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​The Lantern Fox
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The night before Halloween, the village of Alderwick smelled of woodsmoke and sweet apples. Lanterns bobbed in every window, each one carved from a fat orange pumpkin. They grinned and grimaced, flickered and flamed, promising the grand Lantern Walk that would light the hilltop tomorrow night.

But when morning came, the lanterns were gone.

Every single one.

Mayor Picklefoot stormed into the square in his stripy pyjamas, waving his hat like a flag.

“Vanished!” he wailed. “Every pumpkin lantern in Alderwick has vanished!”

Children and grown-ups tumbled from their houses. They found only damp candle stubs and a trail of tiny pawprints glowing faintly in the frost.

In a crooked cottage at the edge of the woods, ten-year-old Mara pulled on her boots. She had carved the village’s biggest pumpkin, a dragon-faced masterpiece. Now it was missing, and Mara wasn’t about to let some thief ruin Halloween.

She slung a lantern of her own—a little tin one with a glass heart—onto her belt and followed the trail.

The pawprints shimmered silver, as though moonlight had been poured into them. They led through the blackthorn hedge and into Evernight Wood, where the trees whispered in voices like rustling paper.

Mara tightened her scarf. “I’m not afraid,” she said, mostly to herself.

Deeper in she went, past mushrooms that glowed green as glass, past an owl who gave her a polite nod. The pawprints quickened, darting left, right, then up the side of a mossy hill.

At the top, Mara stopped short.

A fox stood before her—a fox made of moonlight and candle-flame. Its fur shimmered orange-gold, and in its jaws it carried her dragon pumpkin, still lit from within. Around it flickered every lantern in Alderwick, floating in a circle like a ring of fiery fireflies.

Mara gasped. “You stole them!”

The fox tilted its head, eyes like twin stars. “Borrowed,” it said, though its mouth did not move. The word slid into her mind like music.

“Why?” she whispered.

“To guide the wandering ones,” the fox replied. It turned its muzzle toward the shadows below. Mara peered into the hollow and saw shapes—soft, silvery, almost people-shaped—drifting among the trees. “The old spirits walk on this night,” the fox went on. “They need light to find their way home.”
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