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It has been a full year since the spirits and specters of Halloween Town gathered on Spiral Hill to witness the union of Jack Skellington and Sally the rag doll. The Mayor officiated the ceremony, where Sally, clad in hand-sewn black lace, was crowned as the Pumpkin Queen before the happy couple embarked on a honeymoon trip to Valentine’s Town.

In their first year together, the ever-curious Pumpkin King and our charming new Pumpkin Queen enjoyed a diplomatic tour of the other holiday towns, even bravely exploring never-before-known realms including Queen Sally’s home, Dream Town, as well as Tooth Town, Weather Town, and Music Town. The royal couple’s travels not only bolstered Halloween Town’s economy through tourism but fostered friendships among the leaders of other realms, resulting in last spring’s highly successful All Realms Gathering.

The anniversary also marks a year since the Pumpkin Queen’s cunning triumph over the notorious Sandman. Hailing from Dream Town, the Sandman cast a deep sleep over residents of the seven holiday towns and even on residents of the human world. Queen Sally’s clever tactics led not only to the Sandman’s defeat but also to the invention of a tonic to cure his cursed sleeplessness. Today, the Pumpkin Queen and the Sandman are occasionally spotted enjoying cups of soothing chamomile tea together, with the former foe now a friend of the town.

In a twist of fate, Dr. Finkelstein, now exposed for his ill-advised abduction of Sally from her Dream Town home when she was a child, continues to fulfill his one-hundred-year community service sentence in the very town he once disrupted. Halloween Town residents report that his residence, now repurposed into Queen Sally’s potion workshop, emits pleasant herbal scents as well as harmonious melodies sung by the queen herself—a fitting serenade to a town famous for its haunts but now equally known for its unity and charm.
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On the night before our anniversary, Jack and I prepare a feast of herb-roasted gizzards topped with nightshade berry jam, spider-silk pasta, and hemlock brew, and finish off the evening with a decadent graveyard cake topped with black sugar crumbles. We have every reason to celebrate, after all. Tomorrow, we’ll pack our bags and head to Dream Town to commemorate a whole year of marriage.

And really, that’s what my life is now: a dream. Of course, no dreams are perfect. Like anyone, I occasionally gasp awake with a fluttering heartbeat from a nightmare—but truly, I have nothing to complain about. It’s been one year of midnight snuggles beneath the jack-o’-lantern quilt that I sewed. One year of reading Shakespeare aloud to each other over steaming mugs of honeysuckle tea. One year of laughter. One year of love. And one year of my reign as the Pumpkin Queen, a role I once slipped into as anxiously as I would an ill-fitting pair of shoes but that, day by day, I’m doing my best to wear. There are still the occasional misunderstandings, fraying plans, and nagging bouts of self-doubt, but surely that is what every queen faces at one time or another.

Right?

“Good night, darling Sally.” Clasping my hands in his, Jack captures my lips in a kiss. Warmth melts through my insides like raspberry-scented candle wax. I lean into his cool embrace, circling my arms around his neck.

“Good night, Jack.” I follow up his kiss with a soft one of my own.

He pulls back and, with a concerned frown, rubs smooth a deep wrinkle that, over the last few months, has settled into the corner of my mouth. “Is something troubling you?”

“Oh, no, everything is perfectly wonderful,” I’m quick to assure him. “I’m delighted we’ll see my parents tomorrow. It’s just that . . .” I feel a twitch of my eye stitches.

Softly, he finishes my thought. “Just that you’re anxious they’ll try to convince you to move to Dream Town again?”

A sigh rattles out of me. My parents’ motivations are pure and kind—they want me close after so many years apart. But it’s already harder than I thought being Pumpkin Queen, where I have to juggle a dozen different roles, from checking in guests at the Haunted Bed and Breakfast to co-hosting Halloween preparations with Jack.

“Everything will be fine.” I smile widely, ignoring the twitch in my eye.

Stuffed to the seams after our feast, I settle into bed with a languid yawn, wanting to wake bright and early for our trip, and am asleep in two shakes of a raven’s tail.

I can’t have slept for long before I’m shaken from slumber by the clatter of bells. Jolting upright so quickly that I strain my seams, I find a strange-looking cuckoo clock hanging over our bed. I’m certain it wasn’t there when I went to sleep.

Rubbing the sleep from my eyes, I push to my feet, balancing on the wobbly soft mattress, and climb onto the headboard for a better look.

