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“I’M

AFRAID

I’VE MADE

A TERRIBLE MESS

OF YOUR HOLIDAY.”

—Jack Skellington
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AT THE EDGE of the living world, the Hinterlands began. In this land between land, no leaves sprouted from the trees’ branches. No birdsong coasted on the wind. Light always entered at a slant, as though it was perpetual dawn or dusk, when shadows were at their longest.

Few travelers had ever set foot in the Hinterlands, and those who did returned with curious tales about curious things, like a November breeze that greeted them at the entrance to the forest, tickling the hair on their arms like the breath of a ghost. The trees there were not quite pine and not quite oak but rather something in between. When one wanderer pressed a calloused palm to the bark, he swore he felt an odd warmth: the spirit of the Hinterlands.

Most travelers turned back, suspicious of the forest, but the few who pressed on climbed a rise and stumbled upon a ring of seven trees tall enough to scrape the clouds with the fingerlike tips of their branches. When the wind urged them closer, the wanderers discovered carved images in the bark; each trunk bore a symbol from the holiday worlds of old:

an unlit firework decorated with white stars,

a scarlet-red heart,

a four-leaf clover,

an egg painted with yellows and pinks and blues,

a stout turkey,

an evergreen tree decorated with tinsel and tiny gingerbread men,

a pumpkin carved into a grinning ghoulish face.

While exploring the circle of trees, some travelers felt a fresh breeze ruffle their hair. Others saw the sizzle of spent fireworks. A few heard the tinkling of sleigh bells or the laughter of children. More than one wanderer smelled the mouthwatering aroma of pumpkin pie.

Only the wind—and whoever had etched the shapes into the trees many, many years earlier—knew the truth about the carvings: they were much more than symbols.

They were doors.

When a few brave souls twisted the hidden doorknobs with trembling hands, they found dark tunnels on the other side. One ended in a snowy wonderland. The next opened to clover fields. Another led to a sky bursting with fireworks, and another to a garden where fat little cherubs flew around, wielding heart-shaped arrows.

A voice that was somehow both familiar and new reverberated among the trees:

“’Twas a long time ago, longer now than it seems,

in a place that perhaps you’ve seen in your dreams.

For the story that you are about to be told

took place in the holiday worlds of old.

Now, you’ve probably wondered where holidays come from.

If you haven’t, I’d say it’s time you begun.…”

Only the bravest wanderers dared to approach the most gnarled tree in the clearing. The wind carried the echo of a hundred screams as those bold few reached for the doorknob nose of the devilishly grinning jack-o’-lantern and opened the doorway to a land of dreams—or, as they soon discovered, nightmares.
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WHAT A NIGHT!

The moon was full and fat as a procession of monsters returned from the land of the living back to their home of Halloween Town. Dead leaves skittered around their heels as they followed a sign held by a pumpkin-headed scarecrow that directed them to the town’s gate. The town itself rose high on a hill, full of angular buildings with tangerine lights glowing in the windows and creaky iron fences festooned with jack-o’-lanterns. Overhead, a sinister shadow eclipsed the moon, only to burst into a cluster of bats. As they neared the gate, every resident, from the hulking Behemoth to the tiniest flea, agreed that it had been the most shriek-filled, terror-inducing Halloween anyone could remember.

Their voices rang out as they celebrated their most beloved night: “This is Halloween!”

Their haunting words painted a terrifying picture of a night filled with mayhem and mischief. The Creature Under the Bed cackled as he recalled lying in wait beneath a checkered bedspread, with his sharp teeth and glowing red eyes. The Creature Under the Stairs wiggled his snakelike fingers, which had hissed at boys and girls. The Harlequin Demon jumped out of a trash can at the same time the Wolfman burst through a stone wall, followed by the Melting Man popping up from the sewer. The Clown with the Tear-Away Face tottered back and forth on his unicycle, ripping away his face to reveal nothing but a hollow void. And soaring above them all, a pair of witch sisters snickered as they raced on their brooms, recounting tales of the night’s exploits to the jack-o’-lantern heads in the pumpkin patch below.

