Masks and Minds, Chapter 2.


Koszta was a small town, but perhaps not that small.  The people who called it home did not all know each other by name, or were even aware of everyone who lived there.  There were still secrets in fair numbers.   Koszta was quite stable in a time when most people are leaving small towns to pursue opportunities in larger population centers.   It had a large number of local shops that put money into the town’s coffers.  Most of the year, life was a carbon copy of any other small town.


Halloween, however, was the time when Koszta really shined.  The town was basically the costume capital of the area.  This was due to a decently sized shop aptly named Caruthers’ Custom Costumes. The store itself had been opened for longer than many of the residents of town had been alive.  It had always been in the same location, having not moved once.  The building was made of brick and situated near the center of the town.  A pair of plate glass display windows faced the street.  They had the appearance of a pair of old-fashioned eyeglasses held up in front of a row of expensive suits.  Entering the shop, one would see a picture of organization.  Full body suits of various fur types lined the right wall.  Near the center were more conventional costumes, various character, monster, and period clothing.  They could be sized to go with the bodysuits, or worn on their own.  The left hand side of the shop held all of the accessories that one could want with their costume.  Some were molded of plastics and rubber, others made of actual metals.  Everything was made with realism in mind.  The shop even had a pleasant smell to it.  It was a mix of pine air freshener coupled with a hint of latex, a clean smell.  These things combined to make people from miles around visit to make their Halloween purchases.  The costumes contained therein were of the highest quality imaginable.  The storefront and display cases were always full of inexpensive, realistic items that never seemed to be entirely out of stock.  The selection was wide, but if someone needed something that was not on their list of inventory, Mr. Caruthers would see that it would be made for them in a mere day or two.


Mr. Caruthers himself was a mouse just approaching the age where people would consider him elderly.  His fur coat had a ruddy tone to it.  It had been a more vibrant red in his younger days, but had faded with time.  His head fur remained nearly as black and healthy as it had in his youth.  The only attribute of it that gave away his age were the gray streaks slowly making their way up his sideburns to take over the rest of his mane.  Both of his eyes were a sharp green color.  If they had a different shape to their pupils, one would mistake them for cat’s eyes.  He needed no glasses for them, his vision was always clear.  He was still spry.  His joints did not have the typical swellings and stiffness of a man his age.  His posture was just as it had been decades ago.  He had a pleasant face.  Even his whiskers seemed to wear a smile, as they had slight curls in the tips.  In all respects, he was a pillar of the community.  Like a grandfather who was full of fun loving spirit and wisdom, children and adults alike enjoyed his company and looked up to him.  It was rare to find him without an invitation to spend dinner with another family, or attend some other social function.  Those who knew him also saw him as something of an eccentric genius.  He was a private person, despite his popularity.  No one had ever been in the back of his shop.  It was kept locked at all times, save for when he needed entry.  The workshop lacked a window, making it a safe to hide his craft.  He did occasionally have guests at his home, but never had them stay too long or see too much of his house.


As a town with such a prominent costume shop, it was only natural that everyone looked forward to Halloween.  In the years since Mr. Caruthers’ shop opened, the holiday slowly evolved from a night of trick-or-treating into a week long festival.  Not content with just the residents of Koszta, it drew in people from all of the surrounding towns to participate.  The town was transformed into something of a wonderland for both the young and young at heart, not to mention those who enjoyed a good scare.  In the weeks preceding the festival, decorations went up all over town.  Sores practically changed into haunted houses.  Tents were set up in the center of town to sell a variety of mouth watering treats.  They also housed games and other Halloween related activities, offering a variety of prizes.  Most of the townspeople spent the entire week of the festival in their costumes.  The costumes, of course, came from a singular source.  They tried to act like whatever character they were attempting to portray.  This added to the whimsy and lightheartedness of the event.  The entire town filled with enjoyment that dwarfed those found in larger scale, more bland fairs.