The clock is fashioned out of driftwood painted midnight black, with bloodred numerals that run from one to, impossibly, thirteen. A tiny door with a crescent moon carving looms beneath the swirling clock hands.

“Jack?” I call groggily, rubbing my eyes. “Did you hang this clock?”

The echo of my voice in our hallways is my only answer.

The spinning clock hands suddenly stop at 13, and the clock’s little door opens on a mechanical coil. I’m expecting a wooden cuckoo bird to spring out, but instead, out pops a wooden figurine of a rag doll.

She has stick-straight crimson hair. Her miniature limbs are hinged in all the same places my body is stitched together. She wears a patchwork dress.

But . . . that’s not me.

It can’t be.

Whereas all my limbs are the pale blue of a winter sky, this twisted rag doll figurine is hinged together from disparate parts, like some scientist’s gruesome creation. Her left arm wears one sleeve from a set of pinstripe pajamas. Her right leg is stitched with red-and-white threads like a candy cane. Her hinged hands are stained in pastel Easter egg dye, and her eye sockets are set with the glistening crystals from my Pumpkin Queen crown.

The rag doll figurine takes up a spirited dance that looks grotesque with her cobbled-together limbs. Her jerky movements make her head loll to the side, and the top of her skull falls open, hinged in a place where mine doesn’t have a seam. Inside is a teensy cotton-stuffed brain, just like Dr. Finkelstein’s.

A hinge suddenly snaps on the rag doll’s shoulder, and her Dream Town arm tumbles away. Next, the hinge breaks on her hip, and her left leg, which is capped with a shiny red, white, and blue–sequined shoe, falls to the floor. The little figure’s sightless crystal eyes swivel up at me as her mouth opens in a silent scream.

I jerk my hand away from the clock with a hiss. Pinpricks spread down my arms like a rash. As my chest heaves, my bare foot slips on the headboard, and before I can steady myself, I’m falling.

Down, down, down . . .

Into blackness as complete as the grave . . .

Jolting, I wake up and blink around at my normal bedroom. Suddenly, there is no driftwood clock over the bed. No spinning rag doll figurine. Only my dear husband, whose eye sockets dip low at the edges with bottomless concern for me.

“You had a bad dream.” Jack tenderly tucks a strand of bloodred hair behind my ear. “I’ve got you now, Sally. Through sweet dreams or nightmares, I’ve always got you.”

“Oh, Jack.” I bury my face against his rib cage. “It didn’t feel like a dream.”

As I sink into his hold, letting my twisted-up stuffing of cotton and crisp autumn leaves unravel back into place, I try to tell myself that he’s right: It was only a dream.

I may now be the queen of a land of nightmares—but I come from a place of sweet dreams. And even though my life is happier now than I ever imagined, it seems that, even in slumber, I still can’t find my place between those worlds.


[image: ]


The next day, my dream is nothing but a stubborn cobweb clinging to a corner of my mind as Jack and I travel to Dream Town.

I’ve always loved the first glimpse of my home realm. Just through the Hinterland doorway, tidy paths wind through calming lavender fields that cover the gentle hills, leading to the walled city in the distance where my parents reign. Hand in hand, Jack and I stroll down a row of the periwinkle blossoms, letting our hands brush the stalks to release more of the heady fragrance up toward the cotton clouds pinned to the sky. Fireflies dance a lazy waltz between us, flashing their summer lights, as I rest my head on Jack’s shoulder and let out a contented sigh.

Really, what is there to worry about? My life is perfect as pumpkin pie.

I run my hand down the royal gown I sewed out of black chiffon, then adjust the iron crown that circles my scarlet locks. While I feel most at ease in my simple patchwork dress, tonight is our anniversary, which calls for grandeur. At precisely six o’clock, we are attending an elegant dinner hosted by my parents in the Governor’s Residence.

“Do you have the time?” I ask Jack anxiously.

He draws a black-widow-shaped watch out of his pocket and consults the spindly hand that ticks off the passing seconds. “We have plenty of time. Besides, we’re the guests of honor. Supper can’t start without us!”

My stuffing bounces in my chest as I nod. “That’s true. I’ve just been so busy with the Haunted Bed and Breakfast . . . and writing obituaries for Ghosts & Ghouls . . . and keeping the café stocked . . . and the royal visits from Ruby Valentino and Sandy Claws and all the other holiday leaders . . . and, of course, Halloween preparations . . .”

Jack retakes my hand. He weaves his bony fingers through my fabric ones to calm the anxious fidgeting I didn’t even realize I was doing.

