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Chapter 1

Angela St. Claire’s keycard swipe triggered the tinny, annoyed beep she now linked with the after-hours entrance, as if the clinic was already tired of her before she even clocked in. The glass doors opened a little slower than usual, sticky with condensation, and Angela hunched through, bracing herself for the familiar shock of recirculated air. Tonight, though, the waiting room didn’t smell like the usual industrial antiseptic. Instead, it was sweet, chemical, and faintly nutty—more like a halfway house for deranged dentists. Even before she spotted the first crumpled orange wrapper under the baseboard, she had a feeling something had been left to rot.

She paused a foot over the threshold, rolled her eyes, and surveyed the reception area with the same critical detachment she reserved for her own dating prospects. The overhead fluorescents, each one about as cheerful as a morgue drawer, did their best to illuminate every fingerprint on the plexiglass partition and each glistening footprint on the vinyl tile. Normally this was the hour when the last traces of day shift chaos faded: no screaming children, no half-delirious parents with insurance questions, no endless parade of delivery reps. Tonight, though, something had set the building’s pulse to half speed, and even the vending machines hummed with a sort of anxious restraint.

Angela’s rubber-soled shoes squeaked across the tile, setting off echoes so crisp they felt almost staged. As she rounded the corner to the nurses’ station, she was greeted not by the sight of paperwork or the sound of a groan, but by the unmistakable glint of fun-sized candy bars, piled haphazardly in a cracked plastic bowl. Half the bowl’s contents had already been looted, and a minor drift of wrappers had accumulated beside it, each little corpse a testament to the day shift’s total lack of self-control.

Angela extracted her badge and tapped it against the security pad. “Happy Halloween to me,” she muttered, and let herself behind the station, where a string of pumpkin-shaped lights drooped lazily from the edge of the counter, blinking out of sync. Someone had added googly eyes to the ‘Please Sign In’ clipboard, and Angela briefly imagined the admin who did it. It was almost always Patel—Nurse Patel, whose relentless perkiness made her both the most and least favorite member of the staff. Patel had a standing tradition of dressing up for the holiday, but since management banned “distracting” costumes after the Chicken Suit Incident, Angela guessed she’d at least tried to make the place look festive. Or as festive as you could get in a facility that specialized in treating wound infections and adult bedwetting.

“St. Claire!” Patel’s voice carried from the break room with a singsong inflection that made Angela’s scalp prickle. “You are ten minutes early, oh my god. Don’t tell me you actually had fun plans for tonight?”

Angela scanned the shift schedule posted above the monitor, which was already annotated with a rainbow of highlighters and indecipherable abbreviations. “If by ‘plans’ you mean driving home in peace without the threat of projectile vomiting or highway roadkill, then yes,” she called back, dry as the Sahara. “But please, by all means, rub in the fact that you have a social life.”

Patel emerged from the break room, her curly hair tamed by a headband with black cat ears, and an orange scarf knotted over her scrubs. She had a mug with a smiling ghost on it and the word “BOO-tiful Nurse,” which Angela suspected was self-bought.

“So, what’s your costume?” Patel grinned, gesturing at Angela’s pressed blue uniform and regulation ponytail.

Angela tugged at her name tag. “I’m dressed as a competent, emotionally stable member of society. Scariest thing you’ll see all night.”

Patel laughed, a sound that would have seemed genuine if it wasn’t so practiced. “Another year stuck here. You’d think administration would have mercy and let us off the hook at least once.” She lowered her voice, leaning over the counter, as if afraid the exam room walls might be listening. “I heard there’s a party at Duffy’s after midnight. Might be a nice change to see you out of your crypt for once.”

Angela considered this, weighing the pros and cons of Duffy’s (pro: strong gin and tonics; con: every ex she’d ever avoided) and settled for a noncommittal “We’ll see how the night goes.” She gestured at the bowl. “Did you seriously hand out candy to every patient?”

Patel’s smile went a little crooked. “Only to the ones with a sense of humor. You’d be amazed—one guy in room four has already eaten five packs of Skittles. Probably a record.”

Angela made a mental note to check his glucose levels. “Well, it’s either that or the latex gloves. I’ll take the diabetes.”

Patel’s gaze drifted toward the double doors at the end of the hall. “Slow night so far,” she said. “No ambulances, no last-minute check-ins. But if you get bored, I left you a present in the top drawer.” She waggled her eyebrows, then busied herself with the sign-out sheet.

Angela watched her for a moment, then peeled off her coat and reached for the chart tablet. The cover was sticky with residual candy powder, and she grimaced as she powered it on. For all Patel’s obsessive hygiene lectures, she still left half her body weight in glitter and sugar wherever she went.

Angela set up her station with the clinical precision that had earned her the unofficial title of Night Queen, lining up pens, post-its, and the stack of consult forms she’d be expected to finish by sunrise. She opened the top drawer out of curiosity and found, wedged between two boxes of tongue depressors, a king-sized chocolate bar. It was labeled “For Emergencies Only.” Angela snorted and closed the drawer, resolving to forget it existed until she truly hit bottom.

The first hour crawled by in slow motion. Patel signed off and did her signature sweep of the hallways, singing a few bars of “Monster Mash” before Angela could tell her to knock it off. As the door swung closed behind her, the clinic sank back into silence—a silence so profound it seemed to press against Angela’s eardrums, punctuated only by the hollow click of her mouse and the occasional distant clang from the HVAC. She checked the patient board: three overnighters, one expected late admit, and an empty ER. It was the sort of lull that always made her uneasy, the calm before the storm, though experience had taught her that Halloween was more often the storm itself.

She made a circuit of the floor, clipboard in hand, checking the med carts and restocking the gauze bins. In the supply closet, she found two more candy wrappers, which she picked up with a sigh and tossed into the biohazard bin. At the end of the east hallway, a bowl of pumpkin-shaped lollipops sat abandoned on a rolling tray. The label read 'TAKE ONE. AND ONLY ONE!!' in Patel’s loopy script. Angela rolled her eyes and took two.

Back at the station, Angela settled into the paperwork grind, her eyes flicking from screen to form and back. The only break came when a faint rustling caught her ear—too soft to be anything but a candy wrapper, yet persistent enough to demand investigation. She scanned the desk, but nothing moved. She checked the bowl; still half-full, wrappers undisturbed. She waited, holding her breath, until the rustling stopped.

Angela scolded herself. It was just the HVAC, or a draft, or the building settling into its own weird rhythm. This was a night for nerves, nothing more. Still, as she went to log a patient’s vitals, she caught the faintest flicker of movement at the edge of her vision. An orange blur, gone before she could focus on it.

“There must be a logical explanation for why we have more candy than gauze tonight,” Angela muttered, her voice echoing flatly off the empty hallway.

She put her head down and got back to work, determined to outlast the building’s odd mood. After all, she reminded herself, the real horror show didn’t start until after midnight.



By 22:00, Angela decided she’d had enough of sitting and waiting for the universe to send her something new to catalog. Her own restlessness was a louder noise than the ancient desktop fan buzzing at the edge of the nurses’ station. She stood, straightened her already straight scrubs, and slipped a pen and the chart tablet under her arm. The rounds weren’t strictly necessary—not with half the clinic’s patients already sedated for the night and the other half absorbed in hospital-grade cable—but routine was how you survived the night shift without developing a taste for ether.

The corridor just beyond the nurses’ alcove was lit by two rows of tired fluorescents, their light turning more blue as the bulbs neared the end of their lives. Every twenty paces or so, one would flicker and briefly cast the hallway into near darkness, just long enough to make you think something had moved. Angela walked briskly, letting the hard snap of her footsteps announce her presence. For once, she thought, it actually paid to be loud.

Her first stop was the long-term patient wing, which smelled marginally better than the main waiting area but only because someone had managed to burn out the plug-in air freshener days ago. She poked her head into each room with practiced efficiency, confirming the beeps of monitors and the steady rise and fall of sleeping chests. Most of the patients were gray-haired, pale-lipped, all suffering from the vague, intractable conditions that kept the clinic in business. One, a wiry old man with a shock of white hair, had managed to drool a bright green line of melted M&M’s onto his pillowcase. Angela made a note to update his chart and change his linens at the next interval.

On her way out of the ward, she nearly collided with Mr. Reyes, the janitor. He had the peculiar ability to move in total silence when he wanted, but tonight he was humming something tuneless and staccato as he pushed his mop bucket past the nurse’s lounge. His uniform, a faded blue coverall, bore a patch with his name stitched in capitals, and his left sleeve was permanently stained with a brownish ring from years of contact with his cart handle.

“Evening, Ms. St. Claire,” he said, not quite stopping.

Angela sidestepped him with a polite nod. “Evening, Reyes. Didn’t expect to see you up this way so soon.”

He gave a noncommittal grunt and paused, wringing out the mop with hands as gnarled as tree roots. “Candy’s everywhere tonight. Kids must’ve snuck some in with the afternoon visitors.” He jerked his head toward the far end of the corridor, where the vending machines stood like altars to the gods of high fructose and trans fat. “They jammed the Skittles slot again.”

Angela squinted down the hall. “We should put that on the safety checklist. Wouldn’t want the Board to learn about a Skittles-related fatality.”

Reyes bared his teeth in a brief, crooked grin. “Could be worse,” he said, resuming his mopping. “One time, years back, someone put a whole raw chicken in the microwave and set it for ninety-nine minutes. You remember that?”

She shuddered. “I wasn’t here yet, but Patel still tells the story every Thanksgiving.”

He nodded, then drifted away, trailing the smell of bleach and old cafeteria. Angela watched him go, his tune echoing behind him long after he’d vanished into the rec room annex.

She continued her rounds, this time heading down the east corridor. The shadows here were longer, warped, and unpredictable. Even the motion sensors seemed off; half the time, the lights flickered on a second too late, leaving Angela in a brief pocket of darkness. It was enough to make the skin on her neck tighten, like a warning. She tried to shrug it off, but the feeling lingered.

At the end of the east wing, a door stood ajar. It was the old records room, officially closed for renovation. Angela frowned, her left eyebrow twitching slightly, and pushed the door open with her foot. Inside, everything looked normal: stacks of old file boxes, a shelf of battered binders, a rolling chair with stuffing poking out of the vinyl. The overhead bulb was off, and the only light came from the hallway, casting a warped shadow of her head across the nearest wall. She checked the knob, saw the lock was still broken, and shut the door with a dull click.

As she turned back toward the patient rooms, she could have sworn the air behind her changed, becoming cooler and denser, almost like someone had just walked by. Angela hesitated, then picked up her pace, feeling more annoyed with herself than anything else.

The final stop on her circuit was the minor procedures area, mostly dark except for the emergency light above the eyewash station. Here the silence was deeper, less forgiving. Angela stepped inside and, as if on cue, her heel landed squarely on a flattened Reese’s wrapper. The sudden, crisp crackle echoed through the otherwise empty room.

She startled, almost lost her balance, and let out a breath sharp enough to taste. Embarrassment flooded her cheeks. Get it together, St. Claire, she thought. You’ve handled worse than a rogue peanut butter cup.

Behind her, a low chuckle broke the quiet. Reyes again, leaning on his mop with both hands.

“Jumpy tonight, Ms. St. Claire? Just Halloween jitters,” he said, and even in the dim light she could see the playful gleam in his eye.

Angela squared her shoulders. “I’m a nurse, Mr. Reyes. I don’t get ‘jitters’ over a silly holiday.” She crushed the wrapper in her fist and deposited it in the nearest trash, as if to prove the point.

He shrugged, unconvinced. “Maybe so. Still, nights like this…” He trailed off, smile faltering for a second. “Sometimes you hear things. This building’s got a lot of memories.”

Angela met his gaze, just long enough to signal she wasn’t buying any of it. “If any of those memories can fill out the narcotics log, I’d appreciate it.”

He laughed—just once, a soft bark—and returned to his cleaning, the mop slapping rhythmically against the tile.

Angela left the minor procedures area and continued her rounds, each step a little heavier than the last. She was determined not to give in to the building’s strange atmosphere, or let herself become the kind of person who believed in ghosts or urban legends. She was a nurse, after all. If something odd was happening, it was because someone hadn’t followed procedure, or an intern had left a window open, or at worst, Patel was behind an elaborate prank.

Still, as she made her way back to the nurses’ station, Angela couldn’t quite shake the sense that someone, somewhere, was watching her. And whoever it was, they were enjoying the show.



By midnight, the clinic had settled into the kind of stillness Angela usually welcomed: no emergencies, no late admissions, just the hum of outdated electronics and her own shallow breathing filling the hours. But tonight, that stillness felt different, each minute stretched thin and tense, like something was about to happen. Even paperwork, her usual refuge, offered no escape. The familiar forms and checklists couldn’t hold her attention for more than a moment.

