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Chapter One

The Worst Halloween Ever

∵

Amber’s raggedy vampire cape flew out above her backpack as she leapt down the bus steps. Behind her, the bus driver yelled not to jump the steps, but she was miles away from the bus, up the driveway, through the yard, and into the living room.

“Happy Halloween!” Amber yelled as she flung her backpack against the couch. “I only have one thing for homework, and I can do it in half an hour, then I can put my face makeup on, then I can have dinner, and then I’ll be ready to go.”

“What’s that, Amber?” her mom called out from the kitchen.

Amber padded into the kitchen, where her dad was fumbling with her mom’s Celtic knot necklace.

“I said I don’t have much homework, and I can get ready to go trick-or-treating really fast. And I won’t need a jacket this year. What’s for Halloween dinner?”

“Halloween dinner?” Her dad chuckled. “You’ll have to ask your brother about that one.”

Amber thought of Dean’s room, a museum where toys and trading cards sat in displays and she wasn’t allowed to talk because he didn’t like pausing his video game. “I’ll pass. How many minutes until we can go trick-or-treating?” She had already done the math in her head on the bus ride. “One hundred twenty? I can be ready before that though.”

Her dad finished fastening the necklace and swept her mom’s hair over it. “Oh, we won’t be trick-or-treating tonight.”

Amber felt the blood drain from her face, and she went as still as the dead. Had they forgotten the date? The kitchen calendar still showed July. “What do you mean? It’s Halloween. This is the night we go trick-or-treating.”

“Actually,” her mom said, handing her a pamphlet with an old-fashioned sketch of an imp or goblin prancing through a forest, “this is the night your dad and I attend a fascinating lecture.”

The fascinating lecture sounded a lot like homework, only more confusing. Amber read the pamphlet: 

Critical Perspectives in Harvest Mythology: Demons and Deconstruction

Presented by Dr. Emerson Hamtrick, visiting lecturer

October 31, 5:00 p.m. 

Plimm Auditorium

Amber put one hand on her hip and slapped the pamphlet on the table. “Why is a fascinating lecture on Halloween night? Don’t they know about trick-or-treating?”

Her dad laughed. “Of course they do! It’s all about trick-or-treating. You’re welcome to come if you think you can sit through the whole thing.” 

“I can’t sit through any of it. And you shouldn’t either. We have to go trick-or-treating. I’ve been waiting for twelve months.”

“I know how you must feel,” her mom said. “But this was the only night we could book Dr. Hamtrick.”

“Your mom’s been trying to get him to come here forever. And your brother already agreed to take you trick-or-treating.”

“If he doesn’t have homework,” her mom added. Then she gave Amber a quick kiss on the forehead. “Call if you need anything.”

A minute later, the car hummed down the driveway and curved out onto the street.

* * *

“Dean, it’s me.”

Amber opened the crack in the door just enough to stand in it. Everything in her brother’s room sat in tidy rows and right angles, except for where her brother slouched on a beanbag chair playing video games. Papers spilled out of his backpack and a glass of fruity red soda dripped beads of condensation onto the floor.

Dean pressed a few buttons on his controller and leaned to the right, as if he were really making a hard turn. “Why?” he asked, then tapped out a quick rhythm on his controller and breathed a sigh of relief. 

“Why is it me?”

“Yeah. What do you want?”

“When will you take me trick-or-treating?”

With an exaggerated sigh, her brother paused the game and turned around. “When you’re dead.”

“Mom and Dad said you’d take me. As long as you’re not busy with homework,” she added hopefully.

“Too bad I’m busy with homework.”

“No, you’re not.”

He picked up a clump of the papers on the floor and waved them in the air. “What are all these, then?”

Amber slammed his door and stomped down to the kitchen, trying to come up with a plan to go trick-or-treating on her own that wouldn’t involve the neighbors actually seeing her and telling her parents. She gave the kitchen stool a good, solid kick so she could reach the landline.

Her dad answered. “Hey there, Ambi Bambi. Everything ok?”

“No, everything is doomed.”

“What’s wrong?”

She explained how Dean’s homework was next to him, sure, but he wasn’t working on it. She made sure to mention that the fruity red soda didn’t have a coaster, because there was nothing grown-ups hated more than stains on the carpet.

“Barry, is it an emergency?” her mom asked in the background.

“No,” her dad said, away from the phone, but still audible. “Honey, you were supposed to call only if it was an emergency.”

“You didn’t say that. You said if I need something, and I need to go trick-or-treating.”

“Well, he can’t take you out if he has homework.”

