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CHAPTER ONE




Yumfuck pressed his face against the window of the car looking at all the houses decorated for Halloween as Leira Berens drove the green Mustang down Windsor Road on the west side of Austin, just as the sun was setting. 

Leira and Correk were coming from a crime scene that turned out to be just a clever prank by local high school students. "One of my favorite things about Austin," said Leira. "Everyone goes nuts for Halloween. It becomes more of a month-long celebration."

Correk gave a shrug. "No surprise given the size of the magical community around these parts."

Leira turned down Vista Lane toward a row of houses giving off an orange glow. "One small detour, for the troll."

"Right, for the troll." Correk smirked but went right back to looking out the window.

"Toni said every square inch of the Jackalope Bar is festooned with something. Wow, look at those jack-o-lanterns. That one's got the Austin skyline carved in it!"

Strings of round orange lights decorated most of the houses they were passing, along with an array of Styrofoam tombstones painted grey in the small front yards and thick, white cobwebs stretched across bushes. One house was even blaring the sound of a cackling witch and had a sign that read, 'Enter here if you dare'. A large Colonial had a blowup of a large black cat two stories high blocking the entire front of the house. 

Tiny ghosts hung from the trees in front of a small rancher, twirling in the Texas wind. They were throwing shadows, lit up by white lights strung through the branches of an old pecan tree closer to the house.

Leira glanced over at a tall palm tree with the silhouette of a witch riding a broom. "None of them actually look like that," she muttered. "Lacey Trader wears Birkenstocks and rides the train."

"I can see why the general thought that prank might be magic," said Correk. "Impressive how they assembled that car in the lobby of the high school, and in one night. The engine even turned over." Correk shook his head in amazement. "When they find the clever thieves, they can make them take it back apart and then shake their hands for ingenuity."

"I thought you were completely against tomfoolery."

"I can be fun, even spontaneous." Correk arched an eyebrow, frowning. 

"Ha!" squeaked the troll without bothering to turn around. Correk reached over to pluck the troll off the door. The troll turned and opened wide, baring his sharp little teeth. He bit down on Correk's finger just hard enough to make Correk let go.

"Tiny talking rodent!" Correk shook his hand. 

"Big motherfucker!" trilled the troll. 

"Now that we've established everyone's nicknames..." Leira gave a crooked smile and let out a short laugh.

Correk winced. "If that's his idea of a nickname then it's his version of John Doe." Correk shook his finger. "Ever since he started letting on he can talk he's gotten a lot more ornery. I think he drew blood."

"I was thinking the same thing, you know. Spontaneous isn't the word I'd use to describe you unless fast food is involved. Don't get twisted about it." She looked at his finger. "That was just a warning nip." Leira looked back at the traffic.

"Just glad he didn't decide to take off a finger. Trolls can be fierce warriors even when they're tiny."

"I know, I've seen him wrestle Hagan for a doughnut."

"Your partner looked pretty impressed with the whole car stunt."

"I noticed. He kept walking around the car saying the trades are making a comeback. Not sure the school administration appreciated it. We probably wouldn't have gotten a call if it wasn't the principal's car. He was pretty cheesed about it."

Leira kept glancing over at Yumfuck, and back at Correk. The small troll let out a long sigh and slapped his hand against the glass.

Correk rolled his eyes. "Pay no attention to him. That last part was only for dramatic effect."

"How does he even know what a haunted house is? You'd think that giant blow-up black cat would make his fur bristle."

"Mara told him all about it during one of their card games."

"That's making a kind of sense. My grandmother loves to celebrate just about anything. What exactly did she tell Yumfuck?"

"It's a big celebration where we all disguise ourselves in a costume so when the dead come back for one night they don't recognize us and leave us alone."

"Ironic story when you think about where she just spent the last four years."

"He was ignoring her till she said the children go door to door and get as much candy as they can carry."

"Caaaaandy..." Yumfuck cried out as he licked the window.

Leira furrowed her brows. "You'd think we never give him junk food. He should be the color of the rainbow from the Skittles he inhaled this morning. His tongue still looks like it belongs in a gay pride parade."

"Those were..."

"Your Skittles, I know. You told me several times while shaking the empty bag. There's more at the store. Both of you should cut back. Still, I wonder if we should let him just this once..." 

Yumfuck turned his head to the side and leaned his face against the window, flattening his body against the glass. 

Leira pulled up to the red light and sat back. "I remember what it was like to get dressed up and pretend to be a super hero or a ghost."

"Never thought about dressing like an elf or a witch?"

"My mother was already talking about Elves like they were real. Kids were making fun of her and me. I wasn't going to encourage it and dress up like Peter Pan. Besides, I wanted to be Wonder Woman."

"Wonder who?"

"She was an Amazon who flew an invisible plane, had a cute boyfriend and could make people tell the truth with her magic lasso." Leira counted off each item on her fingers. "Some years I was a Ninja warrior." 

Correk narrowed his eyes and looked over at Leira. "That's all very telling. You wanted to kick ass even on a children's holiday."

Leira laughed and flicked Correk's ear. 

"Hey, never touch an Elf's ears without permission," he said, laughing as the troll looked back at Correk and blew a raspberry.

The light turned green and Leira headed for the expressway as the troll let out a deep sigh, dropping his hands and jumping into Correk's lap.

"A little overdone, don't you think?" Correk scooped up the troll and set him on his shoulder where he could see the cars going past. The troll leaned his head against Correk's neck. 

"Maybe there's something we can do..." Leira held up a finger as the troll jumped to his feet and leaped across the divide, neatly landing on Leira's shoulder. "I said maybe, Halloween is tomorrow. But if we can, you should go as Rocky, the flying squirrel. Used to love that cartoon. Hey, you could go with him as Bullwinkle the moose!"