“Sally, you’ve done so much as Pumpkin Queen. You’ve been fraying yourself at the seams to hold our town together, as well as form friendships with the other towns. Tonight, you deserve a break.”

I gaze lovingly at his furrowed browbone as the breeze carries the distant sound of bleating sheep to my ears. “Perhaps you’re right.”

He squeezes my hand harder. “I’m so proud of all you’ve done, and above all, the fact that you did it your own way. No one else is you, Sally.” He cups my cheek in the shell of his palm. “I love you.”

My heart flutters like a bird taking wing. The lavender stalks tickle my ankles with their playful petals, making my grin stretch even wider.

Jack is right. We have all the time in the world. In this realm’s eternal dusk, my queenly deadlines, schedules, and appointments might as well be worlds away. There is never day and night in Dream Town, only this hazy, golden twilight. The distant singsong of lullabies in the air whispers to me that we have an entire lifetime ahead of us.

So, as we cross the fields toward the city gates, I soak up the peaceful fragrance of my hometown, letting my body soften into the fond memories of the years I spent here before Dr. Finkelstein stole me away. In the distance, the walls of Dream Town rise sturdy and strong, though the gates are left permanently open now. A year ago, when I first discovered this realm, my parents kept the gates barred at all times. Residents paled at the mere mention of the dream-stealing Sandman who put so many worlds, including Halloween Town, into a deep slumber.

I’m astounded to think how different things are now. The residents we pass smile and greet us with sleepy yawns, moving without fear from town to the fields and beyond. And the Sandman? He and I meet every few months so I can administer a sleeping potion that knocks him out for a nice long snooze.

The positive changes aren’t limited to Dream Town. Since I learned about my origin, I’ve been learning all I can about dreams and lullabies and, of course, my parents. Albert and Greta. The governors. Discovering the wonders of Dream Town makes my soul sing, so I’ve made it my mission to share that joy. It is my fervent hope that the countless realms with doorways in the Hinterland grove can meet in friendship and be as charmed as I am with Dream Town.

“What an exceptional crop!” Jack says as he inspects a lavender stalk pinched between his fingers. “How do you imagine they harvest these flowers? Have you seen any wheelbarrows? Sacks? Donkeys?”

I elbow his rib cage lightly and nod toward a pair of flower farmers a few rows over, cutting stalks with scythes and bundling them with twine. Jack’s hollow eyes light up. Work is always front of his skull, especially with Halloween just two weeks away. Soon, we’ll need to harvest our own pumpkin patch, and Jack’s been up every night sketching plans for more efficient harvesting contraptions on his chalkboard.

As we leave the lavender fields and stroll toward the river, Jack’s neck continues to crane back over his shoulder toward the farmers. Oh, my dear Jack. So easily distracted. Another spouse might feel slighted, but I adore everything about my husband, faults and all. To recapture his attention, I swoop low to pick a silver dandelion and twirl it playfully between my cloth fingers.

“Do you know what this is?”

“Why, of course,” he says. “It’s a dandelion!”

I smile. “Yes, but when they’re silver like this, they’re called puffballs. Powerful potions call for them as ingredients because they’re symbols for time.” I thrust the stem into his bone-white fingers. “A lovely reminder that Halloweens come and go, pumpkin harvests will happen, and we’ll be all right.”

His hollow eyes tip down lovingly at me. He cups my fabric cheek, brushing a smooth thumb bone against the line of stitches running there. “We’ll be more than all right, Sally. Together, we can accomplish anything.”

My heart beats a steady melody in my leaf-and-cotton-filled chest. I don’t think it’s possible to love Jack more than I do now, even if we lived a thousand lifetimes.

We stroll onto a bridge spanning the sleepy river and stop at the top, admiring the view of town. He encircles my back with one bony arm.

I take the dandelion puff from him, then look up shyly. “Do you know what I used to do with dandelions as a little girl?”

“Why, I couldn’t possibly guess.”

“There’s a game I used to play, right here along the river shore. I didn’t remember it until I read back through my old journals. I would blow on a dandelion puff and tell myself that one day, I’d have a new adventure for every seed that I caught.”

Jack’s mouth pulls as wide as a grinning pumpkin’s. He plucks the dandelion back from me and twirls it. “Shall we play, then?”

With a count of one, two, three, we lean over the bridge’s railing and both puff at the same time. A shower of gauzy seeds floats into the pastel dusk, dancing along with the fireflies.