The two-faced mayor of Halloween Town marshaled the procession with an extra spring in his step. His top hat was narrow and so elongated that it nearly doubled his height. He wore the favorite of his two faces, a rosy-cheeked one with a maniacal grin. Like any good elected official, he knew how to make a dramatic entrance.

On the other side of the gates, the Town Square was empty except for a few spiders and rats and the handful of monstrous youngsters who weren’t old enough for their first Halloween scares. The Winged Demon and the Corpse Kid gasped when they heard the jubilant crowd returning. They abandoned the torture game they’d been playing, letting the guillotine slam down on a pumpkin and split it cleanly in two, and rushed toward the gates just steps behind the Corpse Kid’s undead parents. Meanwhile, perched high over town inside a nearby castle, a rag doll gripped the bars of her cell window, listening to the procession as she combed her long red hair with a broken jawbone.

The creaky iron gate rattled itself to life at the gatekeeper’s command and rose to allow the procession to enter. Mr. Hyde and the Devil were the first through the gates, followed by the Mayor, who rode proudly atop the official town hearse. He threw open his arms in triumph, even though the only person he’d managed to scare all night had been a sneezy little boy with hay fever.

Lights flickered in the windows of the houses, like grinning jack-o’-lanterns. The night was velvet-black and starless, lit only by the moon and the greenish glow of the fountain bubbling slime in the center of the Town Square. Creatures of all shapes and states of decay paraded in a spiraling pattern around the fountain. Despite the ax permanently embedded in the back of his skull, Behemoth hoisted a rope over his blue-fleshed shoulder, pulling a straw horse on wheels that carried the pumpkin-headed scarecrow from the fields outside town.

To everyone’s surprise, the scarecrow atop the straw horse suddenly sprang to life. The crowd gasped. What clever devilry was this?

With spindly limbs that hinged like those of a daddy longlegs, the scarecrow crouched atop his steed, then jumped into the air with a flourish and threw himself into a pinwheel followed by a staggering pirouette.

The dancing scarecrow continued his astounding performance as his twiggy arm grabbed a torch from the crowd. Everyone fell into a hush. Fire! They marveled that a creature made of straw would dare to hold a torch. But instead of shying away from the flame, the scarecrow toyed with it as its orange tongue flicked higher. He even thrust the torch straight into his own pumpkin mouth, causing his straw body to catch fire.

The crowd gasped. Even the rag doll, who had snuck out of the castle she called home to join the festivities, peeked around the side of the Hanging Tree to gaze at the performance. Flames soon engulfed the scarecrow from fingertip to fingertip. His pumpkin skull started to roast. But the scarecrow continued to dance as flames ate away at his rumpled clothes and dry straw stuffing. He twirled and bowed. A living, breathing, dancing bonfire!

The crowd swayed with their claws and tentacles in the air as the scarecrow continued his feverish danse macabre. The monsters clapped in delight as he spun atop the straw horse, shooting off sparks. They leaned in greedily, anxious to watch the carnage.

Just when it seemed the flames would reduce him to ash, the scarecrow sprang nimbly from the back of the straw horse and dove headfirst into the fountain. Bluish smoke rose as the slime extinguished the flames. All traces of the dancing scarecrow disappeared beneath the surface.

The Corpse Kid and Mummy Boy leaned over the fountain to search for any signs of the scarecrow.

Towering over the rest of the crowd, the Hanging Tree stretched out its branches and shambled closer to let its dangling hanged men have a look. Swinging by their nooses, they peered into the slime, but even from their high vantage point, they could detect no trace of him.

Suddenly, the crowd hushed again. Rising straight out of the fountain’s slime was…the scarecrow! Only now the scarecrow costume and pumpkin head were burned away, and a grinning skull rose proudly atop a skeletal body dressed in an elegant pinstripe suit, complete with a wide bat bow tie.

