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Chapter 1 - Three Big Little Pigs
Spooky sat with his head propped up by one arm as he looked over his homework. Finals were coming up soon with only the promise of a summer vacation as a reward. Sure, he'd get Memorial Day off, but he'd probably be studying then, too. For someone who enjoyed reading as much as he did, why was it that word problems gave him so much trouble? Wasn't math hard enough without having to translate text into an actual equation before still not being able to solve it? He decided what he really needed was a hand calculator that could read for itself.
“Book Sense and Incense” was always quiet most weeknights. Spooky was sitting at the shop's front desk for Beth, the goth girl who usually ran the shop in the evenings. She was getting ready for her high school graduation and needed a few nights off to get things done (or whatever). When Beth wasn't around, Spooky liked to think of the shop as his, from the fake Egyptian fountain and sarcophagus to the Native American dream catchers. Whether the books and trinkets were fake or not, the eclectic feel of kitsch mixed with hints of the old world made him feel at home.
Finally giving up on his current word problem, Spooky shoved the textbook into his book bag and pulled the book he was really interested in from under the counter: “Spells for the Beginning Witch.” He'd gotten a lot of amusement out of it since he had started reading it, with empowerment chants coupled with object arranging to acquire love, wealth, and power. It reminded him of when he went to church with his mother, when she would point out the hymn titles before trying to sing along. It was always more entertaining, however, to tack something on after the title, and it worked just as well for spell titles.
“'A spell to make him fall in love with you,'” Spooky read aloud clearly. Then added, “In your pants.”
Just then, the shop door opened. Three guffawing teenaged boys peered in as they pushed their way inside. All three were a little older than Spooky, and all three were definitely bigger (certainly more than they probably should be). Their clothes seemed a little too tight and their grins a little too impish, likely trying to see what kind of trouble they could get into. They glanced up at Spooky seated up high on the counter stool. With his head mostly obscured by the cowl of his oversized hoodie and his face shadowed by desk lamp illuminating the counter top, they didn't give him a second thought (perhaps assuming he was older) as they made for the back of the store and relatively out of sight.
Spooky grinned. It was a golden opportunity to show the owner that he could police the shop by himself. Of course, he intended to use every advantage he had at his disposal to do it. Relaxing his eyes, he narrowed his focus on the three, reading the color of their auras. He could see a mischievous green, but it couldn't mask the bright yellow illumination of fear beneath the surface, especially the one in front, the “leader guy.” Spooky guessed they had entered the shop through the foreboding black door on a dare. Far be it from Spooky not to give the three little pigs exactly the big bad they were afraid of.
As the boys preoccupied themselves dancing like Egyptians and dropping polished stones into the fountain (that someone would have to fish out again later), Spooky extracted his contacts case from his book bag and expertly plucked the gray-colored lenses from his dead eyes. It helped people look him in the face when they spoke to him, seeing something other than glassy white orbs. He snapped the case shut and pulled his hoodie down a little farther over his face to help disguise what he'd done.
Then came the sound Spooky was dreading: something glass-like shattering onto the floor.
“You guys need some help?” Spooky called out.
The moment he spoke, he knew the boys would target the distinctly non-adult voice. Spooky could have deepened his tone, but he actually wanted to lure them in. Sure enough, the ringleader pig started to waddle up to the counter with his two minions close behind. Under the counter, Spooky wrapped his fingers around a water bottle he had just taken out of the shop's mini-fridge twenty minutes earlier.
“The sign says, 'Book Sense and Incest' outside,” said the pig boy. “Is your mom and dad brother and sister?”
Spooky tried not to smirk. The remark was actually more intelligent than he'd given any of the three of them credit for.
“I just work here,” Spooky answered. “Was there something you wanted?”
The lead pig turned to his buddies knowingly, then back to Spooky. His piggy eyes sized up what he could see of Spooky, then glanced greedily at the antique cash register. “Yeah. Why don't you give me all the cash in there so I won't kick your teeth in?”
“Actually, I think you might prefer this.” Spooky set a book on the counter just far enough away so that the boy would have to reach across the counter to take it. It was a fictional handbook for surviving a zombie apocalypse. “It's free,” Spooky added. “You like zombie movies, don't you?”
The boy glanced down at the book, let the word “free” sink in for a moment, then foolishly reached for the book, adding “Yeah, I like 'em.”