I swipe at one floating toward the willow branches. “That’s one adventure!”

Jack plucks a seed wafting toward the fields. “That makes two!”

Laughing, I catch another seed in my linen palm. “Three!”

“Four,” Jack pronounces as he claps his hands around another seed like he’s catching a bug. “This one involves sand dunes and two-humped camels—I can feel it!”

We’re a whirlwind of laughter as we zigzag across the bridge to catch as many cobweb seeds as we can before they float out of reach. Happy tears cling to the corners of my eyes, and Jack’s white face glows. Our gazes connect for a second, and my body sings all the way down to my curling toes, like I’m back on Spiral Hill for our wedding day, whispering I do.

“Oh, Jack. I can’t wait to go on all these adventures with you.” One final dandelion tuft wafts by Jack’s skull, and I dart toward it, eager to keep our game aloft. But the seed gusts out of reach, and I stumble and crush my waist against the bridge’s railing. The air rushes out of my lungs. My iron crown tips off my head and plunges toward the river—

With a gasp, I grab it just in time.

“Sally! Are you all right?” Jack steadies me with one hand on my shoulder, concern etching lines in his face.

“Yes,” I say, straightening, smoothing the wrinkles from my gown as I catch my breath. “That’s one benefit of being made of fabric and string—fewer bruises.” I reassure him with a smile that fades, however, when I examine my crown. “Oh, no!”

The silver-dollar-sized crystal that rests front and center is gone. With a frown, I peer down at the water. It must have fallen in. Jack leans his matchstick frame over the railing, too, scanning the current.

“I’ll find it for you!” He scales the railing to take a swan dive, but I tug him back down to earth before he can jump, shaking my head.

“Don’t, Jack. You can’t show up at our anniversary dinner sopping wet.” I sigh deeply, then pin on a rueful smile. “It’s only a bauble. Besides, this river carries dreams to the human world, so maybe it will give some human child especially good dreams tonight. That’s the silver lining.”

He smooths his bone fingers over the pesky wrinkle that, lately, has been determined to stick to the side of my mouth. “Always looking at the bright side, aren’t you? That’s one thing I love about you. You know that it’s okay to not be perfect all the time, yes? Sometimes I worry you try too hard to balance so many roles while keeping a smile on your face. It would delight me to go on all these adventures with you, but can you add ‘adventurer’ to your ever-lengthening list of titles?”

The concern in his eyes gives me pause. It’s true that I’ve been feeling stretched thin at the seams this last year—but what choice do I have? I can’t possibly disappoint so many residents who are depending on their Pumpkin Queen.

“After Halloween,” I chirp with strained brightness, “I’m sure things will calm down. There will be more than enough time for us to find your two-humped camels.”

Slowly, the burning concern in his eyes dies back down to a gentle flicker. He smiles impishly at me before giving me a kiss on the cheek. “They spit, you know.”

I roll my eyes teasingly, though a worry seeds itself deep in my stuffing. What if things don’t calm down after the holiday?

We make our way back toward Dream Town’s gates, waving to the Dream Sand factory workers starting their shift, and pause to listen to the gentle humming of a lullaby crooner lighting candles along the path. Jack can’t stop stealing glimpses of the farmers harvesting with their special technique, and he finally wanders over to swap expertise about our pumpkin patches with them. I shake my head, smiling at my husband’s stubbornness, then catch sight of Dream Town’s sheep flock plodding down the path and walk over to watch the fluffy white parade.

I may be the queen of Halloween Town, but here, amid the chamomile breeze, my nightmares couldn’t feel farther behind me.


We’ll be more than all right, I reassure myself with Jack’s promise. Together, we can accomplish—

The flock of sheep passes, and as the dust settles, a figure on the other side of the road takes shape.

He wears dark round glasses that are dwarfed by his bald cranium, secured with bolts to the rest of his skull. His wheelchair drones as he navigates behind the sheep, using a long shepherd’s crook to herd them toward the town’s gates, muttering to himself about unsanitary working conditions.

Fear hardens in my limbs until I’m rooted into the ground. My lungs constrict. My throat feels tied up in knots. The lamplighter’s distant humming sounds sinister now, like droning cicadas.