“But he doesn’t.”

“I’m sure he’s just taking a break. Those are advanced classes he’s in.” 

“Yeah, a long break.”

“If it’ll make you feel better, you can go over to the Barineaus’ on your own.”

“Fine.”

She slammed the phone back into the holder, glad she’d used the kitchen one so she could get a good, angry slam. That would show them. Amber hoped they felt so terrible that they’d turn around. She was nine years old. Practically ten. Practically in middle school. She probably only had four more years left to go trick-or-treating, then maybe seventy years when she’d have to stay at home, watch the news, and hand out candy.

Straightening her cape, Amber yelled up the stairs to her brother, “Dad said I can go to the neighbors’, see you later!”

It was still too early to trick-or-treat, but she could at least find out what the candy was. Amber ran through the brief stretch of yard and the small grove of maple trees that separated her house from the Barineaus’. The leaves had all fallen onto the ground by now, and she kicked them into the air as she ran. Layered deep with trees and thorns, long afternoon shadows fell from the woods beyond the edge of the yard. 

Although it looked like Halloween, and it smelled like Halloween, Amber missed the wind and chill hitting her face. The whole week had been warm, and today was no exception. She was glad she’d worn shorts to school, but wished she didn’t have to.

She sprinted through the neighbors’ yard and up onto the porch, knocking on the door excitedly. The Barineaus always gave out chocolate, and sometimes chips. Except for the Wielands, who had more Halloween decorations than grass in their yard, the Barineaus were her top choice, if she could only go to one house. 

Mid-knock, she jumped back. Mr. Barineau pushed through the door with a platter of raw chicken in one hand, and an entire gallon of barbecue sauce in the other.

He was less surprised than she was. “Ah ha! Heard we were cooking out, did ya? Ah, nothin’ like the smell of charcoal in the air.”

Amber held open the screen door for him as he made his way to the grill on the other end of the large, wrap-around porch. “What are you doing for Halloween this year?”

“Halloween! Nothing this year.”

“Nothing?” Amber asked. “Aren’t you handing out candy?”

“With this weather? It’s grilling and marshmallows on the porch, little lady! Got a deal on barbecue sauce. Chipotle.”

“I can see that.” She watched him douse the chicken in the sauce. Drops of it hit the coals, sending up flames where they landed. She shrugged and started down the steps.

“Come back later for a marshmallow!” Mr. Barineau called after her.


Chapter Two

Pumpkin Heist

∵

The Halloween Wood flashed red and disappeared. As the flash of red light cleared from Snatcher Torlik’s vision, a ranch house in a wooded neighborhood appeared before him. Torlik and the rest of his squad hopped out of the carriage as it finished materializing.

Falkit, the squad’s driver, yanked a lever the instant her feet hit the grass. The large-spoked wheels clicked into the base of the carriage, and a number of spindly rods folded out. Sparks of magic flickered at the tips of the rods, and they became a cluster of tree branches thick enough to conceal the carriage.

“Almost like we never left the Halloween Wood,” said Korkor, the squad’s distractor.

“Almost,” agreed Torlik. Indeed, Falkit had put them down in a cluster of oak trees at the edge of the lawn. An easy place for all three goblins to take cover. Past the wide tree trunks, Halloween decorations covered nearly every patch of grass. “The air feels like pumpkin.” 

“There it is,” Korkor said to Torlik, pointing to the other side of the yard, the corner where the driveway met the street. Against a gnarly oak tree, a life-sized zombie pirate mannequin sat on a treasure chest. In one hand, he brandished a cutlass at the sky. In the other, he cradled a Halloween pumpkin. Torlik had already seen the pumpkin, but he didn’t tell Korkor that. It was part of his job to see the pumpkins quicker, and to snatch them quicker, and to get away quicker still.

“Look there.” Torlik pointed to a man fussing over the placement of the Halloween decorations and a woman setting up giant speakers. It was rare to see humans as Halloween-hearted as those two.

“Outlet?” Korkor already had a small screwdriver and a tangled nest of electronics in hand. He nodded over to an electrical outlet on the side of the house.

“They’re too close. Monster.”

“Specifically?”

At least seven monster mannequins populated the lawn, including a Grim Reaper, a mummy trailing gauze from its sarcophagus, and a swamp creature that appeared to be surfacing from the grass. Korkor shot two fingers toward the swamp monster, then toward a werewolf all the way on the other side of the lawn.