The mysterious scarecrow was the town’s very own Pumpkin King, Jack Skellington!
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APPLAUSE ERUPTED from the crowd at the appearance of their beloved Halloween leader.

The night’s success was due to Jack Skellington, as it was every year. A debonair skeleton, Jack had once more delivered the most scares in a single night. His ghoulish grin had caused an entire sleepover party to burst into tears. His bone-clacking jig had made countless parents drop their trick-or-treaters’ candy bags and run. Truly, the Pumpkin King had earned his title for another year—and his clever performance as the scarecrow had been the whipped cream on the pumpkin pie.

The witch sisters oohed and aahed at the handsome skeleton, tossing their pointed hats into the air as the rest of the townsfolk congratulated themselves on a job well done.

The Clown with the Tear-Away Face balanced on his tiny unicycle as he pinwheeled his arms in the air and exclaimed, “It’s over!”

“We did it!” agreed Behemoth, offering his massive belly for a squishy chest bump with the clown.

“Wasn’t it terrifying?” said the Wolfman, baring his claws at Mr. Hyde and the Cyclops in fond remembrance of the night’s scares.

“What a night!” the two of them agreed. In his excitement, Mr. Hyde wrapped a chain around the Cyclops’ neck, choking him, but the one-eyed monster’s gagging soon turned into a giggle.

Still wearing his rosy face, the Mayor bounced through the crowd, eager to be seen standing near Halloween Town’s greatest star.

“Great Halloween, everybody!” he declared.

Jack continued to bow and wave away the praise of his adoring crowd, then nimbly stepped off the fountain as the monsters moved aside to make room for him.

“I believe it was our most horrible yet,” Jack agreed with a gentlemanly bow from his great height. He pressed a bony hand to his rib cage. “Thank you, everyone.”

“No, thanks to you, Jack,” the Mayor chimed in. “Without your brilliant leadership—”

Jack waved away the praise. “Not at all, Mayor.”

A vampire with gleaming fangs pressed in. “You’re such a scream, Jack.”

The witch sister with mossy curls elbowed her way to the front of the crowd, where she cooed, “You’re a witch’s fondest dream.”

Not to be outdone, her green-skinned sister purred, “You made walls fall, Jack.”

“Walls fall?” The first witch interrupted. “You made the very mountains crack, Jack!” She batted her cobweb-crusted eyelashes at him and flashed a smile that showed off the mold growing on her teeth.

Watching from behind the Hanging Tree, the rag doll, named Sally, giggled to herself at the sight of Jack fending off his many admirers. The thick stitching holding on her neck and arms was amateurish compared to the finer stitches that formed her dress of scrap fabrics—but that was to be expected: she’d sewn the dress herself, whereas her scientific-minded creator, Dr. Finkelstein, had inexpertly sewn her.

Dr. Finkelstein hadn’t given Sally a heart—like her head, her chest was packed with dried leaves and rags—yet she somehow felt a phantom patter at the sight of the Pumpkin King. How happy she was to be here with the townsfolk instead of locked away in Dr. Finkelstein’s castle. Thank goodness the deadly nightshade she had placed into her creator’s tea had knocked him out long enough for her to escape.

Out of nowhere, a small black-gloved hand reached out and grabbed her wrist.

Sally gasped, trying to pull away.

Dr. Finkelstein leered up at her through the dark glasses that protected his sensitive eyes. She saw herself reflected in the black lenses, the painted-on features of her doll face looking startled and big.

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

She tugged at her arm as she tried to pull away. “Let go!”

“You’re not ready for so much excitement,” Dr. Finkelstein explained evenly. He reminded himself that he had to be patient with new creations, like Sally. They were all curious in their first months of life, but that curiosity soon faded once they’d experienced a bit of freedom and gotten it out of their system. It was taking longer than expected with Sally, though.

I might have accidentally gotten some cat fur in her stuffing, he thought. That could explain her relentless curiosity.…

Sally continued to tug uselessly as she insisted, “Yes I am!”

