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CHAPTER ONE



An Escape Most Daring


SHE RAN.


As fast as she could move her legs, she ran.


A sparse forest loomed before her, its dark trees wrapped in moonlit mists. If she could just make the tree line…


Behind her, she could hear barks and men shouting; the faint glow from their flashlights was getting brighter, telling her they were closing in.


She knew they would eventually catch her. They always did, after all.


This was by no means her first escape attempt from the orphanage, and judging from the sounds of nearing dogs, it unfortunately wouldn’t be her last either.


Clearing the tree line, she mentally checked off Part 4a of her six-part escape plan. Overhead, silver moonlight gleamed through scant branches, strobing across her face as she dodged from tree to tree in the deep blue of a cold autumn night. Suddenly, a flashlight found its mark directly on her back, casting her shadow perfectly ahead onto a mossy boulder.


She cut right, circling behind a tree covered in heavily peeling bark. Catching sight of a dew-soaked trench, she jumped down, sliding wetly to the bottom. She found a nook within the earth, hidden under a rotted-out log, and crammed herself as best she could under it.


Not off to a bad start, she told herself.


Only twice before had she even made it as far as the forest itself. Escape attempts one through three (or was it four?) had all been thwarted before she could even cross the tree line. It wasn’t wasted effort, though. Those attempts taught her that she would need to delay the adults if she ever wanted to stand a chance at getting away. She had hoped if she could just make it to the forest before they did, then she could use her size and nimbleness to evade capture. And when she finally did make it to the shelter of the trees—two failed escapes ago—that plan had worked… for a brief and hope-filled moment. But it was the ever-keen guard dogs, Watcher and Curfew, that caught her in the end. The first chase through the woods, they sniffed her out under a log not too dissimilar from the one she currently hid under. The second, they caught her on the run, tackling and pinning her to the ground.


Not this time. This time she had a surprise for them.


Pressing her back against the log’s decaying bark, she squeezed herself as best she could underneath it, trying to make herself invisible to anyone above. Hunched over, her long black hair hung to either side of her face, the tips swimming in a puddle that reflected her hazel eyes back at her. Mud now fully covered her thin pajamas, clinging to her tall and lanky frame and causing her to shiver.


Overhead, chunks of wet dirt tumbled down the side of the embankment, followed by a cone of yellow light that searched inches from her nose. She forced herself as far into the moldy bark as she could, scrunching her nose against the musty smell, and that’s when she heard it: the unmistakable sound of a hound sniffing.


Time to test the next part of her plan.


She knew that if this escape were to be any different from the last, then she would no doubt have to solve for the dogs in some form or fashion—which is why she had concocted a strategy to deal with them.


From one of her pajama pockets, she pulled out a rolled-up pair of particularly nasty, ridiculously smelly, well-worn socks. It had been Part 1c of her plan and had required her—to the dismay of many—to wear the same socks for months on end. The process of which was not a pleasant one, as the smell had begun to get so bad that the orphanage’s headmistress started making her shower twice daily. From her other pocket she withdrew a small, two-pronged slingshot that she had swiped off a younger boy when he wasn’t paying attention.


With as little movement as possible, she nudged the hair from her face and carefully loaded the balled-up socks into the slingshot. Then, making sure to stay hidden, she drew back on the sling as far as her cramped arms would allow, aiming it out of the ditch and back the direction she had come.


With a twang that made her hold her breath in fear of being heard, the socks launched into the darkness and away from her hiding place.


There was a sudden bark and the quick cracking of a leash pulled taut as either Watcher or Curfew took the bait and went after her especially fragrant socks. With bated breath, she waited until she could hardly make out the sound of them running through the fallen leaves strewn about the forest floor; then, as fast as she could, she leaped from under the log and picked up her flight away from the orphanage.


The trees seemed to multiply as she made her way deeper into the forest, blocking path after path and forcing her in their own devious directions.


Encouraged by making it farther than she ever had before, she pushed on, till her nose was red and her fingers numb from the cold. It was then that she began to wish her intricate plan had included a jacket, for the evening chill was piercing through her mud-damp pajamas with minimal effort.


Suddenly, a deep bark cut through the October night from somewhere to her right, and to her left another bark answered, both far too close for comfort.


Apparently, her sock ploy wasn’t the lengthy distraction she had hoped it would be.