Spooky snatched the piggy boy's wrist in his right hand with frightening speed, turning the boy's arm in his wet, icy grip (thanks in part to the sweating water bottle). At the same time with his left hand, Spooky pulled back his hood with a flourish and fixed the boy with a wide, hungry stare from his dead, white eyes.
“Wanna be the star of one?”
The leader's minions both screamed at Spooky's visage, backing into the black door before scrambling to open it (an issue complicated by the fact it was a top-latched handle and not a knob). The boy Spooky held by the wrist began yanking his arm wildly like a bear caught in a trap but stopped short of actually touching Spooky with his other hand to help free himself. Once his minions managed to pop the door open, Spooky released him and hissed (an effect he'd been practicing on Beth for cat-like authenticity).
As the three little pigs scrambled out the door, Beth herself entered, scowling at Spooky after watching the boys run away.
“What?” Spooky shrugged. “You're back early.”
Beth was in a different outfit than when she left, still all in shades of black that matched her hair. Her skin was smooth and white, but she might as well have had a tan compared to Spooky's pallor.
“I finished early and I was worried about leaving you here alone,” she replied. “Something feels off tonight, and I don't think it was those guys. You are aware they might call the police?”
Spooky shrugged again. “They could. They can also explain why they didn't pay for whatever they broke back there before demanding money from the register.”
Beth sighed as she surveyed the mess and stomped off to get a broom. “Do you need a ride home?”
“If you're not closing up early, I can call my dad.”
“Yeah, go ahead,” Beth lamented. “Mrs. Gorgon wants me to do some inventory.”
Spooky made an effort not to laugh. When he had first met the Veiled Woman who owned the shop, her visage appeared on a tarot card as a snake-headed Medusa (he still hadn't figured out how). Yet to learn afterward that her name was actually Mrs. Gorgon was too much. Of course, it was also true that he'd never consider so much as a grin when she was actually there, and that thought alone sobered him up.
“Was there something else, dead boy?” Beth asked.
“Nope. All good.”
“Goodnight, then. Thanks for taking the shift. And put your lenses back in before the townsfolk start showing up with pitchforks and torches.”
Chapter 2 - No Conflict of Interest
Spooky slung his book bag over his shoulder and started walking up the alley towards the corner coffee shop. It was a few hours after sunset and a moonless night as well, but Spooky could easily navigate by the streetlights. A quick narrowing of his vision also told him if anything meaning him harm was ahead of him, so unless robots from the future had been sent back in time to kill him, he'd know if anything else was coming. Still, Beth was rarely off about her premonitions, and if she thought something unusual was going to happen, he believed her.
It was then that Spooky saw a man stumble around the corner toward him from the end of King's Alley. Spooky chuckled to himself at the idea that this person who just happened to appear at that very instant could be the focus of Beth's worries. Spooky gave the apparent drunk a wide birth. The man shuffled past, clutching his chest inside his suit jacket as he went. He certainly seemed in a bad way.
In spite of everything he had just told himself, Spooky turned and looked to be sure the man wasn't heading for the shop (or Beth). He saw the man stumble a few more feet before falling to his knees and gasping for air. Spooky's heart sank at the sight of watching the fall; dangerous or not, there was no ignoring that the man needed help.
Hells.
Spooky dashed back down the alley to see if he could help. The man was clean cut, well dressed, and not terribly old. At the same time, he also looked like he might be dying, not just drunk as Spooky had first considered. He didn't see any blood (thankfully), so Spooky asked him what was wrong. The man couldn't seem to draw enough breath to answer.
Then it happened.
The dying man reached up and grabbed Spooky's right hand, squeezing it tightly. For an instant, Spooky felt a rush of energy. His hand flashed bright silver with an audible crackling of power. The man's body then went limp and let go; it was over. Yet what happened next (or rather didn't) perplexed Spooky.
Whenever someone died, Spooky could see the soul escaping its mortal shell if he narrowed his vision. It appeared as a cone-like vortex with the point somewhere in the sky, as if the energy was drawn upward before crossing dimensions (which was more polite than saying heaven or hell, at least in Spooky's mind). In fact, the only time he had ever seen a spirit's energy drawn out of a vessel that didn't pass on through a vortex was when he mistakenly drew three vile shadows into himself. He didn't even realize what he had done at the time, and it hadn't happened since.
Until now.
Spooky started to look around very guiltily, as if the aforementioned armed townsfolk would appear at any moment. Had he somehow accidentally killed someone he had tried to help, or worse yet absorbed their spirit so that they couldn't pass on? Could that happen to anyone he touched? The piggy boys? Beth? Even his dad?
