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As many believe, there is a place above and a place below. But there are also places in between. Some not quite awfully perfect and others not quite perfectly awful.

One of these places is as dreary, damp, and despairing as spending your birthday at school taking a standardized algebra test in soggy swim trunks using a number 2 pencil: made of real number 2.

It’s a place filled with more blubbering than a pod of whimpering whales; as cheerless as a cheerleader with laryngitis; and as listless as, well, someone who lost their list of favorite things (you know, raindrops on neuroses, blisters on kittens, etc.).

There is a tired old expression usually uttered by people wearing tired old expressions: “Misery loves company.” The meaning? No, it doesn’t necessarily suggest that working for a company will make you miserable (good guess, though). What it really means is that misery likes to throw one heck of a pity party: an invitation-only affair where the downhearted rub slumped shoulders with one another until their gloom is spread as evenly as Feelin’ Blueberry jam on wet toast that invariably falls facedown on the floor. Think of it as a disconsolate disco, with all those feet stomping on gripes until they make a truly fine whine.

And in this place—the fifth of Heck’s dispiriting circles—the miserable have nothing if not each other: a camp of complaint that is going down, down, down.…

The mysterious Powers That Be (and any of its associated or subsidiary enterprises, including—but not limited to—the Powers That Be Evil) have stitched this and countless other subjective realities together into a sprawling quilt of space and time.

Some of these quantum patches may not even seem like places. But they are all around you and go by many names. Some feel like eternity. And some of them actually are eternity, at least for a little while.

So please return your postures to their fully downright positions and extinguish all hope. We’re in for a bumpy landing.…
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MILTON FAUSTER-ELEVEN years old at the time of his untimely death—looked outside past the marble balcony jutting over the crater, stunned as he took in the dreary spectacle of Snivel. The sky was a deep, impenetrable gray. Hanging from the cloud cover was a gargantuan, pendulous glass enclosure that, Milton rightly assumed, was Camp Snivel. It was like a big teardrop, he thought, crying from the sky.

Through the camp’s glass shell, at the teardrop’s widest point, Milton could make out what looked like a capsized lake hanging, somehow, upside down. Above the upturned lake—or below, depending—where the camp was suspended from the clouds, Snivel narrowed to a stem.

“Must be an optical delusion,” said Marlo, Milton’s impulse-control-challenged older sister, as she blew a wayward strand of blue hair from her face. “Like how people dressed in the eighties.”

More children—a slack-jawed boy, a long-faced girl, and a skinny Emo boy with a scraggly bob hairstyle—joined Milton and Marlo on the balcony of the Moanastery: a crumbling cloister where the Brothers of the Unconsolably Morose, Miserable, and Exceedingly Rueful (also known as BUMMER) practiced their peculiar penitence.

“Speaking of optical delusions,” Marlo said as a pair of twins—an Asian girl and her sleeping brother physically joined at the shoulder and hip—stepped onto the roughly hewn balcony.

“They’re Siamese twins,” Milton clarified. “Not delusions.”

“Actually, we prefer conjoined,” the girl said with a look of mock reproach before revealing a mouthful of perfect teeth. The two siblings couldn’t seem more different, Milton thought. The girl was fresh-faced and alert while the thick-featured boy frowned and grumbled in his sleep.

“Sorry, I didn’t …,” Milton replied, a little dazed by the girl’s smile. “I mean … you’re pretty. Um … unique. Pretty unique.”

Below the Moanastery was a massive crater piled high with millions of tons of reeking garbage, fed into the yawning basin through widemouthed discharge pipes. Waves of stench rippled in the fetid air as the decomposing mound exhaled its exceedingly foul breath.

“What is that smell?!” whined a pouting, scowling girl with freckles spattered across her cheeks. “It’s like a family of skunks that choked to death on stinkbugs!”

“Down below you is the Dumps,” Abbot Costello, a ruddy-faced monk wearing a steel-wool robe, explained wearily as he sulked out onto the balcony. “Are any of you familiar with the River Styx?”

Milton and Marlo shuddered in unison, recalling their own vivid memories of traversing the great tunnel of dung—the River Styx, the final, fecal resting place of all the world’s sewage.

“Well, much like how the River Styx shuttles all that … stuff from the Surface down to h-e-double-hockey-sticks,” the abbot continued while casually flagellating himself with a small leather lash, “the Dumps is where the world’s detritus goes to decompose and demoralize.…”

Wails of anguish reverberated throughout the crater. Milton and Marlo clapped their hands over their ears at the tormented din and turned. Inside the Moanastery, a group of monks moaned into coiled brass funnels trained outward into the abyss beyond.

