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HALLOWEEN was only a few days away, and Theo and I had officially entered prep mode—for a night of absolute, fucked-up, crazy-ass madness.

“Theo,” I called, toweling the sweat off my neck as I came down the hall after a long, scalding shower. “You seriously started without me?”

From the kitchen, he leaned over the marble island and grinned. “Relax, Jace. I was just confirming that Mom and Dad are gone for Halloween. As scheduled.”

Of course they were. Jetting off to some gala in Napa, or maybe Paris this time—who could keep up?

Theo lowered his voice and glanced toward the living room, where Mom was on the phone with one of her business partners. She was already dressed in designer heels like she was going to walk a runway instead of sit on another board call.

“So... party planning?” he whispered.

I rolled my eyes and bumped him with my shoulder. “Can we not do this here? Wait until they go out for dinner tonight. We’ll plan then.”

I walked past him toward the living room, where Dad was typing away on his laptop, seated next to Mom on the cream-colored sectional.

“Jace, you and Theo hold the fort tonight,” Dad said, shutting his laptop with a satisfied click. “Your mom and I have dinner reservations.”

From across the room, Mom let out a dramatic groan and rolled her eyes, jabbing at her phone screen before disconnecting her call.

“Another busted deal,” she muttered, adjusting one of her impossibly high heels. “She sent the wrong sample board to Milan. Milan, Harold. That girl couldn’t organize a color swatch if her life depended on it.”

Dad chuckled and stood, smoothing his tie. “Honey, it’s okay. Maybe she’s colorblind.”

“She has three degrees in fashion design,” Mom snapped, but there was no real heat behind it.

I couldn’t help laughing as she vented, her hands slicing through the air like she was conducting an orchestra of disaster. Dad stepped in like usual—calm, patient, secretly entertained—and touched her arms to get her moving.

“Dinner, remember? Let’s go impress a few people who pretend not to hate us.”

Mom sighed, gave a dramatic flip of her hair, then walked over and planted a kiss on my head. “Behave,” she said, her lipstick leaving a faint trace on my temple.

I leaned over the back of the couch, watching them like a sitcom rerun. Theo was still in the kitchen, one hand in a chip bag, the other shoving a handful into his mouth like he hadn’t eaten in days.

“We’ll be back by ten,” Mom called, strolling over to him. She gave him a kiss on the forehead—he responded by forming an “OK” with his fingers and crunching another chip like it was his life’s mission.

“Doors locked, boys,” Dad said with a wink as he held the door open for her. Theo followed, closed it behind them, and clicked the lock.

Then turned to me, chip still in hand. “Party planning?”

I grinned. “Party planning.”

“Whoohoo!” I let out a sharp howl as Theo and I slid up to the counter like we were about to plan a heist instead of a party. I cracked open my notebook, flipping to a clean page.

“Alright,” I said, clicking my pen. “First things first—beer. Lots of it.”

I scribbled it down.

“Obviously,” Theo muttered, leaning over my shoulder.

“And don’t forget Cindy,” he added, tapping his chest with a grin, mimicking boobs in his hands. “She’s obsessed with those flaming hot Cheetos.”

I glanced up at him. “What the hell do Cheetos have to do with Cindy?”

Theo gave me a look—slow, unimpressed. “God, you’re such a kid.”

“I’m eighteen, not twelve.”

“Exactly,” he shot back. Then leaned in closer, dropping his voice like he was explaining something sacred. “She likes eating them off her—”

“Alright, yeah, got it,” I cut him off, shaking my head, already writing it down. “Flaming hot Cheetos. Jesus.”

Theo smirked, satisfied with himself.

“Who else is coming?” he asked, hopping up onto the marble counter like he owned it—which, technically, we did tonight.

I turned the notebook toward him. Names filled the page. Not just a few people—everyone.

The seniors. 

The “popular” crowd. Half the football team—because of course Theo invited them.

Theo’s eyebrows lifted slowly as he scanned it.

“Damn...” he muttered, impressed. “That’s like—what—thirty people?”

“Closer to forty if everyone shows.”

A grin spread across his face, the kind that meant trouble.

“Fuck yeah,” he said, dragging the chip bag up to his mouth and tipping it back, crumbs raining down over his face like he didn’t care where they landed.