She sat at the nurses’ station, pretending to review vitals on the tablet. Her gaze kept drifting to the darkened lobby and the shadows where the lights no longer reached. Every so often she’d glance over her shoulder, convinced she’d seen a movement, a shift, a barely-there flicker on the edge of vision. Each time, nothing but the faint afterimage of the pumpkin lights blinking their tired Morse code.

Angela drew her knees together and planted her feet flat, grounding herself in posture if not in spirit. She exhaled, counting out five slow seconds, then forced herself to focus on a chart. The medication log for Room 7’s chronic insomniac patient, a Mrs. Brenner, who—if history was any guide—would be up and complaining of “full moon dreams” before the end of the shift. Angela read through the log, every letter sharp and precise, until the silence in the building dialed up another notch.

This time the silence was surgical: no humming from the vents, no distant clatter from maintenance, not even the soft plink of condensation in the pipes. The only sound was the persistent, unnatural hum of the vending machine outside the staff lounge, which seemed to grow louder with every minute.

Angela pushed back from the desk, crossed the corridor, and leaned against the vending machine, letting the mechanical drone fill her head. She pressed her ear to the glass. The machine shuddered, vibrated, and then suddenly stopped. The silence was immediate and complete.

Angela straightened, rubbing her arms. The chill of the air conditioning felt more like an unwanted touch than a comfort. The bowl of candy still sat on the nurses’ counter, untouched since her earlier circuit. She reached for a chocolate, half to prove a point to herself, half as an excuse to have something to do with her hands. Her fingers trembled as she tore the wrapper, and the crinkle of plastic echoed down the hallway. She winced, then popped the chocolate into her mouth, savoring the cheap, waxy sweetness as a minor rebellion.

The clock read 12:17. She could call Patel, but she knew the response would be a stream of emojis and a probably-Photoshopped selfie with a digital cat nose. Instead, she pulled her phone from her pocket and dialed Melissa—a friend from nursing school, now a self-styled Instagram bartender and full-time Halloween fanatic. The phone rang twice, then flipped to voicemail, Melissa’s recorded voice bright and tinny:

“Hey, it’s Mel! I’m probably mixing up something spooky, so leave your tricks or treats and I’ll get back to you! Boo!”

Angela rolled her eyes and waited for the beep. “You’re missing nothing here. Just me and about fifty pounds of candy someone left everywhere.” She paused, hesitated, then added, “Anyway. Hope your party’s good. Call me if you survive.” She clicked off and let her hand fall to the counter, fingers drumming a nervous rhythm.

The pumpkin lights above the station chose that moment to stutter, then went dead entirely. The corridor beyond plunged into a new darkness, deeper and more deliberate than before. Angela’s heart pounded, the beat so forceful she could feel it in her ears.

She stood, unsure whether to check the breaker or just wait it out. She reached for the emergency flashlight under the desk, but her fingers fumbled and knocked it to the floor. As she crouched to pick it up, a sickly orange glow flickered at the end of the east hallway. For a split second, she thought she saw movement—a silhouette at the edge of her vision, gone as quickly as it appeared.

Angela wiped sweat from her brow, even though the air was cool enough to make her skin prickle. “Not tonight,” she said out loud, as if announcing it to any lurking entity would make it true.

She turned on the flashlight, its beam harsh and focused. Each step down the hall was a struggle between reason and adrenaline. Her heels clicked faster with every stride, the sound cutting through the silence like a metronome.

At the entrance to the east wing, Angela paused. The feeling of eyes on her back was no longer an abstraction, but a physical certainty. She spun, flashed the light behind her, and found only the emptiness of the corridor, the walls gleaming sterile and unyielding.

Still, she couldn’t shake the certainty that somewhere, someone was watching, waiting, and smiling in the dark.


Chapter 2

After midnight, the east wing was the easiest place in the clinic to disappear, especially if you didn’t mind hissing lights and the faint, constant smell of melted sugar. Angela had taken over the last working exam room, dragging the overstuffed supply cart down the scuffed linoleum with the quiet focus of someone on a mission. She was halfway through refilling the gauze bins, her hands working automatically while her mind wandered, when she caught her reflection in the warped aluminum of a sharps container. The dying ceiling lights made her face look pale and tired, at least ten years older than she remembered.

She squinted at herself. “Nothing a little botox can’t fix,” she mumbled, but her heart wasn’t in it.

The room stank. Not just of the familiar chemical astringency, but also something sticky and overripe—like a toddler’s Halloween haul left festering under a radiator. Angela found three fun-sized wrappers under the exam table and flicked them into the trash with surgical disdain. Patel’s handiwork, probably, or some insomniac patient sneaking contraband. If she was feeling charitable, she’d have guessed both.

The light above her flickered, then steadied. She set her penlight down, rolled her neck, and looked around: glass-fronted cabinets, a battered exam table, and a biohazard can already half-full with the night’s work. It was just how she liked it—predictable, easy to manage, and mostly free of people.

A draft from the corridor brought in the sweet smell of marshmallow, then something even stronger—honeyed, but with a sharp, sick edge, like cough syrup left out too long. Angela wrinkled her nose. It was the same smell as before, only now it seemed more aggressive.

She locked the supply cart, checked the sharps count (perfect, as always), and bent to inspect the storage drawers under the counter. The bottom drawer, which should have held only spare exam gloves, instead yielded a crushed packet of orange peanut butter crackers and a folded scrap of paper.

She unfolded the note. Patel’s round script: “For emergencies—call if you need backup! -P.” Angela almost laughed. A little part of her wanted to send a selfie, just to prove she was still in one piece.

She straightened up, set the cracker packet beside the monitor, and reached for the chart tablet. The screen, which had been at 40% battery a moment ago, was suddenly dead. Angela tapped it. Nothing. She toggled the power button. Nothing. With a sigh, she leaned on the exam table and started manually jotting on the backup clipboard, channeling the vengeful ghost of her old nursing professors.

The lights flickered again. This time, the bulb over the supply sink went out with a faint snap. The room didn’t go completely dark; enough light from the hallway kept the edges of things visible. Still, the change made every object cast a shadow that seemed much too big.

Angela finished the restocking in record time. She had planned to check the east wing med cart next, but the prospect of another walk through the flickering corridor wasn’t exactly appealing. So she lingered, killing time by alphabetizing the wound gel tubes and stacking the spare tongue depressors into a precise wooden pyramid.

That’s when she saw it: an orange glow. At first it was faint, like an afterimage from the dead bulb, but it slowly grew brighter in the glass panel of the doorway, outlining her silhouette in a strange, dim orange. Angela stood still, her heart rate barely changing, and waited for her mind to come up with a logical reason. Maybe emergency lights. Maybe streetlights outside.

But the glow pulsed, three times in a row, almost like a simple signal.ward the door, clipboard at the ready. Her shoes made no sound against the floor, but the sound of her breathing felt loud enough to set off a car alarm. Angela hesitated, then opened the door just enough to see out.

The hallway was empty, except for a drift of wrappers and the steady, insistent glow coming from the very end of the corridor, near the closed records room. The color was wrong for the clinic’s emergency lighting—too warm, too saturated, like the inside of a pumpkin. The air was wrong, too: it felt denser, heavier, and her skin prickled in the cool pocket that radiated from the light’s source.

Angela’s fingers went cold, then hot, as adrenaline did its thing. She considered calling Patel, or even Reyes, but decided that explaining her paranoia was worse than dealing with the weirdness alone. She squared her shoulders, forced her breathing to slow, and strode into the hall with the clipboard held in front of her like a riot shield.

The orange light grew brighter as she got closer, and the air felt colder with each step. It didn’t feel like a freezer, but more like opening her parents’ garage on a cold morning, with the smell of old leaves, gasoline, and metal. She shivered and told herself not to overreact.

Halfway down the hall, she heard a soft, wet sound—a slow, steady drip, like syrup hitting the floor. She stopped and listened. Nothing else. The glow pulsed again, matching the rhythm of the dripping, as if the hallway itself was alive.

Angela’s scalp tingled. She edged closer, stopping just before the light source. There, on the ground in front of the records room, was a puddle of viscous green goop. The stuff shimmered like antifreeze, spreading slowly from a trail that led…upward? She followed it with her gaze.

And there, rising from the shadowed entryway, was a shape that made her doubt every cell in her brain.

He—she guessed “he” only because of the ruined doctor’s coat draped over the spindly frame—towered nearly a foot above the doorway. His head was a pumpkin. Not a cutesy jack-o’-lantern, but a huge, leering thing with a grin that stretched from stem to stem, its slitted eyes flickering with that same infernal orange. The body was almost skeletal, the hands impossibly long, with each finger dripping a sweet-smelling, glowing green sap that hissed where it hit the floor.

Angela froze. She couldn’t move or react; she just watched.

The pumpkin head cocked sideways, as if assessing her vitals from a distance. The smile never moved, but the orange light inside seemed to grow brighter.

“Nurse Angela,” the thing intoned. Its voice was like two voices layered, one high and clinical, the other low and hollow. “I’ve been observing your work.”

Angela took a step back, clipboard raised, pulse pounding in her temples.

“You’re due for an examination,” it said.

That snapped her back into herself. “Who are you?” she demanded, her voice steadier than she felt. “How do you know my name?”

The pumpkin doctor’s coat rippled as it moved, every step sending little splashes of green syrup onto the tiles. Angela noticed the stains on the fabric—some blood, some unidentifiable, all of it old and set in deep. The thing’s badge was a broken circle, the words smudged out except for a single initial: H.

It stepped closer. The air got colder, but Angela’s skin felt suddenly feverish.

“I am Doctor Halloween,” he replied. “And I know all my patients intimately.”

She pressed the clipboard to her chest, trying not to show her shaking hands. “Listen. This is a private facility. You need to leave, or I’ll—”

The thing’s grin widened, if that was even possible.

"Call security," Angela finished, but even she could hear how weak it sounded.

The dripping increased, the puddle growing into a slick, neon tide. With every heartbeat, the orange light strobed through the pumpkin’s carved face.

Angela’s vision narrowed. All she could see was the pumpkin, its grin, the dripping sap, and the sound of her own rough breathing.

She couldn’t move. All she could do was hold on to the sense of authority she’d built over her career, even as it started to slip away.

And somewhere, beneath the fear and disbelief, something in her shivered with anticipation.



Angela’s survival instincts didn’t kick in for about six seconds. In that time, the pumpkin-headed figure moved closer, filling the doorway and cutting off her escape. The orange glow from his face made her own shadow loom large and shaky. She tried to sound in control. "This is a restricted area," she said sharply. "If you don’t leave, I’ll—"

The figure tilted his head, the carved grin growing wider. "You’re not being honest," he said, his voice sharp and clinical, with something sweet and rotten underneath. "You’d rather examine me than call for help. Curious nurse, always cataloguing."

She bristled at the accuracy. “Don’t flatter yourself. I’m a professional. Now—” She lunged for the phone behind the counter, hand closing around the receiver, but before she could dial, a vine-thin hand wrapped around her wrist. The touch was slick, cold, and just yielding enough to be undeniably real.

Angela’s first instinct was to wrench away. She succeeded only in splattering her sleeve with the viscous green slime oozing from his palm. The stuff smelled of crushed apple cores and melted Jolly Ranchers. She gagged, momentarily distracted.

“You’re exhibiting signs of acute sugar deficiency,” the pumpkin-headed doctor observed. The interior light of his face shifted, casting wild shadows through his carved features. “Your pulse is irregular. Elevated.”

“You’re insane,” Angela spat. She dug in her heels, planted her free hand on the counter, and tried again to twist free. His grip tightened—not enough to hurt, but enough to remind her exactly how much stronger he was.

He gently pulled her toward the exam table, moving with the calm confidence of someone used to this routine. Angela’s mind raced with explanations—maybe a prank, a hallucination, a fever dream—but her body noticed everything: the cold of his hands, the soft sound of his coat, the way the light in his pumpkin grin seemed to match her heartbeat.

He let go of her wrist and motioned at the table. “Up.”

Angela almost laughed. “You’re kidding.”

The carved smile flickered. “You know protocol, Nurse St. Claire.”

Maybe it was adrenaline, or something else she didn’t want to name, but she did as he asked. She climbed onto the crinkling paper sheet, still gripping the phone. The cold surface pressed through her scrubs. The pumpkin man, Doctor Halloween, picked up a clipboard, clicked a pen, and started writing.

“Patient: Angela St. Claire,” he intoned, and the sound of her name in his mouth was more jarring than she’d have guessed. “Presenting symptoms: insomnia, restlessness, pronounced skepticism. Elevated cortisol. Possible glucose instability.”

Angela stared him down. “Is this some kind of viral marketing? Because it sucks.”

He ignored her, setting the clipboard aside and extracting a set of gleaming medical tools from inside his ruined coat. She recognized some—forceps, tongue depressor, even a battered stethoscope—but each was subtly wrong. The stethoscope’s tubing looked like coiled green vines, and the depressor pulsed faintly, as if alive.