“AH!” Abbot Costello shouted over the roar of amplified sobs and rushing wind echoing throughout the crater. “OUR FREQUENT FRIAR MILES RETURNS TO FERRY YOU ACROSS THE SEA OF SIGHS TO SNIVEL: THE CIRCLE OF HECK FOR WHINY, MOPEY CRYBABIES LIKE YOURSELVES!”

The wind had upturned layers of fresh, rotting garbage. Through the swirls of trash, Milton could see a rusty tram approaching, wobbling on a pair of cables suspended from the distended midsection of Snivel to the Moanastery.

“Snivel is … upside down?” said a gangly boy with an elfish face, flaming red ears, and a runny nose as he arrived onto the balcony. “But how—”

“You will have the opportunity to see for yourself!” the abbot yelled as the caged gondola arrived at the balcony. Out hopped a monk with sunken blue eyes, a ginger beard, and a broken nose.

“All aboard the ThighTram!” Friar Miles called out, gesturing to the children.

“The ThighTram?” Marlo mumbled as she and the other children were herded into the cramped, swaying cage. “This better not have anything to do with exercising …”

“No, not ThighTram … ThighTram,” the friar lisped as he tossed a roll of duct tape to the sniffling red-eared boy. “You’d better tape yourthelves in, my children. The Thea of Thighs is ethpecially thtormy today.”

Friar Miles sat in the front of the tram behind a controller handle, air pressure gauge, and hand-brake wheel. “Oh bother, that art tho heavy, woeful be thy name,” he murmured softly to himself before turning the handle. The SighTram lurched forward up the cable, reeling and rocking like a middle-aged mom with her iPod up too loud. The conjoined twin boy stirred awake on his sister’s shoulder.

“What’s going on, Sara?” he asked with a groggy, accusatory whine as he took in his surroundings. “Why are we—” he shrieked, his dark, almond eyes bugging out when he saw the Dumps beneath the rusty cage floor, before passing out.

“Narcolepsy,” the girl explained to Milton as she clutched the tram’s flimsy mesh-wire side. “Brought on by strong emotions—”

“Like the terror of realizing you’re in a cage dangling above a rubbish heap,” interjected Milton, gripping the conversation tight, like a life preserver, as he tried to tamp down his mushrooming fear.

The girl smiled her disarmingly warm grin.

“Yeah,” she replied. “Like that. Unfortunately, I’m an insomniac and it’s hard for me to sleep through anything.”

The SighTram lurched forward, straining against the gale-force Sea of Sighs as it squealed painfully slowly toward the gargantuan glass teardrop ahead.

“Are we there yet?” whined the young Emo boy as he fussed with his designer glasses.

The tram was buffeted about as if it were a ball of yarn and the powerful gusts were a playful cat, batting the cage back and forth between its paws.

The slack-jawed boy with the curly hair gaped out the tram’s side.

“I know that, like, some religious people can be born again, right?” the boy asked no one in particular. “But we can’t, like … die again … right?”

“Maybe life and death are like a video game,” the elfin boy speculated as he wiped his nose, staring down at the Dumps. “Different levels. Different ways to live and die …”

Milton leaned over, scooped up his backpack, and unzipped the top. Out poked the fuzzy white head of his pet ferret, Lucky. Milton gave Lucky a quick, reassuring pat.

“It’s okay, little guy,” Milton whispered out of the side of his mouth. “Just stay cool.”

Milton caught Sara, the conjoined twin, looking over at him, smiling slyly. She held her finger up to her mouth, the international signal for “your secret is safe with me.”

The rickety cage was halfway across the swaying span of cable connecting the Moanastery to Camp Snivel.

Marlo, duct-taped next to Milton on the bench, grabbed the back of Friar Miles’s swiveling chair.

“Can’t this thing go any faster?!” she shouted as the monk puzzled over his controls. Marlo stared down between her fidgeting feet at the grille floor, with the Dumps—3,000 feet below—all too visible. “Toxic waste is bad for my complexion!”

Friar Miles slammed his hand against the controller handle, and the SighTram thrust forward. The air pressure gauge hissed, its needle tapping impatiently against the dangerous red end of the dial. The motor’s high-pitched whine cleaved the dull roar of the Sea of Sighs in two.