Taking in a deep breath (not that he actually needed to breathe), Spooky calmed himself and looked over the dead man once more. In the man's other hand, he held a slip of paper printed with the emblem of an airplane and a few numbers. On closer inspection, Spooky deduced it was a baggage claim ticket for a flight that should have arrived earlier that day. Looking at the man's contorted face, he didn't imagine the poor guy ever considered he would meet his death at the hands of a boy in an alley just a few hours after landing.
Spooky pocketed the claim ticket and turned to go back into the shop. It wasn't going to be easy to tell Beth that she was right. Again.
Chapter 3 - A Monster By Any Other Name
“It wasn't your fault.”
Mrs. Gorgon had set time aside that Saturday morning to talk to Spooky about what happened in Kings Alley outside the shop the previous night. Spooky hadn't been able to sleep, let alone stop thinking about it.
Seated at her card table in the shop's parlor (accessed through the beaded curtain behind the counter), Mrs. Gorgon looked at Spooky with tender concern. With her veil removed, she seemed less mysterious and more like a concerned grandmother. Spooky never knew any of his grandparents and was grateful for the surrogate, but actually talking to her was something else altogether. Spooky cleared his throat and mumbled something unintelligible as he stared hard at his hands folded on the table.
“Speak up, dear,” Mrs. Gorgon said.
“How do you deal with being a monster?”
Looking astonished (or feigning it very well), Mrs. Gorgon's demeanor soured as she leaned back into her chair. “What are you implying, Spencer?”
Spooky rolled his eyes, not wanting to deal with her theatrics. “The Medusa thing. You know, on the cards. Did you used to look like that? Can you really turn people to stone by looking at them?”
Mrs. Gorgon self-consciously adjusted her shawl and smirked, her facial expression split evenly between looking both impressed and offended. “I'm not that old, young man.”
“Sorry.” He self-consciously glanced sideways before adding, “So, can you?”
“Yes and no.”
Spooky looked back to her and straightened up with interest.
Mrs. Gorgon smiled. “So, you think I used to look like this?”
The woman's hair began to twist into neat, even rows and solidify, each lock turning a dark green and beginning to writhe as the twisted hair vanished beneath reptilian scales. At the serpentine ends, tiny red eyes opened as mouths appeared, complete with flickering forked tongues.
Spooky looked elated. “Do you have to feed them all or just yourself?”
“Focus, dear,” Mrs. Gorgon scolded. “Is there another question you should be asking?”
“Why am I not turning to stone?”
Mrs. Gorgon smiled as the snakes abruptly turned back into hair. “That was a glamor, an illusion. Like the cards. I actually look the way you see me now. Do you understand?”
Spooky shrugged. “So you can't turn me to stone?”
The math textbook Spooky had been using for his homework the night before abruptly appeared in front of Mrs. Gorgon, already open to the page he had marked with his paper. Spooky thought hard about it, seemed confused, then looked to Mrs. Gorgon for an explanation.
“Hmm,” she said, pursing her lips. “Poor example. Ah! Does your mobile phone have a clock?”
“Yeah,” Spooky replied as he took it out of his pocket. He pressed a button and the time and date clearly appeared.
“Fine. Hold it tightly and keep looking at the time.”
Spooky did as he was told, not sure what to expect. When he blinked, the phone's screen had gone dark, much sooner than it normally did when he did nothing with it. When he pressed the button again, the time was five minutes later, but only a second had passed!
“Still don't think I can turn people to stone?”
“Was I frozen?”
“Yes, but not actually turned to stone. If someone else was watching you, they might assume you were a statue since the passage of time stopped for you.”
Spooky grinned. “What else can you do?”
“You're missing the point, dear. Perception is reality. You wanted to see me with snake hair, so it was an easy thing to allow your consciousness to perceive that. Your mind filled in the blanks. It wanted to be fooled.”
“And the missing time?”
“Instead of altering your perception, I merely suspended it.”
Spooky was suddenly taken aback as the understanding set in. “That's how I got outside when I ran out of here that night. You put me outside before I crossed into the shop.”
“I always said you were a bright one.”
“So you can do whatever you want to anyone. Anytime.” Spooky suddenly looked sullen. “Even kill them.”
Mrs. Gorgon glanced away for a moment, looking both concerned and guilty.
“Have you ever killed anyone?”
