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Enter the Realm of Terror…

	 

	We’d like to take a moment to thank you for your support and invite you to join our VIP newsletter.

	 

	Dive deeper into the darkness with exclusive offers, early access to new releases, and bone-chilling deals when you sign up at www.ScareStreet.com.

	 

	Let the nightmares begin…

	 

	 

	See you in the shadows,

	Scare Street
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Cloaked in Darkness

	 

	“Dress fancy?” Mike said. “Aw, come on!”

	Mindy put her hands on her hips and stuck out her jaw. Mike could not see any of his colleagues but imagined them listening in from behind the walls of their office cubicles. 

	“Michael Dembowski, are you being a party pooper? It’s a Halloween party! No entry without suitable attire. Try being a zombie.”

	Somebody called out: “He’s halfway there already.”

	“Oh, hilarious!” Mike shouted back, barely audible over the laughter.

	Mindy, who had joined in the mirth, waggled a reproving finger.

	“You are turning into an old stick in the mud,” she declared. “I invite you to a party with booze, food, girls, and naughty games, and you balk at dressing up like you’re thirteen or something.”

	“All right, all right!” Mike held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’ll come to your house of debauchery on the evening of October 31st. Satisfied?”

	Mindy flounced off without a word, heading back to her desk at reception. Mike had spent nearly five minutes talking to her and now had to start calling clients pronto to make up for that slack time. Soon, the daily grind drove the party to the back of his mind. Hell, it was nearly two weeks until Halloween. He could sort out a costume any time. There was no rush.

	Except that, as time passed, Mike found himself dithering. He wanted to go to Mindy’s party. He had the optimistic notion that he might hit it off with a hottie. He could certainly do with that kind of lucky break. But if he turned up looking like a tool in a cheap costume, what chance would he have with that hypothetical hottie? He had to look cool, maybe even debonair. But he couldn’t afford to wear anything fancy on his lousy salary. A dilemma.

	On the evening of the 28th, Mike studied himself in his bathroom mirror. He had a slightly blotchy face, his eyes seemed crooked somehow, and it was impossible to wholly suck in his paunch. Years of office work had taken their toll. “Desk body ready” was the phrase that sprang to mind. It would be hard to imagine a creature less like a party animal. Depressed, he went to bed and dreamed of being chased by zombies that, when they caught him, found his brains too bland to eat.

	The next morning was Saturday, and Mike forced himself to get up and go for his usual run. Or, as his last girlfriend had termed it, “the thousand-yard stagger”. She had been smart and honest but not very kind. It was a warm morning for October, and Mike was already sweating profusely by the time he reached the end of his street.

	When he turned the corner, he noticed a small crowd spilling out of the driveway of an unremarkable house. For a second, he wondered if there had been an accident or violent disturbance. Then he saw a crude, hand-lettered yard sale sign and lost interest. But, as he got closer, it occurred to him that there might be something of interest. It wouldn’t hurt to check it out and take a breather.

	Wheezing slightly, he walked up the driveway, weaving through the cluster of mostly middle-aged folks. A few furniture items were just inside the garage, plus boxes of sundry items, and a lawnmower with another simple sign proclaiming that it was BROKE. Aren’t we all, Mike thought. A gray-haired man was sitting on a lawn chair behind a table with yet another sign reading PAY HERE.

	He checked out the boxes. Books in one, DVDs and old video games in the next. A third contained clothes, and Mike’s interest was piqued. It was an odd mixture of old, worn garments, scarves, ties, and a lurid pink feather boa. He was about to turn away when he realized that what he had taken for a shadow at the bottom of the carton was dark cloth. He reached in and pulled out a black garment with a deep red lining.

	He shook it out, and dust motes circled in the weak morning sun. Bingo. It was a cloak. An actual, honest-to-God cloak. The sort of thing a rich guy might wear to the opera in an old movie.

	“Well, that is elegant,” a tiny old lady he knew from the neighborhood remarked, looking up at him. “You don’t see many of those nowadays.”

	“No, you don’t,” he agreed.

	He swirled the cloak around and settled it inexpertly on his shoulders. He felt the fabric flowing down, and a slight gust of wind molding it to his body. He immediately felt cooler. He straightened up, wondering how he looked.

	“Very elegant,” the old lady said, “but I’m not sure if it suits you.”

	The tiny woman tilted her head and squinted oddly at Mike as if seeing him for the first time.