Friar Miles struggled with the controller.

“It’th thtuck,” the pinched-faced monk relayed.

Friar Miles gave the brake wheel a turn. It twisted off in his hand.

“Is that bad?” Milton asked, knowing the answer deep down in his roiling gut.

“Only if we want to thtop,” the monk replied. “There mutht be garbage blocking the brake padth.”

Friar Miles climbed out of the rocking tram and clambered onto its roof.

“Uh-oh,” Marlo muttered as she tore herself free from her duct-taped seat belt and took the friar’s seat at the front of the tram. “Look.”

Up ahead, through a flurry of plastic bottles and disposable diapers, Milton saw the Gates of Snivel fixed behind a landing platform set at the midsection of the massive glass teardrop. And it was rushing toward them at breakneck speed.

“Now what am I supposed to do?!” Marlo shouted up to the friar, holding the hand brake.

“Wait until I thay pull.”

“Thay what?!”

“PULL!”

Marlo reflexively yanked the hand brake. The SighTram screamed to a stop a few yards from the landing platform and swung violently forward.

Friar Miles was pitched into the air and slammed into the Gates of Snivel. Milton—his duct tape giving way—soared out of the flying tram and into the friar.

“Oooompthh!” the monk yelled as Milton struck him, sending them both rolling into the rusty metal entrance with a clang. The remaining children screamed inside of the tram as the cage swung like a pendulum.

Milton rubbed his throbbing head as he rose to his feet. The Gates of Snivel swung open and closed with a grating eeee-orrrr creak.

“Jump when it swings close to the platform!” Milton yelled as the SighTram pitched forward.

Marlo clutched the sides of the bench. “No way!” she yelled. “We’ll just stay put until it’s safe!”

One of the cables fastened above the platform was yanked out of its mooring. The SighTram listed suddenly to the left, now rocking both side to side and to and fro.

Marlo swallowed.

“Now’s good, too,” she muttered as she made her way to the back of the tram, turned, and—as the SighTram swung close to the platform—sped down the aisle and leapt out the driver’s window. She landed hard on her shoulder and rolled across the smooth marble platform next to Milton. He trotted to the edge of the platform.

“The rest of you have got to hurry!” Milton shouted through cupped hands.

One by one, the children ripped off their duct tape and jumped from the SighTram. Friar Miles padded across the balcony and studied the cable with his sunken blue eyes.

“Ath dangerouth ath my trip back will undoubtedly be,” he lisped, “the Moanathtery ithn’t anywhere near ath awful ath Thnivel.”

He sprang to the cable, gripped it tightly, and, swinging hand over hand, worked his way to the SighTram. Friar Miles waved as he backed away across the Sea of Sighs, swallowed up by swirls of upturned foam packing peanuts and spent printing cartridges.

Milton and Marlo turned to face the Gates of Snivel. The corroded bars featured cast-iron tragedy/tragedy masks and tiny violins welded up and down the rods. When the wind brushed against the violins, their little metal bows scraped against the wire strings, creating a disconcerting concert of jeering screeches. Twined up along the bars were vines flaunting withered, heart-shaped flowers that coiled in a sad clot at the gates’ twin handles: lumpy lead “fists” wiping away a string of opal tears leaking from a pair of eyes wrought in drooping loops. Beyond the gate was a thick curtain of shadows.

Tired of being pelted with bits of reeking, stinging garbage, Milton tugged open the heavy gate.

A skeletal hand reached out from the shadows. Bony, knotted fingers gripped Milton’s hand, seizing it tight with what felt like a clench of electric icicles. A devitalizing ache blossomed from the base of Milton’s palm and spread through his body, filling him with a soft, sickening gloom. Milton was paralyzed, his mind like an old television tuned to a dead channel.

“Let go, Creepshow!” Marlo shrieked from behind her brother, yanking him free of the incapacitating grasp. Milton, suddenly able to move again, collapsed to the ground, the taste of blood forming in his mouth.


[image: ]

A WILLOWY FIGURE stepped into the weak gray light. The creature was just under seven feet tall, wearing a charcoal hoodie cinched tight around its neck with a half-frowny, half-smiley face screen-printed in olive drab on the front. As the sense of tingling dread relaxed its grip on the inside of Milton’s chest, he noticed a flash of metal from something strapped to the creature’s palm.

“A joy buzzer?” Milton mumbled from the balcony floor, rubbing his aching hand.

