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CHAPTER ONE

Sally was having a very good night.

But then she always did on Halloween. It was, after all, the most wonderful time of the year. A night filled with frights around every corner. Shops stocked with slimy, slug-infested stews. Every ghoul and nightmare you could imagine—and some you couldn’t—all gathering together and dancing in the streets, trying to out-scare one another with their own personal tirade of terror.

For three hundred and sixty-four days out of the year, Halloween Town prepared for this night. And on October 31, they all came together to put on a horrific holiday sure to scare even the most fearless of fiends. It was a glorious spectacle, both gory and grim, and the residents were not only creepy but rather creative. Like the Clown with the Tear Away Face. Or the moaning ghosts. Witches, vampires, zombies, sea monsters—you name it! Sally’s town had it all. And on Halloween they put it all on display.

Sally loved every minute of it. Even if she wasn’t supposed to be there.

Her eyes lifted toward her bedroom window, and she wondered if Dr. Finkelstein was still out cold. She’d played her own personal trick or treat tonight, enhancing the doctor’s soup with some deadly nightshade she’d collected from her herb garden just outside of town. It wasn’t actually deadly, you see. Sally wasn’t that kind of doll. But it would, if properly administered, put the scientist to sleep for a long time. Enough time for Sally to sneak out of the lab and join in the festivities. Something Dr. Finkelstein would have never allowed, had he been conscious.

Sally sighed. To say the doctor was overprotective would be an understatement. Sure, she was his creation, a rag doll brought to life by his hands, and for that she’d always be grateful. But she’d never understand why he’d given her life only to keep her from actually enjoying it. She was always “too young” or “not ready,” and it was always “better to stay in your room where you will be safe.” Safe from what, Sally had no idea, and when she asked, Dr. Finkelstein would spout all kinds of nonsense, using large words that sounded very impressive until you realized none of them made any sense. But it didn’t matter why, in the end. The verdict was always the same.

No Halloween for Sally. Not now. Not ever.

Sally had tried to tell herself it was no big deal. She had other interests, after all. She helped Dr. Finkelstein in his lab with his experiments. She read books in the library, devouring any she could find about botany. She’d gotten quite skilled at mixing potions, too; she barely ever blew up anything accidentally anymore. She’d even taught herself to sew and had made the most beautiful patchwork dress out of scraps she’d found in the dumpster behind the costume shop. She was wearing it now, in fact, and at least a dozen monsters had complimented her on how delightfully creepy she looked in it, which made her beam with pride.

But while that was all fine and good, deep down, she couldn’t help longing for something more: to not only watch the festivities on that last day in October, but to take part in them herself. She wasn’t inherently scary—at least not at first glance. She didn’t have snakes for fingers or a Cyclops eye. She was just a simple rag doll, stuffed with dry leaves and roughly stitched together with coarse black thread.

But she was sure she could come up with something important to contribute. Like create more creepy costumes, for example, for those taking part in one of the many competitions. Or mix up some potions. Everyone knew the right potions could make or break a Halloween. And if that wasn’t enough, well, she could just use her head. For what could be scarier than a creepy doll with a disembodied head?

In short, she would be great at Halloween, if just given a chance. But every time she tried to convince Dr. Finkelstein of this, he refused to budge. And Sally was prohibited from taking part in the festivities for another year.

It was enough to make a rag doll want to tear out her yarn.

Suddenly shouts rose in the air, assaulting her ears, followed by a flash of light that pulled her eyes away from the laboratory window. Sally turned, her breath catching in her throat as she realized excitedly what was coming next.

Who was coming next.

Her pulse quickened. The threads of her cloth stood on end. She clasped her hands over her heart, and her red-painted lips curled into an excited smile. This was it. The fearsome finale. The best part of every Halloween.

Jack Skellington—the Pumpkin King—was on his way.

The noise from the crowd rose to near-deafening proportions. Everyone began to rush the town square. Sally excitedly stepped out from the shadows and soon found herself swept up into the crowd, and she laughed in delight as she screamed along with them.

