be anything like the green light they’d found coming from the ghosts in this room.

      When he reached the door, he yanked it open and immediately ran forward, only to have the floor drop out from under him.

      Pete, seeing his friend falling into sudden open space in the floor that he could have sworn was there only seconds before, tried to stop before he also fell through the opening. But since Jake still had a grip on his arm, Pete was pulled down with him.

      They fell a few short feet, then the chute slowly curved so that they were on more of a slide, shooting downwards at an uncontrollable speed and yelling the whole way down.

      Suddenly, the slide ended. They free fell for another few feet to land on what felt like foam blocks. It mostly padded their fall.

      There was screaming and yelling coming
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