“Too bright, perhaps. Spencer, having a gift likes yours and mine are just tools. We choose how or when to use them. You also need to learn what yours can do so you can better decide whether to use them or not.”
“But I'm undead, right? What if I go to bed hungry and wake up the next morning full and missing my dad? I can't fix that. How do you know I won't start the zombie apocalypse?”
Mrs. Gorgon smiled. "Have you ever felt hungry in your life, as if you were starving?"
“No.”
“There you are.”
Spooky rolled his eyes before composing himself. “I was just trying to help that man last night, and I think I killed him. Not on purpose, but it happened anyway. I don't want to do it again.”
“Beth told me what happened. The police arrived with paramedics, but the man was already dead. They told Beth that he had cancer and that it was terminal. You had nothing to do with it.”
“So it was a totally random thing that he...”
“Spencer,” Mrs. Gorgon said gravely. “The matter is closed. No one blames you and it's no one's fault. The hospital morgue has him now and that's that. Do I make myself clear?”
Spooky reluctantly nodded but didn't feel any better about it.
“Now, do you still need help with your math homework? I've been told I'm pretty good with numbers.”
Chapter 4 - Baggage
“So, your dad's out of town again?” the Librarian asked.
“Yep,” Spooky answered absently.
He was preoccupied looking out the windows of the Librarian's station wagon. The car was one of those really ancient ones with the fake wood panels on the outside. It was in great shape (for something that should be in a landfill), and the tailpipe didn't hardly smoke at all. Spooky loved riding in any car, especially since he had grown tall enough to sit in the front passenger's seat, but he really couldn't wait to start driving himself. He imagined how free it would feel being in control of a vehicle and driving anywhere he wanted.
“... works too hard.”
Spooky took a sudden interest in the conversation. “Who are you talking about?”
“Your dad, going out of town. What does he do all weekend?”
“He sets up and fixes phone systems and networks for businesses. They have to stay open during the week, so he sometimes has to fix stuff or make upgrades when they're closed on weekends.”
“I'm surprised he hasn't found you a sitter.”
Spooky cringed when he heard that, especially since he had imagined the word “baby” in front of the word “sitter.”
“It's cool,” Spooky explained. “As long as I'm home or at the shop, with Mrs. Gorgon, Beth, or with you, he's okay with it. For anything else, I'm supposed to text him.”
“While I'm all for you kids writing more, your 'texting' isn't all that impressive.”
“Mine is,” he corrected.
The Librarian smiled. “Is that what you want to be when you grow up?”
“A texter?”
Outside the station wagon, a sizable passenger jet suddenly dropped down from the sky and skimmed the horizon as it approached the airport to land. For a moment, it seemed like the plane and the car were side by side together before the plane overtook them. The combined sound of rushing air and engines screeching made Spooky smile as he thought about flying. How boring would driving be after flying one of those?
“I could be a pilot,” Spooky mused.
Past where the plane had dropped down from the sky, Spooky saw a patch of woodlands just beyond where the runways began. For a few moments, he could see the white and gray markers of the cemetery his parents used to take him to when he was younger.
There was a picnic park on the far side of the cemetery, too, but it was a family tradition to walk through the rows of headstones and statuary to reset flowers and other tokens that had fallen off the graves sites. It was something he loved to do with his mother on Sundays. Now she was buried there, and the only time his father would suggest visiting her was on Mother's Day.
The River City International Airport was on the north side of town. It wasn't the largest hub for air transportation since there were bigger airports in other cities, but it was big enough. The sign at the entrance read “R.C.I.” (omitting the word “airport” as if it was obvious) but anyone could tell there was still room for a fourth letter, an “A.” Spooky's dad had told him that the airport shortened the name because “R.C.I.A” sounded either like a government installation or a recording company.
Spooky reached into his pocket and retrieved the baggage claim ticket. He matched the name of the airline, Mundus Air, to the arrival gate and asked the Librarian to pull up into the pickup lane to wait for him, refraining from a giddy desire to use the phrase “getaway car.” He also told her that he might wave to her, and if she saw him inside waving that she should wave back so adults knew someone was with him.
As he started to get out of the station wagon, the Librarian asked, “Why didn't your dad just arrange to pick up his bag when he flies in tomorrow?”
Oops.