And then, there he was: a pumpkin-headed scarecrow emerging from the dark night, riding gallantly atop a horse made of hay, led by Behemoth.

“He’s here!” cried Corpse Kid, clapping his hands in glee.

“He looks amazing!” declared his friend Mummy Boy, his one visible eye wide as a saucer as he tossed a loose wrapping over his shoulder. “He looks so cool!”

“He looks terrifying,” two witches declared, sighing dreamily in unison as they watched him approach. Sally suspected the two ladies had a bit of a crush on Jack. Not that she could blame them.

Sally had always admired Jack from afar, ever since the very first day she’d seen him, giving a lecture in the town square on the importance of adding stink juice to dry ice to heighten the fright. He had been so confident, winning the crowd over with ease, and when he had finished, everyone applauded with such enthusiasm—as if he’d performed an actual miracle instead of just making smoke smell bad. It was something Sally could have done in her sleep had she been allowed to do it.

But Jack had all the freedom she lacked. And he took full advantage of this, well, advantage. With no limits on what he could do, he did it all. Effortlessly bringing everyone together under his gruesome glow. Inspiring them to be bigger and better and scarier versions of themselves each and every Halloween. He was self-reliant, self-assured. He was the Pumpkin King and he could do anything.

While Sally could do nothing at all.

The Mayor clapped his hands, bringing her attention back to the town square. His head swiveled to reveal a big smiling face. “Get back!” he cried, waving his hands at the excited crowd of creatures. “Make room!”

The residents reluctantly backed up an inch or two, just enough to allow Jack and his horse to be wheeled into the town square. Sally stared up at him, her leaves fluttering in her belly as she watched him reach down to pluck a lit torch from an excited volunteer. Jack lifted the torch triumphantly in the air, waving it at the crowd, then proceeded to light himself on fire.

Sally’s eyes bulged from her head. Whoa! This was new!

She watched, admittedly fascinated, though a little terrified, as the fire spread quickly, catching the dry hay and causing flames and smoke to rise into the air. The crowd screamed in delight, clapping their hands in excitement. The witches blew kisses in Jack’s direction. Lock, Shock, and Barrel, three trick-or-treating children in masks, jumped up and down in joy.

Jack, now fully engulfed in flames, leapt from his horse, singing and dancing and putting on quite a show for someone who was completely on fire. Sally clapped her hands along with everyone else, but inside her nerves jangled. Would Jack be able to put out the flames in time? Before they burned through the hay and scorched his bones?

But Jack never flinched, finishing his song and summersaulting into the goopy green fountain in the center of the town square, dousing the flames, then rising again a moment later in all his skeletal glory. The pumpkin head was gone. And in its place was a perfectly shaped bone-white skull with big hollow eyes and an even bigger smile stretching across his skeletal face.

The crowd went wild. Sally bounced up and down in excitement.

Oh, Jack, she thought. You are truly magnificent.

Jack leapt onto the fountain, giving a dramatic bow. Sally was shoved backward as everyone scrambled forward to congratulate him—and themselves—on another Halloween well done. Sally let them pass, contenting herself to stand on the sidelines to watch the aftermath, feeling proud but a little wistful. They all looked so happy. And well they should—it had been a terrifically terrifying night.

She just wished she could have been a bigger part of it.

“Great Halloween, everybody,” the Mayor declared, slapping Jack on the back.

“I believe it was our most horrible yet,” Jack agreed, leaping gracefully from the fountain onto the cobblestones below. His eyes roamed the adoring crowd, taking in their exultation. What must it be like to be so adored? Sally wondered. To be so needed. It had to be the most wonderful feeling in the world.

Suddenly she felt a hard tug at her wrist. She whirled around, her happy expression crumbling as she found none other than Dr. Finkelstein himself staring up at her angrily from his wheelchair. His ragged fingernails dug into her cloth and she winced in pain.

“The deadly nightshade you slipped me wore off, Sally,” he growled.