Desperate for anything else she could throw that might smell like her, she kicked off her slippers and tossed them in random directions, hoping that maybe, just maybe, that might draw the dogs’ attention and slow them down.


With no tricks left up her sleeves (or in her pockets), she ran for it. The forest closed in all around her as if it too was in pursuit, making it harder and harder for her to move. Thorns of grasping bushes latched on to her clothes as she pushed, clawed, and struggled forward. Broken sticks nipped at her bare feet, and an ever-increasing chill deepened until her breath was forming around her like the exhaust of a steam engine.


She came upon a wall of bramble and fought with all her might to force her way through. Still, the forest pushed back, and she found she couldn’t go any farther. Desperately, she turned to run in another direction, but her foot caught on a vine, and she tripped and fell heavily forward.


Here, only the merest trace of moonlight was able to penetrate the black canopy above, shining a lonely ray of light onto the leaf-covered ground. Darkness closed in from everywhere else, surrounding her and trapping her for the dogs.


She lifted herself onto her knees, defeated.


So much for this attempt, she thought. Time to start planning the next. At least the orphanage would be warm, and possibly, if she apologized enough, they’d let her take a hot shower before locking her cold and wet in the detention room.


A nearby bush shook, and the two hounds burst through the trees.


Curfew and Watcher stood noses down, a slow rumbling growl coming from each as they backed her up against the bramble wall. Their leashes hung loosely behind them; either their handlers had let go or the dogs had forcefully broken free after her. Regardless, she was caught.


Curfew lifted his broad head to howl victoriously—


But an unexpected whimper came out instead.


She watched bewildered as both of the large dogs began to slowly back away, their intimidating growls replaced by low, fearful whining. Then, to her surprise, both turned and ran back the way they had come, their tails tucked between their legs.


Um… what? she thought. She had never seen Watcher or Curfew scared of anything.


“Your turn to run,” a low voice growled from behind her.


She tried to whip around on her knees, but in her haste stumbled onto her back, facing the brambles.


There, obscured by thorns, were two triangles of warm light, each tilted at an angle and glowing orange like burning embers.


“Is someone there?” she called, unsure if she had imagined the voice and even more unsure of what she was looking at.


For a moment, there was no reply. Then, slowly, the vines began to twist and slither away, seemingly of their own accord.


A head emerged from the bramble, or at least what appeared to be a head. What it really was, and she had no idea how, was a massive pumpkin, with a face like that of a glowing jack-o’-lantern carved into it. The two lights she had seen became sharp, angular eyes that moved and squinted her way; underneath was a triangular nose that seemed to sniff at her, and a wide, jagged mouth shifted to a thin frown as it judged her where she lay.


A cloud passed overhead, cutting off the lone moonbeam that had been able to penetrate the treetop. She was thrown into complete darkness, save for the light emanating from the face staring down at her.


She found herself speechless, trying (and failing) to make sense of what she was seeing. Had she hit her head when she fell? But then what were the dogs running from?


“You have seen me,” the face rumbled. “Now would you wish to run?”


Where anyone else would have felt fear, she did not. Instead, she glanced back over her shoulder the way she had come. The only way to run was back toward the orphanage. “Um…,” she stammered, thinking there was no way she was going back if she didn’t have to. “Is there a second option?”


“Hrmph,” the being grunted, and one of his eyes grew wide in curiosity. “Who are you?” he asked, with a voice like deep roots inching through soil. The hollow nose sniffed again, flickering in its own light as it did. “Your kind have always feared me. Why do I not smell that on you?”


“I’m just an orphan,” she answered cautiously. “And you don’t smell fear because I’m not scared. Also, well, because fear isn’t really a smell. Should I be, though? Scared, I mean.”


“Yes,” he growled, and his pumpkin face split into a wide, threatening grimace. Steam poured from his jagged mouth into the cold air as he spoke. “For from my wakening breath comes the storming winds of fall. My opening eyes cause the leaves to turn color in fright. My voice chases the sun from its perch and allows the shadows to grow. I am the bump in the night, the monster under your bed, the trick in the darkness, and the treat of it all. For I am the Pumpkin King.”


The face loomed farther out of the branches and closer to her own, revealing a dark, pointed collar atop a pitch-black cape that covered the creature’s broad shoulders.