Every year, the Koszta Halloween festival seemed to get bigger.  Every year more people came, more tents were set up, and more people wore costumes and stayed in character longer.  If it was an epidemic, it was a fun one, as the town furs enjoyed it.  It was only natural that the fiftieth was the largest yet. Like all of the previous years, more people helped than did the last year.  By the time there were only eight days until the festival began, most of the town had already undergone its metamorphosis.  The trees around the courthouse were decorated in orange lights, along with the occasional hanging skeleton.  There was a large park in the center of town.  It lay just before the front of the courthouse.  The poles for the tents that served at the hub of the festivities were set up.  The food vendors and game overseers would move in later.  Storefronts were covered in decorations.  Some were so heavily coated in Halloween imagery that it was difficult to make out what they actually sold.  Pumpkins were, of course, all over.  For the most part, they were uncarved.  However, some overzealous furs had already done the deed.  They had not yet figured out that a pumpkin carved too early turned to mush by the time of the Festival.  Individual houses had set up most of their decorations as well.  Some residents had even went so far as to transform their homes into haunted houses.  These would be thoroughly enjoyed throughout the festival.  A surprising amount of effort usually went into these.


Of course, Caruthers’ Custom Costumes was just as busy as it ever was.  Assorted furs were milling about the shop.  They mused over the best ingredients to make their role over whatever they decided to spend Halloween as all the more realistic.  Mr. Caruthers had spent most of the day in the back of his shop, and had his assistant running the storefront.  He was a wolf by the name of Grant Timber.  His surname was a little strange.  It came from his father’s side of the family, and he was a squirrel.  He did not know the root of it, but liked it.  As a wolf, it fit him like a glove.  He was a bit short, perhaps just breaking five and a half feet in height.  His fur was a uniform gray color over his entire body.  He had a patch of white on his belly, but that was not readily visible.  He liked to keep his fur clean and well groomed.  His eyes were a middle blue color.  They were neither too dark nor too piercing.  His head ruff was a bit shaggy, and a few shades darker than his fur.  His build was…..adequate.  That was probably the best way to describe it.  He was not particularly athletic, nor did he have the body of a slug.


Grant had worked for Mr. Caruthers for about three years.  The mouse trusted him to run the store, but he still had never seen the back room.  He knew that in that room, Mr. Caruthers did a lot of his creating, likely almost all of it.  He could never help but to wonder what went on back there.  One could argue that the wolf loved Halloween almost as much as Mr. Caruthers did.  Consequently, that meant he loved his job and was infatuated with costumes.  His dedication to the holiday was what likely got him the job in the first place.  A perk of the job was that every year, Mr. Caruthers would allow him to have the costume of his choosing for the Halloween Festival.  He did this, of course, free of charge.  Every year, Grant selected a full body suit of the most realistic quality he could find.  He did this to spend the week as a female fur in costume.  He always found it fun to swap genders for a time, and his girlfriend never failed to get a kick out of it.  In fact, she usually took on a male role herself, though she never managed to obtain a body suit to help her get into character.  On top of all of that, the shop did enough business that Grant made a good amount of money.  Even throughout the year, the store did good business, as there was always a call for some of the novelties the shop also carried.  That, and when you have a town that enjoys Halloween as much as Koszta, there is always a costume party going on somewhere.


The time to close up shop was getting near.  During the Halloween season, it stayed open late, until midnight.  Business normally stayed steady right up until then, and that night was no exception.  Grant was able to keep up, just the same.  He knew the inventory, and had every article’s price and button on the cash register committed to memory.  The customers petered off near midnight, and Grant went about the process of closing up shop.  The first thing he did was flip the sign on the front door to closed.  The door was rather old and heavy, and the tumblers noisy.  For a costume shop, it was perfect.  Grant took a moment to look the shop over.  There were blank spots on shelves and racks here and there.  A few articles were in the wrong spots, marking where people changed their minds.  A pirate sword was leaning against a leopard suit here, and a harlequin mask atop a few packages of toy ray guns there.  Even through Mr. Caruthers replaced all of the inventory himself, Grant always took a bit of time to put things back where they belonged.  He only tended to visit the storefront, the bathroom, and the janitor’s closet.  As a clean shop was more appealing to everyone, he took a trip to the janitor’s closet to get supplies to sweep and mop the floor.  As he was tidying up, the wolf’s ears perked up at the sound of the back room’s door opening.  He peeked over a rack of costume clothing to see Mr. Caruthers leaving his workshop.  The mouse was smiling, but that was never a surprise.  His normally pleasant demeanor gained all the more radiance the closer it got to Halloween.  It could be quite contagious.  Grant’s muzzle stretched into a smile as he leaned his broom against the rack.  He waved a gray furred paw at the mouse, even though he was not looking his way yet.  “Hello Mr. Caruthers.”  His voice was a cheerful tenor.  The mouse glanced at Grant as he relocked his workshop’s door.