The pumpkin doctor’s hands were unexpectedly gentle as he unbuttoned the cuff of her sleeve and rolled it up, exposing the inside of her arm. He ran a fingertip along the blue latticework of her veins, leaving a wet, tingling trail.

“You maintain exemplary vascular health,” he murmured, then unspooled the stethoscope. Instead of a cold steel bell, the end was a fat, swollen bud, oozing clear sap.

Angela flinched. “That’s not sanitary.”

He pressed the bud against her chest, right over her sternum. The chill of it made her gasp. The viney tubing pulsed as if pumping fluid. He listened intently, then removed the device and made another note.

“Strong, steady rhythm. Excellent.” He produced a syringe, already filled with a glowing orange fluid. “But there’s a hollowness. An absence.”

Angela’s eyes went wide. “Absolutely not,” she said, trying to slide off the table.

He caught her thigh with his free hand—again, gentle, but unyielding. “This is standard procedure.”

“Standard for what? Freaks?”

The pumpkin head tilted, the light inside burning even brighter. “For transition. For cure.”

Angela tried to pull away, but the green slime on his hand stuck to her like glue. He pulled her back onto the paper and pinched the skin above her elbow. "This won’t hurt," he said. "You’ll taste sweet."

The needle slid in, colder than ice, and Angela felt the orange syrup enter her bloodstream. It was immediately, shockingly euphoric—a heat that flooded her chest, then spread to her toes, her fingertips, the roots of her teeth. Her vision doubled, then snapped clear again, every surface in the room suddenly haloed with orange light.

“There it is,” the doctor purred. “Now, say ‘ah.’”

He produced the pulsing tongue depressor and placed it gently on her tongue. It tasted of candy corn, wet earth, and something that made her molars ache. He inspected her throat, peered inside with a little penlight made of coiled thorns, and nodded in satisfaction.

Angela’s limbs went weak, and she slumped back against the table, the room spinning. She watched as Doctor Halloween plucked a vial from his coat—this one filled with a thick black syrup—and uncorked it. The scent was raw sugar and spoiled fruit.

“Final phase,” he murmured. “You’re responding very well.”

She tried to protest, but her lips felt glued shut. He leaned over her, pumpkin face just inches from hers, and dabbed the black syrup onto her lower lip with one sticky finger. It tingled, then burned, then cooled into a sensation almost pleasant.

Angela felt her body react, every nerve alight, but her mind was far away, watching all this with the numb curiosity of a person witnessing their own surgery.

He stepped back, surveying her work. “An excellent specimen. Most compliant. Most promising.”

She tried to sit up, but her arms wouldn’t cooperate. Instead, she locked eyes with the swirling, bottomless orange of his carved pupils and managed to ask, “What did you do to me?”

He wiped his fingers on a square of gauze, then placed it over the fresh puncture mark in her arm. “A simple immunization,” he said, “against the dullness of the ordinary.”

She heard his footsteps fade, the orange glow with them, but the taste of syrup lingered on her tongue, and the hollow in her chest was now filled with a hot, sweet ache she couldn’t name.

And even as her vision faded to black, she could still see the pumpkin grin, wide and eternal, burned into the backs of her eyelids.



It wasn’t a dream—not when Angela came to with her face pressed against the cold paper of the exam table and the sticky aftertaste of candy corn in her mouth. She blinked, fighting through layers of sleep paralysis and shame. Her first instinct was to check her vitals: pulse rapid but steady, skin flushed, pupils normal (she thought). She flexed her hands. They obeyed, though her left one was glued to the table by a patch of half-dried green syrup.

She sat up too quickly. The room spun, and every object seemed to glow with a shaky orange outline, like a Halloween filter over everything. The air smelled of sugar, latex, and the sourness of overripe fruit. She could still feel where the creature had touched her arm, the skin tingling with leftover sensation.

Angela wiped the syrup on her scrubs and peeled herself off the table. The phone was missing. So was the clipboard, and the backup chart tablet, and the entire tray of tongue depressors. She swept the room with her gaze: nothing but the detritus of an unrecorded appointment. Had she hallucinated all of it? Was it a fugue? A breakdown?

There must be a logical explanation, she told herself. She just needed more data.

A faint shadow moved behind the frosted glass of the exam room. Angela spun, grabbed the closest weapon—a metal kidney dish—and edged toward the door. It opened with a soft hiss, and the pumpkin-headed doctor stood there, impossibly tall and patient, his grin undimmed by her obvious terror.

“Round two,” he said. His fingers flexed, dripping slime onto the tile. “We’ll need a more thorough examination.”

Angela meant to scream, but what came out was a wheeze—her throat raw, tongue still coated in residual syrup. She forced her jaw to work. “You’re not real.”

The pumpkin grin quivered with delight. “Neither is half your training, but you trust it anyway.”

He moved closer. Angela backed into the table, feeling trapped between fighting, fainting, or giving in. Her pride wanted to fight, her body felt close to fainting, but deep down, a part of her was curious enough to go along.

Doctor Halloween’s hand reached for her neck. She tensed, expecting ice, but the touch was warm, almost gentle. His fingertips pressed along her jawline, feeling for lymph nodes. Where his skin met hers, a trail of tingling heat bloomed.

“You’re reacting well to the treatment,” he observed, his tone the same dry detachment she used for pre-op patients. “But there’s still resistance. A hollow you’re trying to fill with certainty.”

Angela swatted his hand away. “I’m not your… your science project.”

He produced a stethoscope—a real one, this time, but with the vines wriggling just below the latex membrane. He placed it on her sternum. “Deep breath.”

Angela considered refusing, but old habits won. She inhaled, felt the cold of the diaphragm, and listened to the whistle in her own chest.

Doctor Halloween leaned in, close enough for her to see the ridges of pumpkin flesh around his eye sockets, the way the interior flame flickered when he spoke. “Excellent lung capacity. Heart still racing.”

“Who the hell are you?” Angela demanded. “What do you want?”

He ignored her, moving methodically, as if her questions were the buzzing of a mosquito. He slid his hand under her chin, tilted her head, and examined the inside of her mouth. The tongue depressor that followed looked normal but felt alive, squirming on her tongue as he pressed it down.

“Say ‘ahh,’” he said, and Angela, mortified, obeyed. The wooden paddle tasted of burnt sugar and earth. She gagged, then swallowed, and he nodded as if he’d been expecting that.

“Fascinating case,” he muttered. “Your immune system is extraordinary. But you’re still malnourished.”

He withdrew a vial—this one swirling with gold and black—uncorked it, and held it to her lips. She clamped her mouth shut. He waited. After a moment, the sweet, spicy fumes made her eyes water, and her lips parted of their own accord.

The taste was shockingly good. Angela felt her throat open and her body flush with a prickling, decadent warmth, like drinking hot cider on an empty stomach. She shuddered, surprised by her own hunger.

“What are you doing to me?” she whispered.

“Administering what you need.” The pumpkin head cocked, the smile stretching. “You crave intensity, but you dull it with rules. Let go.”

He pressed his vine-wrapped hands to her shoulders, guiding her to sit on the table. The next thing she knew, he was massaging her temples, his fingers trailing liquid heat into her scalp. The sensation was paradoxically soothing and stimulating; her eyes rolled back, and she groaned despite herself.

“You’re responding perfectly,” he said.

“Stop saying that,” she gasped. “I’m not a lab rat.”

He leaned in, the orange glow illuminating every plane of her face. “No. You’re exceptional. That’s why I selected you.”

Angela, high on whatever had been in the vial, found herself laughing—harsh, hysterical, almost giddy. “Selected me for what?”

Doctor Halloween’s hands slid lower, tracing her collarbones, the green syrup painting lines on her skin through the thin cotton of her scrubs. Every inch he touched sparked with sensation, sending pulses of energy to her core.

“You’ll see,” he promised, and for a moment, the pumpkin smile softened, as if pitying her.

She felt her body humming, every cell alert, as he finished the examination—palpating her abdomen, tapping her knees, even checking her reflexes with a little rubber mallet that left a smear of neon behind. It was absurd, terrifying, and somehow exhilarating.

He stepped back, admiring his handiwork. “We’re done for now. I’ll return when you’re ready for the next stage.”

Angela tried to stand, but her legs wouldn’t obey. She watched, helpless and breathless, as Doctor Halloween’s form blurred at the edges, then disintegrated into a shimmering orange mist. The vapor drifted down the corridor, leaving behind only the scent of burnt marshmallow and a puddle of slowly dissipating syrup.

She was alone. The room was silent except for her own wild heartbeat and the rustle of her damp clothes. Angela looked down at herself—scrubs rumpled, skin flushed, lips sticky with sweetness. She ran her fingers over her arm, feeling the raised, hot line where he’d injected her.

She should have been horrified. Instead, she found herself aching for more.

Angela pressed a hand to her chest, trying to calm her heartbeat. She stumbled to the sink and splashed her face with cold water, but the orange glow stayed in her vision, bright and impossible to ignore. Even her reflection seemed to flicker with it, as if something inside her was shining through.

She made her way to the corridor, feet sticking a little to the floor where the syrup had dried. She found the phone, intact but covered in a sticky sheen, and considered calling Patel. What would she even say? That she’d been abducted, violated, and reborn by a pumpkin-headed maniac with a medical fetish?

She laughed again, softly this time, then slid down the wall to the floor, head in her hands. Her mind raced, cataloguing symptoms, drawing connections. There must be a logical explanation.

But logic, she realized, was no match for this kind of hunger.

Angela closed her eyes, savoring the last sweet burn of the vial, and waited for the next round.


Chapter 3

Angela woke with a convulsive kick, her legs tangled in sweat-soaked sheets. She gasped and sat up straight, struggling for air, every muscle tight as if she’d been jolted awake. It took three deep breaths before her eyes focused and she saw the water-stained, popcorn-painted ceiling of her apartment. Even then, she needed a moment to believe it was real. The dream, if it even counted as one, still pulsed in her mind, thick and sweet like syrup.

She threw off the top sheet, shivering in the chill of early morning, and stared at the ceiling. Her heart beat so hard it made her ribs ache. The inside of her mouth tasted like cheap candy, the aftertaste clinging to her teeth and tongue. When she swallowed, it was as if someone had painted the back of her throat with liquid sugar. She gagged reflexively, coughed, and only then realized she was grinding her teeth so hard her jaw hurt.

The clock on her nightstand glared 5:30 AM in ugly red digits. Angela blinked at it, then let her head flop back to the pillow. One more hour before her alarm, but she knew there was no way she’d sleep again. Not after that.

The dream clung to her in sticky, embarrassing fragments. Dr. Halloween’s pumpkin head hovered between her thighs, eyes glowing and mouth open wide enough to swallow her whole. A tongue, black as licorice, sweet-smelling and wet, flickered along the inside of her thigh. Hands, impossibly long, with fingers coated in neon green slime, traced lines over her chest and squeezed her breast through the thin cotton of her sleep shirt. Then the memory grew stranger and messier: a sensation of pressure, a sudden coldness, something sharp pricking her skin, followed by a rush of pleasure that almost hurt. In the dream, she’d screamed, but the sound was lost to the pumpkin’s hollow grin.

Now she was awake, but the feeling was still there, like an echo in her body. Angela looked down and noticed the sweat had dried sticky on her skin, especially around her collarbones and the crook of her elbow. She pulled back her sleeve and found a faint, greenish stain on her wrist—right where the pumpkin-headed doctor had “injected” her in the dream. The skin around it was warm to the touch, almost feverish. She pressed her thumb into it, half expecting her flesh to give way, but all she felt was a dull, tingling ache.

Angela squeezed her eyes shut, trying to push the memory away, but that only made it worse. She could still feel Dr. Halloween’s hands on her, the wet press of his tongue, the sticky trail of sweetness he’d left behind. The taste in her mouth grew stronger, and she couldn’t stop her tongue from searching for the last bit of residue between her teeth. Candy corn, she thought. It tasted exactly like candy corn.

“This is ridiculous,” she said, voice hoarse and raw. “It’s just a dream. Just the world’s most deranged, sugar-fueled nightmare.”

But she knew that wasn’t true. She remembered everything from last night at the clinic: the orange glow in the hallway, the chill in the air, the green syrup dripping onto the tiles. Her mind had gone blank under his touch, logic fading and leaving only sensation. Angela flexed her left hand, recalling how he’d held it, gentle but unbreakable, and whispered her name in a voice that was both clinical and full of malice.

She pushed herself upright and swung her feet to the floor. The linoleum felt icy against her toes, but at least it grounded her. She stumbled to the bathroom, hands shaking, and flicked on the light.

The mirror showed a woman who looked like she’d spent the night fighting off a fever. Angela’s cheeks were blotched red, her hair damp and matted to one side. Her eyes looked glassy, pupils a little too large for the dim light. She leaned in, examining the space beneath her lower lids, and thought for a moment she saw a faint, orange glow pulsing there, like a bad Instagram filter. She blinked rapidly, but the color didn’t go away.