“Do you find yourself scared now?” the Pumpkin King asked from behind a twisting smile.


She studied the otherworldly face, wondering how any of this could be even remotely possible. Yet, so far he hadn’t given her any reason to feel in danger, and until he did…


“Nope. Still not scared, sorry,” she answered.


The smile disappeared from his face.


If he was hoping to frighten, he chose the wrong person, she thought. Fear was something she no longer let herself feel; she had buried that particular emotion away years ago.


When she had first arrived at the orphanage, and through most of her childhood there, she had suffered from terrorizing nightmares brought on by an almost constant state of being scared. Eventually, she bottled all that up, locking that fear in a little box and hiding it somewhere deep within. Ever since, she decided things could only scare you if you let them, and had trained herself to never, ever let them. She would not be scared again. Not of the nightmares, not of chasing dogs, and surely not of a large, talking pumpkin.


“Besides, I’m pretty sure you don’t make fall happen,” she added simply. “The rotation of the planet causes seasons, not your breath.”


He tilted his massive head to the side, and if a pumpkin could look intrigued, he did.


“What is your name, orphan?” he asked, his tone far less menacing than before, and much more… well, mainly less menacing.


“It’s—I don’t have one,” she lied. She never liked the name the orphanage gave her. It was of a life that wasn’t hers.


“Hrmph,” he grumbled, considering her with eyes that cast a warm, amber glow over her.


She met his penetrating gaze with a curiousness of her own, and for a moment, not a sound could be heard within the forest, save for the rustle of the leaves in the wind.


Finally, he gave a small nod, as if he had come to the end of some unspoken decision.


“Do you know what tonight is?” he asked.


She knew what night it was well. In fact, it had been an integral part of her escape plan.


“It’s Halloween,” she answered.


“Yes, All Hallows’ Eve,” he said. “Thus, I shall call you Eve.”


She pondered this, wondering why he felt the need to call her anything. Eve was pretty, though, prettier than her other name.


“Short for Evelyn, I like it,” she said.


“Then it shall be your name,” the Pumpkin King growled, almost proudly. “Eve, how would you like a new home? One where men and their hounds do not chase you through the woods? One where, should you want, you could leave at your leisure, though I hope you find reason to stay.”


From deeper in the forest, she began to hear the rustling of footsteps followed by the reluctant whimpers of scared dogs. No doubt her pursuers had finally narrowed down her location and would soon be upon her.


She looked up at the illuminated face and gave a slight shiver. Not from fear, no, not her, but rather from the cold that was biting through her damp clothes.


She knew the offer was one that currently didn’t make sense, but given more time, she thought she might be able to work out whatever this was. Talking pumpkin heads were not something that should exist, at least not from what she had ever seen from the confines of the orphanage or the surplus of books she read to busy herself while there.


“I would like that,” she finally answered, knowing at the bare minimum it would be a different life from the one she had, the one she was so desperate to escape.


“Good,” the Pumpkin King answered with a nod. “Then you shall come back with me, and I shall adopt you as my own child, where you will be the Pumpkin Princess.”


“Wait, wha—”


But before she could finish her question, vines reached out from the towering wall of bramble and grabbed her legs.


With a sudden tug, the dogs were left with nothing to find as the orphan they searched for was yanked from a world she knew and into something different, for the Pumpkin King had gone, and with him… so had Eve.
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CHAPTER TWO



A Home of Her Own


EVE LAY WITH HER EYES CLOSED.


She had woken from a dream that she didn’t want to leave, and hoped she could will herself back into it if she didn’t get up. It was a dream where she had finally escaped the orphanage and had felt so real that even her legs were sore from the imagined running. But it couldn’t have been more than a dream, because in it, she was adopted by the made-up and entirely fictional Pumpkin King. Something that Eve knew wasn’t possible.


The Pumpkin King was just a scary story used to frighten children at Halloween, and nothing more. She probably only conjured him into her dreams because Halloween had just happened.


Yes, surely that could be the only explanation, she told herself.


It was the only logical outcome, and Eve prided herself on being a logical person.


Which, and this was the most unfortunate part, meant that when Eve did open her eyes, she would open them to the stained ceiling of the orphanage. Even lying in bed, she could practically already hear the headmistress’s impending scolding for once more trying to run away: She was being an ungrateful burden and should be thankful anyone took her in at all after the death of her parents, blah, blah, blah.… But despite having the speech memorized, the words never cut Eve any less, and were why, even now, she was already plotting her next escape. Desperate not to just run away, but to run to something: to the happiness she had always read about in books and wanted so badly for herself.