“Ah, yes, hello Grant.”  He withdrew the key, slipping it into the pocket of his brown dress slacks.  “Sweeping up?  Good, you never fail to keep my store clean.”


“Thank you sir.”  Grant, like most, always appreciated a compliment.  This was especially true of someone who took as much pride in their work as he did.


“How was business today?”  The mouse asked.  He looked out over the storefront as he did, noticing all the gaps on racks and shelves.  He responded before Grant could even answer.  “Ah, very good, I see.”


“Oh yes, it seems like more and more people are coming from other towns to buy costumes and stuff.”  The wolf’s tail gave a couple of quick wags.  “This Halloween festival is going to be huge!”


“Warms my heart to hear it.  I love this time of year.”  Mr. Caruthers walked out from behind the counter.  His paw trailed along the top of one of the costume racks.  “Everything about it just makes me happy.  That, and seeing everyone having fun playing.”


“Well, I guess it’s just the time of year we all feel like kids.”  The wolf said, resuming his sweeping duties.  As he did, Grant asked the same question he did every year.  “Will I be able to see the back of the shop this year?”


“Will you?”  The mouse partially parroted back to him.  He offered the wolf a gentle chuckle.  “I think that this just may be the year.  Not tonight though, perhaps a bit closer to the festival.”  Grant’s ears perked up.  He was more surprised to get a positive answer than anything else.


“What, really?  You mean I actually can?”  His tail was wagging so much it billowed and fanned some of the clothes hanging behind him.


“Don’t get too eager.  A magician doesn’t reveal all of his secrets.  I just want to show you some of the special costumes I’ve been making, and give you a better understanding of my shop.  You’ve worked here long enough, after all.”


“I’ll look forward to it then!”  Grant’s voice had a mix of curiosity and excitement to it with that statement.  It was also conveyed in his facial features, his grin broadening all the more.


“Yes, yes.  Go ahead and go on home.  I’ll finish up here tonight.  You’ve been working hard all day, and I want some time just to look things over here on my own.”  He walked up to Grant, holding out his paw to take the broom from him.


“You’ve been working all day too though.  I can clean up.”  The wolf replied.  Mr. Caruthers, however, just kept his paw held out, palm open.  Begrudgingly, Grant handed him the broom.  “You can be a stubborn old man, you know that?”  As he made that statement, he had a smile on his muzzle.  He went to gather his jacket off the hook on the wall.


“Maybe stubborn, but not that old yet!”  The mouse retorted with a laugh.  “Working as hard as you do, you’ll be older than I am in no time.”


“All right, but I’m coming in early tomorrow.”  Grant said as he walked toward the door.  Mr. Caruthers said nothing, just smirked and shook his head.  As with a job anyone enjoyed, Grant came in early every day.  He watched the wolf shut the door behind him, and picked up cleaning right where he left off.


Grant did not own a car, but his girlfriend did.  He could have asked for her to pick him up every night after work without too much trouble.  That was not something that he did.  He enjoyed walking home.  The weather almost had to be the caliber of a natural disaster to keep Grant from his walks.  He especially enjoyed them this time of year.  The fall colors blended in perfect harmony with the Halloween decorations that had taken over the town.  He lived with his girlfriend in a rented house near the edge of town, about three miles from the shop.  It gave him a good amount of time to think and reflect upon the day’s events.  The streets were rather quiet, being as late as it was.  A gust of wind kicked up some stray leaves near Grant, swirling them into the air.  The street lights brought out their lovely colors, and the orange glow from the Halloween lights on the bare, nearby trees made them seem like swirling embers.  The wolf watched the leaves dance.  It was a simple joy, but a valuable one.  Grant thought it absurd that anyone would want to drive any short distance in town this time of year.  It was their loss for missing out on fall’s magic.