I shook my head, adding another line to the list.

“Music, lights... we should probably move some furniture too.”

Theo swallowed, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. 

“Living room gets cleared. Dining room—drinking games.”

“Upstairs is off limits,” I said immediately.

Theo looked at me.

Then smirked.

“Yeah... that’s not happening.”

I exhaled, already knowing he was right. This wasn’t going to be a small party. This was going to be the kind people talked about for years.

The kind that got out of control fast.

The kind—that didn’t end the way it was supposed to.

“So we’re actually gonna decorate this place with Halloween shit, right?” Theo said, hopping down from the counter. He crumpled the empty chip bag and tossed it into the trash like he’d just hit a game-winning shot.

I snorted. “Yeah, we kinda have to go all out. Mom and Dad already did the outside—you know the tradition.”

Theo rolled his eyes. 

“Yeah, yeah... the Calloway Halloween legacy.”

“Every year,” I added, grabbing my notebook and tossing it onto the counter, “best decorated house on the block. Like it’s some kind of competition.”

“It is a competition,” Theo shot back. “And we don’t lose.”

I jumped down beside him. “Alright, fine. You handle decorations. I’ll handle everything else.”

Theo nodded once, then paused.

“What about Ashley?”

I exhaled.

Right.

Our sister.

Fifteen. Goth phase. Lives upstairs like some kind of cave creature. Only comes down to eat... and occasionally remind us she exists. Half the time, we forgot we even had a sister.

Then—

A creak.

Both of us looked up. 

Another one. 

Slow footsteps.

Theo squinted toward the stairs. “No way.”

I leaned back slightly, narrowing my eyes. “Holy shit...”

She appeared halfway down like something out of a horror movie. Dark hoodie. Black nails. Hair hanging in her face like she hadn’t seen sunlight in weeks.

Ashley.

Theo let out a low whistle. “Well, damn...”

I grinned. “Look who decided to join the living.”

She didn’t smile.

Didn’t react.

Just kept walking down like we weren’t even worth the effort. “Mom and Dad leave and suddenly—boom—she exists again,” I added.

Theo snorted. “Mark the calendar.”

Ashley walked straight past us, opened the fridge, and stared inside.

“You gonna say hi,” Theo said, “or is this like... a silent film thing?”

She grabbed a bottle of water, shut the fridge, then finally looked at us.

Flat.

Unimpressed.

“You’re throwing a party,” she said.

Not a question. A statement.

Theo grinned. “We’re considering it.”

She scoffed. “No. You’re doing it.”

I leaned against the counter. “Relax, Ash. It’s just people coming over.” 

Her eyes flicked to the notebook. Then back to me.

“You’re idiots.” 

Theo laughed. “Wow, missed you too.” 

She twisted the cap off her water slowly. 

“You don’t even think about consequences, do you?” 

“Here we go,” Theo muttered.

Ashley took a sip, then said, quieter this time—“People don’t just show up and leave.”

That made me pause.

Just for a second.

Theo shrugged it off. “Yeah, they do. It’s called a party.”

She looked at him.

Really looked at him.

Like she knew something he didn’t.

“Not always.” 

Silence hung there a beat too long.

Then Theo clapped once. “Alright, Wednesday Addams, back to your cave.”

Ashley raised an eyebrow. 

“Did you just compare me to Wednesday Addams?”

I smirked, folding my arms. “You’re creepy as fuck, Ash. Like... professionally creepy. Whatever this phase is—”

“I’ll take it as a compliment,” she cut in.

She didn’t move right away.

Just stood there.

Watching us.

Studying us.

Then—

“I’m coming to the party.”

Theo blinked. “Yeah... no, you’re not.”

She ignored him.

“Because I don’t trust either of you worth shit.”

We both stared at her. Then she turned—and headed back upstairs like the conversation was over. 

The floorboards creaked again as she disappeared.

Theo let out a breath. “Okay... that was weird.”

I glanced down at the notebook again.

Something about what she said—didn’t sit right.

I shook it off.

“Anyway—beer.”
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We spent the next three hours planning everything.

Decorations. Food. Music. Beer.

And most important—the games.