Sally cringed. She’d been so sure the dose she’d given him was enough to last the entire night. Maybe his tolerance was increasing from all the times she’d administered it in the past. She’d have to go back to her books to recalculate her formula before next time.

But that wouldn’t help her now.

“Let go!” she cried, trying to wrestle her hand away.

But Dr. Finkelstein shook his head, only tightening his grip. “You’re not ready for so much excitement!”

“Yes I am!” she shouted, surprising even herself with her boldness. Since when did she talk back to her maker? It never did any good and always just led to more punishment.

For a moment, she wondered if she should apologize—be a good girl, follow him meekly back home. The night was all but over anyway. She’d gotten to see Halloween. Shouldn’t that be enough? Shouldn’t she be content to return to reality now, however dismal hers might be?

But then she looked up at Jack, at the rest of Halloween Town partying without a care. A flicker of anger ignited inside of her, quickly growing as hot as the flames that had enveloped Jack moments before.

This wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. Why should she have to suffer while everyone else celebrated?

“Come on, Sally! Let’s go home,” Dr. Finkelstein growled, beginning to wheel himself in the direction of his lab, still clutching her wrist in his hand.

Sally dug her heels into the dirt, resisting his pull. He scowled and yanked again, harder this time—so hard she could feel the stress on her threaded seams. She bit her lower lip, worried. If he kept pulling like this, he was going to pull her apart.

Which…might not be a bad thing?

Sally looked down at her arm, a shocking idea forming in her brain.

No. She couldn’t.

“You’re coming with me!” Dr. Finkelstein repeated angrily.

But then…why couldn’t she? He was already furious. He was already planning to punish her for what she’d done. She could go back now and face that punishment.

Or…she could put off the inevitable just a little bit longer—and find a way to enjoy what was left of Halloween night.

Suddenly it felt like an easy decision.

Sally met his eyes with her own. “No, I’m not,” she said in a steely voice. She reached down, pinching a thread in her arm and allowing it to unspool. A moment later her arm detached from her body with such force it sent Dr. Finkelstein flying forward, his wheelchair toppling to the ground.

He screamed in rage. “Come back here, you foolish—”

But Sally didn’t stay to listen to the rest. She bolted in the other direction as fast as her stuffed legs could take her.

Elation rose inside of her as she ran, and suddenly she felt like laughing, even as fear threatened to choke her. What had she done? And how would Dr. Finkelstein make her pay for this act of defiance?

She shook the thoughts away. Who cared? At least for now. The deed was done and she’d deal with the consequences later. Right now, she was free. Completely free—on Halloween night no less. Free to do whatever she wanted, just like everyone else.

The possibilities made her head spin. A giddiness rose inside of her.

This was going to be the best night ever!

She looked around the town, her heart pounding. Should she go door-to-door, trick-or-treating? Should she kick up her heels at the dance party forming in the town square? Maybe she could even go and congratulate Jack on a job well done like everyone else was doing. She’d never told him, after all, how much she admired his work.

But while all those options were tempting, she realized they could wait. She had the whole night, after all. And there was something important she still had to do. She’d used up all her deadly nightshade to put Dr. Finkelstein to sleep, which meant she needed to replenish her stash. Otherwise she’d be stuck in his lab from this point on, with no hope of future escape.

It’ll just take a minute, she told herself. Then I can come back and rejoin the party.

Mind made up, she switched directions, heading toward the edge of town. She felt a spring in her step as she walked, as if her leaves were being whipped up by the gentle autumn breeze. But in her heart she knew it wasn’t the wind that was making her feel so light.

It was the newfound sense of freedom.

If only it could always be like this, she mused, the thought making her a little sad. But then she shook it away. There would be time to lament her life later. Tonight she was free. And she needed to make the most of it.

She stepped under the archway and into the graveyard, a contented sigh escaping her lips. She loved coming out here; it always felt so peaceful amongst the stones and weeds and feral cats that would wander between the graves hunting for field mice and spiders. Even though it was technically a place for the dead, being here always made Sally feel as if she were reborn.