Grant’s feet carried him home after another twenty or so minutes of travel.  The rental home he shared was a modest one.  It was two stories tall, although the second floor only had two rooms.  The outside was painted in a dark, rustic tan color with brown edging.  It was a bit dingy from time, but kept up nicely.  There was a short drive leading up to a matching, one car garage.  There was one tree in his front yard, a young maple that had been early to lose its leaves this year.  There were a trio of evergreen hedges in front of his home.  They sat to the right side of his front door, under a nice bay window.  Grant approached the door, giving a glance to the house number.  It read 806 in brass, as if it would have changed.  The wolf gave a slight chuckle, and pawed in his pocket for his keys.  He stopped, remembering his girlfriend would be waiting for him, and the door would be unlocked.  Grant stepped inside and removed his coat.  Next to the door was an older oak hall tree that he used to hang it up on.  The home had a small foyer with a tile floor.  It was large enough to have a small table and mat to give a place for one’s shoes.  As he kicked his shoes off, he heard a voice calling to him from the next room.


“Grant?  Are you home?  You’re back kinda early.”   Came the sound of a female’s voice.  Grant’s tail gave a bit of a wag.


“Yeah, I’ll be right there.  Mr. Caruthers decided to lock up the store himself tonight.”  He called back.  “Let me just get my shoes and stuff off.”  He did not even bother to untie his shoes.  He just finished removing them and then walked to the next room.


The sitting room of the home was the largest in the house.  It was connected to the kitchen, and had a stairway leading up to the second floor.  While it was modestly furnished, the items were all in good condition.  Grant’s girlfriend sat on their couch, which was in an earth tone pattern.  Her name was Sarah Wendel.  She was an otter, and had a build that was a bit more athletic than that of the wolf.  As with most otters, she loved to swim, and it kept her in shape.  Her fur was a dark brown, and she had chocolate brown eyes to match.  Her headfur was long, and tied back in a ponytail.  It was dark enough of a brown hue that it almost looked black.  She was lounging in a pair of red and white flannel pajamas.  When she saw her wolf, she smiled and rose to give him a hug.  They embraced nicely, sharing a kiss.  “How was work?”  It was a common question, certainly, but one that needed to be asked.


“Busy, of course.  I didn’t mind though, I love this time of the year.”  Was the wolf’s reply.


“Of course you wouldn’t.”  She chuckled.  “I don’t think you’ve had a bad day yet. Has Mr. C let you pick out your suit yet?”  She sounded a bit giddy when she said that.  She was always eager to see Grant don his female suit for Halloween, and it never failed to make him blush.


“No, not yet.  But, he says he has a new, special kind of suit he wants me to try out.”  Grant started to blush just a bit.  


“Ah, that’s exciting.  I can’t wait to see it.”  She guided the wolf to the couch and took a seat next to him.


“Yeah.”  A knowing smile crossed the wolf’s muzzle.  “Want to know what else, Sarah?”

“What?”  A quizzical look came across her muzzle.  Her whiskers even gave a bit of a twitch.


“I’m going to get to see the back of Mr. Caruthers’ shop!  I get to see the workshop!”  The wolf had an excited tone to his voice.  His tail gave another number of wags.


“Whoa…..really?”  Sarah’s eyes widened a bit.  She seemed genuinely surprised.  “That’s great, but I wonder why.  He must really trust you.”


“I guess he must.  Maybe I’ll finally get to start helping him make his costumes and stuff too.”


“Oh really?  Good.  You can design plenty more girly suits to slip into for me then.”  The otter girl said.  Whenever she spoke of Grant’s dressing in female body suits, she took on a mischievous grin.  When she wanted to, she could be quite the devious girl.  She loved how squirmy and embarrassed Grant became whenever he dressed up, or it was spoken of.


“Y-yeah, I guess there’s that too.”  The wolf said as his inner ears turned an even darker shade of red.


“Don’t blush so much.  We both like it.  You’ve always made such a cute girl.”  Sarah continued to tease.  One could easily tell who wore the pants in that household.


“Fine….”   Grant lowered his muzzle a bit, cuddling up next to his otter on the couch.  She put an arm around his shoulders.  “I don’t know when he’ll show me though.  He didn’t say that part.”