“What was that phone game we used to play?” I said, snapping my fingers, trying to grab the memory before it slipped. “The one where we’d call people and—”

Theo laughed beside me, already shaking his head. “Oh my God... you mean that dumb shit we used to do?”

“Yeah—yeah, that one.”

He leaned back, grinning like he’d just unlocked something.

“Dead Line.”

I paused.

Then grinned.

“Dead Line,” I repeated, writing it down in big letters across the page.

Theo nodded, getting into it now. 

“Yeah—random numbers. You call, say something creepy, or pretend you’re someone else... then hang up before they figure it out.”

“Like ding-dong ditch,” I added, “but with phones.”

“Exactly,” he said, pointing at me. “And if they call back—you don’t answer.”

I snorted. “That was the rule?”

“That was the only rule,” Theo said. “Made it better.”

“Alright,” I said, circling the name. “Dead Line’s in.”

Theo clapped once, hyped now. “Shit—we need a phone book.”

I looked up. “Do we even still have one?”

“This house? Of course we do,” he said. “Dad probably keeps it like it’s some kind of artifact.”

I laughed, shaking my head as I added it to the list.

“Phone book,” I muttered. “Perfect.”

Theo stepped past me, tapping my shoulder. “This is gonna be the best damn Halloween party this block has ever seen.”

He walked into the living room, then launched himself over the back of the couch like an idiot, grabbing the remote and flipping on the TV.

I snapped the notebook shut and followed him in, tossing it onto the table.

For a moment—everything felt set.

Easy.

Under control.

We had the house.

We had the plan.

We had the night.

All that was left—was the biggest fucking Halloween party this block had ever seen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO DAYS BEFORE 

HALLOWEEN


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


TWO DAYS BEFORE Halloween, we were in a Halloween store loading up like we were preparing for war. I’d skipped school—yeah, playing hooky, like we were still ten—and decided to help Theo grab decorations.

Mostly because if I didn’t, he’d come back with the most random, useless Halloween garbage known to man.

“No—no, we need pumpkins,” I said, grabbing three plastic ones in different sizes. “We can throw lights in these, line the walkway, make it actually look decent.”

Theo barely looked at them. 

Just waved his hand. “Yeah, yeah—pumpkins. Throw ’em in.”

I dropped them into the cart.

“String lights,” Theo said, already moving ahead. “Orange and black.”

He grabbed a box and tossed it in. 

“You know... match the vibe.”

“Whose vibe?” I asked.

He smirked. “Ashley’s.”

I let out a laugh. “Ashley’s whole life is black.”

I shook my head. “Have you even seen her room?”

Theo paused, actually thinking. “No... have you?”

“Bro,” I said, turning to him, “I walked past her room once when the door was open and I swear to God—everything’s black. Like everything.”

I started counting on my fingers. “Black bedspread. Black furniture. Walls are this weird dark red—like dried blood or some shit.”

Theo blinked. “No way.”

“I’m telling you,” I said. “It’s like walking into a funeral.”

Theo nodded slowly, then grabbed something off the shelf.

“Alright... so we lean into it.”

He tossed a box of black candles into the cart.

I stared at him. “You’re not serious.”

“What?” he said, grinning. “Atmosphere.”

“For who? The demon she’s summoning upstairs?”

Theo shrugged. “Exactly. We stay on its good side.”

I shook my head, laughing. “You’re an idiot.”

“Jace,” he said, completely serious now, “we purify the house. God only knows what she’s doing up there.”

I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, yeah. Grab some holy water while you’re at it.”

Theo pointed at me. “Not a bad idea.”

“Relax,” I said, tossing a couple plastic skeletons into the cart. “If anything, she’ll fit right in with the decorations.”

Theo smirked. “Honestly? Might scare people more than the actual setup.”

I snorted. 

“Yeah... we should just sit her on the porch and call it a day.”

Theo laughed, pushing the cart forward. 

“Best decoration we’ve got.”

We moved through the aisles, snagging shit without even really looking at it—black tablecloth, fake bloody knives, random props, handcuffs... God only knew why Theo grabbed those.

Actually—no. I knew exactly why. I just didn’t want to think about it. We tossed in Flaming Hot Cheetos and every other Halloween-themed snack the place had—half of it looked like it would taste like chemicals, but no one was eating it for the flavor anyway.