"Can you imagine dressing up a rodent as a different kind of rodent?" Correk held up his hand at the troll. "Don't bother with a motherfucker or an aloha."

"Let me think about it. Maybe..." Leira sped down the freeway. Is it a good idea to let a troll dress up and knock on doors? She looked down at the troll's anxious face.  "If I don't help, I have a feeling you're going to do something anyway." 

The troll shrugged. "Perhaps."

"I should talk to Nana. She seems to get you the best. I know you two have your secrets..."

The troll looked at Leira, his eyes wide and his lips firmly pressed together.

"Uh huh, don't bother. Impossible to get information out of either one of you if you don't want to tell. Admirable and frustrating in equal measures but I'm very patient little troll..." Yumfuck let out a soft trill quickly followed by a loud cackle. "Too true!"

"Still startles me when he says something and it actually fits into a conversation." Correk shook his head.

 "One day he's going to spill it. Hey, is there a spell for that? Make him speak up?" Leira moved into the left lane, easily cruising past the long line of semis in the middle lane. 

The troll bounded back over to the passenger side door and looked up at the large trucks passing by. The driver behind the wheel of an HEB food truck looked down and did a double-take as the troll held up his arm giving the signal to blow the truck's horn. The troll waved frantically as the driver stared and the troll gave the signal again. The driver's mouth hung open as he reached up and blew the air whistle. He finally waved back at the troll who was clapping his hands, smiling with delight.

"Sadly, not yet." 

The troll blew another raspberry at Correk and hopped up to Leira's shoulder to watch them speed down the highway. 

"Feel the rainbow." Leira looked at the troll's colorful tongue as he opened his mouth wide and let out another cackle.




















CHAPTER TWO




Leira found a parking space on the street right in front of Estelle's Bar and made her way toward the side gate. Yumfuck was carefully tucked in her coat pocket, curled into a ball, nestled in a pair of underwear.

"Halloween is tomorrow night. If you're going to help the troll we'll have to get him a costume. All the good ones will already be gone."

"You're thinking of going out with him, aren't you? They don't give candy to the adults. Tell you what, I'll buy you a bag of candy for your very own."

"Hilarious. What if he grew to the size of a five-year-old and we dressed him up like a little human?"

"Okay, that was funny." Leira unlatched the gate and walked through. The patio behind the bar was full of people spread out among the tables. A few had their dogs with them. Estelle was behind the bar, a cigarette clamped between her teeth, pouring a shot of bourbon and sliding it across the bar. 

"I told you I could be fun." Correk headed for the gatehouse, almost running into Leira who stopped dead in her tracks. 

No one had called out her name as she walked onto the patio. That is too weird. Over four years of hearing that and today... nothing. Not that I care. It's okay, of course... She looked over and saw Mike and Scott standing behind two people sitting at the bar, hidden from view. Janice and Kimberly were all leaning toward them, laughing and listening intently. Leira heard a familiar laugh and a hand wearing a familiar large opal ring jut in the air.

"Mom? Nana?" Tucked in the middle of the regulars at the bar were Eireka and Mara entertaining the regulars. Mara was sipping from the glass of bourbon. Leira stepped closer, a puzzled look on her face. 

A cry went up from the bar. "Leira!" 

"Didn't see you come in!" Craig gave her a salute with his beer. Estelle waved her in, blowing out a cloud of smoke that momentarily encircled her red bouffant. "Come closer, we don't bite hard."

"Did you know your grandmother can sing so beautifully? Here, you can have my seat." Kimberly got up and offered her seat next to Mara.

"She did a nice rendition of A-Town Blues," said Mike. "Hey Correk! You want a beer?"

Correk shook his head. "I'm going to head to the cottage." He caught up with Leira and pulled her to his side, whispering, "You thought they forgot you. Don't bat your hand at me, it's okay. You're still a badass detective. Let me help you out with this one... On Oriceran we call those feelings." He smiled, leaning back as Leira tried to punch his arm.

"It did startle me a little." Leira shook her head.

"Using magic has that affect. You get used to paying attention to how you feel."

"That was very Turner Underwood of you."

Correk arched an eyebrow and held out his hand. "I'll take that as a compliment. You want to hand over the tiny ambassador in your pocket before you join them? I'm not sure they're ready to understand a talking hamster." Correk held out his hand near his pocket as Leira scooped out the troll and handed him off. 

The troll blew Leira a kiss and whispered, "Motherfucker," waving goodbye.

"Tuck in your underwear."

Leira looked up startled as Correk pointed at her pocket and the purple underwear hanging out. He gave her a half smile and turned to head for the cottage. She quickly stuffed them back into her pocket and walked over to the bar decorated in license plates from Estelle's travels. 

"Two more members to the Leira Society!" crowed Paul. 

Mara leaned over to her granddaughter. "I’ve been back a little while, I know but now that we’ve got our own place it makes me happy to know you have your own society." She smiled gently. "You have this big extended family."

"They kind of formed themselves around me. Hey, I wanted to run an idea by you."

Janice patted Leira on the back, interrupting. "You guys coming with us to the Paramount Theater? The Robert Cray Band is playing. We have an extra ticket..." 

"I'm headed in for the night. Long day but thank you."

"I'll walk you home." Mara took her granddaughter's hand and stood up, turning to her daughter. "Eireka, I'm going to walk Leira home. Be right back."

Eireka leaned forward to get a better look at her daughter and gave her a long look. "Sounds good." She was about to say something more just as Donald came out the patio door. She quickly reached across and squeezed Leira and Mara's hands as a comforting ripple of energy soared through Leira, settling in her belly. 

"Night Leira!" A shout went up from the crowd around the bar as Eireka went to give Donald a hug. For once, Estelle didn't say anything about yelling at Leira and even gave her a small salute, taking a long drag off her cigarette.

"Still getting used to having so much family around you all the time?" Mara put her arm around Leira's shoulders as they walked to the cottage.