And I wonder if my nightmares ever went away at all, because here is one right before me.
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The last time I faced Dr. Finkelstein, it was with my head held high and a lion’s roar in my heart. Because after so many years, I had defeated my tormenter. There was a time when I knew no other life than as his helper. Sweating over boiling pots of pumpkin-lentil soup in his kitchen. Sweeping the cobwebs from his laboratory. Slipping sleep-inducing deadly nightshade into his meals so I could sneak away to town. I thought I was like a daughter to him, created out of disparate parts on his laboratory table. But I was never his. My real life began here, in Dream Town.

Now?

I’ve severed those puppet strings and used my own limbs to walk away from him. Forever. And then I became a queen.

Still, my heartbeat struggles to strike a steady rhythm as the inky coins of his glasses pin me like a moth to a board. They reflect my pale face, teacup-saucer eyes, and broken crown, and suddenly, I’m back in the dusky chill of his laboratory. My fabric skin prickles to recall the feeling of being under his magnifying glass. To remember how his eyes, oversized through the curved glass’s distortion, would peer at my seams for any imperfections.

And there were always imperfections.

“Sally,” Dr. Finkelstein sneers now in a voice that drones like a mosquito. “Well, aren’t you looking fancy these days?”

Though my heart skitters like fallen leaves in the wind, I lift my chin and straighten my crown atop my scarlet hair. “Hello, Dr. Finkelstein. I see the governors of Dream Town found a suitable community service job for you.”

He glances down at the pile of sheep dung in front of his wheelchair and scowls.

It’s hard to believe that a whole year has passed since Dr. Finkelstein confessed to abducting me from the Governor’s Residence in Dream Town, then making me forget my past with a bat-wing and swamp-water potion. In punishment, Jack assigned him to one hundred years of community service in Dream Town and obligated him to grant me access to his laboratory and supplies for my potion making.

“No thanks to you, wretched girl,” he snarls.

My reflection in his glasses shows my long lashes batting. Once, I would have shrunk beneath his insult, but now I stand tall and chirp with false sweetness, “Well, you only have ninety-nine years left to go!”

I grin inwardly, my stuffed legs poised to whirl and stride away whether the rest of my body wants to go along or not, but to my surprise, the doctor slumps in his wheelchair with an old man’s sigh, and I pause.

“Oh, Sally.” His voice vibrates like a fly caught in a spiderweb. “I’ve made mistakes in my life. Still, I can’t tell you how lonely it is to be trapped in a foreign town where the air smells odd and the light is never quite right.”

I hitch up a stitched eyebrow. “Oh? To the contrary, I believe I know exactly how lonely that can be.”

“Bah,” he retorts. “You have Jack! What do I have here? Nonsensical rhymes and weak lavender tea?”

My lungs fill with impatient breath as I wait for him to complain about missing his test tubes, his telescope, or his cellar full of bones.

But he mutters forlornly, “I haven’t seen Jewel in a year.”

My lips fall open, surprised. That’s what he misses most? His new companion?

My heart softens like flax under the skilled hands of a weaver. I press my palm against the chiffon ruffles at my chest, blinking my spider-leg eyelashes as I study him.

“Travel between realms is free and encouraged now,” I point out. “Jewel can visit you any time.”

With a moan, he smacks his gloved hand on his cranium. “She suffers from motion sickness. She can’t make the trip through the doorways without feeling a touch green. Besides, she has her portion of the residence to keep up. Igor can’t dust all the cobwebs on his own. You used to do so much. . . .” His hands sink back into his lap, where he grips the shepherd’s crook tightly. He asks wearily, “How is my laboratory?”

“I rearranged a few things, but you’ll be pleased to know I left up your anatomical models—they come in handy as sewing dummies. And the herb garden is flourishing. I just planted tulsi basil and cardamom.”

He offers me a smile that would almost feel warm if his withered body weren’t capped by such a cold steel skull. Could he actually be repentant? He looks downtrodden, and lonely, and old, and it melts away the worst of my anger like snow under sunlight.

I glance over my shoulder to track Jack, who is still talking to the lavender farmers, throwing up his hands excitedly to demonstrate the size of his new pumpkin harvester. For all Dr. Finkelstein’s faults, he’s right about one thing: I do have Jack.

My hands comb through the heavy strands of my hair as I ask in a small, halting voice, “Why—why did you do it?”

He snorts, not needing to ask what I’m referring to. “I told you. I wanted respect as a scientist. And I wanted a daughter.”

“Yes, but why did you want a daughter?”

Dr. Finkelstein remains quiet, and the gentle rush of the breeze through the lavender fields is broken only by a clock’s chime beyond the Dream Town gates. Oh, no. It’s nearly six o’clock—the start of our anniversary supper.