To talk the Librarian into taking him to the airport, Spooky had carefully used the words, “I'm picking up some luggage for my dad,” hoping that it would have been implied that his dad had asked him to do this and that it might have been a lost bag that just arrived. When he was done looking through the luggage for whatever evidence Mrs. Gorgon was obviously not concerned with finding, he would turn it all over to his dad. Technically it wasn't a lie in his mind, but now, so close to his goal, she was starting to question it.
Think, think, think!
Spooky casually turned back to the Librarian and answered, “He's coming in late Sunday on a different airline and was afraid the other baggage claim wouldn't be open.”
“Don't they deliver bags to your home when that happens?”
If she was assuming that the airline was making Spooky and his dad have to do this rather than provide the customer service, that was just fine. He shrugged his shoulders in response and climbed out of the vehicle.
Inside the arrival area was a series of metallic conveyors for baggage claim. A flight had just come in and people were standing around waiting for their luggage. Spooky managed to see around them to locate a small window with shelves of unclaimed bags behind it. Taking a quick glance back to ensure he could still see the Librarian through the windows, he made his way towards the claim window.
Spooky smirked. Time to play the Kid Card.
Walking up to the clerk apparently in charge of the room full of luggage, Spooky handed him the claim stub innocently and managed a weak smile. The Clerk glanced down at him, then back at the stub.
“Is this bag yours?” the Clerk asked.
“No,” Spooky answered honestly and without hesitation. “The owner is in the hospital.” Technically true.
The Clerk nodded. “The owner needs to call ahead and tell us who's picking the bag up...”
“He can't,” Spooky said with a genuine choke. “He hasn't opened his eyes since he got there.” Again, technically true.
Spooky could see the Clerk sorting out what to do. On one hand, there was a procedure in place for someone other than the owner to claim the luggage, but the details Spooky had provided precluded anyone from being able to fulfill them. Besides, someone was right there with the claim ticket, so...
“Is this for your dad?” the Clerk assumed.
Spooky turned toward the window to see the Librarian peering in from her car. He waved with a grave expression, prompting the Librarian to do the same, looking concerned because Spooky looked so concerned. Adults often made assumptions when children didn't have ready explanations.
The Clerk nodded; he'd seen enough. “Hold on, kid. I'll see if I can find your bag.”
Trying to focus on what kind of trouble he would be in if he got caught doing this, the look on Spooky's face was convincing. For a moment, he considered how he would feel if his father was really comatose in the hospital before remembering the old story about crying wolf. Fortunately, the Clerk reappeared quickly with a dark red suitcase (thankfully one with wheels and a handle) and, with his apologies and a well wishing, allowed Spooky to take it.
“Did he give you any trouble?” the Librarian asked as Spooky emerged through the doors and wheeled the suitcase up to her car.
“Nope. He was really nice.”
The Librarian looked back through windows toward the Clerk and smiled at him while helping Spooky load the suitcase into the back. After climbing into the station wagon, Spooky noticed in the passenger's side mirror that a uniformed Asian-looking woman dashed outside the same doors Spooky exited and looked hard in his direction.
For an instant when he blinked, Spooky thought he saw something he hadn't seen since defeating the Crooked Man. There was glimpse of a shadow around her, similar in texture to the dark spirits who had possessed the Teacher and the Librarian before. The shape of it, however, didn't seem precise, as if the dark energy had no form of its own.
It was something that had started to happen recently, that each time he blinked, it was as if his eyes would focus for illuminations for a split second. If he happened to notice anything out of the ordinary, it was usually a simple matter to specifically focus to view illuminations more quickly. Sometimes it only happened when the illumination was very intense or just close by, but it happened much more often now for no particular reason. Were his abilities still developing?
When Spooky attempted to narrow his vision to see if he had imagined it, it was too late. The Librarian had started to pull away from the curb too far and too fast to get a better look. Preoccupied with the Asian-looking woman, neither Spooky nor the Librarian noticed a cab driver with no passenger leaving the airport at the same time and following them closely all the way back into town.
Chapter 5 - Breaking and Entering
The dead man's name was Daniel.
After the Librarian dropped Spooky off at his home (and after thanking her again for her help), Spooky dragged the dark red suitcase up the stairs to his room. He first tried to open it with one of the keys from his dad's old luggage, and while it fit inside the opening, it failed to unlock it. A pry bar from the toolbox his dad kept in the garage made short work of the latch but (thankfully) didn't do as much noticeable damage as he had feared. After all, Spooky has intended to tell his dad that the luggage was delivered to the house by mistake if there were no clues inside (omitting himself as the deliverer).
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