"More like I'm getting used to realizing I care. Enough about me." She shook her hands out, shaking off the feeling. 

Mara laughed. "Enough feeling talk for one day. You're definitely my grandchild. What's up?"

"You and Hagan would get on like gangbusters. I want to help Yumfuck have a Halloween." Leira hesitated for a moment.

"Spit out the rest... There's got to be more."

"Let him dress up and go trick or treating... door to door..."

Mara's eyes grew wide and she sucked in air, letting it all out in a loud guffaw, quickly followed by laughter. Everyone at the bar looked over and raised their beers. Estelle swatted the ones closest to her with a bar towel and told them to mind their own business.

"It's that ridiculous?"

"No! Well, yes... but no. It's an amazing, crazy, wonderful idea! Let the troll go trick or treating! Frankly, I'm only disappointed I didn't think of it first. What will he go as?"

"Correk suggested he go dressed as a human." Leira gave a crooked smile as Mara let out another loud laugh.

"That would be priceless! And given you only have tomorrow to look for a costume, not a bad idea. We can run by Goodwill in the morning. See if we can find some overalls and a pair of sneakers. Maybe some kind of hat. His cowboy hat won't fit if he grows big enough to stand in front of a door."

"You are really on board with this whole idea. I'm surprised, impressed and suspicious."

"Add in youthful and sexy and you've described the Berens women!"

Leira felt her face warm. She felt for her gun still strapped to her side.

"Ha! You can stand over a dead body and not bat an eye. Mention the word sexy to your grandmother and you rest your hand on a gun." Mara smiled broadly. "You'll get there." She gave Leira a tight hug and whispered in her ear. "You're part Elven and more beautiful than you realize." She stood back, her hands still resting on Leira's shoulders. "Some day, you'll see it too. Go on, get some rest. Trick or treating takes it out of you. I remember chasing after you. You were fast on your feet even then. Imagine what it'll be like keeping up with a magical troll who loves candy!"

Leira felt a shiver go down her spine. "I'm trying not to." Mara let out another loud laugh.




















CHAPTER THREE




The troll was standing on the edge of a blue plastic bucket in the kitchen, his arms clasped in front of him. The bucket was filled just under the brim with water and gala apples.

"Tell me the point of this again?" Correk scratched his head. "Why is it fun to put your head under water to try and get an apple?"

"It takes skill and determination! When you finally get one, you've really done something." Leira stood next to the bucket, her hands on her hips.

"A wet head and an apple."

"You're clearly missing the point. Look how excited the troll is... Proof!" 

"He's drooling. I'm not sure that's excitement. It's going to be more like an obstacle course in the middle of a lake for him. See the troll try to escape being crushed by apples..."

"American Ninja Warriors." The troll let out a cackle.

"See? He agrees with me."

"He doesn't agree with you. He thinks it'll be a challenge."

"At least take them out and then he can swim around for a while before we stick him in his costume."

"A troll dressing up as a toddler. Whatever. Hang on, let me grab a towel." Leira ran out of the kitchen to the bedroom in the small guest house shaped like a square.

"Don't get a big one. He's tiny." Correk called after her but didn't get a response. He went to find her, yelling, "Did you hear what I said? A hand towel will do. Unless you're thinking of taking part? Does it make the apple taste better?"

The troll watched them go, waiting for his moment. 

He hopped off the edge of the bucket and let out a trill, growing to just over three feet. He took a deep breath and opened his mouth wide, even rows of sharp teeth glistening in the light from the kitchen window. He put his head in and bit down, biting an apple in half and filling his cheeks, pulling his head out of the water. He could hear them coming and swallowed quickly, ducking his head under the water again and biting another apple in half. Water dripped down his back and he gave a hard shake, going back in for one last apple. He chomped down, chewing as fast as he could, making a satisfied humming noise. Yumfuck shrunk back to normal size as fast as he could as a pool of water surrounded him on the floor. He hopped back up to the edge of the bucket just as Correk headed back into the kitchen.

"At least let him..." Correk stopped at the table and looked at the bucket. Pieces of apple were floating on the surface. The troll was grinning up at him, once again grasping his hands in front of his belly, which was now rounder. The troll shook his head as small droplets flew off him, spraying Correk across the front of his pants. Correk looked at him, looked at the bucket and looked at the puddle of water on the floor. 

"You cheated, didn't you?" Correk shook his head, arching an eyebrow and crossing his arms in front of his chest. "I think you enjoy food more when you're stealing it."

Leira came back into the kitchen carrying a green hand towel and looked down at the bucket. "You started without me!"

"He started without both of us... Confess."

"Yumfuck!" The troll scooped out a small piece of apple floating on the surface and bit down, trilling.

Leira went over and looked in the bucket. "How did you eat so many so fast? A doughnut I get but a hard apple..."

"You sound impressed. Don't be. They're the great scavengers of the forest. Fast and nimble and can steal a hairy limeola right out from under the beak of even a hungry harpy."

"Blech, harpy!" The troll screwed up his face and spit into the bucket.

"Well done." Correk grimaced and looked at the slime floating on the top. He looked back at Leira. "You still tempted to do this? Troll saliva and apple remains mixed in cold water."

"Part of the fun. Imagine ten kids all trying to get an apple in their mouth. Lots of warm saliva swimming around and bite marks in all the apples."

"Humans are weird."

"In wonderful ways. It'll build your immune system. Come on, let me show you how it's done." Leira got on her knees and put her hands behind her back. The troll hopped up onto her shoulder as she bent over, her mouth open as she sucked in air. 

"Wueeeeee!" yelled the troll as Leira bent over and ducked her head in, swiping at an apple that ducked away from her face. She moved her head around, biting at apple after apple as they rolled away from her. She started laughing as water went up her nose, forcing her to pull her head out of the bucket, water dripping down her shoulders. She grabbed the hand towel and wiped her face, taking in another deep breath.