“Eyeballs in Jell-O,” Theo said, holding up a bag of gummy eyeballs. He ripped open the bag, right there in the store and then he popped one into his mouth and rolled it around, pushing it into his cheek so it bulged out.

“Yo—look,” he mumbled, stretching his lips, trying to make it look like a real eye pressing from the inside.

I stared at him. “You’re actually disgusting.”

He grinned, opening his mouth just enough so the thing sat on his tongue like it was staring back at me.

“Imagine this shit at the party,” he said. “Girls are gonna lose it.”

I shook my head and pushed the cart toward him. “Fine. Eyeballs in Jell-O. You’re in charge of that shit.”

“So,” Theo said, tossing the bag in, “you send out the invites? Tell everyone it’s costumes?”

I smirked, pulling out my phone and flashing the screen.

“Group chat, school chat, even the college crowd. Everyone’s coming.”

Theo’s grin spread slow. “Good.”

“Costumes mandatory too,” I added. “Nobody shows up lame.”

“Speaking of,” I said, grabbing a Batman costume off the rack and holding it up. “What do you think?”

Theo took one look at it and immediately scoffed. “Fuck that.”

“If you’re going as Batman,” he continued, already backing away toward another rack, “then I’m going as Superman.”

I rolled my eyes. “Of course you are.”

He grabbed the costume, holding it up against himself, already picturing it.

“Cindy loves that shit,” he said, smirking. “Tight suit, cape... whole thing.”

“Yeah, I’m sure she does,” I muttered.

Theo shot me a look. “You’ve seen the way she looks at me, don’t even pretend.”

“I try not to,” I said. “For my own sanity.”

He laughed, tossing the costume into the cart. “Trust me—you won’t be complaining when she shows up.”

“Pretty sure I will,” I shot back.

Theo just grinned wider, like he already knew how the night was gonna go. I leaned on the cart for a second, looking around at the pile of crap we’d already grabbed.

Decorations.

Snacks.

Costumes.

Chaos waiting to happen.

I shook my head, exhaling a laugh under my breath.

“Yeah... this is gonna be one insane, fucked-up Halloween party.”

Theo pushed the cart forward, not even looking back.

“Not just insane,” he said.

A grin pulling at his mouth.

“Legendary.”
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Next stop—the liquor store. We stepped in like we owned the place. I grabbed a cart, wheels squeaking loud as hell against the tile.

“You’re the oldest,” I said, nudging Theo with my shoulder. “You’ve got the ID. I don’t.”

“No shit,” Theo shot back, already walking ahead like he ran the store. “Just follow my lead.”

He didn’t even hesitate.

Grabbed an 8-pack of Bud Light.

Then a Coors.

Then a PBR like he was trying to offend half the population on purpose.

I stared into the cart.

“Bro... what is this? A college freshman starter kit?”

Theo smirked. “Relax. It’s beer.”

“Yeah—shit beer,” I shot back. “We’ve got like forty people coming and you grabbed three boxes like we’re hosting a book club.” 

He opened his mouth to say something, and that’s when we heard—

“Jace! Theo—yo!”

I turned.

Of course.

Clayton.

Theo’s football buddy.

Varsity jacket. Broad shoulders. Walking like the world owed him something. Behind him—Raymond and Edward, plus another guy I recognized but didn’t care enough to name.

They came up fast.

Hands slapped. Grip locked. Shoulder hits.

That whole we’re better than everyone energy.

“What’s good?” Clayton said, nodding at Theo. “Heard about the party.”

Theo grinned, puffing his chest a little. “Yeah, it’s happening.”

Clayton glanced at the cart. “Girls coming?”

Theo didn’t even hesitate. “Full list.”

The guys nodded, impressed.

I gave a half wave. “What’s up.”

Raymond barely looked at me. He was too busy staring into the cart. Then he let out a laugh.

“This is pussy shit beer.”

I sighed. Here we go.

Raymond reached past me, grabbed a case of Jack Daniel’s off the shelf and dropped it into the cart with a heavy thud.

Then another—Captain Morgan.

Then a case of White Claws.

“Now you’ve got options,” he said.

Theo laughed. “There we go.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, “because nothing says great party like people blacking out in your parents’ living room.”

Theo elbowed me. “Relax.”

