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"What's a 'hob-lantern'?" Nikki asked, stretching out on the tomb and immediately arching her back, in part to show off her bare breasts but mostly because the stone was ice cold.

"Like a jack-o'-lantern," Ethan explained, "except... well, except exactly like a jack-o'-lantern. So, basically, a jack-o'-lantern."

"Like 'hobgoblin', I get it," Nikki said, rolling onto her side. Her red bangs fell into her eyes, and the unflattering cotton athletic shorts she was wearing immediately bunched up and started working their way up her ass. Ethan was at the door of the mausoleum, staring up and across the old graveyard and the pumpkin patch beyond. They'd broken into the place to fuck, which turned out to be not so enjoyable because it was frigging freezing, cold even for late October, but at least they'd gotten through it so now they could say they'd done it in a mausoleum, which had to count for something.

"Whatcha looking at?" Nikki asked, looking around for her clothes. Fuck this coquettish kitten bullshit; she was turning into a popsicle here, and Ethan wasn't paying her any more attention anyway.

"Stars," he said.

"Gonna make a wish?"

"Already did."

"Think it'll come true?"

"You tell me. Do your tits feel any bigger?"

"Fuck you," she said, slipping her spaghetti strap half tank over her head. Where the hell were her jeans?

"Been there, done that, didn't even bother getting a t-shirt," Ethan said. She couldn't see him – both the candles they'd lit had gone out – but she could hear the grin in his voice. Stupid asshole. Just for that she was gonna tell everyone that nothing happened because he couldn't get it up.

"Where's the flashlight?" she asked.

"Right here," he replied, blasting her in the face with the beam.

"Jesus Christ, do you have to be such a dick?!"

"Sorry." He pointed the light at the ground.

"Maybe turn that off before you draw attention to us."

"Oh, right." There was an almost inaudible click and they were instantly in total darkness.

Nikki, waiting for her eyes to re-adjust, listened to the night. There was the lightest of breezes, sending dried leaves scampering across the crisp, yellow-brown cemetery lawn. Somewhere, very far away, a door slammed, house or car she couldn't tell. The clock tower chimed once, a long pause, and then again.

"Holy crap," Nikki said. "is it two o'clock in the morning?"

"Time flies in Heaven," Ethan grinned.

"Shut up. Give me the light. I was supposed to be home two hours ago. My dad is gonna shit the Chrysler Building." Grabbing the light, she triggered it and swung the beam back and forth across the inside of the mausoleum. It was a pretty shitty flashlight, she reflected. Proper flashlights lit up the entire area. This one just threw out an intense narrow beam like a movie flashlight; effectively dramatic, but utterly useless when you were looking for your goddamned pants in...

"Do you hear something?" Ethan asked.

"Don't start your shit," Nikki told him.

"I'm serious. Like a scratchy, scrabbling sound."

"Maybe it's..." she checked the name on the tomb "...Benjamin Hammond Russell here, trying to claw his way out of the grave, eager for revenge against the kids who defiled his final resting place."

"Fuck that. When I die, I'm gonna put it in my will that anyone who wants can smash on my grave all night long." He considered. "As long as the girl is hot."

"I'm glad you think I'm..."

"There it is again!" Ethan interrupted.

Nikki frowned. She heard it too, this time.

"What is that?" Ethan presumably asked no one in particular, because he sure wasn't asking her.

"Bats?" she guessed anyway.

"Bats? In a graveyard?" Ethan snorted with disdain. "You watch too many movies."

Yeah, Nikki told herself, this one was definitely not a keeper.

There it was again. A rapid sort of scampering, like something skittering through the dried leaves.

Shit, Nikki thought. Nothing she had any interest in interacting with skittered.

Damn it, where were her shoes?

"Let's the fuck out of here," she told Ethan.

"I gotta find my pants!" he whined. "Or at least my briefs!"

"What have you been doing this whole time??"

"Listening!" he exclaimed, like she was the idiot for even asking.

"Well now you can listen to me leaving. There's definitely something out here," she'd scooted past him and was outside the mausoleum now, "and I'll be damned if a horror movie breaks out and I'm the first one to die. Third or fourth, fine. But first? Fuck that, and fuck the mainstream, white bread jazz it performs as a guest on The Tonight Show." Keeping the light, she marched off across the graveyard in the direction of the pumpkin patch, the quickest route back to her car. Because of course she'd had to drive them here too.

"You're gonna drive home in your underwear?" Ethan shouted after her. "What if you get pulled over???"

"If it's a boy cop, he'll probably give me a medal."

"Wait! Nikki! God damn it you fucking bitch!" He screamed.

Nikki froze. Okay, that was two entirely separate incidents there; him cussing her out, and him screaming. And he was still screaming, like in agony, which didn't bode well. She swung the light back around to illuminate him. So help him God, if he was messing with her...