"Oh, okay, we're going to do this again." Correk leaned over to get a better look.

Leira let out a laugh as her head went underwater, bubbles floating up to the surface. She pushed an apple to the side of the bucket with her cheek and rolled her face around, her mouth wide open and bit down catching just enough of the apple. She lifted her head out of the bucket, triumphant, raising her arms straight overhead, blinking water out of her eyes. Her short dark hair was sticking up on the front of her head.

Leira took a bite out of the apple, letting it drop into her hand as she got off her knees, standing up straight. She grabbed the towel off the floor, wiping her face as the troll clapped and jumped up and down on her shoulder.

"Your turn! Come on, you know you want to. You wouldn't want to be the only one who didn't try..." 

"Peer pressure and from a federal agent. Very nice." Correk got closer to the bucket and looked down. The apples were still bobbing in the water.

"Ooooh, he's thinking about it. Getting closer..."

"Do it! Do it!" The troll chanted, jumping up and down. "Yea motherfuckers!"

Correk licked his lips and clenched his fists, unclenching them and shaking his hands just as there was a knock at the door. He looked up, relief washing over him.

"I think you were less scared facing down the dark mist. Hang on, you're not off the hook yet." Leira put the troll on the kitchen table and rubbed her head with the damp towel as she went to the door. There was another knock as she opened the door. "Nana! You're early. We weren't going to send out the troll till the sun starts to set. Harder to tell he's not actually wearing a mask."

"Nice to see you too, only grandchild. I wanted to spend some time with you." Mara hugged Leira and felt the damp hair against her skin. "Bobbing for apples, isn't it? We used to do that together when you were younger!" Mara set off for the kitchen, Leira trailing behind her.

"Correk was just about to bob for an apple."

"That's just an ugly rumor. Hi Mara, you're early."

"What's with the backhanded greeting around this place? I have four years of memories to catch up on and this is one of my favorite holidays! The magical community will be out with their kiddos in full force tonight. Some of those tiny Jasmines and Spider Men will be little elves or wizards."

"Where's Mom? Isn't she coming?"

"Eireka stayed out a little late last night with Donald whooping it up at the Paramount. She's staying behind to hand out some candy at the apartments, anyway. The neighbors said there's a few kids that'll come by. You all ready for your big night, Yumfuck?"

The troll threw open his arms, letting out a loud trill. 

"He's been too excited to even watch Golden Girls," said Correk

"He does love Sophia. Surprised he didn't want to dress up like her." Correk pulled his hair off his shoulders.

The troll's face lit up. "Don't start, we already have your costume and you're heading out in just about an hour. Free candy. Keep your eye on the prize." Leira rubbed the top of his head. "We should probably get changed. Correk's going as an Elf." Leira rolled her eyes.

"There was nothing else left at Goodwill." Correk released the glamour on his ears, returning them to their natural state of pointed. "Okay, one try at an apple..." He got down on his knees and tucked his hair into the back of his shirt.

"That's what we like to hear! Go Correk! Go Correk!" Leira cheered him on as he took in a deep breath and pushed his face into the water just as her phone buzzed.




















CHAPTER FOUR




"Hello, General Anderson?"

"That's not going to be good." Mara pulled her mouth into a thin line, pressing her lips together. 

Correk sat back on his heels, listening, water dripping off his chin.

"Of course, I understand. We're on our way. Yes, I'll bring him too." Leira hung up the phone.

"Him too? Do you mean me or the troll? What about Hagan?"

“I told him I’d take the watch tonight if something came up. One of his favorite holidays. Let’s check it out before we pull him away from handing out candy.”

The troll gasped looking between Leira and Correk as he stood up and grabbed the dish towel, drying off his face.

“Not you, don’t worry.” Leira patted the troll’s head. She looked up at Correk. “The General wants you along on this one and I agree.”

"What is it? What's happened?" The smile faded from Mara's face.

Leira hesitated, looking at Correk.

"Say it, child! You're making it worse." A realization grew across Mara's face and she gasped. "It's the world in between, isn't it? That's why you don't want to say anything." She put her hand on the kitchen table to steady herself. Leira reached out but Mara held up her hand, giving a hard shake to her head. "Doesn’t matter how long I’m back. Place can still make a shudder go straight through me. No, no, I'm alright."

Leira looked at Correk. "There's some kind of disturbance at Longview Park just west of here. Some teenagers playing on the basketball court are swearing they see dead people."

"On a basketball court..." Correk was skeptical. 

"It's apparently right up against an old cemetery. Come on, we better go before someone gets the bright idea of calling the news stations."

"A cemetery, classic haunting," said Mara.

Correk pulled his hair back, drying his neck. "How did a group of scared teenagers manage to get the attention of General Anderson?"

"They're all young wizards and one of them has a father in the Silver Griffins."

"Now I see how it all connects. Lois' cousin tipped her off. Woman is her own social media." Correk went to get his jacket.

"You can take the troll out for trick or treating, right? Drive him over by South Manchaca. That's still where all the houses really decorate like crazy..."

"And some of the houses give out full-sized candy bars. I remember, go..." Mara shooed Leira toward the front door. "We'll be fine. Take a jacket with you." She took Leira's face in her hands. "Be careful, just in case. You're a very powerful, magical being but this is the world in between."

Leira grasped her grandmother's hand. "I seem to remember you telling me a ghost story when I was younger that the dead really do rise on Halloween and cause all sorts of problems. Was that something you made up or..."

"All true. The veil is particularly thin on this night every year. Why do you think there's a holiday? The treats were just to distract all the little magical children. Hardly anything ever goes wrong."