“Joyless buzzer,” the creature replied in a way that made Milton unsure if he was actually hearing him or just thinking him. “I forgot I had on when greeting you.”

The figure offered its hand to Milton in the half-darkness.

Fool me once, shame on you, Milton thought as he struggled to his feet. Fool me twice … seriously … cut it out, not funny.

The skeletal creature, Milton noticed, had what appeared to be a rubber chicken strapped to its side and a gag arrow piercing its hooded head. Marlo glowered at the figure with a fixed from-under stare that brought to mind a Goth bull about to charge.

“What are you?” she spat. “A party clown who’s here because some kid’s birthday wish was that you’d drop dead?”

The creature stared at Milton and Marlo with its doleful eyes, like two dull marbles filled with rainwater.

“I’m Grin Reaper,” the creature croaked.

“Reaper?” Milton replied, stepping back. “As in—”

“Knock knock,” the Grin Reaper interrupted, staring expectantly at Milton.

“Um, who’s there?” Milton replied, unable to leave a knock-knock joke unanswered.

“Is doorbell repairman.”

“The doorbell repairman who?”

“Ding-dong … all done!”

“What?”

“Is joke,” the Grin Reaper explained in his halting hiss. “Make laugh.”

Milton, struck by the absurdity of the situation, let out an explosive snort.

The Grin Reaper swiftly yanked a green net with a wooden handle from the pouch on his back. He studied the air around Milton’s head with his gray wet eyes, as if something were fluttering before him. Suddenly, the cadaverous creature deftly swished his net, nearly swatting Milton across the mouth.

“What are you—?!” Milton gasped, pushing his new pair of broken glasses—two different lenses taped together at the bridge with duct tape—up his nose.

“Shhh … you scare,” the Grin Reaper whispered as something unseen struggled softly inside the pale-green netting. He carefully reached behind his back and snatched up two tarnished metal rings, one perched atop the other on his bony palm. With a twist of the wrist, he pulled the rings apart, activating a humming electric jar. The Grin Reaper tipped the jar’s rim toward the net. Inside flitted what looked like a butterfly.

It was about five inches across, striated with pink and blue, with iridescent splotches on its hind wings that shimmered with a spectrum of rainbow colors, like an oily film on deep-blue water.

Watching the insect flutter filled Milton with a peculiar bittersweet feeling, as if something he loved very much were very far away … a feeling not uncommon in the afterlife but particularly keen now.

“Is boy’s laugh,” the Grin Reaper said as he dropped a saturated cotton ball to the bottom of the jar. “Chuckle, actually. Is different. One of five types.” Milton’s winged “chuckle” fluttered about for a few moments before sinking to the bottom of the jar and expiring. Milton felt like a jack-o’-lantern whose candle was abruptly snuffed out: hollow and chilly with the memory of lost warmth.

“You’re joking,” Marlo said with a sneer as she watched the Grin Reaper seal the lid on Milton’s last laugh. “I mean … you collect laughter?”

“I never joke about laughter,” the Grin Reaper rasped. “I collect, yes. Keep in barrel. I cannot laugh. So I snatch from rich chaos of human nature. Temporarily brighten my luster-lack world.”

The Grin Reaper pitched the jar back over his shoulder and into his pouch. The creature turned toward Snivel, his rainwater eyes glittering with unfathomable sadness.

A tunnel stretched out beyond the gates, with a moving sidewalk that gradually corkscrewed until, at the tunnel’s end, the walkway was on the ceiling.

“But that’s impossible,” Milton muttered as the Grin Reaper brushed past him and onto the sidewalk.

Marlo shrugged and stepped onto the sidewalk behind him. Milton sighed, forcing himself to participate in something that openly mocked the laws of physics. He looked behind him to see the landing platform tilted subtly to the side, or so it seemed, as he was moved along onto the tunnel’s wall, feet still firmly planted to the walkway.

“Artificial gravity,” Sara offered with a smile. “Either centrifugal or superconductive diamagnetism. It has to be something like that.”

Nearly upside down, Milton couldn’t tell if his head-over-heels feeling was burbling infatuation or simply the play of gravity. Still, something tickled the inside of his chest and made him feel a little bit nauseous—but in a strangely good way.

“Yeah … some simulated gravity machine, probably,” Milton replied, his face hot and his fingers tingling with nervous electricity. “Milton, by the way.”

“M.I.L.T.O.N.?” the girl pondered with a crinkle of her sparkling dark eyes. “Is that an acronym for some theoretical microgravity device?”