“Great,” she muttered. “Now I’m hallucinating before coffee.”

She turned on the tap, splashed water on her face, and tried to ignore how it felt against her skin. Even the touch of cool water was too intense, sending shocks up her arms and across her scalp. She winced and leaned over the sink, hands gripping the porcelain hard enough that her knuckles turned white.

“Just nerves,” she said, but her voice sounded wrong. It was too bright, too brittle, as if someone else was using her vocal cords. She reached for her toothbrush, squeezed out a line of mint paste, and hesitated. The thought of brushing her teeth made her stomach churn. The toothpaste would just ruin the aftertaste, the last evidence of what had happened. She let the toothbrush fall into the sink and instead dragged her fingers over the faint green stain on her wrist, massaging it in slow, deliberate circles.

The feeling that came with it was equal parts pleasure and discomfort, like scratching an itch you didn’t know you had. It made her shiver, but she couldn’t stop. Angela ran her fingertips over the spot again and again, each pass making her whole arm buzz with something close to anticipation. She wondered, for the briefest moment, if she’d ever feel normal again.

There must be a logical explanation, she told herself. Maybe it was a weird side effect of whatever the pumpkin man had injected her with. Maybe it was just exhaustion and Halloween stress. Maybe her brain was short-circuiting after too many shifts, too much caffeine, and not enough sleep.

She stared into the mirror, eyes narrowed, and dared the orange light beneath her eyes to show itself again. It did, for half a second, then vanished as she blinked.

“Sleep deprivation,” she said, more firmly this time. “That’s all it is.”

Angela checked the clock on her phone: 5:42. There was still enough time to try for a little rest before her shift. She returned to the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed, massaging her wrist and trying to ignore the damp sheets and the stickiness between her legs. The dream had left her feeling raw, exposed, and, to her shame, a little excited. She gritted her teeth, tried to think of anything but the pumpkin’s tongue, and forced herself to breathe.

Just as she started to relax, her stomach growled, deep and urgent. Angela looked down at her belly, surprised. She never ate breakfast before a shift, but suddenly she was starving. Not for eggs or toast or even the granola bars she kept in the pantry. What she craved, more than anything, was the bowl of fun-sized candy she’d left on the kitchen counter last night. The memory of it called to her, vivid and irresistible.

She stood up, grabbed her robe, and walked to the kitchen. Moving felt easier now, less awkward. She took a handful of candy bars from the bowl, tore the wrapper off the first one, and shoved the chocolate into her mouth. It was the best thing she’d ever tasted. She chewed quickly, swallowing before it was even half-melted, then reached for another and another. The sugar rush hit her almost instantly, and for a moment she felt invincible, electric, her whole body alive in the best way.

Angela polished off six mini Snickers and three Reese’s Cups in under a minute. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, stared at the wrappers, and felt a moment of shame. But the shame faded quickly, replaced by a pleasant numbness that settled over her brain like a warm blanket. She smiled, despite herself, and licked her fingers clean.

“Breakfast of champions,” she said. The orange light under her eyes pulsed again, now visible even in the harsh kitchen light.

She went back to the bathroom and brushed her teeth after all, but the mint only mixed with the candy flavor, making it taste even better. She cleaned herself up, put on fresh scrubs, and stared at her reflection one last time. The woman in the mirror looked like Angela St. Claire, but her eyes were brighter, her skin flushed with a healthy glow, and her smile—when she tried one—was wider than she remembered.

She packed her bag, stuffed three more chocolates in her pocket for the road, and left for work early, humming under her breath. The words to “Monster Mash” floated through her head, but she replaced them with her own lyrics, something about candy and hunger and wanting more.

By the time she got to the clinic, the taste of candy corn still lingered on her tongue. And every step she took made her wonder if Dr. Halloween was out there, waiting for the next round.



By the time she clocked in at the clinic, Angela felt like she’d spent a year inside a sugar refinery. Her skin buzzed under the harsh blue overhead lights, and every step down the corridor sent a shiver of anticipation up her spine. The building was the same as always: vinyl tile, Plexiglas dividers, endless bland motivational posters. But today, every color seemed brighter, the whites sharper, the oranges more vivid, and the hospital green at the nurses’ station almost glowing.

She slid behind the counter and settled in, the desk chair creaking under her as she pulled the day’s charts. The first thing her hand touched was the bowl of Halloween candy Patel had left out, now restocked with a vengeance. There were Snickers, KitKats, Twizzlers, and those weird, unlabeled peanut butter chews that usually lasted until Christmas. Angela stared at the bowl for a long moment, then snatched a mini Milky Way and popped it into her mouth. The sugar hit her brain like nitrous, making her ears ring.

She set to work, filling out the first batch of patient charts. Normally she could run through these forms on autopilot, but today her fingers moved faster than her brain, and she had to slow down to keep from making mistakes. The plastic of the clipboard felt sticky against her skin, and the pen kept slipping in her hand. She wiped her palm on her scrubs and realized with a start that she was already sweating.

The buzzing overhead light seemed to pulse in time with her heartbeat. The nurses’ station smelled like antiseptic and latex and, beneath it all, the cloying sweetness of the candy bowl. Angela caught herself reaching for another chocolate and pulled her hand back, forcing herself to focus on the charts.

She was halfway through the allergy log for a diabetic patient when Patel breezed in, wearing a pumpkin-colored headband and a scarf covered in cartoon bats. Patel’s hair was pulled back in a bun so tight it looked like a surgical suture.

“Early bird today!” Patel sang out, dropping her purse on the desk with a thud. “I didn’t think you were a morning person, St. Claire.”

Angela glanced up, forcing a smile. “Neither did I, but there’s something about October that brings out my inner masochist.”

Patel grinned, then zeroed in on the candy bowl. “Have you tried the new caramel ones? They’re addictive. Like, actually addictive.” She peeled one open and bit into it with the exaggerated joy of a daytime TV host. “You got plans this weekend?”

Angela swallowed, the chocolate gluey in her mouth. “Sleep and more sleep,” she said, her tone so flat it almost sounded rehearsed. “Unless the candy coma gets me first.”

“Ha! You’re funny,” Patel said, but there was a split-second hesitation, like she was waiting for Angela to snap out of it and say something real. When nothing came, Patel shrugged, dug into her tote for a stack of intake forms, and started sorting them into piles with the precision of a blackjack dealer.

Angela tried to relax. She went back to the charts, hands moving a little steadier now. The quiet between her and Patel was comforting, broken only by the sounds of paper shuffling and the buzz of the ancient fluorescent fixture above the station.

A patient down the hall started coughing—a deep, hacking sound that echoed off the tile. Patel craned her neck, listening, then returned to her paperwork. “Think we’ll make it through without a code yellow today?” she asked.

“Statistically unlikely,” Angela replied, and for a second, she almost sounded like her old self. She allowed herself another tiny chocolate, tearing open the wrapper with her teeth and savoring the pop of sugar on her tongue.

A wave of warmth spread from her stomach through her chest and into her hands. It felt good, better than good, actually. For a moment, Angela just sat and let the feeling wash over her, eyelids fluttering closed, breath slowing. When she opened her eyes, everything seemed a little clearer, the world sharper and more in focus.

She was about to reach for another candy when she realized Patel was watching her.

“Are you okay?” Patel asked, voice soft. “You seem… I don’t know. Wired.”

Angela’s mouth went dry. She forced a laugh, but the sound came out strangled. “I’m fine. Just didn’t sleep much.” She fiddled with the pen, tapping it against the counter. “Might have overdone it on the sugar. You know how it is.”

Patel gave her a sidelong look, not buying it, but didn’t press. Instead, she went back to filling out the day’s schedule, lips pursed, eyebrows drawn together in a way that made Angela feel both seen and exposed.

Angela tried to bury herself in work. She ran through the next set of charts at double speed, barely glancing up at the clock. When she finished, she sorted the files into the outgoing bin, stood, and immediately felt a rush of dizziness. The room seemed to tilt for a second, and Angela had to grab the edge of the counter to keep from toppling over.

“Jeez,” she muttered, rubbing her temples. Her skin tingled, every nerve ending awake and craving more sugar.

She straightened, did a quick scan of the nurses’ station, and then caught her reflection in the plastic window of the supply cabinet. For a second, she swore she saw the orange light under her eyes, brighter than before, like the aftermath of a camera flash. She looked again, and it was gone, but the sense of wrongness lingered.

She went to the med cart, loaded up a tray of supplies, and started prepping for her first round. She walked the length of the corridor, trying to focus on the steady rhythm of her steps and the familiar protocol: check vitals, update charts, repeat. But with every turn, every stop at a patient room, Angela found herself sneaking glances at her own hands, at the way they trembled or twitched, at the faint green line on her wrist that hadn’t faded overnight.

She was in the middle of checking a thermometer when her mind betrayed her. Suddenly, an image of Dr. Halloween’s carved grin flashed in her head, bright as a migraine, leering, the inside of the pumpkin head strobing orange and gold. The memory was so vivid it made her drop the thermometer, which clattered to the floor and rolled under the bed.

Angela cursed under her breath, bent to retrieve it, and when she stood up, found Reyes—the night janitor—standing in the doorway with his mop. He was staring at her, eyes narrowed.

“You all right, Ms. St. Claire?” Reyes asked. “You look… I don’t know. Pale.”

Angela wiped her brow with the back of her hand and tried to smile. “Didn’t sleep much,” she said. “Halloween hangover.”

Reyes nodded, though he didn’t seem convinced. He started mopping the tiles, the chemical tang of his bucket adding another layer to the already-overpowering smell of the clinic. Angela watched him for a moment, then ducked out of the room and made for the nurses’ station, heart thudding.

She washed the thermometer in the sink, dried it off, and took a long, deep breath. Her reflection in the metal faucet was warped and distorted, but the orange glow was definitely there now, faint but undeniable. She touched the skin beneath her eyes, half expecting it to be hot, but it was just her usual temperature.

Angela grabbed another handful of candy from the bowl, crammed it into her mouth, and forced herself to smile. “Everything’s fine,” she whispered. “Just another day at the clinic.”

But even she didn’t believe it. Not with her hands shaking, her mouth watering, and her mind replaying Dr. Halloween’s voice on a loop: You’re sick with hunger.

Angela looked down at her arm, at the green stain, and for a split second, she wanted nothing more than to see him again.

She straightened her back, shook out her hands, and marched down the hall to finish her rounds, determined to prove that she was still in control. But with every step, every swallow of candy, she could feel that control slipping, bit by bit, replaced by a need she couldn’t name.



Angela made it through the first set of morning rounds with a professionalism that was almost convincing. On the outside, she was all business: clipped instructions, efficient checks of charts, a steady hand with the blood pressure cuff. But under her scrubs, under her skin, her body was a chaos of sensation. Every light was too bright, every sound a threat, and every patient she touched set off a new alarm in her nervous system.

It came to a head when she was re-taping the IV on Mr. Douglas, the old history professor with hands like twisted wire and a face that never stopped watching her. He was asleep when she entered, mouth open, white stubble stained yellow with nicotine and hospital coffee. Angela loosened the adhesive on his arm, steadying it with her left hand. The moment their skin made contact, something in her brain went sideways.

A jolt shot up her arm, hot and cold at once, as if molten sugar had been poured into her veins. The feeling spread, making her shiver and nearly drop the tape. She forced herself to keep moving, but her grip shook, and she pressed her lips together to keep from making a sound. She could feel every pore of his skin, every ridge of his knuckle, every faint pulse fluttering against her thumb.

She finished the job and stepped back, breathing through her nose, the smell of antiseptic and sweat and candy in the air. Douglas snorted awake, blinked at her, and for a moment Angela saw something strange in his eyes—an awareness, a recognition.

“You’re burning up,” he rasped. “Everything all right?”

Angela couldn’t speak. Her mouth had gone dry, and she swallowed three times before her voice came out. “Just the heat,” she said, and the lie tasted bitter against the sweetness on her tongue.

Douglas grunted, not buying it, but he turned his head and drifted back to sleep.

Angela left the room with her heart in her throat. She made it ten steps down the hallway before she had to duck into the medication room, shutting the door behind her and leaning hard against the metal. The hum of the refrigerator, the faint rattle of pill bottles, even the overhead light felt like too much. She pressed her palms to her eyes, trying to will the world back into normalcy.

Her hand went to her pocket, found the hard candy she’d pilfered from the bowl at the nurses’ station—she’d grabbed it without thinking, a childish compulsion, a backup plan. Now her fingers trembled as she unwrapped it, the cellophane crinkling so loud it made her wince. She put the candy on her tongue.

The effect was immediate and overwhelming. It dissolved in a single, intense rush, and the flavor—orange, strong, with a bitter edge—hit her so hard her knees nearly gave out. She grabbed the counter for support, riding out the sensation as it swept through her, hot and urgent.