"Hardly ever. You have a way of door-knobbing me with the small asides. Okay, I promise. I'll be careful. And you..." Leira scooped the troll off the kitchen table and brought him up to eye level. "Remember what we talked about. All you say is trick or treat. Not one motherfucker. Not even an aloha. Got it? You take one piece of candy per house and move on. We still agree?" The troll solemnly shook his head and crossed over his heart with his paw.

"Leave him to me, we'll have a good time. I'm an old pro at this. Kind of looking forward to getting out there after all this time. All I could do for years was watch everyone from the other side of the veil." Mara tried to smile but it was strained.

"I'm sorry I reminded you of all that."

"It's not your doing, at all. I got myself into that mess."

Leira drew back, her eyes widening. "We'll have to talk more about what that means later."

"Go, the sky is just starting to darken and the veil will get thinner still before the night is out. Just remember everything Turner Underwood has taught you. We'll be fine trick or treating."

"Trick or treat!" chirped the troll, excited.

Leira gave her grandmother one last hug and joined Correk at the door. He had put the glamour back on his ears, rounding them out. "You sure you don't want to change your shirt?"

"It's already drying. Let's get going. I don't like the idea of the world in between messing with this world."

The door shut behind them and Mara looked down at Yumfuck. "One hand of poker before we go?" The troll nodded and let out a cackle.




















CHAPTER FIVE




"It's amazing how easily the whole driving thing comes back to you." Mara sped around a corner, onto Manchaca as the troll hung onto the seatbelt. He had a mixture of fear and delight on his face as Mara narrowly missed a large green plastic trashcan on the side of the road. "That was nice of Eireka to lend me her car for the night. Remind me to fill it up before we get back home." 

"Eeeeep!" The troll closed one eye and winced as they narrowly missed a side mirror of a parked truck as a squirrel darted toward the street and thought better of it, running back the way it came. "Whew!" The troll breathed a sigh of relief.

"Once we get there I'll park on a corner and you can grow big enough for this outfit and we'll get you dressed and ready to go. This really means a lot to me to get to take out a kid for Halloween again, even if it's a strange hairy one." She whipped around another corner, turning onto Lansing Drive and hit the brakes as they got to Enchanted Drive. "Woooooo," said the troll, as he sailed out, holding onto the shoulder strap as he floated over the middle of the seat and back again.

"Oh, here we are. Thing kind of sprung up on me." Mara threw the car into neutral and took her foot off the brake as the car slowly rolled backward a few feet. "Well, that's not good." She looked down and saw her mistake, laughing, jamming her foot back on the brake, sending the troll back out again, hanging onto the strap. "You look like a tiny Tarzan! That would make a good costume too." Mara rummaged around in the shopping bag, pulling out the plaid shirt and overalls. "Okay, get to growing. There's candy to collect!" 

"Yippee ki yay!" squeaked the troll. He easily grew to just over three feet, sitting back in the seat. Two kids, one dressed like a bumblebee and the other as a vampire started as Yumfuck's face suddenly appeared at the window, his eyes wide. He gave a small wave as they smiled and slowly waved back.

"Cool costume," said the little bumblebee.

Mara grabbed an arm and struggled to stuff him into the shirt, throwing it around his back and stuffing in the other arm. She quickly snapped the pearl buttons in place down the front. 

"You're more of a seven-year-old if you ask me. Here give me one of those feet." Mara pulled a red hightop sneaker out of the bag and wiggled it around till it slid completely over the troll's paw. She picked up the overalls and looked at the half-dressed troll. "Oh geez, I should have put these on you before we put on the shoes. Well, hell with it. Let's see if we can jam you in them."

Already there were more children trick or treating up and down the street and the troll kept leaning away from Mara, trying to get a better look.

"You're not making this any easier! The faster I can get you in your costume, the sooner you get to go out there. Come on, over here, that's right." 

The troll reluctantly leaned toward Mara, putting his hand on her shoulder to steady himself as he stepped into the overalls, pushing his shoe through the tight opening. 

"Okay, one more and we head out! Point your toe. No, more like this..." Mara bent the toe down and guided the troll's shoe into the other side of the overalls as the troll grunted and pushed. Finally, his foot went through and he jumped up and down as Mara tried to throw the straps over his shoulders and buckle them. "Well, that was actually a lot like getting a toddler dressed." 

She wiped sweat off her forehead and took a deep breath, taking the troll's hand as he looked anxiously out the window. 

"Now, I know and you know that you're not really some young thing. Hell, there's a good chance you're older than Correk." The troll shrugged. "I've seen your little villages close up and they aren't some mishmash thrown together. There's real order going on in them. I'm trusting you to keep all that in mind as you trick or treat. Do you remember what you say at the door?"

"Yum..."

"Don't try my patience fur ball."

"Trick or treat."

"And if they ask you what you're supposed to be? Come on, we rehearsed this. You're something new in a Star Wars movie. The one coming out in December. There's always something new and furry in those things. You can make up a name for it."

"Yum..."

"Still not flyin with it."

"Wueeeee!"

"Sure, whatever, that'll do. Just don't stand under any lights too much. Are you ready?" 

The troll was already opening the door and hopping out, dragging the blue pillowcase Leira gave him to hold his candy. 

"Dumb question, I can see that now." Mara hopped out of the car in time to see Yumfuck race to the first house. "Meet me back here if we get separated," she yelled, hoping he at least heard her even if he didn't look back. 

She looked down the street and saw hundreds of little black bats festooning all the trees down both sides of the street. "Definitely in Austin." She turned around and noticed the yard just across the street was populated with flamingos all painted in a silvery black. "Oh yeah, definitely in Austin. Keepin it weird. Well done." She squinted, looking back down the street where the troll had taken off and saw him three houses down holding up his pillowcase as a smiling woman dropped in candy. 