She reached her favorite weed bed and knelt down to begin to gather her herbs, taking a moment to pet the scrawny black cat that wandered across her path and wishing it a happy Halloween. There were a lot of new nightshade plants, she noticed happily as she examined the patch. She should be able to gather enough to keep Dr. Finkelstein asleep for a very long time.

But just as she reached out to pluck her first plant, she heard a noise behind her. She leapt in surprise, her mind immediately going to the doctor. Had he followed her? Or sent his assistant, Igor, to collect her? Worried, she slipped behind a nearby gravestone to conceal herself just as a figure stepped into view under the light of the full moon.

Her eyes widened in surprise. Not Dr. Finkelstein at all.

But rather Jack Skellington himself.

Sally watched from the shadows, too shocked to move, as the Pumpkin King entered the graveyard. What was he doing out here? she wondered. And all alone, too, with none of his regular gushing ghouls in tow. Usually Jack stayed at the party till the break of dawn, dancing and celebrating with his friends. How many times had she watched them, enviously, from her bedroom window, wishing she could be as happy and carefree as Jack?

He didn’t look happy now, she realized as she watched his usually confident steps begin to slow. His round head began to droop. He didn’t look free.

Maybe he’s just tired, she told herself. It has been quite a night. And that fire stunt couldn’t have been easy.

But then…he didn’t look tired, did he?

He looked sad.

Really sad.

Sally frowned. But why would Jack Skellington be down—on Halloween night no less? The skeleton had everything he could possibly want! And the holiday had gone off without the slightest hitch! He should be in his glory right now, celebrating all his hard work.

Instead it looked as if he was about to cry.

She watched as Jack approached a small gravestone etched with the word ZERO. He patted his leg with skeletal fingers, and to Sally’s delight an adorable ghost dog emerged from the ground and floated up into the air, his translucent tongue hanging from his mouth. Jack tapped the dog playfully on his jack-o’-lantern nose, for a moment a hint of merriment back in his eyes. But it dissipated as fast as it came as he leaned his lanky body against a nearby gargoyle statue and sighed. Zero yipped loudly, circling the gargoyle, as if trying to cheer his master up. Jack only shook his head.

“Oh, Zero,” he said. “You just don’t understand.”

His gaze seemed to go out into the graveyard, and Sally quickly ducked lower behind her stone, not wanting him to catch her watching. It was clear that Jack had come here to be alone, and she felt like an interloper, invading his space. There was no way Jack would want anyone to see him like this.

He was the Pumpkin King, after all. He had a reputation to uphold.

Of course, at that moment, he didn’t look much like a celebrated holiday king. In fact, he looked more like a lost little boy. Something had clearly upset him tonight. But try as she might, Sally couldn’t imagine what it could be.

Then, as if he’d heard her, he began to explain. His words tumbled from his mouth like a song. He was speaking to Zero, of course, but Sally couldn’t help overhearing it all as she crouched behind the gravestone, unable to move without making her presence known.

You should have shown yourself while you had the chance, she thought ruefully. Now it’s too late. If he sees you now, he’ll think you were eavesdropping.

So she stayed as still as possible, listening to Jack’s lament. About how frustrated he felt. How bored he was. How he longed for something more.

“I’ve done all that I wanted to do,” he told the ghost dog, and Sally could hear the pain and wistfulness in his voice. “Why do I feel so empty inside?”

Why indeed? Sally felt an unexpected tug at her heart as he continued to pour his soul out to the little ghost dog. She never would have guessed, in a million years, that someone like Jack could feel as disconnected from his world as she did. She’d always assumed Jack’s life was perfect, that he had everything he could have ever wanted.

But was that all an illusion? A show as unreal as the one he put on in the town square every Halloween? The real Jack, it seemed, was more than a flaming pumpkin head to be adored. The real Jack ached and hurt like she did. The real Jack longed for something more.

“Oh, Jack,” she whispered, leaning longingly against the gravestone. “I know how you feel.”