A sound escaped her lips, half gasp, half moan. She bit down on the inside of her cheek to keep from screaming. For a second she thought she’d black out, but instead the world went sharper, every edge in the room outlined in impossible color. She could feel her pulse in her teeth, in her fingertips, in the green-stained spot on her wrist, which now throbbed in time with her heartbeat.

“What is happening to me?” she whispered, the words nearly lost to the roar in her head.

She peeled back the cuff of her sleeve and stared at the injection site. The green color was deeper now, almost metallic, and the skin around it had developed a faint pattern—like tiny, branching veins, or the lines on a leaf. When she pressed it, the tingling sensation radiated out to her fingers, up her arm, down her spine, straight to the base of her skull. The pleasure was so acute it almost scared her.

The memory of Dr. Halloween hit her like a freight train. She heard his voice in her ear: You’re sick with hunger. His carved, leering face bent over her, the stethoscope pressed to her chest, the sweet, sticky sap running down her skin. She remembered the taste of his tongue, the way it moved across her skin, how it set every nerve on fire.

Angela’s body reacted on its own, her knees buckling, hips pressing forward against the counter. She found herself wanting to be touched, to be held down, to be fed. The idea was so alien and so powerful that it made her shudder.

She could call for help, she knew that. She could tell Patel, or even Reyes, that something was wrong, that she needed a psych eval, a detox, something. But the thought of giving up this new intensity, of going back to the old dull hum of her life, was unbearable.

Angela opened the medication room fridge, just for the blast of cold, and leaned into it. Her breath fogged the metal, and she stayed there, forehead pressed to the door, until her heart slowed a little and her head cleared.

She caught her reflection in the chrome of the freezer compartment. For the first time, she saw what was really happening: her eyes were glowing. Not a trick of the light, not a leftover from her dream, but a real, visible orange flare in the whites, a luminous ring around each pupil. She stared, entranced. She looked alive in a way she hadn’t since college, maybe ever.

She checked the clock on the wall. Five minutes until the next patient, and she was still shaking, still hungry.

Angela reached for another piece of candy. This time, she didn’t hesitate. She tore the wrapper off, put it in her mouth, and let the sugar melt slow and deliberate over her tongue. Her whole body shuddered with relief, and she closed her eyes, sinking into the sensation.

There was a knock at the door. She jerked upright, clutching the edge of the counter.

“St. Claire?” Patel’s voice, muffled by the heavy wood. “We’re ready for the consult in five.”

“I’ll be right there,” Angela said, and her voice was clear, steady, almost cheerful. She felt powerful. She felt awake.

She wiped her mouth, smoothed her hair, and took a deep breath, bracing herself for the next round. When she opened the door, Patel was waiting, arms folded.

“You look better,” Patel said. “Did you take something?”

Angela smiled, flashing teeth. “Just a little pick-me-up,” she said, and breezed past, every step lighter, the world sharp and sweet and infinitely alive.

As she walked down the hallway, the green stain on her wrist pulsed with her heartbeat, and the orange glow in her eyes grew brighter with every step. Angela grinned, craving the next hit, the next round, the next patient. She could feel herself changing, cell by cell, nerve by nerve, and she didn’t care.

She’d never felt so good.


Chapter 4

Angela had lost count of how many times she’d checked her pulse, but each time the throb in her wrist was hotter, thicker, more insistent than before. She paced the length of the east exam room, back and forth, like a cat in a cage. The only light came from a dying fluorescent overhead; its hum was the closest thing to a heartbeat she could trust. Every so often, the bulb would sputter and cast the walls into crawling darkness, shadows wriggling like larvae across the ancient wallpaper.

She gripped her left wrist, thumb pressed hard over the green-stained spot where Dr. Halloween had pierced her the night before. She could feel the heat under her skin, not feverish exactly, but raw, charged, and hungry. The ache wasn’t just in her arm anymore—it had migrated up, through her bicep, into the meat of her chest, then downward, pooling in the soft pit of her belly. It spread between her thighs in a way that made her legs want to cross and uncross, as if by movement alone she could shake it out. Instead, the sensation only deepened. Her underwear, already damp from sweat, now clung to her in a way that left her skin tingling and her nerves burning for relief.

Angela snorted. “Textbook case of acute overwork,” she told herself, but the words sounded brittle, like a cheap mask cracking.

She turned to check the time. Her watch face was smeared with condensation, numbers blurring into unreadable shapes. She wiped it on her scrub top and tried again. 2:34 AM. Still two hours before anyone else would come on shift, if anyone even bothered to show.

She tried sitting, then immediately stood again, restless. She paced to the window, looked out into the parking lot, then back to the supply closet, and finally to the steel exam table in the center of the room. The paper sheet crinkled as she sat. It stuck to her thighs when she shifted, the chill of the metal bleeding straight through to her bones. She remembered last night, the way the same cold had shocked her awake, right before everything else went blurry and hot. The memory made her squirm in place, thighs pressed tight as the pulse in her wrist flared in time with the buzzing light overhead.

A noise from the hallway made her freeze.

It started as a tap, irregular and wet, like someone had spilled syrup and was trying to clean it up with the heel of their hand. The tapping grew louder, more deliberate. Angela leaned forward, every muscle tight, eyes glued to the thin seam under the exam room door. She waited, holding her breath, as the tapping got closer. There was a faint hiss, almost like a match being struck, and then the smell: overripe fruit, sugar gone sour, and something else, something faintly chemical. It seeped under the door and into her lungs before she even realized she was breathing it in.

The light above her flickered twice, then dimmed so low that her own reflection on the stainless steel table looked like a ghost. Angela’s heart pounded. She was about to stand, to grab the clipboard and make a break for the nurses’ station, when the handle turned. Slow. Deliberate. The metal creaked, echoing in the tiny room.

The door opened three inches, then stopped.

Angela’s mouth went dry. She didn’t move.

Something slid through the opening: a long, pale finger gloved in medical latex, the tip stained green, a trail of viscous slime dripping from the knuckle. The finger curled, beckoning her. Then the door swung all the way open.

He filled the doorway.

Doctor Halloween was taller than she remembered—at least six-six, maybe more, a scarecrow of a man packed into a rotting doctor’s coat that looked like it had been fished from a dumpster. Stains patterned the front of his shirt: old blood, new slime, and what might have been last year’s custard. His hands hung at his sides, fingers splayed, each one dripping the same sweet, glowing sap that had burned Angela’s skin the night before. But it was the head that froze her in place.

A pumpkin. Not a mask, not a prop, but a real, hulking gourd carved with a grin so sharp it looked like it could cut flesh. The eyes were two glowing wounds, lit from the inside by something hot and alive. The mouth was wide, each tooth serrated, the whole thing quivering with a pulse of light. When he stepped into the room, the orange glow filled the space, painting every surface in the color of bruised fruit.

He moved with a weird grace, at odds with his height. Each step was noiseless, but the trail of slime hissed where it hit the tile, smoking faintly in the cold air. Angela could feel the temperature drop another degree with every inch he advanced.

“Nurse Angela,” he purred. His voice came from everywhere and nowhere at once—a sound like a dozen mouths speaking in harmony, equal parts gentle and monstrous. “You’re not looking well.”

Angela wanted to stand. Her legs would not listen. She tried to speak, but the only sound that came out was a squeak, high-pitched and desperate. She cleared her throat, tried again. “You— You’re not real.”

The pumpkin head cocked to one side. The grin widened, the light inside flickering with pleasure.

He reached into the pocket of his coat, pulled out a notepad, and pretended to read her chart. “Patient presents with signs of metabolic derangement. Insomnia, tachycardia, hallucinations. A distinct oral fixation.” He looked up, orange eyes burning into hers. “Do you deny these symptoms?”

Angela felt her cheeks flush, the heat spreading down her neck to her collarbones. Her nipples tightened under the thin fabric of her scrubs, hard enough to ache. She pressed her thighs together, but it only made the pulsing between her legs more urgent.

He glided forward, until the exam table was the only thing between them. “The hunger is progressing,” he murmured, voice clinical. “You feel it, don’t you?”

Angela’s mouth opened before her brain could catch up. “Yes,” she whispered. “I— I can’t make it stop.”

He leaned over the table, the grin hovering above her, luminous and obscene. “Denial is the first stage,” he said. “But you’re past that now. I can see it in your blood. Smell it in your sweat.”

She shivered. “Please. I don’t— I didn’t ask for this.”

His hands, gloved and dripping, planted on either side of her. She could smell the heat of him, could see the little flecks of pumpkin flesh wedged in the seams of his carved eyes and mouth.

“None of my patients ever do,” he said. “But you should be proud. You’re the most promising case I’ve had in years.”

He pulled back just far enough to look her up and down. Angela felt the weight of his gaze linger at the crest of each breast, then trail lower, mapping the path of her pulse all the way to where her scrubs ended and bare skin began. She felt naked, and for a split second, she wanted to cover herself. But she didn’t move.

“Let me demonstrate the cure,” he said. The words were almost kind.

Angela blinked. The next thing she knew, his sleeves exploded with motion—vines, thick and slick as wet ropes, shot out from his cuffs, writhing through the air. They wrapped around her wrists before she could react, the touch shockingly cold and instantly sticky. She tried to yank her arms back, but the vines tightened, pinning her hands to the steel slab.

Another pair of vines whipped around the legs of the exam table, then looped her ankles, forcing her knees apart and locking her in place. The cold hit her inner thighs first, then spread upward, a tangle of sensation that made her cry out. She strained against the bonds, but the vines only squeezed tighter, the pressure just below the threshold of pain.

He watched her squirm, the smile never fading. “You see? Physical restraint is often necessary to break psychological resistance.”

Angela wanted to scream, but her lungs were full of the sick-sweet air, and the scream came out a whimper. She tried to reason with herself: it’s a hallucination, a delusion, a sugar crash. But the vines had weight, and temperature, and a wetness that felt exactly like the ooze that had burned her skin last night.

Her wrists hurt, not from the pressure, but from the way the vines seemed to pulse with her own heartbeat. She looked up and saw the pumpkin doctor looming over her, eyes bright as blowtorches.

He bent forward, pumpkin head hovering over her face, his breath warm and reeking of burnt sugar. “Ready for your treatment, Nurse Angela?” he said, voice low and eager.

Angela’s heart slammed against her ribs. She couldn’t move. She couldn’t speak. She could only nod, and pray that she was still asleep.

The pumpkin doctor’s grin doubled, and the vines flexed around her limbs, spreading her wider, tighter, until every muscle in her body was stretched to breaking. For a moment, she saw herself from above: a ragdoll, mouth open, body laid out for dissection, already halfway gone.

But it wasn’t fear that filled her. It was anticipation—white-hot, bitter, and sweet enough to hurt.



The vines worked with surgical efficiency, yanking Angela’s wrists above her head and pinning them to the steel exam table. Her body slid backwards, scrubs bunching at her waist as the vines around her ankles dragged her legs open. The motion was so fast and precise it left her stunned, chest heaving, pulse skyrocketing. Her feet dangled off the end of the slab, toes curling against the icy air.

Another vine, thicker than the rest, wrapped around her midsection and pressed her flat to the table. Angela thrashed, but the living restraints only flexed, holding her with the implacable strength of an industrial press. The sensation was pure, animal terror, but beneath it—growing faster than she could fight—was an undertow of desperate, electric need.

“Stop this!” Angela gasped, her voice raw. “I’ll— I’ll scream—”

The pumpkin doctor’s head tilted, grin widening. “Excellent. Lungs are robust. But your struggle is inefficient.” His eyes gleamed, casting sickly orange reflections over the silver cabinets and the trembling white of Angela’s bare thighs.

She tried again to twist free. The vines only squeezed tighter, slime seeping through her sleeves and down the sides of her neck. It was cold at first, then almost instantly warm, as if the stuff was alive and heating up to match her body. Each time she jerked her arms, the goop pulled at her skin, a million tiny, pulsing mouths latching on with greedy precision.

Doctor Halloween approached, the soles of his shoes making no sound on the tile. “You’re fighting the inevitable,” he said, voice low and nearly sympathetic. “Let’s expedite.”

He reached into the chest pocket of his ruined coat and extracted a stethoscope. Angela recognized it immediately, but the tubing was wrong—it wasn’t rubber, but something organic, flexing and twitching as he uncoiled it. The bell at the end was bulbous and shone with a thin coat of pulsing green mucus.

He leaned in and pressed the bell to her breastbone, just above where the neckline of her scrubs had slipped. The metal was hot, not just warm, and the pressure sent a jolt through her chest that made her hips buck. The pumpkin man listened, nodding in satisfaction, as the slime from the stethoscope began to melt through the fabric, tracing hot, wet lines down over her breasts.

Angela gasped as the sensation hit her nipples, both already stiff and aching. The heat of the slime soaked through, and she could feel it working at the fibers, dissolving them until her skin was bare underneath. Each breath made the sensation stronger; every time she exhaled, it felt like the warmth deepened, rooting itself inside her chest.

