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The town of Hollow's End always smelled faintly of smoke and pumpkin spice in October. The chill that crept down from the northern hills carried with it a whisper of winter — and something else. Something older.

For as long as anyone could remember, the townsfolk held the Pumpkin Lighting Festival every Halloween night. Children carved grinning faces, merchants sold hot cider, and just as the moon rose, the mayor lit the biggest pumpkin in the town square. The fire burned until dawn, keeping the old legend at bay.

They said the light kept him from coming back — the Jack-O'-Lantern Man.

The story was older than the town itself, passed down from settlers who once tilled the land. It told of a man who made a deal with the devil for a harvest that would never die. When his crops grew tall and fat while everyone else's rotted, the others grew jealous. One October night, they tied him to a stake in the middle of his field and set him aflame. But as the fire consumed him, he cursed them all.

"You'll never see the end of harvest. Not while I still burn."

They said the devil gave him a new head — a pumpkin lit from within — and each year when the harvest moon rose, he'd walk again, looking for those who had forgotten the fire.

But over time, legends became stories, and stories became jokes.

This year, no one bothered with the festival.

The mayor said it was too expensive — insurance, permits, and all that. The teenagers didn't care; they preferred haunted houses and cheap scares. Even the old folks shrugged it off. "It's just a story," they said.

But Clara Haines, seventeen, didn't think it was just a story.

She'd grown up hearing her grandmother whisper the tale every Halloween. Granny used to keep a candle burning in the window — "to keep him from seeing in," she'd say. But Granny had died that spring, and no one had lit a candle since.

That Halloween night, Clara and her two friends, Eli and Maddie, stood on the old Miller Road at the edge of town, staring out toward the dark stretch of farmland beyond. The cornfields swayed in the wind like a restless sea.

"C'mon, it's just a bunch of stories," Eli said, pulling his jacket tighter. "Let's go before it rains."

But Maddie smirked, flashlight in hand. "You scared, Eli?"

"I'm not scared. I just don't feel like trespassing on cursed dirt, that's all."

Clara smiled faintly. "Then why'd you come?"

"Because," Eli muttered, "if you two idiots go missing, I'll never hear the end of it."

The three of them crossed the old fence and walked into the field.

The moon was a pale yellow lantern in the sky, its light filtered through the fog that clung low to the ground. The air smelled like damp earth and decay. Somewhere in the distance, an owl hooted.

They reached the scarecrow about halfway in — a tall, crooked figure lashed to a post, dressed in an old, tattered coat. Its pumpkin head was caved in on one side, the jagged mouth grinning wide.

"Creepy," Maddie said, shining her light on it. "Think this is him?"

Eli snorted. "Please. That thing's been here for decades. Probably stuffed with rats."

Clara moved closer, her breath visible in the cold. There was something off about the scarecrow. Its coat was darker than it should have been — not the faded brown of burlap, but almost... black.

She reached out to touch the sleeve. The fabric was wet.

"Clara?" Eli's voice wavered. "What're you doing?"

"Look at this," she said softly, fingers brushing against the cloth. It felt tacky. Sticky. She pulled her hand back — and saw dark red smeared across her fingertips.

Before she could speak, the wind shifted.

The scarecrow's head turned.

Just slightly — just enough for her to see the flicker of orange light deep inside the hollowed eyes.

They ran.

Branches snagged their coats, mud splashed against their legs, but none of them stopped until they reached the fence again. Clara stumbled, catching herself on a post. Her heart thundered against her ribs.

"What the hell was that?" Eli panted.

"It moved," Maddie said, voice trembling. "It moved, Clara!"

Clara wiped her hands on her jeans, trying to steady herself. "It's probably... someone's idea of a prank. Maybe some kids rigged it with lights."

But even as she said it, she didn't believe it.

They looked back toward the field. The fog had thickened, swallowing everything in sight — except one thing.

A glow.

Soft at first, like a candle flicker. Then brighter, pulsing, as if the earth itself had caught fire.

"Let's go," Eli said. "Now."

They hurried down the road, not looking back again until they reached the first streetlight. The glow was gone.

That night, Clara couldn't sleep.