The second out of six chimes tolls.

I can’t dawdle.

And yet . . .

Pensively, oblivious to the chiming clock, the doctor waves his hands in the air. “Every scientist dreams of a creation that will outlive him. What could be a better legacy than a daughter? When I saw you here in Dream Town, I saw more than just a rag doll child making star wishes out her window. I saw possibility. You were a thinker, like me, but trapped in a bland world of bedtime stories and warm milk. I wanted a more interesting life for you.”

I scoff deep in my throat. An interesting life? That’s what he calls it?

I run my thumb over a small tear in my right palm that Jack helped me mend last week, though he’s all thumb bones when it comes to sewing. When I lived with Dr. Finkelstein, my hands used to fray often from pot scouring, and the doctor would repair me in his laboratory with needle and thread. Inevitably, he’d take the opportunity to remind me that this was the only life I was suited for.


A rag doll is meant to provide comfort to others, he would say. Her painted-on smile never falters.


I used to wonder if that was all I had in common with the doctor: our skill with a needle. Though my needle only ever sewed on lost buttons, his conjured darker things.

Drawing myself up to my full height, towering above him, I say now, “Even though what you did was wrong, I am thankful in a way, because I do belong in Halloween Town, with Jack.”

The third chime tolls.

A strange, thorny smile folds across Dr. Finkelstein’s paper-thin lips. “Belong? You think you belong in Halloween Town? Oh no, my dear. You misunderstood me. I didn’t take you to Halloween Town because I thought you would fit in there. I did it because it would be an interesting experiment to observe. To see a cotton-soft girl dropped in a land of claws. My hypothesis was that you would never adapt, like a desert flower in the Arctic.”

The bell tolls again, but my delicate ears hardly hear it. The roar in my head belongs to a lion again as anger makes my stitches tighten along the sides of my neck.

He was never remorseful. Not at all.

“Your hypothesis was wrong.” My voice is as sturdy as the distant city walls.

“Ha!” His top-heavy skull tips back for a cruel chuckle. “It was right. You don’t belong in Halloween Town. You don’t belong here, either. In fact, you don’t belong anywhere, Sally. You’ll always be lost. You were stitched together from too many parts. Mended with pieces from too many different worlds. You’re a misfit, and that’s all you’ll ever be.”

My hands might be soft, but they curl into iron fists. I was wrong to think my tormenter might have changed. He’s still the same selfish monster he always was. If anyone belongs in the land of nightmares, it’s him.

But so do I. I am Sally, the Pumpkin Queen. It feels like a lifetime since I was that shy girl thrust into the spotlight as Jack’s bride, burdened with queenly expectations that I wasn’t prepared for. I fought through the darkness then and forged my royal path. I found a way to be the queen Halloween Town deserves and stay true to myself.

Yes, you proved that you are a queen . . . but queen of where, exactly?

I can’t help admitting that Dr. Finkelstein’s words conjure my dream of the mismatched rag doll figurine, spinning and spinning until she tore apart. As my breath strains, my seams begin to ache as though they, too, might snap at any moment. . . .

As the bell tolls the last of the six chimes, Jack sweeps to my side, his browbone furrowed. He bares his teeth at the doctor as he circles my waist with one arm. “Dr. Finkelstein, are you bothering my wife?”

The doctor sniffs the air like he smells more than sheep dung. “Jack Skellington. Here to save the day?”

“My wife is perfectly capable of handling herself, Doctor. And you should consider yourself lucky that she didn’t use her latest milkwort potion on you. She’s twice the scientist you ever were.”

A grumble climbs up Dr. Finkelstein’s throat as he jabs his wheelchair controls to turn him away from us.

A proud flush spreads across my cheeks as I thrust my arm through Jack’s, though my heart still races. “Come on, Jack. We have somewhere to be.”

We leave Dr. Finkelstein to his flock of sheep as we stride toward the welcoming gates of Dream Town, with the rising tower of the Governor’s Residence reaching high enough almost to touch the clouds.

We’re headed to family. To friends. To a place where I belong.

. . . Right?
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By the time we leave the fields behind and pass through the Dream Town gates, I’ve almost forgotten entirely about my conversation with Dr. Finkelstein. The twilight stars cast a cool glow over the stone-and-clay houses, bathing the cobblestone streets with a soft haze. Slow, lilting voices emerge from open windows as parents sing lullabies to their children. A pair of teenage girls in matching oversized pajamas stroll hand in hand along a row of shops with yawns on their drowsy faces.