“Pulse elevated,” Doctor Halloween observed, his carved smile twitching with something like delight. “Arrhythmic, but robust. You have a remarkable heart, Nurse Angela.” His hand trailed down to her ribs, fingers brushing slime along the way, leaving sticky tracks that glimmered in the orange light.

Angela wanted to curse him, but her jaw was slack. Her body had betrayed her completely; she could feel the wetness between her thighs, slick and growing, every muscle in her lower body tightening with anticipation. She clenched her teeth, tried to think of something else, anything else, but the pumpkin head above her filled her vision, and the glow was all she could see.

“I’m not sick,” she managed, though her voice was barely a whisper. “This is—”

“A curable condition,” the doctor interrupted. “You’re simply responding to stimulus. Completely natural. But if left untreated, it will progress to delirium.”

He lifted the stethoscope, its bell now sticky with mucus and a little bit of her own sweat. The slime dripped onto her chest, trailing a line down between her breasts, where it pooled and began to burn in a way that was equal parts pain and pleasure. Angela writhed, but her arms wouldn’t budge; her legs were splayed so wide she could feel the cool air directly on her bare skin.

One of the vines around her ankle shifted, slithering up the inside of her thigh. She felt the weight of it, thick and insistent, as it followed the curve of her leg to where her scrubs had ridden up and her underwear barely covered her. The vine hesitated there, just above the crease of her thigh, pulsing with anticipation.

“Don’t,” she breathed, but there was no force behind it.

The pumpkin doctor leaned in, pumpkin mouth hovering over her ear. “Your body cries out for treatment,” he whispered, and the heat of his breath made her whimper.

The vine stroked her inner thigh, then curled under the edge of her underwear, which was already soaked through. Angela felt the cold first, then a sudden rush of warmth as the tip pressed against her labia, slicking her with a coat of slime that made her clit ache with every heartbeat. She thrashed, but the sensation only intensified, the vine moving in slow, deliberate circles, teasing her, drawing out the torture.

Angela’s head slammed back against the table. Her breathing was ragged, and she could feel her own wetness mixing with the goop, spreading everywhere. Every touch was a shock, every movement of the vine a new wave of heat that left her mind blank.

Doctor Halloween pulled back, the light from his eyes burning into hers. “You’re responding beautifully,” he said. His hands, gloved but still skeletal, traced the shape of her jaw, then slid down to her throat, where he could feel the wild gallop of her pulse.

“You—” she started, but the words vanished as the vine pushed harder, the slick tip parting her lips and pressing just inside. The sensation made her whole body arch, muscles clenching around the intruder.

He watched her, head cocked, as if cataloguing every response. The vines flexed, shifting her hips higher, making her body open wider than she thought possible.

The second vine, the one at her waist, tightened, squeezing her midsection and forcing the breath from her lungs. Angela gasped, and as she did, the pumpkin doctor’s hand covered her mouth, two fingers pressing against her lips.

“Ssh,” he said, his voice gentle. “You’ll hyperventilate.”

Her body convulsed as the vine slid deeper. Angela’s mind reeled; she tried to scream, but all that came out was a strangled moan.

The slime burned, then soothed, then burned again, the sensation building and building until she thought she might black out.

The doctor leaned over her, stethoscope hanging from his neck, the orange light reflecting in his carved eyes. “We’re almost through the acute phase,” he said, and the words made her body spasm with a pleasure so sharp it was almost pain.

She stopped fighting.

Angela lay back, pinned and wide open, as the vines worked her over—one toying with her pussy, another holding her waist, more around her wrists and ankles, the whole of her body locked in place and helpless. The pumpkin doctor loomed above, watching every twitch, every moan, every gasp.

And for the first time, Angela let herself want it.



Doctor Halloween reached into his coat and withdrew a syringe the size of a turkey baster, filled with swirling, electric orange fluid. The stuff was so bright it made the shadows in the room shudder. He held it up, light refracting through the plastic, and watched Angela’s eyes widen. She couldn’t look away, even though every nerve in her body screamed to do just that.

“No,” she whispered. The word was almost lost under the hum of the light, and the wet squelch of the vines flexing around her body. “Don’t.”

The pumpkin doctor’s grin grew wider, impossibly so, stretching ear to ear. “This will hurt less than you expect,” he said, voice so gentle it almost sounded like comfort.

He stepped forward, vines parting like a curtain, and hovered the needle over her throat. Angela tried to turn away, but the vine at her neck locked her in place, slick and implacable. She felt the sting, and then the burn, as the needle slid into the soft space beneath her ear.

The instant the orange serum hit her bloodstream, everything changed.

It wasn’t heat—it was incandescence, a wildfire that raced down her arteries and across her chest, then up into her skull, then down again, lower, everywhere at once. The pleasure was so intense it bordered on agony, and the pain was so sharp it looped right back to something delicious. Her vision blurred; every edge glowed, the room pulsing orange and gold like she’d been trapped inside a living jack-o’-lantern.

Her body arched off the table, muscles spasming so hard it felt like she’d snap in half. The vines responded instantly, shifting from brute restraint to intimate torment—one stroking her hair, another curling under her chin, more uncoiling to glide down her torso, peeling her scrubs away inch by inch. The vines moved with perfect precision, rolling her sleeves down, exposing her shoulders, then her breasts, then her belly.

Angela tried to cover herself, but her hands were useless, pinned above her head. The air hit her skin and she gasped, nipples already painfully hard, breasts glistening with sweat and a thin layer of syrupy slime. The vines went straight for them, wrapping around each breast, squeezing gently, then harder, the tips flicking and tugging at her nipples until she cried out.

Doctor Halloween watched, stethoscope draped over his pumpkin chest, the syringe now empty in his hand. He leaned in close, the orange fire in his eyes eclipsing everything else. “The treatment takes effect,” he murmured, and the sound of his voice in her ear made her shudder.

Angela’s hips bucked, desperate for friction, for anything to ease the pressure growing inside her. The vine at her thigh, which had been teasing the edge of her panties, now dove in without hesitation, the slick tip parting her folds and plunging into her pussy with a force that made her see stars. The slime was everywhere—inside her, outside, soaking her, heating her from the inside out.

She wanted to say something, but every thought fizzled out before she could reach it. All that mattered was the sensation: the thrust of the vine, the pulsing of the serum, the way her own muscles squeezed and milked the living thing inside her.

Her scrubs, already torn and ruined, were peeled away entirely by the vines, leaving her naked and exposed on the table. Her breasts jiggled with each thrust, the vines around them working in perfect sync, rolling her nipples between their sticky, unyielding grips. Another vine wrapped around her waist, pulling her lower, lifting her ass off the table, so the one inside her could fuck her even deeper.

Angela’s mouth opened on a sob, then a moan, then a scream. Her body trembled, and for a moment, it felt like her bones might dissolve, her flesh turning to syrup. The pleasure wasn’t like anything she’d ever felt—too big, too bright, too much for a human body to handle.

She looked up, eyes wild, and saw Doctor Halloween looming over her. His carved face split open with laughter, and his hands—slimy, skeletal—came down to knead her breasts, twisting her nipples until she howled.

“Good,” he said, almost to himself. “Very, very good.”

The vine inside her flexed, swelling until it stretched her beyond what she thought she could take. Angela clamped down on it, the pressure driving her straight to the edge of orgasm. Her clit throbbed, desperate for attention, and as if reading her mind, one of the smaller tendrils coiled around it, rolling it back and forth, slick and relentless.

Her body betrayed her completely. Her hips rolled into the vine, her thighs shaking, her mouth open in a wordless plea. The serum in her veins kept pulsing, kept feeding the fire, kept turning every sensation into a thousand-pointed starburst. She came, hard, the orgasm blasting through her like an electric shock, her pussy clenching so tight around the vine that it nearly forced itself out, only to be driven back in, deeper, harder.

The vines celebrated her climax, squeezing her breasts, her arms, her legs, pinning her to the table with absolute, inhuman certainty. The one at her mouth pressed against her lips, and she opened for it, barely thinking, the tip sliding over her tongue, tasting of sugar and rot and something that made her teeth ache with need.

Doctor Halloween leaned in, his voice inside her skull now, not just in her ears. “You were made for this, Nurse Angela. Your body knows what it needs. Why fight it?”

She shook her head, but the denial was weak, washed away by another wave of pleasure. The vines fucked her mercilessly, faster now, slime dripping out of her and pooling on the table beneath. Every time she thought she’d reached her limit, the sensation doubled, then redoubled, until her mind was a blank white sheet.

Her breasts, now swollen and red from the abuse, were twisted and pulled by the vines, each nipple sucked and stretched by the living cords until she cried out again and again. Another orgasm hit her, this one so intense she couldn’t breathe for a second, her whole body locked up, heart thudding like it would burst.

The pumpkin doctor’s hand stroked her cheek, gently, almost lovingly, as he watched her break.

“You’re perfect,” he whispered, and the words echoed in her skull like a prayer.

Angela let go. She let the vines fuck her, let the slime soak into every pore, let the pumpkin doctor’s glowing eyes burn through her. She came again, and again, body shaking, mouth open, every muscle trembling with exhaustion and need.

The last thing she saw before her vision went dark was the pumpkin doctor’s face, his smile softening as if he almost pitied her.

Then there was nothing but the orange light, and the sweet, syrupy burn of the serum in her veins.



For a moment, there was only the orange light. Angela floated in it, body limp, mind adrift, the aftershocks of orgasm pulsing through her like distant thunder. The vines held her up, keeping her from sliding off the table, a dozen living cords stroking her skin in lazy, undulating patterns.

Then the next wave hit.

A fresh vine, thick and heavy, slid between her ass cheeks, coating her in a thick sheen of slime before pressing insistently at her back entrance. The tip was cold, but the sensation sent a bolt of heat straight up her spine. Angela moaned, the sound muffled by the vine already stretching her mouth, pushing in and out at a slow, rhythmic pace.

The vine in her pussy started to move again, deeper this time, swelling inside her until every thrust made her whole lower half burn. The one at her clit never let up, rubbing her in merciless circles, every motion more intense than the last. She tried to breathe, but the vines filling her throat and chest left no room for air. She took what she could, mouth open, tongue lapping at the slime, wanting more, always more.

She didn’t know when she’d stopped fighting. Maybe it was the serum, maybe it was the vines, maybe it was the way Doctor Halloween’s glowing eyes filled the room and her mind at the same time. She only knew that she never wanted the feeling to stop.

The pumpkin doctor leaned in, his face hovering just above hers. The orange glow was so bright it turned her vision white at the edges. He caressed her cheek, his gloved hand slick with her sweat and his own syrup.

“The infection has spread,” he said, voice a balm to her raw nerves. “There’s only one way to treat it.”

Angela arched her back, offering herself to the vines, to the doctor, to the glowing light. The vine in her ass pushed inside, slow at first, then faster, stretching her open, filling her with burning sweetness. She groaned around the vine in her mouth, every noise a prayer.

Doctor Halloween’s hands, skeletal but strong, cupped her breasts, squeezing them, twisting the nipples until Angela’s whole body bucked with pleasure. The vines increased their rhythm, fucking her pussy and ass in perfect unison, the one on her clit vibrating so hard she thought she might go blind. The vine in her mouth filled her throat, pressing deep, and she swallowed around it, milking it for every drop of the sticky, delicious slime.

“You’re beautiful like this,” the pumpkin doctor crooned, his voice echoing in her skull. “Made to be filled. Made to be used. All you have to do is let go.”

Angela’s body was on fire. Her limbs jerked against the vines, her hips slamming up and down, desperate for more. The climax built and built, each thrust and squeeze pushing her closer to the edge. She saw herself from above, a tangle of pale limbs and orange light, her body leaking syrup and slick from every opening, the pumpkin doctor’s grin the only thing keeping her anchored to reality.

The pleasure detonated, ripping through her like a chemical explosion. Her pussy clenched around the vine, milking it, her ass spasming as the one inside her pumped her full of hot, thick slime. Her throat contracted, the vine throbbing against her tongue, and she swallowed greedily, wanting every last drop.

Her vision went white, then orange, then nothing at all.

When she came back to herself, she was still pinned to the table, but something had changed. Her body was softer, looser, her skin buzzing with a new kind of energy. The vines withdrew one by one, leaving her gaping, leaking, desperate for more. She tried to move, but her arms and legs were jelly, her breath coming in shallow, panting bursts.

The pumpkin doctor stood over her, hands behind his back, watching as her body twitched and convulsed in the afterglow.

“Let’s check your vitals,” he said, voice syrupy and smug. He ran a finger down her chest, pausing at her nipples, then lower, to where the slime and her own juices pooled on the table. He collected some with a gloved fingertip and held it up to the light.

“Excellent,” he pronounced. “You’ve adapted perfectly.”

Angela tried to speak, but all that came out was a whimper. The pumpkin doctor bent low, his carved mouth inches from her ear.

