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  Prologue

  
  




The town of Harrow’s End had always known how to dress for Halloween.




By sunset, every porch was a flicker of orange light, every tree hung with ghosts made from tattered sheets. The air smelled of cider and smoke, and the streets shimmered with that particular kind of magic that only comes once a year — when the veil feels paper-thin, and you can almost believe that the dead walk beside you.




Almost.




But that year, something different walked.




It began at the edge of the cornfields, where the scarecrows stood shoulder to shoulder, watching the road. Someone said they saw them move when the wind was still — heads turning ever so slightly, straw fingers curling as the first trick-or-treaters passed. But no one believed that story, because it was Halloween, and in Harrow’s End, that sort of talk was half the fun.




Until the bells began.




Old church bells that hadn’t rung in decades. Three tolls, low and hollow, echoing through the mist. And then came the sound of footsteps — slow, rhythmic, deliberate — marching from the fields toward town.




People thought it was the Night Parade starting early.

Children cheered.

Parents clapped.

The first shapes appeared in the fog — tall figures wearing carved wooden masks and dark cloaks stitched with autumn leaves. The masks were grotesque, older than anything from the festival’s craft booths. Faces of animals. Demons. The dead.




One by one, the masked figures passed through the crowd in silence. No one spoke. No one dared.




Then, as the last of them crossed into the square, they turned as one toward the bonfire — and a voice, hollow and deep, rose above the whispering flames:




“On this night, we remember. On this night, we make the trade.”




The fire flared blue.

Someone screamed.

And by morning, three townspeople were gone.




No one ever found them — only their masks, hanging neatly on the gate of the old churchyard.
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The fog came first.




It rolled across the valley in slow, coiling drifts that swallowed the road and blurred the world to shades of gray and rust. From behind the wheel of her car, Clara Vance could just make out the crooked sign that read:




Welcome to Harrow’s End

Founded 1821 — Home of the Night Parade.




The paint was cracked, the letters fading beneath twenty years of weather. Beneath it, someone had hung a handmade banner in bright orange fabric:




Happy Halloween!




The exclamation mark dangled halfway loose, twisting in the wind.




Clara pulled the car over to the shoulder and killed the engine. The silence that followed felt… heavier than it should have been. No birds. No passing cars. Just the faint ticking of her cooling engine and the fog pressing against the windows.




She told herself it was nostalgia — that heavy, haunted kind that made every small town look like a memory you can’t quite trust. But she knew better. Harrow’s End had always been a little strange, even before her brother vanished here.




Twenty years ago tonight.




She got out, stretching her legs, and breathed in that familiar October scent: damp leaves, distant smoke, the faint sweetness of pumpkins left too long on porches. For a moment she almost smiled — until she noticed the pumpkins.




Every single one on that stretch of road was carved with the same face.

A narrow grin.

Wide, hollow eyes.

A pattern she remembered, though she didn’t want to.




The Harrow’s End smile.




She whispered the name before she could stop herself. “Jesus.”




The sound carried. The fog seemed to listen.




Then — a crunch of footsteps behind her.




She turned. Nothing but mist.




“Hello?”




No answer. But the sound came again, closer now, soft and deliberate. She squinted, and through the pale haze a figure took shape — tall, coat buttoned high, something glinting in his hand. For a second she thought it was a knife. Then he lifted it, and she realized it was a mask.




A wooden mask, carved into the same hollow-eyed grin.




“Evening,” the man said, voice smooth and too casual. “You’re back.”




She didn’t remember him, but the way he said it — you’re back — felt like a statement, not a greeting.




“Just visiting,” she managed.




He nodded once, slipping the mask under his arm. “Then you picked the right day.”




“Is that so?”




“Oh, yes,” he said, smiling without warmth. “Everyone comes back on Halloween.”




Then he walked past her, into the fog, heading toward town.




Clara stood by her car a moment longer, heart pounding in her throat. Then she got back in, started the engine, and drove on — the sign for Harrow’s End disappearing behind her like a mouth closing shut.








  
  2

  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




By the time Clara reached Main Street, the fog had begun to lift — not because it was thinning, but because the town itself seemed to glow from within. Strings of orange bulbs looped between lampposts, and every storefront window was crammed with grinning pumpkins, rubber bats, and fake cobwebs that fluttered in the breeze.




Harrow’s End had always gone overboard for Halloween, but this… this felt different. Too perfect. Too synchronized.




It was like the whole town was posing.




The sidewalks were full of people — costumed children, parents, even the elderly, all smiling the same wide, eager smiles as they decorated the square. From the gazebo, a loudspeaker hissed with static, then a familiar jingle played — an old folk tune she remembered from childhood:




🎵 “When the harvest moon is high, and the dead draw near,

We’ll light the fire, and smile without fear…” 🎵




She felt her stomach turn. That song had been banned from the school festival after her brother disappeared.




Clara parked by the old courthouse — now repurposed as the Festival Hall — and stepped out. The street smelled of sugar and smoke, hot cider and something metallic beneath it. Her boots clicked against the pavement as she made her way up the steps.




A man in a sheriff’s uniform opened the door before she could knock.




“Clara Vance?”




She blinked. “Do I know you?”




He grinned, lines deepening around his eyes. “Sheriff Dalton. Used to chase you kids off the cemetery wall back in the day. You’ve been gone a long time.”




“Twenty years,” she said quietly.




“Too long to stay away from home.” His voice had that small-town kindness that made your skin crawl if you didn’t quite believe it. “We heard you were coming. The council’s mighty pleased.”




“The council?”




He nodded toward the hall. Inside, the place was alive — tables stacked with pumpkins, old costumes, flickering candles. But what caught her eye was the far wall: a long black banner with hand-painted gold letters that read:




THE NIGHT PARADE RETURNS




“Didn’t know it ever stopped,” Clara said.




“It didn’t,” Dalton replied, his tone careful. “It just… changed shape. You’ll see tonight.”




Before she could ask what he meant, a voice carried from the back of the hall — sharp, commanding:




“Sheriff, if she’s here, bring her in.”




A woman stepped forward, tall, wrapped in a dark shawl, hair like silver thread. Margaret Hensley, head of the town council. Clara remembered her as the one who’d organized the search parties after her brother vanished.




Margaret’s eyes were kind — but her smile didn’t reach them.




“Clara,” she said, taking her hands. “Welcome home, dear. We were hoping you’d make it.”




“Why?”




Margaret’s grip tightened, just for a heartbeat. “Because this year’s Parade is special. It’s the twentieth anniversary, after all.”




Clara froze. “You remember—”




“Of course we remember.” The older woman’s voice dropped, soft as dust. “Some things the town never forgets. And some things,” she added, glancing toward the black banner, “the town must repeat.”
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That evening, the town of Harrow’s End glowed like a lantern.




The fog had drifted off into the woods, but a new haze lingered — smoke from the bonfires crackling on every corner, carrying the scent of cedar, pumpkin, and something sweeter underneath. The streets were alive: costumed children darting between stalls, paper ghosts fluttering, music spilling from speakers old enough to hum.