Suddenly there was a shift beneath her—the gravestone crumbling under her added weight. She cried out in surprise, trying to move, but only managed to lose her balance in the process. She was flung from her hiding spot, tumbling forward into a wide-open space.

And when she managed to look up again?

She found herself staring straight into the eyes of Jack Skellington.


CHAPTER TWO

Hot and flushed under Jack’s gaze, Sally scrambled to her feet. Why, oh why had she put weight on the gravestone? She knew as well as anyone how old and crumbly they could be. And now she’d been caught red-handed spying on Jack. How was she ever going to explain herself?

For a moment, she considered running away. Out of the graveyard, back to town. Maybe he hadn’t recognized her. It was dark, after all. Maybe she could get away before he could.

“Sally?” His voice rose questioningly in the night air. “Is that you?”

She groaned. Or maybe not.

Swallowing hard, she forced herself to look up. To meet his dark eyes again with her own. She expected to see anger. Or at the very least, annoyance. She wouldn’t have blamed him for either. She would have been angry and annoyed herself had she been the one to be so rudely interrupted during a moment of such vulnerability.

But to her surprise, she could find no anger or annoyance in his expression. In fact, if anything, he looked almost relieved to see her. As if he was thankful for the sight of a familiar face shining through the fog of solitude that hung heavy in the dark graveyard.

And suddenly Sally couldn’t help herself.

“Oh, Jack,” she repeated. “I know exactly how you feel.” And this time she said it loud enough for him to hear.

Jack’s jaw dropped. He stared at her, his eyes seeming to search her face. Sally squirmed uneasily, wondering all over again if she’d made a mistake. He’d clearly come here to be alone, and she was invading his space. Butting her nose into his private affairs.

But then, she reminded herself, maybe that was exactly what he needed, whether he knew it or not. Someone to listen without judgment. Someone who would take his feelings seriously—and understand them. After all, how many times had she sat alone in her room, drowning in her sorrows, wishing she had someone to share them with?

Sally wasn’t allowed to do much on Halloween. But she could do this.

Jack cleared his throat. She wondered if he was about to ask her to leave. Or tell her that he was leaving himself. Instead he slowly raised a skeletal hand, beckoning her to follow as he turned and crossed the graveyard, heading toward Spiral Hill.

Sally’s shoulders slumped in relief. Okay then. All was well. Or if not, at least she had not been turned away outright. Drawing in a breath, she made her way through the stones, maybe a little too eagerly, as she followed Jack’s path to the center of the graveyard, where he began to climb Spiral Hill.

Sally had always loved Spiral Hill, which looked just as its name implied: a small outcropping rising over the land and curling into a downward coil at the very top. It was a beautiful spot to sit. Quiet, peaceful, especially when backlit by a bright full moon. She would come here after gathering her herbs, whenever she could steal away from home, and sit as long as she dared, dreaming of a better world. A world where she could be free.

But she’d never dreamed of doing it with Jack by her side.

When they reached the top of the hill, Jack sat down, pulling his knees to his chest. Sally plopped herself down beside him, nervously tugging at the broken threads at her elbow with her remaining fingers. Jack frowned, observing her absent forearm for the first time.

“What happened?” he asked in a voice filled with concern.

Her face heated. “Oh, n-nothing,” she stammered. “Just…a little accident. Dr. Finkelstein will give it back to me in the morning, I’m sure. He can restitch it, good as new.”

Jack pressed his lips together, as if trying to swallow back words he knew he shouldn’t say, and Sally squirmed again, feeling even more uncomfortable under his pitying gaze. Did he know how Dr. Finkelstein treated her? It embarrassed her to think that he might.

A sharp yip broke through the awkward silence. To Sally’s surprise, Zero popped into view by her side. The ghost dog circled her once, then closed in, sniffing the spot where her arm had detached, his nose tickling her cloth. A moment later, he gave another cheerful bark, then zoomed off into the night.

Sally laughed. “What was that about?”

“I’m guessing he’s gone to get your arm,” Jack replied. “He’s quite the retriever, you know. Once he’s got the scent, he can find just about anything.”