“Um, no,” he said, looking past her shoulder as the landing platform clicked near the twelve o’clock position. “My name. Milton. Milton Fauster.”

“Oh … right,” she replied with her easy smile. “I’m Sara Bardo. And this is Sam,” she added with a tip of her head toward her snoring brother. “Most people just call us … well, a lot of terrible things, usually.”

The corkscrewing sidewalk was now on the ceiling, which was now the floor. The Grin Reaper stepped off the moving walkway and toward a gently swaying wall of grimy vinyl plastic strips.

“We’re here,” he wheezed, parting the dingy gray curtain and holding it out wide with his long, bony arms. “Camp Snivel,” he continued as a carpet of dark fog spilled onto the platform. “Your last resort …”

Behind Milton, the red-eared boy sneezed.

“Ugh.” The boy sniffled. “Airborne mold spores. Looks like you can take it with you … at least in terms of allergies.”

Marlo swept past the Grin Reaper and entered the Circle of Heck for the inconsolably sad, sulky, and sensitive.

“Ugh … this is even worse than I thought,” she muttered as she scanned the relentlessly grim surroundings. “It really is like summer camp!”

“A bummer camp,” the Grin Reaper clarified.

How bad can a bad camp be? Milton thought.

Milton joined his sister, hitting his head on a low-hanging wooden sign that Marlo had dodged. He could tell by the faded letters that it had once read:

WELCOME TO CAMP SNIVEL: YOUR LUCKY WHOLESOME FUN CENTER!

But now, thanks to an eternity of weather damage, it read:

W—O-E TO A—L—L WHO-ENTER

Milton also noticed, as he rubbed his throbbing noggin, that, somehow, his legs were cold and wet.

He looked down at his soggy sneakers. The blanket of stormy fog clung to the ground like sodden moss. Drops of rain splattered the underside of Milton’s chin, rolling up his neck and into his ears. He couldn’t believe it. It was actually raining up.

“But how?” Milton asked as a thuggish gang of storm mist clustered below, spitting up cold, slushy rain so that he was thoroughly soaked from toe to head.

The Grin Reaper walked toward a group of devastated weeping willows, stooped by the weight of some secret sorrow.

“Special bioengineered rain fog,” he explained. “Made from He2O: two helium atoms for every oxygen atom. Make rain up. Dampens even highest spirit,” the Grin Reaper continued as he looked up through the broken boughs. “But there is something worse.…”

Above was a sight that took Milton’s breath away. The sky was filled with … garbage.

“The Dumps,” muttered Sara as her brother Sam snorted himself awake, the raindrops tickling his nose. “It’s our sky now. It’s … terrible,” she wept, hiding her face in her brother’s neck.

“Rain? In the underworld?” Sam complained, caught between the undertow of sleep and the cold drizzle stinging his face from below.

A hot gush of tears mingled with the helium water dripping up Milton’s face.

The sky had always represented a sense of hope for Milton. And now it was a bottomless, festering heap of medical waste, plastic bottles, paint cans, rotting food, soiled clothing, and milk cartons.

Not landfill … but skyfill. The boundless vista of trash pressing down from above made Milton feel small and powerless, as if all hope had been left on the curb, waiting to be disposed of forever.

“Helps keep child’s outlook always down,” the Grin Reaper added as a fresh bank of storm mist colluded underfoot, birthing another torrent of lancing rain. “Is one reason Camp Snivel wrong-side up.”

“It’s eleven-fifteen and we all might as well give up,” a voice sobbed in the distance to the clang of a bell. “I mean … really. What’s the point?”

The Grin Reaper motioned the children through the trees.

“Town Cryer,” he mumbled. “Major downer but punctual. Come.”

Marlo stomped through the murky pea-soup mist, her shoulder brushing against a flyer tacked to the trunk of a weeping willow.

HAVE YOU SEEN ME?

The flyer had a picture of a round-faced Latin American boy with wet brown eyes and snot running down from his nose. Next to the flyer was another one, stuck fast to the tree with milky sap. This one featured a girl with dirty-blond hair sloppily cinched into pigtails with mismatched ties. Marlo counted twelve such flyers in this cluster of trees alone. Suddenly, out of the corner of her eye, she saw a shaggy dark blob streak through the gnarled underbrush.

Marlo swung around, startled.