 The yard might be an obstacle course, thought Torlik, but every single monster, gravestone, and coffin cast enough shadow for a goblin to hide in. Still, Korkor pulled his long, dark coat around himself so that he blended into the shadows. He had no trouble making his way to the swamp monster.

Torlik crouched in a runner’s stance behind the Grim Reaper and gave Falkit a couple of hand signals so she would know her role for the snatch and the get-away.

Spooky noises blasted from the swamp monster, and its eyes glowed red. A classic Korkor distraction. The man jumped up from his work in surprise, knocking over one of the flimsy plastic gravestones. 

And then Torlik was on the move, shadow to shadow.

Looking around frantically, the man circled twice before spotting the swamp monster behind him. “Oh, it’s just you. Scared me there,” he mumbled. Then he chuckled. “That’s the point, isn’t it?”

The woman looked up from her work on the speakers and laughed, but the man raised an eyebrow. “Wait a minute   .    .    . you don’t glow or make sounds.”

As soon as the humans were distracted by the formerly unlit, soundless mannequin, Torlik moved from cover, crossing the open field of gravestones. He clapped together a set of tin acorns, signaling his driver and distractor to head toward the pumpkin.

The smell of epoxy and wet oak leaves filled the air as Torlik leapt from gravestone to coffin to tree, taking cover again only once when he thought the humans had finished puzzling over the glowing mannequin. In that brief pause, Korkor readied his next distraction. Tucked into a corner made by a cement walkway cutting through the grass, an enormous werewolf cackled like a witch and lit up as green as a poison swamp. Korkor leapt the paper bag luminaria at the edges of the sidewalk, almost as close to the pumpkin as Torlik at this point. Meanwhile, Falkit and the carriage moved ever closer.

“What’d you do to the speakers, you hag?” bellowed the man.

“Didn’t plug ’em in, that’s for sure.”

Only three hops away, the zombie pirate cradled the precious pumpkin. The get-away carriage was only one step beyond that. Torlik sucked in a deep, calming breath, the fall air entering his lungs as he glanced around to make sure all was clear this close to the street.

And then a human hand reached down and scooped up the pumpkin by the stem. A teenaged girl shoved the pumpkin into the folds of her sweatshirt while the owners of the yard cursed over the werewolf and searched for the wiring responsible. The girl paused only a second to admire the Halloween display, then continued down the street before either the man or the woman noticed.

Snatcher Torlik, Distractor Korkor, and Driver Falkit stared at each other in shock. Still positioned at triangle points around the zombie pirate and the tree, the three goblins vaulted into the carriage. Falkit slammed the pedal, and they chased after the teen with the pumpkin.


Chapter Three

Black Cat, Black Bat

∵

Amber stood on a kitchen chair mashing potatoes while her brother chopped onions with the careful precision of someone defusing a bomb.

“Are you sure you don’t want to go trick-or-treating?” Amber asked.

Chop, chop, chop. “No.”

“No, you’re not sure? Or no, you won’t take me?”

“Don’t be stupid. Sybil’s coming over, and I have the house to myself for once. Mostly.” He chopped the onions more, though they were already finely diced.

Amber plunged the masher into the potatoes with unnecessary force. “You’re being stupid. Here’s your potatoes.”

“Thanks. Now go away so I can finish this.”

Amber stomped out to the front steps, making sure to crash the screen door behind her.

She sagged down onto the steps and fiddled with the red cord of the compass she always wore around her neck. Sunset wouldn’t close in for a couple of hours, but already cars were pulling up to houses. Gleeful kids scrambled out and knocked on welcoming doors. Cheating, Amber thought to herself, but at this point she would’ve taken it.

Jealous as she was, Amber could still tell that even the lucky kids weren’t having a great Halloween, what with how warm it was. A pair of vampires dragged their capes behind them. One struggled to keep his baggy sleeves rolled up.

In her head, she dared them to walk up to her house.

“Here.”

Amber hadn’t heard Sybil walk up the driveway, but now she stood over Amber in all her black-clothed, black-haired glory. For Sybil, with her demon skeleton sweatshirt and swirling black hair, every day was Halloween.

Amber had a sudden inspiration. “Would you like to go trick-or-treating with me?”

Sybil appeared to think about it, but then Dean appeared in the window behind them and waved. “Nah. But have this pumpkin. Happy Halloween, kid.”

“No, it isn’t.” She scowled at Sybil as she had at her brother, but smiled as soon as Sybil disappeared into the house.

A pumpkin was something: real Halloween. She could carve it all scary, with fangs and menacing eyes. Maybe she could even put up something in the yard, like a scarecrow. It would be nothing compared to the graveyard full of monsters the Wielands had, but she’d take anything to keep from sitting around like Dean or a grown-up.