“Open your eyes,” he commanded.

She did, and the world exploded with orange light. Her eyes were burning, not with pain, but with power. She saw herself reflected in the metal tray beside the table: pupils blown, irises ringed with a fiery orange, her face flush with pleasure and need.

“You’re one of mine now,” Doctor Halloween said, stroking her hair. “And the hunger will only grow.”

Angela moaned, her body thrumming with anticipation. The vines hovered, ready to start again. She knew she would never get enough.

And as Doctor Halloween’s voice filled her mind, she let herself surrender completely.



The vines withdrew, one by one, leaving Angela sprawled on the table, limbs splayed and skin covered in a shimmering film of slime and sweat. For a few seconds, she couldn’t move; every muscle felt like overcooked pasta, every nerve ending live and sparking. Her pussy gaped, leaking syrup and her own slick onto the table in slow, obscene dribbles. Her thighs trembled, barely able to hold together the shape of her own body.

Doctor Halloween stood over her, admiring his handiwork with the cool detachment of a craftsman. His pumpkin head glowed even brighter in the dim room, every edge of his carved grin outlined in living fire.

“How do you feel, Nurse Angela?” His tone was smug, almost mocking, but underneath it there was a hint of pride.

Angela turned her head to look at him. The room seemed different—sharper, more vibrant. The orange light painted everything in shades of fire and gold. She touched her cheek, shocked at the heat beneath her skin, the sensitivity in her fingertips. Her nipples ached, still raw from the vines’ attention, and when she tried to swallow, her throat pulsed with a sweet aftertaste she couldn’t quite name.

“Different,” she said, surprised at the husky rasp of her own voice. “I feel—” She hesitated, searching for the word. “Hungry.”

The pumpkin doctor’s grin blazed. “The treatment was successful,” he said, “but incomplete. You will require regular doses.”

He stepped forward, extending a hand, slime dripping from his gloved fingers. Angela didn’t hesitate. She took it, the touch electric, a jolt of need racing from her palm to her core. She squeezed, not wanting to let go.

“When?” she whispered, barely able to keep the desperation from her voice.

“Soon,” Doctor Halloween promised, his outline starting to blur as if he were dissolving into the orange light itself. “Until then… the hunger grows.”

He backed away, and the glow went with him, fading until the only light in the room was the weak flicker of the dying bulb overhead.

Angela collapsed back onto the table, panting, her body humming with residual pleasure and need. She licked her lips, tasting the sweet rot of the slime. She pressed her thighs together, trying to contain the heat that threatened to spill over and consume her again.

She didn’t know how long she lay there, trembling in the afterglow, but when she finally stood, every movement sent sparks of sensation through her body. She looked in the mirror above the sink and saw her own face: flushed, wild, pupils rimmed in brilliant orange.

She smiled. She looked alive.

As she pulled herself together, she caught the faintest whiff of burnt sugar and felt her mouth water. She knew it was only a matter of time before she needed her next dose. And when Doctor Halloween returned, she would be ready.

Angela licked the last streak of slime from her fingers, savoring the taste, already dreaming of the orange light.


Chapter 5

Angela came to on her back, the cold steel of the exam table biting into her shoulder blades and the base of her skull. For a long, blurry moment she didn’t know where she was, only that her body felt wrong—too bright, too heavy, every inch of her tingling like she’d been plugged into a wall socket. She blinked, vision swimming with orange afterimages, and let her eyes adjust to the darkness slumped over the East Wing room.

The only sounds were the mechanical gurgle of a distant air handler and the faint, static buzz from the ceiling lights. Someone—maybe her, maybe the universe—had broken the world into silence. The smell in the air was chemical and sweet, burnt marshmallow layered over hospital antiseptic. It made her mouth water and her teeth hurt at the same time.

She sat up too fast, and the room snapped into clarity: metal cabinets, exam trays, a tangle of used gauze and empty vials on the counter. Her own hand slapped down to steady herself, and her palm landed in a smear of dried green goop, crusted around the inside of her wrist like a biological bracelet. Angela picked at the edge, expecting it to flake off, but instead it peeled away in a single, rubbery strip, leaving her skin tingling and faintly luminescent.

“Great,” she muttered, and her voice vibrated against her ribs in a way that was new, unfamiliar. It was a richer sound, almost musical, as if her vocal cords had been professionally tuned overnight.

The next thing she noticed was her uniform.

She’d gone to sleep, well, no, not sleep, she’d been… She shuddered, tried not to think of the vines, the pumpkin head, the impossible mess between her legs. Whatever had happened, it had left her changed. The blue cotton of her scrubs was now pulled tight across her chest, so tight the seams at her shoulders groaned every time she breathed. The waistband of her pants was strangling her hips, the elastic barely containing the swell of her thighs. Angela tugged at the fabric, but it wouldn’t budge. It felt less like clothing and more like the wet latex of a surgical glove, a second skin stitched on by someone with a cruel sense of humor.

She swung her legs off the table and tested her balance. For a moment she expected her knees to buckle, but instead she landed on her feet with a gymnast’s certainty. Her body felt different—heavier, yes, but also stronger, more coordinated. She flexed her hand, marveling at the way the tendons bunched and relaxed under the skin.

Angela crossed the room, every step easier than the last. Her hips swayed in a way she’d never allowed before, and her center of gravity seemed to have moved an inch or two lower, giving each stride an effortless, prowling rhythm. She caught her reflection in the glass front of a wall cabinet, but the glare was too harsh, her own face obscured by streaks of light.

She needed a real mirror.

There was one just outside the door—a cracked, decade-old relic mounted above the emergency eyewash station. Angela drifted into the corridor, her movements silent, the rubber soles of her shoes making no sound at all. The rest of the clinic was empty, or seemed that way. She was grateful for it. No witnesses.

She positioned herself under the flickering light and looked.

The first shock was her lips. They were fuller, shaped in a permanent, sultry pout, the color deep red—like she’d just bitten into a blood orange. Her teeth were blindingly white, even and sharp, and her tongue, when she probed, was longer than she remembered, tip flicking out past her lips with lizardlike precision.

Her eyes caught her next. The irises had changed from their usual washed-out blue to a fiery orange, rimmed in gold, and the whites seemed to glow faintly in the shadows. When she moved, the light danced in them like a candle behind frosted glass. Angela reached up, poked at her own cheek, and felt a jolt of static shoot from fingertip to bone.

She ran her hands down her neck, to her collarbones, to her chest. Her breasts were larger—she didn’t have a measuring tape, but she guessed a full cup size, maybe more—and the nipples pressed hard against the fabric, achingly sensitive. Lower, her waist was pinched, the curve of her hips flaring out in a way that made her look exaggerated, almost cartoonish. Her thighs were thunderous, pressing together even when she tried to stand straight. The word “voluptuous” echoed in her mind, and she wanted to laugh. She looked like the version of herself she’d always drawn in her head, the one nobody had ever seen.

Angela exhaled, watching her own breath fog the glass. Then she leaned closer.

The real horror was under the skin. When she pressed her nose against the mirror and pulled down the neck of her scrubs, she could see faint, branching lines snaking out from her sternum—like the roots of a plant, or the veins on the back of a leaf. They glowed softly, a greenish-yellow that shimmered when she moved. She ran a fingernail along the lines, expecting pain, but all she felt was pleasure, sharp and electric. The pattern continued down between her breasts, fanned out along her belly, then disappeared into the waistband of her pants.

She couldn’t stop touching herself. She trailed her hands over every new curve, every new plane of muscle, marveling at how alive she felt. There was no soreness, no residual ache from the hours (or was it minutes?) of being tied down and filled with—Angela’s thoughts stuttered, skipped. She remembered the vines, the way they’d fucked her open, the orange serum burning in her blood, and instead of shame she felt a fresh spike of excitement.

She grinned at the mirror, and the woman in the reflection grinned back, eyes smoldering, lips wet. Angela’s tongue darted out and traced the seam of her own mouth, and she giggled at how obscene it looked.

She rolled her shoulders, stretched, and the seams of her scrub top threatened to give. She flexed her biceps, watched the muscle ripple, and wondered just how strong she’d become. Strong enough to… what? Her mind drifted to the pumpkin doctor, to his hands, his voice, the way he’d called her his “perfect specimen.” She shivered, but it was the good kind, the kind that made her nipples tighten and her thighs press together.

Angela spun away from the mirror and stalked down the hallway, reveling in the power of her new body. The hunger was still there, but now it felt manageable—more like an appetite than an addiction, something she could feed at her leisure.

She paused outside the supply closet, caught her reflection one last time in the polished steel of a crash cart, and winked at herself.

For the first time in her life, Angela St. Claire felt like she was exactly who she was meant to be.

Her heart raced, not with panic, but with anticipation.

She was ready for whatever came next.



Angela didn’t have to wait long.

She’d just finished a third lap of the East Wing corridor—each step sending ripples through her new body, each window and polished surface offering another glimpse of her monstrous, perfect reflection—when she felt it: a prickle of static at the base of her neck, a sudden thickening of the air, as if the building itself was taking a deep, ominous breath.

She turned toward the doorway just as the lights flickered and failed, plunging the hallway into deep shadow. The only illumination came from a sickly orange glow that spilled across the floor, crawling up the cinderblock walls and pooling around the baseboards like radioactive fog.

He stood in the threshold, too tall for the frame, head nearly brushing the acoustic ceiling tiles. The pumpkin was unchanged, the same serrated mouth carved in a rictus grin, but the eyes blazed hotter and the flame inside cast wild, dancing shapes over everything it touched. His ruined coat still hung from his scarecrow shoulders, the fabric dripping with ropes of sticky, glowing sap that hissed as it hit the linoleum.

Angela’s mouth watered. She grinned back at him.

“My finest work,” Doctor Halloween said, voice rolling out in that familiar, double-layered harmony. He stepped into the room, each motion smooth and deliberate, and circled her with the casual predation of a surgeon prepping an anesthetized patient. “Look at you. Your metamorphosis is exquisite.”

Angela stretched, arching her back, the fabric of her scrubs straining to keep up. “Flattery will get you everywhere, doc,” she said, and her voice came out with a throaty, predatory growl she’d never used before. She liked it.

He stopped in front of her, head cocked, the carved grin somehow growing wider. “How do you feel, Nurse of Halloween?”

She considered the question. Flexed her hand, rolled her shoulders, let her gaze sweep up and down his monstrous frame. “Powerful,” she said, running her tongue along her red-stained lips. “Hungry.” She took a step closer, daring him to flinch. He didn’t.

He raised a hand, palm open. Something glittered in his fingers—a scalpel, but not one Angela recognized. The blade was made of peppermint-striped candy, wickedly sharp, the handle wrapped in a living spiral of green vine that pulsed with its own light.

“I’ve made you an assistant,” Doctor Halloween said, pressing the handle into her hand. “Your duties have changed, but your mission remains. You’ll treat the sick. The hungry. The broken-hearted. You’ll show them the cure is also the disease.”

Angela turned the scalpel over in her hand, admiring the glint of the blade. It looked delicate, but when she ran her thumb along the edge, it sliced a paper-thin layer of skin. Bright green liquid welled up from the cut, beading before sealing itself over with a sizzle.

She grinned, feeling the new hunger in her chest spike. “I spent years healing people,” she said, voice husky with something almost like joy. “Now I get to transform them.” She looked up, catching his fire-filled gaze with her own. “I like this job.”

Doctor Halloween nodded, the motion slow and grave. “The sickness of desire infects them all,” he intoned, gesturing toward the blackness beyond the door. “We are the cure that makes them crave more.”

Angela glanced at the scalpel, then at her own reflection in a wall sconce, then back at him. “So what’s the first case, boss?”

He lifted a tattered clipboard from the air—Angela was sure he hadn’t been holding it a moment ago, but she didn’t care. He tapped the patient list. “There’s a line out the door, Nurse St. Claire. Our medicine is in high demand.”

She cackled, a sharp, brassy sound that echoed down the hallway. She could feel the hunger radiating out from the other wings, each empty bed and locked supply closet promising another patient, another sweet, helpless body to fix.

Angela sauntered to the supply cart, still clutching the scalpel. She found a whetstone in the second drawer and began sharpening the blade, the sweet scent of peppermint mixing with the ozone burn of her own skin. Each scrape of the scalpel against stone was music. She could feel Doctor Halloween’s eyes on her, his approval burning hotter than the orange fire in his skull.

“When do we start?” she asked, eyes fixed on the shimmering edge of her new weapon.

Doctor Halloween stepped behind her, hands light on her shoulders, his ruined coat brushing against the curve of her back. “We begin now,” he whispered, and the room filled with the smell of burnt sugar and green, living things.

Angela stood, rolling the scalpel in her hand. She looked down the darkened hallway, orange glow spilling out ahead of her, and felt her pulse quicken with excitement. For the first time since she could remember, her blood ran hot and sweet, alive with purpose.

