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Book Description

Tiana, Mackenzie, and Harlow have arrived at their high school to find it transformed for Halloween. The staff have built the most immersive Haunted House and the girls are informed their phones have a game to play. It’s all great fun, until Tiana steps into a classroom and finds a real witch’s hut in place of student desks. Her friends can’t see it, but their teacher is a witch!
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Professor Polter In The Computer Lab With The Banshee

Tiana barely recognized the gated entry for what it was: her high school. Over the weekend it had been transformed into the toothy, cavernous mouth of a monster, with giant glowing eyes perched on top that swiveled left and right. Black drapery covered the fence that contained the school, dotted with occasional purple lights, obscuring anything beyond. A rubber bat on a wire flew in circles overhead. 

Beyond the open mouth entry lurked a haunted house unlike any Tiana had ever seen before, and she knew haunted houses. She'd seen all the tricks. Drop windows, fake walls that became doors, loud noises and flashing lights, fake fog to cover the gaps in the scenery. There wasn't a jumpscare out there that could make her scream. 

Her best friends, Mackenzie and Harlow had come with her. Mac was the kind of person who punched when they were startled and of the three of them, Harlow scared the most easily. She never seemed to see the jumps coming. But she wanted to come too, and Mac was ready to protect her from the worst. 

They hadn't come in costume. Tiana didn't want to be tangled up in show pieces while navigating in the dark, Mac thought costumes were for nerds, and Harlow… well, Harlow probably had the wire tail and cat ears from the local discount store, but she didn't want to be teased for being poor. When that happened Tiana was the first one to start throwing punches at anyone who dared.

So they lined up with the other students in their masks and onesies with jeans, t-shirts, and jackets to ward off the cold. Tiana wore her brunette hair back in a low ponytail and slouched in her new black leather jacket. As soon as she moved to college she was going to buy a motorcycle, so the jacket had to be comfortable by then. Something she knew she could pull off. 

Mackenzie always wore their short black hair up in spikes, although today it had been sprayed with some silver on the tips, and as this wasn't technically school, they had all three of their ear piercings in. 

Harlow's fine blonde hair fell straight down to her chin and Tiana had never seen her do anything to it. No styling, no color, nothing. She wore the same gray jacket she'd had for the last three years of school. It was probably her only one.

A witch greeted them at the front of the line, someone with a tall black hat, a green curly-haired wig, and a fake nose on her face that gave her a huge wart. She wore a black cloak and the cauldron slung on her arm like a purse boiled with fog. Maybe dry ice. 

The witch cackled and beckoned Tiana forward with weirdly long fingers. "Come into my lair, my pretty…."

Tiana rolled her eyes. "I know it's you, Mrs. Tanner."

Mrs. Tanner was one of the cool teachers. Tiana, Mac, and Harlow often spent lunch in her classroom, which kept the whispers and stares away from Harlow. She had a microwave that she let students use to pop popcorn and on Fridays she turned out the lights and let them watch the newest episode of Crowned, a reality show contest for high school prom queen.

Mrs. Tanner wiggled her long fingers--they had to be rubber extensions or something--and smiled. "Let's see your ID, then."

Tiana, Mac, and Harlow each produced their student ID's.

Mrs. Tanner nodded at them and smiled. "You have the app on your phone?"

Mac wiggled their phone. "All set."

"Then welcome to the Haunted School. And good luck!"

Tiana led their group inside and loaded the app on her phone. This interactive story was the only reason Mac had been able to talk her into this. There was no way the school could make a haunted house better than some of the dedicated teams she'd seen, but no one had tried to tell a story while they did it. 

Mac tugged her sleeve and Tiana stepped closer, corralling Harlow in between them so she could watch their phones.

The Haunted School

An Interactive VR Game

A cartoon ghost swept up from the bottom of the screen and wiped the title away. Then an animated woman stepped in from the left. She wore a white lab coat and goggles. "Welcome! I'm Professor Polter. You've arrived just in time. I've equipped your phone with the necessary technology to see the ghosts and phantoms that are haunting this school. It's up to us to make it safe for students."

Something ghostly buzzed past the professor and she ducked. "Look there!"

Tiana and Mac both lifted their phones in the direction the professor pointed. A comical cartoon ghost hovered over the school's main doors and stuck its tongue out at them. Its body was transparent and Tiana could see the school doors through it. 

"That's a ghost all right. Click on it to focus your dispersion beam."

Tiana clicked on the ghost and a red health bar appeared over its head. A blue beam of electricity streamed across the courtyard and smacked the ghost. The health bar ticked down slowly.