When they spot Jack and me, their eyes twinkle.

“Candy dreams in pumpkin pails . . .” the first girl greets us in a rhyme, while the second one adds, “A magic night of frights and tales!”

The twilight residents of Dream Town are perpetually caught in half-awake dreams, but their singsong way of speaking no longer sounds strange to my ears. In fact, a bone-deep part of me recalls that I used to speak this way, too.

“Salutations on this night,” I answer as we pass. “May your eventide slumber delight.”

Curiosity twinkles in Jack’s eyes as he ducks his head to whisper in my ear, “I’ve never quite understood why everyone here speaks in rhymes.”

I slip my hand in his. “It’s simply their way, as though life is a dream.”

“Well, it’s clear that the Dream Town residents adore you as much as everyone does in Halloween Town!”

I blush under the moonshine light of Jack’s proud smile. It’s kind of him to say, though I’m not entirely sure it’s true. One of the vampire brothers and I often knock heads over the décor at the Haunted Bed and Breakfast. The witch sisters grumble behind my back that my hair needs a good brushing. Still, as we near the Governor’s Residence, townspeople nod to me with lazy smiles, each of them welcoming me as an old friend, and my smile pulls so wide I’m afraid the seams will snap.

In front of the Dreamscapes Apothecary, a woman in starburst pajamas speaks low and intently with a man whose clothes give away the fact that he comes from Fourth of July Town: sequined blue pants and a white shirt with bright red stars.

“Look, Jack,” I whisper with a nudge to his ribs. “It’s a visitor from another holiday town.”

A year ago, Dream Town was completely closed off from the other realms. Their doorway in the enchanted grove was overgrown with vines, and their town’s gates remained barred. It wasn’t until I tumbled down a passageway that I accidentally opened the connection between our worlds. With Jack’s support, that link has spread like a spiderweb to connect every holiday world and ancient realm. Now, it isn’t odd to spot an Easter bunny hopping through Valentine’s Town, or a vampire slinking along the shadows of Christmas Town.

I frown as the man throws his hands into the air. “Does it look like they’re arguing?”

But Jack doesn’t hear me, his attention fixed on a shop selling tasseled sleeping caps.

As we pass other Dream Town residents, I catch snippets of conversation about the mingling realms.

“Cupid’s arrow finds its mark, true love begins with a spark . . .” one man says to his wife about Valentine’s Town.

“Egg hunts in meadows and chocolate dreams, new life begins with blooms and sunbeams,” a small boy murmurs to his mother.

All over, signs of new friendships between the realms abound.

It isn’t long before we reach a white stone house with a plaque that reads governor’s residence. Even before Jack can knock, the oak door is flung open inwardly.

“Sally!” My parents’ stitched faces beam at us as they throw their downy arms around me. They both wear silk pajamas with midnight-blue robes that surround me like cottony clouds. My heart leaps like a baby lamb. Their candle-wax smell grips me in a familiar embrace, and I feel like a daydreamy little girl again.

When I finally pull back, happy tears glisten at the corners of my mother’s eyes. She smooths down a strand of my hair—bloodred, just like hers. Her fingers are silky soft against my linen temple.

“Hello, Mom.”

My father thrusts out his hand to Jack. “Jack! We’re thrilled to have you back, my boy.”

“Greta! Albert!” Jack heartily shakes my father’s hand, then my mother’s. “We’re overjoyed that you invited us to visit for our anniversary.”

I press a hand to the blue thread seam over my heart, overcome with joy to see my parents and my husband embracing one another so lovingly. They make small talk about the Dream Sand factory’s production, and then my father rests his broad hands on my shoulders.

“Everyone is so happy to have you back, my darling.”

My heart squeezes as I recall all the kind, sing-song greetings we received in Dream Town . . . until a bald skull and beady black spectacles creep back into my mind’s eye. My father is wrong: Not everyone is happy about my visit.

You don’t belong anywhere, Sally. You’ll always be lost.

But Dr. Finkelstein’s foreboding words vanish like a puff of smoke when my mother sweeps me inside with an arm around my waist and chatter about the feast she’s helped prepare for our anniversary celebration.

They escort us into the dining room, with its glittering painted mural overhead of the constellations against a navy night sky. The aroma of baked goods tickles my nose and makes my mouth water. We take our seats, Jack and I on one side, my parents on the other, and catch up with one another over a row of flickering candles as my father pours bubbly champagne into crystal flutes.