“Who’s there?!” she called out, but the only thing she heard was her own breathing. She quickly tore down one of the flyers and rejoined the group as they neared the edge of Camp Snivel’s tree-lined border. With each step, Marlo felt as if she were getting heavier and heavier.

“Hey, Lesser Fauster,” Marlo said to her younger brother. “Get this: a whole bunch of missing kids … and I thought I saw something back …”

The group cleared the fringe of trees. Before them was an enormous, deep green-gray lake—like the color of spoiled luncheon meat—with a humongous, screeching, forty-foot-tall stone wheel churning at the center. The wheel shook and tottered uneasily on its axis as, with its eight stone ladles, it whipped the center of the lake into a misty, agitated froth.

“Are we there—?” the Emo boy started before he was silenced by a slug in the shoulder from the pouting, puffer-fish-faced girl.

Surrounding the lake were three broken pairs of rotting docks, strewn about like the aftermath of a giant toddler’s tantrum. Dozens of children sat along the edges of the broken piers, crying over pools of milky water.

“Lake Rymose,” the Grin Reaper rasped, skeletal arms akimbo as he stood on the uneven ridge of raised, knuckle-shaped mounds overlooking the lugubrious lagoon. “Filled with tears of every Unhappy Camper sent to Snivel.”

Milton felt drawn to the wobbly wheel—literally, as he found himself having to tilt backward somewhat to counteract its effects.

“Dukkha,” Sara murmured softly. “Of course. That’s what gives this place its dreadful gravity.”

“Dookie?” Marlo interjected. “Like poo?”

“A Dukkha Wheel, you troll-haired hockey puck,” Sam spat. “You know … Buddhism?”

Marlo drew in her breath, as if Sam were a birthday candle that she was about to blow out. “Would you like to meditate on this, Two-for-One?” she hissed, brandishing her fist.

Milton wedged himself between them.

“Enlighten us,” Milton said. “What’s a Dukkha Wheel?”

After giving her brother a sharp, nervous glance, Sara stepped to the edge of a bleak outlook facing Lake Rymose.

“The cycle of misery, unhappiness, and pain,” she replied. “It turns like a squeaky, broken wheel about to fall off its axle, causing suffering and unrest … and, in Snivel’s case, gravity.”

“So that’s why I feel so heavy here,” Marlo replied. “I knew it couldn’t be the headcheese Stroganoff we scarfed before we came here. I lost most of it out the side of the SighTram, anyway, if you know what I—”

“It’s a peculiar kind of gravity, too,” Milton added. “I feel kind of drained and lethargic, in addition to really heavy.”

Milton noticed the flyer crumpled in Marlo’s hand.

“What’s that?”

“Oh yeah,” Marlo said as she flattened the flyer out on the back of Sam/Sara’s shared shoulder. “A mess of kids gone missing. Plus I saw something back there in the trees.”

“What did you see?”

“I don’t know … I didn’t see it,” Marlo replied as she looked intently around her, swatting at a mosquito nibbling her neck. “But I spy with my kleptomaniac’s eye something else.”

“What’s that?”

“A whole lot of nothing, at least in terms of demon guards.”

Milton looked out past the sludgy gray-green waters of Lake Rymose and to a sad compound of waterlogged cabins: sagging structures that seemed to be commiserating with one another as the rain pelted up beneath them. Milton could only make out a handful of listless demon sloths sulking about the barracks, their knuckles dragging along behind them in the mud, and what looked like a gigantic leather snail crawling outside a tent. Both Limbo and Blimpo had been teeming with a malevolent menagerie of pitchspork-wielding demon guards, Milton recalled. And, according to Marlo, Rapacia and Fibble had no shortage of sadistic lawless-keepers patrolling their hallways.

“You’re right,” Milton replied. “There are hardly any guards. And the guards they do have don’t seem particularly threatening.”

“We need no sentries in this place,” an eerily calm, hypnotic voice declared from behind them. “Camp Snivel guards itself. From the inside …”

The children turned.

There stood a cadaverous man—short of stature, thick and compactly set—whose head looked like it had been carved from a tombstone.

“The inside of you,” the man concluded. “Debilitating sentinels stationed within the bosom of each and every Unhappy Camper.”

The Grin Reaper drifted with haunting ninja stealth to the man’s side. “Children, meet Mr. Poe,” the hooded creature wheezed. “Your new vice principal.”

Milton swallowed, gripped by sudden dread.

“It’s eleven-thirty and things keep getting worse and worse,” the Town Cryer wailed, followed by a mournful clang of his bell.
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