He was messing with her. He'd kicked a hole in a pumpkin presumably originating in the patch across the way and now he was jumping around on one foot, wearing the thing on his other foot like a shoe, all the while shouting his fool head off. Big joke.

And there was blood spraying out of the pumpkin, all over, everywhere.

Oh, Nikki realized. Oh, shit.

She didn't scream, but she definitely gasped. Felt and coolly acknowledged the adrenaline surge as fight-or-flight kicked in. Tried to rationally weigh her options.

All this in a wink of time, during which Ethan toppled backwards, smacked his skull hard against the wall of the mausoleum, and slid slowly to the ground, trailing a dark, wet smear.

The pumpkin – it was a jack-o'-lantern actually, triangular eyes and a jagged mouth roughly gouged through its tough orange skin – was still moving, wildly thrashing about as if it were autonomous...

Holy fuck the jack-o'-lantern was eating Ethan's foot.

Definitely flight, Nikki's brain decided.

She spun around and almost ran right into the midst of twenty or thirty of the carnivorous jack-o'-lantern's closest friends. She threw the flashlight at them, because that was the stupidest thing she could think to do, then selected a new direction and ran like hell.

Deeper into the graveyard. Great. Still, considering the circumstances, it was maybe a better choice than making for the pumpkin patch.

They were after her.

She cracked her knee, hard, on a hard-to-see, low-sitting headstone. Couldn't that guy's family have sprung for a full-size stone? Cheap bastards. Now she was limping, gimping further into a graveyard as something awful pursued her; weaponless; left her cell phone in the car so she wouldn't lose it...

Uh-uh, no way. She wasn't going down like this. She didn't go down period, even when they begged.

Making a sharp right, she ran perpendicular to her previous trajectory, even as she heard them getting closer. She chanced a look over her shoulder. In the dim-blue of the not quite full moon she could see them coming, roundish and low to the ground. Their eyes, mouths, and (sometimes) noses glowed dully with some inner yellow light that almost seemed to flicker. Almost, because it wasn't the bright yellow-orange of a candle flame but rather the washed-out yellow of sick and pus and jaundice. They were gaining on her because she'd stopped running directly away from them, but it was the right play because they'd been gaining incrementally anyway. When a pickup truck was about to bowl you over, even in slow motion, you didn't run directly away from it. You got out of its path.

The cemetery wall was in sight now, higher than her by a head but she took a running leap and clung to it like a spider, jamming her fingers into cracks and chinks heretofore only suspected. Nails broke. One peeled back and tore off entirely, eliciting a grimace of pain. Then her left arm was around the top the wall, lifting her up, legs kicking wildly in space as she scrambled over...

Layered rows of sharp teeth closed around her right ankle.

No! Not now! Please!

She thrashed the leg wildly, just as Ethan had done (and it hadn't done him much good, had it!), was atop the wall now but the pain was unbelievable, like scores of sharp needles sinking far too deeply into her skin. She cried out, flailed, lost her precarious balance and went back down, tearing a bloody gash in her shoulder as it abraded against the rough, uneven stone.

The ground was like a rabbit punch to the back, and it knocked the wind out of her.

But, blessed be, she'd fallen onto the right side of the wall.

The one she'd brought with her, still attached to her ankle, was grinding and chewing, shooting needle-sharp agonies up her leg. She kicked it, hard, with her other foot, unable to dislodge it. But then one of her scrabbling hands closed around a rock and she raised this high above her head and brought it down on the jack-o'-lantern. ("Hob-lantern," Ethan would have mansplained, "because folklore reasons he made up on the spot because he didn't really know." Poor Ethan. Poor hopeless, clueless, not even a very good lay Ethan.) Once, twice, again and again until the tough outer skin cracked and pumpkin goo mixed with what appeared to be bug guts oozed and spattered out.

It screamed then. Actually screamed. Like when her uncle slaughtered rabbits on his farm, it sounded, yet more cognizant, somehow. It knew it was dying. It was aware.

Good.

She kept on bashing it, far longer than necessary, until there was nothing left but a gooey, pulpy mess, reeking of raw pumpkin innards. At least it didn't smell weird. Weird sights and sounds she could manage, but weird, unnatural smells got her gorge up immediately.

She climbed to her feet, using the cemetery wall for support. Only now did she realize that she could hear the rest of them, lightly bapping into the wall. What, did they think they could bulldoze their way through it? If they were that dumb, it was be a definite advantage for her side.

It hurt to walk, but she could, so she inelegantly followed the wall to the front of the cemetery, beyond which was the pumpkin patch (great...) and then her car. Not far now, and poor Ethan was certainly dead, so at least she hadn't been the first victim of this whatever-the-fuck.

Dare she consider she might be the hero? Heroine, rather? Her luck didn't often skew that way, but she could hope.

Behind her, the pale, slimy seeds that had drabbled out of the jack-o'-lantern she'd destroyed burrowed into the earth of their own volition and began to take root.
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