"Not sure if I should try and race to keep up with you or not. Never mind, have a better idea." Mara took a quick look around and centered herself sending out the magic in front of her as symbols lit up on the back of her hands and her neck. She followed the troll's trail and tagged him with her magic as she got back into the car and settled into the seat. 

"Virtual babysitting. Much better idea. So far so good." Mara rested her head back against the seat. "Lord, please let me have real great grandchildren some day and not just a little furry rodent. Not that I don't love the little shit."




















CHAPTER SIX




Yumfuck had already made it down one side of a block and there was some heft to the pillowcase he was clutching. He wasn't even breathing hard as he ran across the street, catching up with a large group of older boys heading for a tall Colonial. A blow up of a convertible being driven by Frankenstein was moving up and down in the front yard and there was a blow up black arch over the door that said, Beware. 

The troll stayed to the back of the pack, waiting his turn as the kids in front of him rang the doorbell, cracking jokes and elbowing each other. A pirate turned and noticed Yumfuck standing back there. "What are you supposed to be?"

"Wueeeee!" Yumfuck trilled and gave them a smile.

"What kind of dumb name is that?" asked a tall kid dressed as an evil clown. 

"You're dressed as a Pennywise," said another boy in a zombie costume. The troll let out a shudder when he saw him. "World in between," he muttered. 

"What'd you say?" The evil clown shoved the troll back a step just as the door opened and all of the boys turned around to face the man at the door, planting smiles on their faces. A chorus of trick or treat went up from the group. 

The man smiled, admiring each costume as he dropped Snickers and Hersheys into each bag. Kids muscled their way through the group, hurrying down the stairs to the next house. 

"Wow, that is some great makeup, son. Your parents in the business?" The man peered into the dim light trying to get a better look. "Wow, really good."

The troll smiled and waited till the man finally dropped candy in his bag. The older kids were already at the next house yelling, trick or treat. Yumfuck waved and bounded down the stairs, headed for the house when he heard something in the bushes. He slowed down, listening for the sound and heard whimpering. He went closer and found a young boy about his size dressed up as Batman with glasses, doing his best to pick up what was left of his scattered candy, strewn across the ground. 

Yumfuck went closer and helped him pick up some of the pieces, tossing them into the plastic orange pumpkin the boy was holding. "You don't have to help me," sniffed the boy. "I can do it." He took off his glasses and brushed the tears from his eyes, wiping his face on his sleeve, leaving a smear of snot.

Yumfuck tilted his head and looked back toward the bigger boys running down the street. He could still hear them jostling each other and shouting. He cleared his throat and asked, "It was them, wasn't it?" His voice came out low and soothing. The squeak all but gone.

"Yeah... they knocked me over and took most of my candy. The rest they threw in the bushes."

"Where's your Mom?"

"Working late. My babysitter is talking to her boyfriend and told me to get a head start."

"Yeah, mine is probably asleep by now."

"You don't sound like a kid, no offense."

"None taken." The troll scooped up some more of the candy on the ground and tossed it into the plastic pumpkin.

"That's a really cool costume. Doesn't even look like a mask. My name's Henry. What's yours?"

"Yumfuck Tiberius."

"Wow, that's a cool name. Your dad's name or something?"

"Or something. Come on, let's go collect some more candy. You have some catching up to do."

Henry stood up, brushing off his Batman costume and Yumfuck noticed the tear in one of the knees and the scraped skin underneath. He clenched his paws, taking deep breaths to control his anger. Not a good time to suddenly grow large and split his costume right down the middle. 

They headed to the next house and stayed well behind the older boys, keeping them in sight as they turned the corner and went down Forrest Drive before turning onto Sylvandale. At one point the boys were across the street and the scary clown noticed them walking along and started pointing and shouting. "Hey, the little Batman creep is with the furry farmer!" The other boys pointed and laughed. Yumfuck narrowed his eyes and took a deep breath, letting out a low rumble.

"How about we show them a thing or two?"

"I don't know. I know those guys from school. They're a couple grades ahead of me and scared the beejezus out of pretty much everybody. I don't want to have to face them every day."

"I have an idea how we can fix all that... You on board?"

"I'm not sure. Let's just get some candy and get out of here." They walked toward the rancher with hands and feet coming out of the ground.

"In the village where I'm from we face bullies like that all the time just to survive. Some of them even have real fangs or horns."

Henry laughed as they came up to the next house. "Sure they do. Good one."

The troll let out a cackle. "You can't run from them so you have to learn how to deal with them. Sounds like you have the same problem."

"How do you guys deal with them?"

"We work together. No one tries to do it alone. Everybody gets a job. Cooperation is the key to harmony. And then there's a magic ingredient..."

"Magic?"

"Yes... do you believe in magic?"

Henry stared at him and looked down the street. "Uh, no, not really. Magic is for little kids. I'm in second grade."

"There's all kinds of magic. Trust me. Different creatures with different powers..." The troll shook his head. "But this kind everyone has. You believe more in success than you do in failure and every decision you make, no matter what happens walks you in that direction."

"I don't get it."

"You got pushed in the bushes and they took your candy."

"Don't remind me." Henry leaned forward and pushed the doorbell. A large woman opened the door, smiling broadly holding a large plastic bowl. 

"Trick or treat!" The troll and Henry chimed together. 

"Oh, how adorable! Here, take a few extra." She scooped up candy and dropped it into their bags. 

"Thank you." Henry started down the stairs as the front door closed. Yumfuck followed him and they headed up the street.

"Now, you got more candy. Still headed toward success. You had a hitch in the plan but it's still working."

"I don't know. Maybe, but I still have to face them at school tomorrow. Where's the success in that?" He looked around nervously.

"Yeah, I got a plan and that will involve a little more magic." Yumfuck tore open a Reese's cup, swallowing it in two bites.

"Yumfuck, you'll make a great salesman someday but I think your plan is looney."

"You'll see."