The image of the glowing pumpkin eyes burned behind her eyelids. She tried to tell herself it was just a trick of light, that her imagination had filled in the rest. But she kept hearing something — faint, rhythmic — like the sound of boots walking on soil.

Around 2 a.m., she went to the window.

The fog had rolled into town now, pooling in the streets and curling around the lampposts. The neighbor's jack-o'-lantern sat cold and dark on their porch — no one had bothered to light it.

For a moment, everything was still.

Then, at the far end of the street, something moved.

A tall shadow stepped out of the mist, slow and deliberate.

Clara squinted. The streetlight flickered.

The figure stopped. She saw a glint — the reflection of fire behind carved eyes.

A pumpkin head.

Her breath hitched. She stumbled back from the window, heart pounding. She grabbed her phone, fingers trembling, and dialed Eli. No answer. Then Maddie. Nothing.

When she dared to look again, the street was empty. The fog was gone.

Morning came gray and heavy. Clara didn't tell anyone what she'd seen — she wasn't even sure she believed it herself. But as she walked to school, she noticed something strange:

Every jack-o'-lantern in town had been smashed.

Every single one.

And at the edge of Main Street, by the fence that led to the Miller farm, she saw muddy footprints — large ones — leading from the fields straight into town.

The mayor called it vandalism. The police shrugged it off.

But Clara knew better.

Something had walked out of those fields last night. Something that burned from within and remembered the ones who had forgotten the fire.

And as the wind carried the scent of smoke again, faint but growing stronger, Clara couldn't shake the feeling that Halloween wasn't over.

It was just beginning.
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By the next morning, the fog had thinned, but the town felt wrong. Hollow's End was quiet — too quiet for the day after Halloween. Usually, laughter and the smell of burned pumpkin filled the air as kids bragged about candy hauls and pranks gone wrong.

But this morning, there were no giggles. No chatter. Just whispers and the crunch of broken glass beneath boots as townsfolk swept up the wreckage of what had once been their festive decorations.

Every carved pumpkin, from the smallest doorstep lantern to the great orange centerpiece in front of Town Hall, had been destroyed. Some were smashed to pulp, others burned from the inside, leaving only blackened husks that reeked of smoke and something... fouler.

Clara walked down Main Street with her hands in her jacket pockets. Her phone buzzed — a message from Maddie:

"You saw that too, right? Tell me I'm not crazy."

Clara hesitated before replying.

"You're not crazy. Meet me after school. We need to talk."

She slipped the phone back into her pocket and kept walking, her eyes flicking to the scorched pumpkin in front of the old library. Its carved grin had melted into a twisted sneer, and black soot streaked the steps.

Mayor Griffith stood nearby, talking to a police officer. He looked flustered, pale. "It's vandalism," he was saying. "Some kids decided to play a prank. We'll find who did it."

But Clara could see the tremor in his hands. He didn't believe that. Not really.

By afternoon, rumors spread like wildfire.

Some said teenagers from the next town over had come to make trouble. Others whispered about cultists, or even lightning. But one rumor — the one people spoke of only in hushed tones — was about the scarecrow.

Eli found Clara at lunch and sat beside her, tray untouched. His usual confidence was gone, replaced by a pale, tight look. "It was real," he said quietly. "Whatever we saw last night — it wasn't a prank."

Maddie leaned in from across the table. "I went back this morning."

Clara's head snapped up. "You what?"

"I just wanted to see if it was still there. But the scarecrow's gone."

Clara felt a chill crawl up her spine. "Gone?"

"Yeah. The post's still there, but the coat and pumpkin head — gone. Like someone pulled it down and walked off with it."

Eli shook his head. "You're kidding."

"I wish I was," Maddie whispered. "There were tracks, too. Huge ones. Like boots... or hooves. I don't know."

Clara stared at her untouched food. She remembered the glow, the smell of smoke, the whisper of footsteps outside her window. "We need to tell someone."

Eli let out a humorless laugh. "And say what? That the boogeyman's walking around town? They'd lock us up."

He was right. But doing nothing felt worse.

That night, Clara stayed up late, scrolling through old town archives online. Most of the stories about the Jack-O'-Lantern Man were fragmented — folktales mixed with diary entries, copied and recopied over generations. But one name kept appearing: Silas Crowe.