“Probably be a surprise.  He’s nice, but he’s still kind of weird.  All alone too.”  She said with a bit of a sigh.  She figured loneliness was not easy for anyone, even the mouse.


“Well, he’s always said that he’s married to the store.   I guess that’s enough for him.”  Was Grant’s reply.  Sarah was silent for a moment, then just nodded.  That was a good enough answer for her.  It had been a great day for Grant.  He felt more excited than he had for any other Halloween festival before.  The two stayed up a bit longer, relaxing and watching a bit of television, before heading to bed.


Mr. Caruthers had been cleaning his own store long before Grant had been in his employ.  He only had the wolf for a few years, after all.  Therefore, he managed to clean up his shop rather quickly.  He swept, mopped, and restocked the shelves with a smile upon his muzzle.  He was thinking about how happy everyone would be this Halloween festival.  He finished as quickly as he could, and then made his way home.


The mouse lived a mere block away from his shop.  His home was one of the oldest in Koszta, and his family had owned it for many generations.  It was a good sized home, larger than someone who lived alone needed.  Of course, it had held more people in the past.  It was a home with a brick base and white wooden siding.  It looked sturdy, noble, and well kept.  At the same time, it was a rather friendly looking home that most thought reflected the owner’s personality.  There was a garage that held a rather nice car, but Mr. Caruthers rarely used it.  He did not need to travel much.  He loved his town enough that he vacationed infrequently.  His front yard was nicely maintained.  In the warmer seasons, he liked to garden, and usually had flowers planted in the front of his home.  It was an ideal, if not a bit empty, home.


He walked into his house, locking the door behind him.  He always kept his home locked up tightly.  He did not like the idea of someone unwanted nosing around his living space, or anyone else for that matter.  The first floor was nicely furnished.  Most of his furnishings were of darker colors, lots of blues and blacks.  His walls had pictures of his family members hanging upon them.  He had a few brothers, nieces, nephews, and the like.  However, he did not keep in very close touch with them.  Mostly, they only spoke around the holidays.  They lived in other cities, and his business was a larger part of his life.


His normal routine when he got home was to eat a quick dinner, get cleaned up, and go to bed at this time of the year.  Other times, he would do reading or garden work or go along with any number of friends he had in town.   Tonight, however, he went directly to his basement.  The door leading to it was double locked.  It was a sturdy door, made of heavy hardwood.  It was obviously designed to keep intruders out.


His basement was different than the rest of his home in both look and feel.  It was a mix of a study and a laboratory.  It consisted of one large room.  It had walls of grayish sheet rock, and hardwood floors.  There were lights set in the ceiling, to keep the room well lit.  It was in his basement that he did most of his research, finding ways to make all the more lifelike costumes.  There were shelves of books on history, design, polymers, and the occult.  He had a few tables set up here and there with glassware and other material samples.  There was a single chair, which sat in front of a lone desk.  There were few articles upon that desk, but they were important.  There was a notebook, a pen, and a large, heavy book.  The book had a very old look to it, and was as thick as any telephone book in a populous city.  The binding was of vellum, stained violet.  It had swirls of silver on the cover in a dreamlike pattern.  Mr. Caruthers softly ran his paw over the cover. It was such a fine book, a real prize.  It felt so nice just to touch it sometimes.  To study it by feel instead of with the eyes.  He gripped the front cover, and opened it to where he had last placed his bookmark.  He had read the tome cover to cover, but marked what he needed.  The text inside was not English.  It was of a language long dead, an old pagan tongue.  The mouse had put a lot of time into learning this language for the sole purpose of studying that book.


“You….you are a book of dreams….of fantasy and happiness, aren’t you?”  Mr. Caruthers spoke in a tone of nearly child-like delight.  From him, however, it still sounded somewhat mature.  He traced a finger alone one of the aged, well-preserved pages.  “Soon, it will be All Hallow’s Eve….There will be a festival, and we?”  He paused, smiling widely enough to show his teeth.  “Are finally going to get to make everyone happy…forever.  The fun and play will never have to stop.”  He gave a merry laugh, and began to prepare.  He still needed to study a bit more.  After all, for what he was planning, everything would have to be perfect.