They passed a group of little girls all dressed as pixies. A little girl with long blonde hair took a long look at the troll. "Ooooh, I get it. You're Yumfuck." She smiled and gave him a small wave. 

He waved back and said, "ET phone home," holding up his finger. She laughed and caught up with her friends. "Look, it's a bigger Yumfuck!" The girls all turned and giggled.

"You're popular." Henry trudged up to the next door and waited behind Superman and Aladdin. Henry rang the doorbell as Yumfuck came and stood next to him. They could hear someone behind the door yelling, "Let me get this one. I've missed all the others." 

The door swung open as Hagan was grabbing the bowl from the nearby table. Henry called out, "Trick or treat!"

"Well, look here. Batman and... well fuck me..." Hagan stared at Yumfuck who smiled and waved.

"He's a Wueeee from Star Wars."

"Felix Hagan do not use that kind of language with the trick or treaters!" Rose's voice echoed down the hall. Hagan opened and shut his mouth, his eyes wide as Yumfuck smiled and waited. Henry held up his orange pumpkin.

Hagan finally caught himself and looked down at the bowl of candy. "Right, well... okay." He gave each of them fistfuls of candy and whispered to Henry, "Don't tell your parents I swore, kid." Henry shrugged as the troll let out a happy trill. 

"Geez, now he's trick or treating," Hagan muttered as he slowly shut the door. "What next? Bagging groceries? Keeps showing up everywhere. Little shit."

"You know that guy?" Henry looked inside of his pumpkin. It was almost full again.

"We go back a ways. He's good people. Come on, there's those guys down the block. Time to work together."

"You sure you have a plan?" Henry asked nervously.

"Just believe in yourself and in magic, no matter what happens. It'll all work out."

They crossed the street and crept up closer to the crowd of boys, staying close to nearby bushes. "Okay, this is the part where you're going to have to believe a little bit more that the world is a bigger place than you realized." Yumfuck put down his heavy pillowcase and took off his costume, carefully folding it, slipping out of the shoes.

"You're covered in fur! What is that, some kind of condition?" Henry stared in amazement. 

The troll cackled. "Follow me!"

Yumfuck went out and stood on the sidewalk under a streetlamp yards from the boys. Henry stood just behind him for a moment but bit his lip and stepped forward. "If I'm gonna go to crazytown, may as well take the express."

The zombie noticed first, pointing and yelling to the others. "Hey, the hairy farmer kid took off all his clothes! What is that you got on? A furry onesie?" The other laughed, nudging each other.

"I see you got more candy, Henry. Time to pay up." The scary clown took a few steps toward Henry as the troll let out a low growl that rumbled across the sidewalk.

"How'd you do that?" asked the clown, stopping in his tracks. He curled his lip into a sneer and took another step forward clenching his fists. 

"Okay, Henry, here we go. Believe." 

"I believe...I believe...I believe..." Henry gulped in air, pushing his glasses back up his nose over his Batman mask. His palms were sweaty as he stood his ground.

The troll put out his chest and grew rapidly into an eight-foot beast, towering over the boys just as they made a run toward Yumfuck and Henry. The troll’s arms and legs grew to the size of tree trunks as he let out a roar that sent their hair fluttering back and blew off a Halo Masters helmet. He beat his chest for dramatic effect. Pennywise fell backward, dropping his bag of candy as he shook all over. Henry looked up in amazement, his mouth hanging open, whispering, "Fuck me..." He turned to the boys and let out his own roar. "I am Batman," he said in the deepest voice he could manage.

Yumfuck let out another roar before shrinking back down to just over three feet tall.

"Don't hurt us, man. We didn't mean it. None of it," said the kid dressed as Pennywise. He stayed on the ground, quivering. 

The troll turned to Henry. "Okay, this is where you have to do something that might seem a little weird and really takes some courage." The troll put out his hand and waited as the boy on the ground cautiously put out his hand and Yumfuck helped him up to his feet. The other boys looked like they wanted to run but no one moved, staring at Yumfuck, their eyes wide.

"I live in these parts. You mess with Henry, you're messing with me. You play nice, then we're all friends."

A heavyset kid in the back of the group dressed as Wolverine stepped forward, curious. "You would be our friend? We would have an alien as a friend?"

The troll nodded. "Not exactly an alien."

"You from another planet?"

"Yeah, but it's complicated."

"You're an alien, dude. I predicted this." The boy in the Wolverine costume puffed out his chest and looked around at his friends. "I knew aliens were real."

"You're ahead of the curve, kid." The troll gave him a thumbs up.

"You show up when we need you too?" The scary clown softened, pulling off his mask. A brown lock of hair fell across his face. There were freckles across his nose and cheeks.

"That's how I play it. We all work together. Now give Henry back the candy you took from him."

Sirens sounded from down the street and the troll ran quickly back to the bushes, pulling on the shirt and overalls as fast as he could, jamming his paws back into the shoes. He ran up behind the boys, sticking to the back in the shadows away from the street lamp. 

The patrol car pulled up alongside the boys and an Austin police officer jumped out, looking around like he expected to see trouble. "You boys see a large animal roaming loose?"

The boys looked at each other as Henry stepped forward. "No sir," he said, blinking behind his glasses. "Street's been pretty quiet."

The boy in the clown costume stepped up next to him and looked at Henry and back at the officer. "That's right, sir. Pretty quiet. We haven't seen a thing." 

The other boys chimed in with "Not a thing." 

"Quiet all night." 

"Nothing to see here."

"What about your little friend back there?" The officer pointed at Yumfuck. "You see anything?" Yumfuck opened his mouth to say something...

"Hello officer, these boys are all with me." Hagan came jogging up the block, pulling up the back of his pants, holding out his badge. "Detective Hagan in Homicide." 

"Do you live on this block, sir?"

"Just down the street. What seems to be the problem?"