Halloween might be ok after all.

Sweet smelling smoke blew in on the wind from the east, and Amber wondered how much of the gallon of barbecue sauce had burned up into a smoky ghost in the air. She continued fiddling with her compass, lining up the fat arrow with the red north arrow, and looking up and down the street. Where the road dipped down to the southwest, witch hats and devil horns bobbed into view as they topped the hill.

They came even closer, walking up Amber’s driveway. One boy with a witch hat and samurai armor stopped a few yards before reaching Amber, and looked around uncertainly. Twin boys in devil costumes came up a couple paces behind him, followed by a small pumpkin girl.

Amber kicked at a small rock. “It’s against the law to trick-or-treat before sunset.”

“My mom says we have to,” said one of the twins.

“Your mom is an outlaw witch, and she’s going to jail.”

“So, your parents let you go in the dark?” asked the witch-samurai.

Amber scoffed. “Of course they do. Look, can you just say trick-or-treat? Then you can leave.”

After they walked away with their candy, Amber didn’t know how long she sat out on the step watching stray leaves on the ground, watching trick-or-treaters, and watching the shadows lengthen upon the yard.

* * *

Torlik gave his team a slow smile as the thief deposited the pumpkin with a girl in a cape. Nice bit of luck, that. Entering human houses always meant complications.

The goblins hid behind three different trees with only Torlik able to spot the pumpkin. Seeing as the pumpkin remained outdoors, Korkor began his preparations. A yard like this, empty of all decorations, required a different strategy than the one they had come from. Now, if only the girl would put down the pumpkin instead of tracing a face on it with her finger. 

The girl paused, and Torlik perked up. She glared at something down the street: trick-or-treaters in their half-hearted costumes. He kicked at the ground, impatient. Some of the trick-or-treaters shuffled up the driveway, and except for a young, goblin-sized girl bouncing in her pumpkin costume, most of the trick-or-treaters had the air of people going into work, trudging from house to house and acquiring candy as though it were a dreaded requirement. Like they were meeting a quota.

The girl sitting on the steps with the pumpkin didn’t stand up when they approached. “It’s against the law to trick-or-treat before sunset.”

Torlik nodded his approval. About time the humans set some standards. 

By the time the trick-or-treaters had left with their candy, Korkor nearly had his distraction set up. Torlik pulled a couple of tin acorns out of a pouch at his side, and banged them together a few times. It was a message that Korkor and Falkit would recognize: Ready when you are.

Kneeling in the grass, Korkor fiddled with a few switches at the back of a small, heavy box, then tossed a cable to Falkit, who ran it under the pumpkin carriage.

Beams of darkness shot out of the box, converging in the distance. Korkor manipulated a few levers, and the darkness moved fluidly into the shape of a cat hopping up onto a rock.

The cat’s leap caught the girl’s attention. Eyes fixed on the cat, the girl rose and set the pumpkin down on the steps. Slowly, she followed the cat away from the steps, away from the pumpkin that they so desperately needed.

Torlik readied himself to run the full distance; there were no convenient gravestones to hide behind at this house, so it was all down to Korkor’s skills to keep the girl chasing a phantom kitty.

Torlik dashed from behind his tree. 

Tin acorns clacked.

He stumbled, nearly tripping over his own feet, then dove behind the tree again. 

At the other side of the yard, the cat flickered out. The acorns clacked again: low power.

Torlik muttered an old goblin curse. Low power meant that Korkor and Falkit couldn’t maintain the cat illusion long enough to hold the girl’s attention and still be certain the carriage had enough power to send them back to the Goblin Oak with the pumpkins.

But, as always, their handy distractor had a clever solution stashed in his many-pocketed coat.

Korkor crept out into the open and tinkered for a moment with a compact bundle of fireworks. He rubbed one of his tin acorns against a gunmetal rod with an acorn on the end, and a spark flew out onto the rocket’s fuse.

Torlik set off as soon as the fuse burned down, ready to time his grab with the firework’s explosion on the other side of the driveway. 

A crackling firework swooped into the air: a black bat with menacing red eyes. A barrage of noise like sharp gunshots exploded over Torlik’s head as the firework detonated prematurely. Human eyes locked on him, separating him from the pumpkin by an impossible distance.

It was the duty of a snatcher to call for retreat when a snatching became doomed. But Torlik froze in that human gaze.