“Impressive,” Sally remarked, glancing back toward town just in time to catch a glimpse of orange light glowing from the dog’s nose as he crossed under the archway. “Though I don’t want him to get in any trouble on my account. Dr. Finkelstein isn’t just going to give my arm back willingly to any ghost dog who shows up to fetch it.”

“Don’t underestimate Zero,” Jack said with a twinkle in his eye. “He’s not afraid of a little tug-of-war.”

“If you say so,” Sally replied. After wishing the ghost dog a silent good luck—he was going to need it—she turned back to Jack. “So…” she prompted with an expectant smile.

“So?”

“So what’s wrong? Why are you out by yourself and not celebrating with the rest of them?”

“Ah. That so…” Jack looked bashful. “You sure you want to know? I warn you, it might ruin your good opinion of me.”

Sally placed one hand on her hip, giving him a mock skeptical look. “Now what makes you think I have a good opinion of you, Jack Skellington?” she teased, unable to help herself.

Jack’s head jerked in her direction. For a moment, he stared at her, speechless. Then, to her delight, he burst out laughing, so hard he almost lost his balance and fell off Spiral Hill.

“Well then!” he declared. “This changes everything. And I must say, I’m relieved to hear it. It’s not easy, you know, having everyone think you’re so wonderful all the time. In fact, I’d be literally dying for a critic—if I weren’t already dead.”

“It’s a scary job, but someone’s got to do it,” Sally shot back, giving him a smirk, pleased to see the amusement dancing in his eyes, replacing his earlier sorrow. She couldn’t believe she was being so bold. But then, whatever it took to lighten his mood.

“Now come on. Spill. What’s troubling you tonight?” she pressed, growing serious again. “I promise whatever it is, I won’t judge you. And I won’t tell anyone, either. I’m good at keeping secrets. Mostly because I don’t have anyone to tell them to,” she added sheepishly. “But even if I did, I’d take yours to the grave, doll’s honor.”

Jack nodded slowly, his mirth fading. He turned to gaze up at the moon, watching a few bats fly by in a shadow play. For a long moment he didn’t speak, and Sally worried he was going to get cold feet and make another joke, effectively pushing her away. But he turned back to her, a rueful look on his face.

“It’s an odd feeling,” he said softly. “And it comes on so slowly I don’t always notice it at first. It doesn’t come all the time, either. Just once in a while it will creep in, usually when I least expect it. Like when I’m lying in bed at night or maybe in the middle of a busy afternoon. I look around and everything is exactly as it should be. And yet, for some reason, I feel incredibly empty inside. As if something vitally important is missing from my life.”

He scowled, squeezing his bony fingers into fists. “Which is ridiculous, I know! After all, I have everything I could ever want! My talents are legendary. I’m the scariest in the land. Not to mention charming and handsome.” He grinned at Sally.

“You are the king of Halloween,” she agreed. “Everyone always says no one can do it like you can.”

“It’s absolutely true!” he agreed wholeheartedly. Then he sighed. “And yet sometimes I just can’t help wanting something more. Every year on Halloween it’s the same old thing. Sure, sometimes we do variations. Sometimes I ride in on a unicorn. Sometimes we dye the fountain blue. This time I lit myself on fire. But despite these small touches, every year feels exactly the same. And, well, I honestly think I’m tired of it all.” He yanked absently on his bow tie. “Sometimes I think I would give everything up just to go on some grand adventure. To try something completely new.”

“Like what?” Sally asked, her curiosity piqued. An adventure sounded amazing. But then, just leaving her house constituted an adventure for her.

Jack frowned, kicking a small rock and sending it flying off the hill. Sally watched as it bounced off a gravestone, then fell to the earth with a small thunk.

“I honestly have no idea. That’s the worst part of it. I mean, what else is there to do? Haven’t I done everything there is to do already?”

“I don’t know,” Sally said honestly.

He groaned. “Sorry,” he said. “I don’t know why I’m telling you all this. It probably sounds so selfish. After all, I have a good life. I have acclaim, friends, respect. Why can’t I be content with what I’ve been given? Why is it I keep longing for something more?” He fell silent, staring down at his feet in misery.