"Got a call about a Yeti loose on the street, scaring children." The officer shook his head, rolling his eyes. "We have to check in case it’s some drunk bothering kids."

"Haven't seen anything but maybe he's moved on to another street. Might pay to take a slow roll around all the blocks. I'll make sure this group gets home safely."

Henry slipped back behind the boys to the troll. "Thank you. You were right. Magic is real. I believe."

"And everything is headed toward success." The troll looked over at Hagan and the officer as the other boys gathered round. "I'll be seeing you guys around. Look out for the little guys. That's your job now. I have to hit the road. I can't stay around any one place too long." He gave them all a wink and slipped away, turning down the street and doubling back on Gladeview, stopping at a few houses for more candy as he made his way back to the car.

He opened the door and slid inside, dropping his pillow case full of candy on the seat and nudging Mara who was sound asleep. "I'm not asleep."

"Yumfuck," said the troll, shrinking down to five inches, easily sliding out of the costume. He dove into the bag and pulled out a hard candy, tasting it. "Rootbeer?" He tossed it back in and tunneled to the bottom, coming back up with a Kitkat bar. "Yummmm."

"I heard a rumble in the jungle. I don't suppose that was you." Mara started up the car and hit the gas, careening down the street as the pillowcase slid toward the floor with the troll in it. 

"Wueeee!"

"Looks like you got a haul. Aren't you going to count it all first? Leira used to do that and then call her friends and compare numbers."

"Motherfucker!" The troll bit down on an M&M and gave Mara a wink.

"Okay, have your secrets. But your day is coming."

"Meh. Happy Halloween!" the troll squeaked.

"Right back atcha my tiny friend. Happy Halloween!"
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My mother was every inch the artist that most of her daughters turned out to be in one form or another. Her medium was sewing and knitting. She could make anything by hand and better than you could find in a store. There was one Christmas when she made me an entire Barbie wardrobe. Wish I’d been smart enough to keep all of those. Another story, some other time.

Anyway, one Halloween, we didn’t have any money so either my oldest sister, Di who was a genius at making costumes, or my mother would sew us something that looked great and always got compliments. 

I never liked them. 

It wasn’t the costume, it was the bulky coat underneath that she always insisted we had to wear. Usually a coat two sizes too big because my mother bought us coats we could ‘grow into’. 

I grew up outside of snowy, cold Philadelphia and my mother always made sure the costumes were big enough to fit a coat… underneath. I suppose she was trying to help so you could see what we were wearing but the end effect was I looked like a round sausage no matter what I was supposed to be. If I’d been a little smarter I would have said, “make me a caterpillar”. That way it would have all come together. But I was all about the pretty.

There was that year I managed to put together my own costume as a gypsy, raiding her closet and using all the bulky costume jewelry my younger brother and I had been giving her for Christmas for years. I insisted – no coat! And stubbornly froze as I went from house to house, hanging in there for a few blocks. I loved it even if I was pretty frozen by the time I made it home. That first bit of freedom to make my own choices and live with the consequences. I insisted to my brother, my teeth chattering even after we were back inside that I was fine. I liked it. Gotta believe! (And wear a coat)




Happy Halloween everyone!
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First, THANK YOU for not only following us through this Oriceran Halloween short story but also reading these author notes, as well!

Martha asked me what we were doing for our author notes, and suggested we write a Halloween story we remember.

While she might have meant ‘remembered fondly,’ I have to admit that my main Halloween story is a bit of a downer.

And a good primer on simple chemistry.

About the second or third grade, we had a swing set in our small backyard in northwest Houston Tx. It wasn’t much of a swing set; in fact, I believe it carried a bit of animosity towards me. I don’t remember deserving this animosity, but then again, I can believe one thing or another I’d tried might have creating the ill-feelings of this swing set towards me.

But, as they say, that is another story.

In this story, the swing set was merely the location of this horrible memory. Without this memory, I’m not so sure I’d even remember the swing set in the first place.

So, sometime around 1978 or so, we went out trick-or-treating and low and behold, I had LOOT! I mean, this wasn’t any inconsequential loot (not for my bad little 9-year-old self) but real, half a lunch paper bag or MORE, amount of loot.

The kind where it was all sweet and sugary goodness. The kind that if older me was talking to younger me, I’d tell me to “whisper sweet nothings into that bag, before you aim to eat it all in one sugar-orgy overload.”

However, had I the chance to go back and talk with younger self I would actually tell younger Michael “IT’S GOING TO RAIN! GET YOUR IGNORANT SELF BACK OUTSIDE AND SAVE THE LOOT!”

That’s right, this is where the chemistry comes in. Houston is one of those cities where it rains a fair amount. So, any time a little kid puts out sugary goodness in crap plastic wrapping (this was before the poison scares that caused candy manufacturers to wrap their candy better) it’s going to not only rain, it’s going to be a torrential downpour.

Then, when the little boy goes back outside once Poseidon is done (he’s the god of the sea, does he cause downpours?) I go find my bag sitting on one of the seats of the swings. The poor little plastic seat.

A seat with a soaked paper bag but also (I kid you not, I’ve no idea why this is in my memory because we are talking about November in Texas) honeybees which were swarming around my bag.

My LOOT!

My loot…my precious sugar-orgy-loot had become a liquid mess inside this soaked paper bag…

Deluge of Water + Candy = I CAN’T EAT ANY OF THIS!

See, I told you chemistry was involved.  It’s the dark kind of science - the evil kind of chemistry that separates a boy from his Halloween loot.

And the swing set that was laughing as the little boy hung his head, taking his soaked and disgusting brown paper bag to throw it all away.




The End.




I WISH YOU ALL A FANTASTIC HALLOWEEN SEASON THIS YEAR AND MANY MORE INTO THE FUTURE!



Ad Aeternitatem,

Michael Anderle
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