In that frozen moment, the whole thing went to shreds. A sound like the cry of a loon and the shriek of a spirit split through the air at a ghost frequency unhearable by any human. A shift! That was forbidden. The circumstances didn’t call for it. But had Korkor sounded the whistle, or had Falkit?

Torlik cursed again as he saw Falkit leave the carriage and make a dash for the pumpkin.

She shouldn’t have done it. But there was no time, and no way to call it off at this point. Torlik now had to take the role of distractor.

He ran out in front of the girl, scampering wildly. Odds were she’d never seen a goblin before, and so he didn’t have to work hard to become an attention-getting spectacle.

Meanwhile, Falkit ran with the speed of a snatcher, her skinny arms pumping, and she made it to the pumpkin.

But the girl had turned back, and she was caught.

That was even more forbidden. 


Chapter Four

Professional Pumpkin Snatchers

∵

Something exploded in the yard.

Amber turned around just in time to see a skinny creature snatch up her pumpkin and make a run for it as a strange, dark firework fizzled out. The creature ran as quick as a squirrel, but she managed to jump in front of it so that it stumbled and dropped the pumpkin. Amber picked it up.

“Seriously? Does the entire universe want me to have a bad Halloween? Is that what you’re here for? You can’t steal my pumpkin.”

“No, I guess we can’t,” said another one of the creatures as he stopped scampering around and shot a dirty look at the first creature. Both were skinny with large, pointed ears and long hands and feet, but the one who had taken the pumpkin looked like a short-haired girl with aviator glasses and fingerless gloves. The second wore a tight jumpsuit with a hood. A third stepped out from behind the shrubs in the garden, this one wearing a long trench coat and a tall hat that looked like it had been thrown off a cliff. Around his waist was a fat utility belt crammed with tools and loops of wire.

What they had in common was that their clothes were tattered dark browns and blacks, and they all had shiny insignia with jack-o’-lantern faces on their chests. Something about the creatures reminded Amber of tree roots.

The first creature folded up her aviator glasses and hung them from her jacket. “It’s not your pumpkin. The other girl stole it.”

“We can give it back,” said hooded one. The leader, Amber thought. The other two looked to him.

“Sounds like a trick. How about I just give it back myself?” 

“You should let us handle it,” said one.

“We’re professionals,” said another.

“At pumpkin displacement operations,” said the third, all of them speaking so fast that Amber could hardly tell which one was speaking.

Amber went back to the steps and hugged the pumpkin to her chest. “Are you Halloween goblins?”

“You could say that,” said the leader.

“Well, are you?”

“We are what we are, whether or not it’s Halloween,” said one.

“We’re professionals,” said another.

“And we need the pumpkin,” said a third. Again, they spoke together so quickly that they nearly interrupted each other.

That sounded close enough to a “yes.” Halloween goblins! If there was anything better than trick-or-treating, better than running around in the dark when she would normally do her vocabulary homework, it had to be Halloween goblins. And they were kind of trick-or-treating, in a way.

But the pumpkin was the only part of Amber’s Halloween that didn’t stink, and if she let the goblins take it, they would most likely go away too. Back to the worst Halloween ever. Amber stretched her legs out over the steps, then folded them up again. “Why do you need the pumpkin?”

“Because it’s Halloween already, and we don’t have enough.” The tall goblin smoothed the front of his trench coat.

“How many do you have?”

Scrunching his tree-root face, the tall goblin peered up into the sky, mumbling about math and pumpkins. “Carry the two . . . branches squared by the thaumaturgical root . . . times pi-r-squared . . . curcubita . . .” He shrugged. “Dozens.”

“Dozens? I only have one!”

“Yes, but it’s not where it’s needed.”

The goblin leader took one long step so that he was directly in front of her, close enough to grab the pumpkin and run. He locked eyes with Amber, and she felt aware, in a way that she never had before, of being human. Of having fat and muscle flesh out the gaps of her skeleton where the goblin had knees and elbows and all kinds of joints poking out of his wiry frame. Of having soft human skin with peach-fuzz hair where the goblin was the almost-smooth gray-brown of a birch tree. He flashed her a wicked little grin, his teeth neatly pointed. “What’s your name?”

“Amber.”

“Ember?”

“We like embers,” said the other two, bouncing their words off each other. “Because we like fires.”

“No, Amber, like dead bugs that were fossilized a million years ago.”

“Oh.”

“Amber.”

“Like dead bugs.”

“That’s a lovely name for a girl.”

The goblin leader turned around to the other two and announced to them, “I don’t think she’s going to help us. She obviously doesn’t care about Halloween.”

“I
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