Sally gave him a sympathetic look, her heart squeezing at the unhappiness she recognized on his face. While she didn’t understand everything he was going through, she did understand one thing: that frustrating feeling of wanting more out of life. That was a feeling she felt every day.

“I understand,” she said. “I’ve felt similarly over the last few years. I get this horrible restlessness, even when I’m busy. Like something inside me is incomplete somehow. And all I want to do is go out, have adventures, play a part in Halloween. But Dr. Finkelstein thinks the world is dangerous and I’m just some silly rag doll and—”

“Just some silly rag doll?” Jack broke in, incredulous. “He really called you that?”

“Among other lovely terms of endearment,” Sally joked bitterly, staring out into the night. “In truth, my whole life I’ve been treated as if I’m just some thing for him to control. Living for the whims of my maker, without any room for my own ideas, my own ambitions.” She squeezed her remaining hand into a fist. “But I have so many dreams. So many things I would do if I was just given a chance.”

Now it was Jack’s turn to gaze on her with sorrowful eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. I just assumed you liked working in Dr. Finkelstein’s lab. You seem good at it.”

“I am good at it,” she said. “But I think I could be good at other things, too.”

“Oh, I’m sure of it,” Jack agreed with a smile. “Why, I wager you could rival me for the title of Pumpkin Queen if they only knew what you could do!”

She snorted. “No thank you. I’m not ready to be that adored. Or to set myself on fire.”

“Okay, the fire was probably a one-time thing. My bones are going to be aching for days.” He shrugged impishly. “But you have to admit, it was a crowd-pleaser.”

“It was indeed,” Sally agreed. “Just maybe next time? Think about what pleases you, not just them.” She paused, then added softly. “Even the Pumpkin King has a right to be happy.”

Jack nodded slowly, for a moment seeming lost in thought. Then he gave her a shy smile. “You know,” he said thoughtfully. “We should talk more often, you and I.”

Sally’s breath caught in her throat as Jack met her eyes with his own. She’d never seen them so close up, she realized wildly. Or noticed how dark and deep they were. She felt a shiver down her back, not entirely unpleasant.

“I’d like that,” she replied, her voice barely over a whisper. “I’d like that a lot.”

They fell into silence. Not an awkward silence, like the kind that came when she was having dinner with Dr. Finkelstein and ran out of polite things to say, but rather something almost comforting. As if they were somehow sharing a precious moment beyond words, side by side, under the bright orange Halloween moon.

It was funny, Sally thought. If someone had told her yesterday she’d be out here on Halloween night, staring into the eyes of the Pumpkin King, she’d never have believed it. Up until now, they’d seemed worlds apart.

But she’d seen another side of Jack tonight. And for two people who were so very different, they were more alike than she could have ever imagined.

At last Jack reached his hands over his head, his mouth stretching into a wide yawn. Sally giggled. “Am I boring you?” she teased.

“On the contrary,” he said, clamping his mouth shut with a sheepish grin. “You’ve been the most entertaining part of my night. But these long Halloween nights tire me out.” He gestured in the direction of town. “Shall I walk you back home, Madame?”

She shook her head. “Thanks,” she said. “But I think I’m going to stay out here a while longer. Who knows when I’ll be able to get away next? Might as well enjoy my freedom while I have it.”

Jack gave her a sorrowful look. “Would you like me to say something to him?” he asked. “I could, you know. Maybe he’d listen to me. I am the Pumpkin King, after all. That has to carry some weight.”

Sally’s leaves fluttered in her stomach at the kindness she heard in his voice. And a good part of her wished she really could send him in to fight her battles for her. But in the end, she knew it wouldn’t work. Any attempted interference from the outside would only make Dr. Finkelstein tighten his grip on her, and cause her to lose any remaining chances of occasional freedom.

“I appreciate that,” she assured him. “But it’s my problem to deal with.”

He nodded sadly. “The offer stands, should you change your mind.”

