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			Chapter 1

			It was still daytime, but night would come swiftly, like a black velvet cloak thrown over the world. In the clear, cool air, leaves danced on invisible currents until they drifted to the ground. Those same currents seemed to push creatures along on their errands, making them move just a little faster in the brisk wind, each beast eager to be done before darkness fell. While autumn days are for romping outside in the brilliant sunshine, autumn nights are for curling up in the comfort of one’s own home.

			This was the opinion of Vera Vixen, indefatigable reporter for the Shady Hollow Herald. For the whole day, she had been working on an assignment in Mirror Lake, interviewing several creatures for a newspaper article and then gathering more information at the library. She’d stayed longer than expected, and when the library closed in the late afternoon, she found herself on the front steps. The sun had already dropped below the mountain ridge, casting the wide valley into ever-lengthening shadow.

			“What are you doing for dinner, Vera?” Arabella Boatwright asked as she turned the key in the lock of the library’s double doors. “You’re welcome to come by my house. I’ve been cooking up a storm so I don’t waste the last crops from my garden. Got a nice spicy corn-and-pumpkin soup ready to go.”

			“That sounds amazing,” Vera said. “I wish I could, but I’ll have to hustle to get back in time for all the activities tonight!”

			Arabella glanced at the sky as she adjusted the brim of her smart, burgundy felt hat (although, because Arabella was a librarian, she always looked smart). “Too true! You’d best get on then, so you’re not caught in the dark.”

			Vera draped a fluffy knitted scarf in a black-and-white chevron pattern around her neck and bid farewell to the rat. How sad that Vera would miss the soup, especially since she could already feel the temperature dropping. She hurried along the north track toward Shady Hollow. The path took her through a patch of woods, and at this time of year, it was like strolling through a jewel box. The maples had adorned themselves with garnet, the tall oaks wore burnished oranges and deep bronze, and the birches gleamed with yellow as warm as amber. Brightly hued leaves danced all around the fox, swirling to finally join a carpet of bold colors all woven together in a masterpiece only nature could work.

			The wind swept through the treetops, bringing with it the faintest calls of unseen birds about their own business. The birdfolk flew through a sky deepening to a shade of sapphire as twilight advanced from the eastern horizon. Trotting at a pace quick enough to keep her quite warm despite the cooling air, Vera thought about the festivities to come that very evening.

			Mischief Night, or Gate Night as some folks called it, was an annual tradition throughout the woodlands. Even in the big city where Vera used to live, it was common for young ones to go door to door in search of treats, to play tricks on their neighbors, and to tell scary stories by the light of a single candle. She remembered very well some of those tales—the delightful dread had been enough to keep her eyes open all night, till dawn came and the ghosts and gruesome tales from Mischief Night would have to wait another year to return.

			Vera was looking forward to the festivities this year. She had been working very hard at the newspaper, and she hadn’t taken time for herself in a long while. The wonderful thing about Mischief Night was that it reminded Vera of the excitement she had experienced when she was young, before her thoughts were taken up with adult worries and responsibilities.

			In Shady Hollow, Mischief Night was a fun-filled evening filled with surprises and stories. Children’s shenanigans were indulged, and even subtly encouraged, by the young at heart. Only occasionally did a prank turn so dirty that the miscreant needed a good talking-to (accompanied by the worst punishment of all: the confiscation of all the seasonal treats they’d gathered earlier).

			Vera was glad she’d already visited the grocery and the general store to ensure she had enough treats to placate the visitors who would surely be knocking at her door the moment the sun set. She liked to have a variety of candies and little toys to accommodate everyone.

			At one point, Vera’s path though the woodland curved around a big clump of bracken so dense, one couldn’t even see through it. Vera was just about halfway past when she heard an unexpected rustling behind her.

			She stopped and cast a glance over her shoulder. “Who’s there?”

			There was no answer.

			Vera retraced her last few steps, peering into the dense branches, which were now only partially cloaked with small red leaves. She couldn’t see any familiar shape, but she said, “Is it one of the Chitters children in there? Or a dozen of you, practicing for tonight? Come on out!”

			Still nothing. In the gloaming, all shadows and shapes melted into one another, making it impossible to discern what might be the outline of a tree, or a creature, or something else entirely.

			Then Vera did hear something like a low chuckle, or perhaps a self-satisfied “Hmpf.”

			“Hello?” she called, now certain someone was hiding in the bracken. “Helloooooo?”

			“Hellllloooooo!” a voice responded, but from above her. Vera looked up to see Professor Heidegger coming in for a landing, his tweed jacket flapping in the wind. The owl skidded to a halt and caused a small flurry of leaves to swirl up around him. “Good evening, Miss Vixen! What business is keeping you from hearth and home?”

			“I was working on a story in Mirror Lake. Are you coming back from class?” The professor taught at the local university, which was some distance away.

			“Indeed I am. Hardly worth it to go. Even older students were distracted all week, planning all their pranks and parties. I ask a question about history, I get a response about what costume someone is going to wear. Ahhh, those were the days! Are you ready for Mischief Night, Miss Vixen?”

			“Can anyone truly be ready for what silliness the children will dream up this year?” Vera returned with a laugh as they continued along together. She chanced a look behind her, but she saw and heard absolutely nothing in the bracken. Perhaps she’d let her mind play tricks on her. Perhaps…

			As the two creatures approached the outskirts of town, Vera saw the flicker of lights in windows but also more glimmering amid the trees. Nearly every resident had set out carved pumpkins and other gourds lit from within by candles. The orange-and-gold glows revealed disembodied faces in the twilight. Clever carvers had made bears with rounded ears out of the biggest gourds. Smaller pumpkins looked like mice, complete with whiskers made from twigs carefully inserted into the thick rind. Long squashes made rats and weasels, round ones rabbits and moles. They perched on porch steps and balanced on fenceposts. Some peered out from upper windows, and others crouched right by the woodland path. Big toothy grins greeted travelers, and burning eyes surveyed everyone’s progress through the thinning woods.

			“Ah, this is my turning,” Heidegger said, indicating a side path
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