Clayton pointed at Theo. “Practice tomorrow night.”

Theo nodded once. “Wouldn’t miss it. Who else is holding that linebacker spot?”

Clayton smirked. “You, if you don’t screw it up.”

They bumped fists again—hard this time. Shoulders hitting. That unspoken we run this place kind of energy.

As they started backing off, Raymond turned.

“Yo—party at your place... we bringing anything?”

Theo shook his head. “We’ve got it covered.”

Clayton nodded. “Alright. See you tomorrow.”

“Then your party,” Raymond added, grinning. “Better not be lame.”

Theo smirked. “It won’t be.”

They walked off, disappearing down another aisle like they owned that too.

I watched them go, then looked at Theo.

“Your team, huh?”

He glanced at me.

“They don’t seem to like me much.”

Theo scoffed, stepping closer and knocking his fist lightly into my chest. “Don’t worry about them,” he said. “They’re assholes to everyone.” He paused, then added, more serious—“I’ve got your back. Always.”

I nodded once.

“Yeah. I know.”

Theo grinned again, flipping right back into party mode. 

“Now come on—we need more booze.”

I grabbed the cart and followed him down the aisle.

“Like... a lot more.”
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We stepped into the house around 3:30.

Ashley had just gotten home.

Her bag was already dumped on the couch, and the answering machine blinked with a message—Mom and Dad saying they’d be late and to order pizza if we got hungry.

Normal.

Ashley wasn’t.

For the first time in her entire fifteen-year existence, she didn’t disappear upstairs. She came toward us. Into the kitchen. Looking over everything we’d bought. Her eyes moved slowly across the counter.

The beer.

The snacks.

The decorations.

Then—“So you actually got decent beer,” she said casually. “I thought my brothers were gonna be pussy ass flakes and grab the cheap shit.”

Theo and I both froze.

I blinked. “What?”

Theo just stared at her, chips still in his hands mid-air like his brain had short-circuited. “How do you even know what beer tastes like?” he said. “You live upstairs.”

Ashley shrugged. “I’m fifteen. Not dead.”

She moved past us, fingers brushing over the decorations like she was judging every single choice we made.

Cobwebs. Fake blood. Plastic props.

She picked up the fake blood bottle, turning it in her hand.

Then—“Wow,” she muttered. “This is bad.”

Theo frowned. “Bad how?”

Ashley glanced up at him.

Completely serious.

“This house is gonna look like it was decorated by two suburban moms who wear matching aprons and host bake sales.”

Silence filled the room.

I stared at her. “What the fuck did you just say?”

She didn’t even hesitate.

Didn’t flinch.

She grabbed a handful of decorations into her arms and turned toward the living room. “I said,” she called over her shoulder, “move. I’ll fix it.”

She didn’t wait for a response—just headed straight into the living room, already sorting through what we bought like she’d made up her mind.

Theo leaned in toward me slowly.

“What did she just call us?”

I kept my eyes on the doorway she disappeared through.

“Pussy flakes... apron-wearing moms...”

Theo’s jaw tightened.

His chest puffed out.

“ASHLEY!”

He dropped the chips and stormed toward the living room.

Just as Theo stepped around the wall separating the kitchen from the living room, Ashley had the TV blasting.

Some news report.

“Hey—turn it down,” Theo said, already annoyed.

Ashley didn’t even look at him.

She just lifted a finger to her lips.

“Shhh... just wait.”

Something in her tone made me pause.

I stepped into the living room.

The reporter’s voice cut through the noise—

“Reports confirm that Rylan Crowe has been released from prison on good behavior after serving ten years for a string of murders across multiple state lines. His release has shocked the community. Authorities are urging the public to remain cautious as more details unfold.”

The room felt... quieter.

Even with the TV still on.

Theo let out a low whistle. “Wow... a serial killer walking around Manhattan. That’s comforting.”

Sarcasm dripped off every word.

I leaned over the back of the couch, eyes still on the screen. “Didn’t think you were into this kind of shit, Ash.”

She lowered the volume, finally looking at me.

“I’ve been following his case since he went in,” she said casually. “Thirteen people in three years before they caught him.”

She shrugged like it was just another fact.

“Kind of impressive.”

Theo blinked. “Yeah... that’s not the word I
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