According to the records, Silas was a farmer who lived in the late 1800s, back when Hollow's End was still called Crowe Hollow. His land produced crops long after everyone else's had failed. People accused him of witchcraft — said he'd made a pact for eternal harvest.

On October 31st, 1871, the townsfolk burned him alive in his own field. They said his screams echoed for hours. The next morning, every field in town was covered in rot.

Clara read the last line of the old newspaper clipping twice:

"Let his fire burn no more, and his curse shall rise again."

Her breath caught.

The festival — the lighting of the pumpkins — had been meant to keep his fire alive. To contain him.

And this was the first year they hadn't lit a single one.

She barely slept. Every creak of the house made her sit up, heart pounding. Around three in the morning, she heard something faint — a dragging sound, like heavy fabric brushing against the ground.

At first, she thought it was the wind. But then came a low scraping — like boots on gravel — and a knock on the window.

Clara froze. The curtain fluttered slightly, though the window was closed. Her phone lay beside her on the nightstand, but her hands wouldn't move.

Another knock.

Slow. Deliberate.

Then, faintly — a whisper.

"Forgot the fire, didn't you?"

Her breath caught in her throat.

She yanked the curtain aside — and screamed.

A glowing face stared back — triangular eyes, jagged mouth, all carved into a pumpkin that burned from within. The light flickered with a wet, living flame. The figure's body was tall and wrapped in blackened cloth, smoke curling from its sleeves.

It didn't move. It just watched.

Then, as if satisfied, it turned and walked away, the firelight fading into the fog.

Clara slammed the window shut and didn't sleep the rest of the night.

By morning, Eli didn't show up to school.

Maddie tried calling, but his phone went straight to voicemail. His mom said he'd never come home the night before.

Clara's stomach turned cold. She told Maddie everything — the whisper, the face at her window. Maddie wanted to call the police, but what could they say?

Instead, they went looking.

Eli's bike was found lying in the ditch by Miller Road — the same road leading to the fields. The handlebars were twisted, the metal warped as if from heat.

There were footprints again — burned into the dirt.

They followed them, hearts pounding, until they reached the center of the cornfield. The fog hung thick, curling around the dry stalks like smoke.

And there, nailed to the old wooden post, was Eli's jacket.

It hung limply, torn down the middle and singed at the edges. Below it, the soil was black and cracked, still warm to the touch.

Maddie covered her mouth. "No... no, this can't be happening."

Clara forced herself to look. Something glimmered in the dirt — Eli's phone. She picked it up, and the screen lit immediately.

A single photo filled the screen.

It was the scarecrow — or what was left of it. But now it wasn't stuffed with straw. It was wearing clothes.

Eli's clothes.

And the pumpkin head burned bright.

They ran until their lungs burned.

Back in town, no one believed them. The sheriff took the phone but said it was "probably a doctored image." Maddie's parents forbade her from leaving the house.

That night, Clara sat on her porch, staring out at the dark road. The fog was back.

She could hear something moving in it — slow, dragging footsteps, coming closer.

Then she saw it again — the orange glow flickering through the mist.

The Jack-O'-Lantern Man.

He walked with the sound of rustling leaves, the firelight flickering with each step. His voice drifted through the wind, low and rough like a dying ember.

"One for every year they forgot."

He stopped in the middle of the street, turning his pumpkin head toward her. The grin widened. Smoke rose from his shoulders, swirling like black wings.

Clara's breath hitched. She whispered a prayer — the same one her grandmother used to say:

"Light the fire, keep him bound. Burn the flame, or he walks the ground."

The figure paused. For a moment, the fire in its eyes dimmed — then flared again, brighter than before.

He lifted one clawed hand and pointed at her.

Then he spoke, his voice like firewood snapping:

"Your turn, little light."

And with that, the flame inside his head roared — and the street went dark.
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The morning after the street went dark, Clara didn't wake up so much as she rose — the way someone does after a nightmare that hasn't ended yet.

Her body ached, her eyes burned from lack of sleep, and the scent of smoke still clung to her clothes.

She could still see the firelight in her mind. The Jack-O'-Lantern Man standing in the fog, his carved grin glowing like the gates of Hell.

And that voice... Your turn, little light.

She hadn't dreamed it. She knew she hadn't.
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