She turned to her new mentor, her new master, and grinned so wide her lips nearly split. “Let’s go break some hearts,” she said.

And together, they vanished into the darkness, hungry for the next patient, the next experiment, the next wild, beautiful transformation.

In the empty clinic, the orange light burned on, and the scent of burnt marshmallow lingered for days.


Chapter 6

The exam room belonged to Angela now. Not in the legal sense—she doubted there were any statutes covering supernatural takeovers by pumpkin-headed doctors—but in the way a queen’s bedchamber belonged to the queen alone, down to the scent in the sheets and the pattern left by her body in the mattress. The air was thick with the spent sugar and sharp antiseptic of a Halloween long since gone to seed. It was nearly dawn, but the only light came from a line of dying fluorescents above the exam table, painting the walls with their cold, institutional blue.

Angela sat with her back straight, legs crossed at the ankle, and the new fullness of her thighs and hips compressed by the edge of the vinyl seat. The curve of her breasts pressed against the front of her uniform, which was still technically regulation but had started to look more like a dangerous parody of itself: buttons straining, sleeves short on her arms, skirt hem ratcheted up by the constant need to accommodate her. If she turned too fast, she’d probably pop a button and take out a passing fly.

In front of her, a candy-cane scalpel rested on a ceramic whetstone. She sharpened it with a slow, methodical rhythm—draw, draw, pause, and turn. The blade’s edge was red and white, twisted like a barber’s pole, and each pass over the stone sent a shower of peppermint-scented dust onto the counter. She swept the dust into a tidy pile with the edge of her hand, collecting it on a glass slide as if prepping a specimen. The scent was intoxicating. It mingled with the deeper, darker notes of her own skin and the faint, ever-present ghost of green syrup that she could never quite wash away.

Angela watched her reflection in the side of a polished kidney tray. Her eyes glowed faint orange, like the inside of a jack-o’-lantern at midnight. It wasn’t always visible, especially under the clinic lights, but here in the pre-dawn quiet, her stare could have outshone the emergency exit sign across the hall. She grinned at herself, flashing white teeth, and ran her tongue across her lips, savoring the sugar crust left by the scalpel.

The rest of the clinic was silent. Not “night shift silent” but funereal, as if the building itself was sleeping off a hangover. The only sound was the low hum of the lights and the occasional, far-off pop from the settling pipes. If she concentrated, she could still hear the ghosts of the night before: the scrape of candy wrappers across the linoleum, the click of heels against tile, the frantic pulse of her own heartbeat as she’d writhed on this very table while Doctor Halloween refashioned her insides.

Angela dusted her hands off on a towel, stood, and surveyed her domain. She moved differently now, hips rolling with every step and the extra weight at her chest making her posture, paradoxically, more regal. She liked the heft of herself, the sense that every movement left a ripple in the air behind her. It was power, pure and simple.

She approached the wall cabinet and opened it with a flick of her hand. Inside, every instrument glinted in perfect, alphabetized order: tongue depressors in three sizes, suture kits in rows, a shelf of syringes that looked ready for an Army battalion. Angela’s fingers hovered, selected a fresh scalpel, then replaced it. She didn’t need it today, not with the new one—her favorite—already honed to a surgeon’s dream.

A bowl of candy sat at the far end of the counter, tucked between a stack of fresh gloves and a bottle of hospital-grade sanitizer. Angela took a moment to rearrange the candies by color, red and orange first, then green, then the white ones she secretly preferred most. The candies clacked gently against the bowl, a nervous tic she’d never admit to anyone. She picked one up—a cherry-flavored disc wrapped in clear cellophane—and unwrapped it with her teeth, letting the wrapper spiral down to the floor. She popped the candy into her mouth, rolled it against her tongue, and let out a low, contented sigh. The sugar hit her bloodstream almost instantly, sparking a pleasure that traveled from her mouth to her core.

Angela hummed to herself as she worked, a slow, strange version of “Trick or Treat” in a minor key. She set out gauze pads, lined up a row of tongue depressors, and arranged the syringes into a fan shape, the way Patel used to before she’d been—Angela tried not to think about what had become of Patel. She’d probably show up sooner or later, and Angela would have to teach her the new rules.

She slid a tray of latex gloves toward herself and peeled a pair off with a practiced snap. They stretched tight over her hands, the powder inside giving way instantly to the heat and moisture of her skin. She flexed her fingers and admired the web of orange and green veins that pulsed just under the surface, visible even through the milky blue of the gloves. She’d never been vain before, but she found herself staring, fascinated by her own hands and what they could do now.

The candy-cane scalpel was ready. Angela lifted it, blade edge toward the light, and tested the sharpness with the pad of her thumb. The edge sliced effortlessly, but instead of blood, a single drop of green syrup beaded up on her skin, viscous and almost glowing. Angela laughed. She caught the drop with her tongue, letting it rest for a moment before she swallowed. The taste was sweet, yes, but layered with something else—something wild and alive, like biting into a fruit that had just finished ripening in her mouth.

She couldn’t wait to share it.

Angela cleaned the scalpel with an alcohol pad, polished the handle, and set it down on a sterile tray next to a fresh tongue depressor and a single, gleaming needle. She checked the clock—6:03 AM. The first appointment wouldn’t be for another hour, but she liked to be early. Liked to have time to prepare, to enjoy the anticipation.

Outside the exam room, the hall was still a disaster: candy wrappers from the night before drifted across the floor in lazy arcs, caught in the weak air current from the ventilation. The pumpkin lights above the nurses’ station were dark, their bulbs blown or simply too tired to go on. Angela stepped out, swept a few wrappers aside with her foot, and inhaled deeply. The air was tinged with sugar, bleach, and the memory of fear.

She wandered down to the supply closet, checking inventory with a half-smile. Everything in its place. No more empty shelves, no more shortage of tongue depressors or wound gel. The place ran on her now, her hunger and her need. She made a mental note to restock the candy bowl before the next shift. Doctor’s orders, she thought with a grin.

On her way back, Angela passed the cracked mirror above the eyewash station. She paused. The reflection was even more striking in the diffuse, pre-dawn light. Her skin was flawless, every imperfection scrubbed away and replaced with a faint, golden-green glow. Her lips were redder than ever, almost obscene. She pursed them, made a kissy face at the glass, and giggled at how stupid—how perfect—she looked.

She turned, then froze. A sound, faint but definite, echoed down the corridor: the metallic ring of the front door being unlocked. The day shift, right on schedule. Angela checked her uniform, smoothed her hair, and practiced her smile in the mirror one last time.

She looked ready. More than ready.

Back in the exam room, she set out the tray, adjusted the light, and waited.

Angela hummed, the minor key growing darker, sweeter, more insistent.

She licked her lips and smiled.

Today was going to be a good day.



The sound of the clinic doors swinging open at exactly 7:00 AM felt like a starting gun. Angela sat behind the exam room counter, waiting for the telltale footsteps and the awkward, too-loud voice of the new receptionist—a temp, from the sound of it, and still not entirely sure if the gig was real. The air in the corridor changed, brisk and perfumed, as someone pushed in from the cold and stomped the snow off their boots. Angela’s lips curled at the anticipation.

She straightened her name badge, now clipped to her left breast: “Nurse Halloween.” Patel’s last act of petty rebellion, probably. Angela ran her thumb across the laminate, then polished it on the hem of her skirt until it shone. The word “Halloween” looked good on her. It belonged.

She caught her reflection in the glass of the supply cabinet. Her smile, practiced and welcoming, stretched just wide enough to show the points of her canines. The orange glow in her eyes was faint, easy to miss unless you knew what to look for. She tilted her head, rehearsed the face once more, then let the smile fade into something more clinical, more authoritative.

In the hallway, footsteps advanced—hesitant, measured, the gait of a man who wasn’t used to hospitals and didn’t like being here. The sound of papers rustling. A brief, nervous cough.

Angela checked her tray: the candy-cane scalpel gleamed, edge so thin it was nearly invisible. The tongue depressors—now stripped at the tips and polished until they shone—were arrayed like a hand of playing cards. There was a new instrument in her kit, too: a thermometer that pulsed with a faint, bioluminescent green. She ran her hand over the tray, feeling each tool’s hum, each weapon’s promise.

A hesitant knock at the exam room door. Angela’s heart fluttered in her chest.

“Come in!” she called, voice sugar-sweet, and she meant it. The door creaked open, and a man—mid-thirties, graying at the temples, skin pale from too much time indoors—peeked in, eyes flicking over every surface before landing on Angela’s face. His pupils dilated, just a hint, at the sight of her.

“Uh, I’m here for the seven fifteen?” he said, holding up a clipboard as if it were a shield.

Angela grinned, all business. “You’re right on time. Please, have a seat.” She gestured to the exam table with a sweep of her hand. The motion lifted the fabric of her skirt, and she saw him register it in his peripheral vision. She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing.

He crossed the room and sat, the exam paper crinkling under his weight. He clutched the clipboard like a life preserver.

“First time here?” Angela asked, perching on the rolling stool and scooting up until their knees nearly touched.

He nodded, gaze darting from her face to the candy bowl to the strange, beautiful array of tools on the tray.

“Don’t worry,” Angela purred, lowering her voice. “I’ll take extra special care of you.”

She pulled on a pair of latex gloves, the snap echoing in the close space. Her eyes glowed brighter for a moment, and she saw him flinch—just a fraction, but enough.

She plucked the clipboard from his hands and scanned the intake form. “I see you checked off ‘chronic fatigue’ and ‘loss of appetite.’ Is that right?”

He nodded, cleared his throat. “Yeah, I… haven’t been sleeping much, and the only thing I can taste lately is—” He broke off, embarrassed. “—sweets, mostly.”

Angela’s smile widened. “We get a lot of that around here. Especially after Halloween.” She glanced up, letting her eyes bore into his, and watched as he squirmed. She set the clipboard aside and selected the thermometer, which she’d left in a cup of ice water for maximum effect.

“Open wide,” she said, and the man obliged, tongue out. She slid the thermometer under his tongue, pressed a gloved finger to his lips to hold it in place, and counted off the seconds.

His eyes never left her face. Angela held his gaze, making sure he saw every detail—the new fullness of her lips, the orange flicker behind her eyes, the way her breasts moved as she leaned in closer. After the prescribed interval, she withdrew the thermometer, checked the display, and clucked her tongue.

“Elevated,” she said, not looking at the numbers. “But not dangerous. Probably just stress.”

She set the thermometer back in its cradle and pulled the tongue depressor from the tray. “Say ‘ahh’ for me?”

He complied, voice trembling. Angela pressed the wooden strip to his tongue, holding it in place a moment too long. She let her finger brush his lower lip as she withdrew. His face flushed red.

Angela leaned back, crossing her legs. “Any allergies?”

He shook his head.

“Good,” Angela said, her tone shifting to something darker, more confidential. “Because Doctor Halloween taught me all his special treatments.” She let the words hang in the air, watching the confusion bloom on his face.

She picked up the scalpel, twisting it so the peppermint stripes shimmered under the light. The blade’s edge glinted, and the man’s attention snapped to it, mesmerized.

Angela saw the fear and the arousal in equal measure. She leaned forward, until her face was inches from his. “Relax,” she whispered. “I promise, you won’t feel a thing.”

The man tried to protest, but Angela had already moved. She slid the scalpel along the inside of his wrist—not deep, just enough to draw a single bead of green syrup. He stared at it, eyes wide. Angela caught the drop with her tongue, never breaking eye contact.

The effect was immediate. His pupils dilated to black, his breath hitched, and a shudder ran up his spine. Angela grinned, satisfied.

She set the scalpel down, patted his arm, and went to the cabinet for a gauze pad. She pressed it to the wound, letting her thumb circle the spot, her touch lingering.

“You’re going to feel a lot better in a few minutes,” she said, voice warm. “Just sit tight while I finish the paperwork.”

He nodded, slack-jawed, barely able to speak.

Angela hummed to herself, filling out the chart with efficient strokes. She looked up every so often, watched as the man’s skin took on a faint, healthy glow, as his pulse steadied, as the hollows under his eyes filled out. He looked alive for the first time in years.

When she was done, she stood, stretched, and let her body do what it wanted—to preen, to display, to command. She snapped off the gloves, tossed them in the bin, and offered her hand.

He took it. His grip was soft, almost reverent.

“Welcome to the new you,” Angela said, and winked.

She opened the door, ushered him out, and watched as he floated down the hallway, shoulders squared, head held high. She closed the door behind him with a soft click, then leaned against it, eyes closed, savoring the aftertaste of green syrup on her tongue.

She picked up the scalpel, cleaned it, and set it on the tray. Her hands shook—not from nerves, but from excitement. The hunger was back, bigger than ever. She glanced at the clock.

Another patient in fifteen minutes.

Angela looked at her reflection, straightened her badge, and let the smile grow wide and wicked.

The day was just beginning.
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