“To Sally and Jack!” he says, raising his glass. “Our darling girl and boy, and one year’s time of joy. May your love, like sleep, be restful and deep, and your dreams be the promises your hearts keep. Happy anniversary!”

We all lift our glasses in a toast. As mine clinks with Jack’s, our eyes meet, and I feel myself falling in love with my dashing Pumpkin King all over again. The corners of his eyes tip down tenderly.

“I love you, Sally.”

“Oh, Jack. I love you, too, more than—”

I’m distracted when a girl enters through the doorway with a tray and begins to serve us. She looks to be around thirteen or fourteen—and she’s a rag doll, just like me. Only slightly older than I was when Dr. Finkelstein stole me away.

My spider-leg eyelashes tap together in surprise. Other than my parents, she’s the first rag doll I’ve seen in Dream Town. Most rag dolls live in the human world as companions for slumbering children.

The girl has straight black hair chopped sharply at her chin, and she tips her head shyly so that a chunk falls over her right eye. She has a seam straight down the center of her face and another one curving along her jawline so that the two intersect at her chin’s peak. She has big round eyes dotted with moss-green irises, and red patches sewn onto the apples of her cheeks. Her checkered pajamas are oversized enough that the sleeves dangle low on her hands.

After she serves us sandwiches cut into crescent moon shapes, my mother says, “Thank you, Luna. These look scrumptious.”

The girl smiles shyly from behind her curtain of hair.

“Sally, Jack, this is Luna Slumberly,” my mother says. “She volunteered to serve dinner tonight so that we can chat. She’s spent the entire week with us, and it’s been delightful.”

My father adds, “Luna won a lullaby-writing contest, and for her prize, she asked to shadow us to observe how Dream Town is governed.”

“Oh, how lovely!” I exclaim. “Can we hear the winning rhyme?”

The red patches sewn on Luna’s cheeks darken. She clears her throat before quietly reciting,

“In sweet Cookie Town where clouds puff like cream

lived a baker’s apprentice with a heartfelt dream.

By dawn, she would frost, by dusk, she’d knead,

for the goal of her work was to one day lead.

The town’s Cookie Queen was known to exclaim,

‘Pish! Posh! These confections of ours all taste the same!’

The baker knocked at Crumb Castle after toiling all night.

Her mocha macarons were new, and the queen’s heart took flight!

‘In this young baker, a successor I see.

For her cookies have magic. She shall rule after me!’ ”

We all clap, and Jack even whistles.

Beaming with pride, Greta says, “It’s no wonder Luna has a talent with words. Her parents are Dream Town’s most famous authors of bedtime stories. They’ve written half the tomes in the Lullaby Library, I’d dare say.”

Luna fiddles with a strand of her black yarn hair, eyes skirting to the corner. “I’m sure you would recognize some of their stories. You do tell bedtime stories in Halloween Town, don’t you, Sally?” Her eyes widen, and she quickly corrects herself, “I mean, Queen Sally—”

I chuckle softly. “Just Sally is fine. And yes, we certainly do, though they’re more to keep our little ghouls and goblins awake all night in terror than to elicit sleep.”

Luna’s eyes snap to mine, filled with wonder. “Goodness!”

My father smooths a hand down his pajama lapels. “We all expect Luna to follow in her parents’ footsteps, writing some of the top bedtime stories to ever come out of Dream Town.”

I note how, under all this praise, Luna shifts her attention back to serving sandwiches. It can’t be easy to live in the shadow of famous authors. I know my parents mean well, but I wonder if it’s fair to Luna to weigh down her cotton shoulders with such a burden at her young age.

Clearing my throat, I pick up my fork and say, “I have no doubt she could, given her talent with words. But there is much a person can do with such a gift. For example, your lovely rhyme reminded me of the spells I write.”

Luna’s stitched lips pull taut in a shy smile. Her gaze flickers curiously to me as she clutches the empty tray, angled back toward the kitchen. “Do you really think so? I’ve heard all about your powerful spells. It’s almost impossible to imagine, like a magician stepping right off the page into real life.”

“Yes, I do think so.”

I chase her gaze until I manage to snag it, then give her a warm smile. Her candied apple cheeks gleam as she disappears back into the kitchen, the smile on her face impossible to miss.

My parents turn to Jack to ask how Halloween preparations are proceeding, and while I listen in with a polite smile, my curious mind is still on the rag doll girl.

When I was her age, living in Dr.
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