When Mackenzie clicked the ghost, Tiana saw a second blue beam on her phone and the health bar began falling.

Then the ghost attacked. It threw two red balls of ghost lightning, one at each of them, and the small figure of Professor Polter in the lower left ducked. "Click on the red power balls!" she yelled. "Hit them back!"

Tiana and Mac each clicked on their screens. Tiana's blue beam jumped to the red ball, turning it blue and sending it flying back where it came. Then she clicked on the ghost again to re-direct her beam. 

Each of the power balls struck the ghost and its health bar dropped to zero. The ghost animated deflating like a balloon and disappeared. 

"Oh, man. Thanks for that," Professor Polter said, wiping her forehead. "Ghosts just like that one have infested this school. I need you to help us disperse them before we're overrun. Disperse ten ghosts for me so I know you're familiar with your tools. Then we'll talk about the banshee. Good luck!"

A small 1/10 appeared in the bottom left as Professor Polter walked off screen.

Quest discovered: Disperse the Ghosts!

Ghosts have taken over the school! Zap 10 of them with your ghost gun and then find Professor Polter.

"Oh that's so cool," Harlow said, reaching for Mac's phone. "I want to try. Let's go!"

Uncharacteristically, Harlow marched forward first, leading their group to the school doors. Tiana and Mac shared a smile and followed.

Tiana wasn't entirely sold just yet, but anything that made Harlow happy was worth pursuing, so she followed her friend into the school and scanned the hallway with her phone. "I don't see anything here," she said.

"Maybe the gym?" Harlow said. She took a left toward the gym without waiting for confirmation. 

Just before the next hallway junction, Harlow stopped suddenly. "Oh! Ghost!"

Tiana swung her phone to match Harlow's view. Another semi-transparent ghost flew in from the right, spun around in a circle, then made a face at them and pooped glowing ghost goo right on the tile floor. Without warning, it threw red electricity.

Tiana and Harlow both attacked, throwing the red balls back and zapping the ghost with their blue lasers. The ghost spun in place with every hit, then faded away. 

Tiana scanned the rest of the hallway, but they were safe once more.

Harlow walked up to the corner and looked at the floor through Mac's phone. "This one dropped something."

Tiana and Mac hovered over her shoulders as she clicked on it. The splooge of ghost goo oozed open and a book popped up on Harlow's screen. It shrunk into the bottom right corner, where a backpack icon appeared. 

Quest discovered: Return the books!

Ghosts have ransacked the library and taken the books! Round up 15 books and return them for a reward.

"Not the gym," Mackenzie said. "The library!"

"Here," Harlow said. "I think I can share the quest with you, Tia."

Tiana received the quest notification a moment later and she accepted it.

Harlow handed Mac's phone back to them. "So we go to the library?"

"Not yet," Tiana said. "We have to get the books first. I think your first plan was a good one. The gym, then we'll circle back around."

***

As the students moved down the halls toward the gym, laughter and delighted screams burst out of an open doorway. The computer lab. Tiana saw four students with their phones up, one of them pointed nearly at the ceiling, tapping quickly.

Another student ran down the hall toward them, their oversized werewolf feet flapping on the linoleum floor. "I didn't miss it, did I?" He asked, out of breath.

"What is it?" Harlow said, hiding behind Tiana and Mac but curious enough to stick her head forward over their shoulders.

"It's a big boss at the end." There werewolf flipped his phone around for everyone to see a screenshot of a giant purple creature. "You need at least five people to win. It's awesome!" Then he ducked into the computer lab and joined the fight.

Tiana exchanged a look with Mac.

"Where are we going to get three other people?" Harlow said softly.

"Hey, we're already three," Tiana said.

"I don't have a phone," Harlow sighed.

"Good thing too, because I need you for strategy." Mac said, wrapping their arm over Harlow's shoulders. "Now let's get to the gym. There are ghosts to hunt and books to save."

"Save the books!" Tiana thrust her arm in the air and marched toward the gym.

Harlow giggled.

***

Tiana, Mac, and Harlow huddled together by the gym bleachers, comparing their progress. They had two quests to complete: kill ten ghosts and collect fifteen books. 

"I've got ten ghosts," Tiana said. "But fourteen books. I'm one short."

"We're opposite," said Harlow, navigating Mac's phone while they held it. "Nine ghosts but all the books."

"Let's head for the library. We'll probably see another ghost on the way and you'll get your book, T," Mac said. 

"I like it," Tiana said. She pointed. "Back door."

The three of them exited the gym into the cool night air. None of the school's usual lights were on to enhance the spooky mystery of the haunted
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