The doctor’s electric wheelchair gave a buzzing drone as he mashed the button on it to spin around and drag her toward the castle. “You’re coming with me,” he growled. His hand was small but clawlike and strong as he pulled her along.

“No, I’m not!” She dug in her heels, but her cloth boots only slid over the smooth stone path. It wasn’t fair! Every single creature in Halloween Town was celebrating the best night of the year, and she didn’t want to sit locked in a dark tower, all alone, mending lab coats and polishing scalpels.

On impulse, Sally tugged on the dark blue thread that attached her right arm to the place just below her shoulder. The string unraveled from the cloth, and she fell back, separated from her own arm. She gasped, feeling un-whole.

The disembodied arm came free in Dr. Finkelstein’s hands, causing him to tumble backward and fall out of his wheelchair.

Seeing her creator lying helplessly on the road, Sally stepped backward hesitantly. Could she just leave him and her arm behind?

The doctor’s lips peeled back to show small sharp teeth. “Come back here, you foolish…Ow!”

Her disembodied right arm must have felt equally upset, because it formed a fist and pounded on Dr. Finkelstein’s titanium scalp.

He sputtered. “Oh! Ow!”

Breathing hard, Sally blinked her doll eyes a few times and then turned and ran.

I’m sorry, arm. I’ll find you again soon.

As Sally disappeared into the shadows, the din of the town’s celebration grew louder. Monsters pressed in toward Jack, each trying to outdo the others to win the Pumpkin King’s favor.

“Ohhh, Jack, you make wounds ooze and flesh crawl,” the Undersea Gal moaned, leaning so close that her briny spray landed on his lapel. Her green scales and fanlike fins on the sides of her neck were slick. Her orange eyes blinked enticingly as her pointed blue fingernails reached out for the Pumpkin King.

Jack backed away slowly, holding out his bony hands beseechingly. “Thank you, thank you.”

Almost moving as one amorphous blob, the crowd pressed even closer. Jack noticed the town’s stone wall at his back, trapping him. Granted, a long-dead skeleton didn’t need to breathe, but he certainly needed space. The townsfolk had been like this all night, applauding his every scare, oohing at his dancing. It was flattering, truly, so very kind of them…and yet stifling.

“Thank you very much,” Jack said tightly, feeling more than a twinge of irritation. Why was he so bothered by the attention? He spent all year looking forward to Halloween. And he’d truly outdone himself that night, even finishing off the evening with his dramatic bonfire dance to give the townspeople one final surprise. But if he was honest, he hadn’t felt quite the same enthusiasm that year as years before. In fact, something had been shifting every Halloween for the past few years. He’d thrown his heart and undead soul into making Halloween plans, but something had been missing. It all felt so predictable.

Couldn’t a skeleton get a few minutes alone?

He glanced over his shoulder, eyeing the height of the stone wall. Could he make the jump?

Suddenly, a loud voice on a megaphone announced from the Town Square, “Hold it! We haven’t given out the prizes yet!”

“Ooh!” cried the crowd, turning away from Jack.

Thank you, Mayor! Jack thought.

The lure of prizes was enough to draw the crowd back toward the Town Square. The Mayor, beaming proudly on his dais, hoisted a golden trophy over his shoulder.

“Our first award,” he declared into his megaphone, “goes to the vampires for most blood drained in a single evening.”

Polite applause filled the Town Square as the vampires glided on air up to the bandstand to accept their trophy.

While the crowd was distracted, Jack took a few steps away. He hoped no one in the crowd turned around and spotted him sneaking off.

“A frightening and honorable mention goes to the fabulous dark lagoon leeches.” The Mayor’s voice continued from the megaphone as Jack tiptoed away from the crowd, careful not to crunch loud dead leaves beneath his dry bones. Once he felt certain he was in the clear, he sighed in relief. The weight of the world seemed to slip off his shoulders.

Finally free, he ambled down the path away from the center of town and passed the trio of musicians that made up the Undead Ensemble
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