“As does mine,” Sally said. “If you ever need anyone to talk to, come find me. I may not be able to help. But I’ll always be able to listen.”

“Thank you, Sally,” Jack said quietly. “That means a lot actually.”

They looked at one another then. Just looked and looked as if, at that moment, there was nothing else in the world to look at beyond the other’s face. And a strange feeling rose inside Sally, a warm fire deep inside that she’d never felt before.

Whatever happens to me afterward, this was worth it, she thought wildly. Tonight was definitely worth it.

At last Jack turned away with an awkward laugh. “Sorry,” he said. “I was leaving, wasn’t I?”

Sally grinned. “You did mention something about that.”

“Of course I did! After all, I’ve got a lot to do,” Jack said, back to his old bluster. “Next Halloween won’t just plan itself, you know!”

And with that, he stood up and waved goodbye, then strode down Spiral Hill with a spring in his step. The kind reserved for someone as confident as him. To look at him now, you’d never know, Sally thought, that anything was amiss. That Jack Skellington wasn’t the most happy, confident, and content skeleton in all the land.

But now she knew differently.

Oh, Jack, she thought. I wish there was some way to make you happy. To make both of us happy…

She sighed, staring out into the dark night. Maybe she should go back to town as well. Maybe she could still catch the tail end of the dance party in the town square. Or visit a few houses for tricks and treats. Make the most of what she had left of the night before she was forced to face reality at the break of dawn.

Carefully, she began to descend Spiral Hill, back toward the graveyard, trying to balance using her one arm. But just as she got halfway down, her foot slipped on some slimy moss, and she started falling forward. She yelped in surprise, trying to catch herself, but it was no use. She was falling.

And suddenly everything went black.


CHAPTER THREE

Sally was having a vision.

This wasn’t unusual, in and of itself. Sally often had visions, usually when she least expected them. Like the one time she was sweeping up in the lab and suddenly had a premonition that the potion Dr. Finkelstein was mixing was about to explode. (Unfortunately, he didn’t believe her until it actually did, burning off his eyebrows in the process.) Or the time she was picking flowers in the graveyard and one of them flashed, then burst into a loud dirge. And later that day, lightning struck the town square just as the zombie band took the stage. Thanks to Sally, the fire department was on hand to quickly douse the flames.

She didn’t know where these visions came from or why they would come. Perhaps it was a side effect of whatever process Dr. Finkelstein had used to bring her to life. Or maybe the old brain he’d stuffed in her head had been psychic when it belonged to its person. Or maybe it was just a rag doll thing; she had no other doll friends to compare to, so she couldn’t be sure.

But while she didn’t know why the visions came and she couldn’t predict when they would come, she was sure of one thing.

They were usually trying to tell her something. Something important.

And she needed to pay attention.

She looked around, trying to discern her surroundings. She appeared to be lying in some sort of bed, her body cozily nestled under warm fuzzy red blankets. But she wasn’t in a bedroom, she realized with surprise. She appeared to be outside, the bed surrounded by a grove of strangely triangular green trees. She was tossing and turning, too, feeling very restless—as if this vision version of herself was worried about something and couldn’t sleep. Or maybe she was just excited—about something that was about to happen.

But what that could be, she had no idea.

Then something began to fall from the sky. Almost like rain, except it wasn’t liquid but rather small white flakes fluttering down and landing on her blankets and face. She reached out, catching one of these flakes on her fingertip, and realized with surprise it was cold. Almost as if it was made out of ice.

How strange!

The vision shifted then and the white flakes seemed to dissolve, replaced by small round purple plums covered in…sugar? But these plums weren’t falling like the flakes had been. Rather they seemed to be dancing somehow. Slowly at first, then with added tempo. And soon Sally found herself watching what seemed like an entire ballet of these sugared plums, dancing around her head.

Sally smiled, enjoying the scene. One of the sugared plums tried to perform a rather elaborate pirouette. It spun out of control, landing on Sally’s stomach. She scooped it up in her hand and held it out to look
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