	“No,” she said. “No, I don’t think it suits you at all. Not at all. I was wrong. Best not to buy it. Dear me, no.”

	Mike bestowed a benevolent smile on her, then walked over to the gray-haired man, took off the cloak, and held it up.

	“How much for this?” he asked.

	“Thirty.” The man looked up from his phone. “No haggling. My grandpa got it in Europe just after the war. It’s real old. That lining’s genuine silk. So no haggling.”

	Mike, who had no intention of haggling, handed over three tens. The man did not offer to wrap up the cloak. The tiny old lady was looking on, her mouth pursed in disapproval, and shaking her head as if Mike was determined to make a fool of himself.

	Old people, he thought. No telling what will get them worked up.

	He walked home in high spirits, cradling the folded cloak. Now, all he needed was some crude makeup and plastic fangs, and he would be all set. He thought of Mindy, and her neat little body and wide, lazy smile. He thought of the kind of girls Mindy would know and invite to her Halloween bash. He chuckled.

	“Hotties beware,” he murmured. “Count Mikula will be on the prowl.”

	 

	***

	 

	The night before the party, Mike put on most of his costume and studied himself in the bedroom mirror. He had opted for a black suit he used for weddings and funerals, and a white shirt with a red cravat. He had also rubbed some flour on his face, which he realized was a mistake. The uneven covering of flour made him look like a leper, or at least how he imagined a leper.

	He went into the bathroom, washed off the flour, and checked his appearance again. He looked moon-faced, paunchy, and a little creepy. Very creepy. Even without the fangs.

	“I look like someone banned from going within a mile of any school premises,” he sighed. “Oh well.”

	He reached for the cloak, which he’d left in the closet since he’d brought it home from the yard sale. At least its elegance might help draw attention away from his pudgy face and watery blue-gray eyes. And it did. In fact, it was far more effective than he had imagined. The damn thing somehow made him seem downright good-looking. His eyes seemed darker, his skin ivory pale, and his bone structure downright classy. And the paunch, while it must still be there, was no longer obvious.

	“Holy shit!”

	He picked up the plastic fangs he’d bought online and put them in. He expected them to look silly, but even they couldn’t make him seem ridiculous. He closed his mouth, letting two white points protrude just a fraction of an inch over his lower lip. 

	A predator, he thought. A dangerous man. But also a ladies’ man. A lady killer.

	He took out the fangs and removed his costume. He went to bed early and was soon asleep. He dreamed of flying over a strange landscape at night. On a couple of occasions, he woke to see moonlight slanting across the floor of his bedroom. It was odd, because normally he remembered to close the drapes. But on this particular night, he felt reassured by the colorless radiance.

	The Queen of the Night lights the way for the masters of blood and darkness.

	The words sprang from nowhere. As he drifted off to sleep again, he wondered if they were from an old movie.

	 

	***

	 

	The party was already well underway when Mike arrived. He got out of his cab, swirling the cloak around him and feeling more confident than ever before. In high school and college, he had been the kind of guy who ended up in the kitchen, drinking the cheap booze that cheap people had brought. But now, he walked into Mindy’s apartment with the confidence of an aristocrat.

	A master of blood and darkness, he thought, glimpsing himself in the hall mirror. My God, you are one cool sonofabitch, Count Mikula. Or maybe just Baron. Don’t want to seem too cocky.

	“Wow, you look… different.” Mindy closed the door behind him. “It’s like you’ve had work done. No, sorry, that’s dumb. Come on in.”

	The living room was hot and crowded. Maybe twenty people milled around or talked in small groups. Drinks had obviously been flowing for a while, as some of the laughter was too loud. The music seemed intrusive. Or had Mike’s senses become more acute? It was an odd thought, but something had planted it in his mind, and he couldn’t quite reject it. 

	It wasn’t just sounds that seemed more intense. The odors of perfume, drink, smoke, and sweat vied for his attention. And the colors of clothes and flesh, eyes, and hair, also seemed brighter, almost lurid. He hesitated when Mindy offered him a beer, and then took the bottle.

	“Thanks.”

	He walked off into the throng, feeling elated and a little nervous. He didn’t normally feel this confident and poised. Heads were turning. There were admiring glances from girls and one or two guys. He struck up a conversation with a couple of zombies, moved on to an anime cat girl, got another drink, and had a bite to eat. Things were going well. 

	Then, a ghost arrived. Mindy welcomed a small person covered in a sheet with two holes. The costume left nothing
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