But then, just beside Eve’s bed, an unexpected voice spoke in a scratchy tone that was most certainly not the headmistress’s, followed by something prodding at her shoulder.


“Time to wakes up, Prin’sis,” rasped the voice. “Yours food is getting cold.”


Did someone just say “Princess?”


Eve’s eyes shot open.


There, inches from her face, two mismatched buttons stared back at her, one blue and one white. They were sewn onto a stuffed burlap sack with a cross-stitched x for a nose and a moving, rough tear for a mouth.


“Oh good, you’res awake,” said the makeshift head, and a smile formed across his burlap face, revealing a mouth full of straw. Over his sticklike frame he wore an oversize coat so old that it was more patchwork than original, and at the cuffs, wooden posts gave way to hands gloved in equally old gardening gloves. “We’s made yous firstmeal downstairs.”


Okay, definitely still dreaming, Eve thought. Otherwise, she was fairly certain there was a scarecrow talking to her.


Eve glanced out a nearby window draped in thin curtains, to where a yellow moon peeked between soot-gray clouds. She was in a quaint bedroom, dark save for the light of the moon and a tall wax candle the scarecrow was holding. A dust-covered reading chair sat in the corner, kept company only by a small dresser and the bed she lay in.


What is going on? And had she somehow slept through an entire day?


“Where am I?” asked Eve. “This isn’t the orphanage.”


“Orphanage? No! This is the Hall of the Pumpkin King!” the scarecrow said proudly. He threw back the itchy sheets that covered Eve, revealing her mud-soaked pajamas. “Come, come, we’s have a surprise for yous.”


Eve didn’t move. The Hall of the—“Wait, the Pumpkin King is real?”


“As real as me’s!”


“That—I don’t think that helps the way you meant it to,” Eve pointed out, trailing off as the scarecrow headed for the bedroom door. “Wait! Come back! I don’t understand—” She slipped from the creaky bed frame, her feet landing on a threadbare rug so thin it hardly covered the wooden floor.


Rushing after the scarecrow with a head full of questions, she exited out onto a narrow loft overlooking a long wooden hall with vaulted ceilings. Lit by candles and torches, the air was warm and cozy, and smelled of fresh baking full of cinnamon and spices. A stone chimney spread up the middle of the wall opposite them, rising from a hearth that blazed wildly on the floor below. Peering over the wooden banister, Eve found herself speechless as a dozen more scarecrows bustled about a handmade table that stretched the length of the Hall.


Suddenly, all the scarecrows stopped and stared up at her, each as different as the next.


“Nows!” shouted one, and two scarecrows hobbled in opposite directions, unfurling a hand-painted banner.


Across it, written in letters both upside down and backwards—and taking Eve a second to decipher—were the words WELLCOMES PRINSIS! All the strange scarecrows smiled up at her.


“We’s didn’t know what yous might like to eat,” said the scarecrow beside her, leading her down from the loft. “So we’s cooked up everything.”


Eve descended to the ground floor of the cavernous Hall of the Pumpkin King, where she had to basically force her eyes to stop staring at all the moving and talking scarecrows, briefly taking in the food-covered table instead. The scarecrow wasn’t kidding when he said they’d cooked everything. There was so much to eat that hardly an inch of the table’s surface could be seen at all.


Scarecrows rushed over to welcome her and to try to hand her food. Some had gardening tools for hands, others gloves or bunches of straw. Some walked directly on postlike legs; others wore boots or waders.


“Didn’t know if yous wanted butter or jams on your toast. Here’s both!”


“Try our sweet potato pie!”


“The oatmeal has fresh berries in it, picked thems myself!”


Eve was in such a shock that all she could do was mumble flustered thank-yous or “Um, this looks nice,” talking to each of the scarecrows in turn.


Suddenly, an arched door at the end of the Hall swung open, and with it, a cold gust of autumn air billowed inside.


In loomed the Pumpkin King.


He no longer had a black cape draped over his wide shoulders, but rather a deep blue, colonial-style coat from shoulder to knee, adorned with heavy brass buttons. A stiff collar surrounded the bottom of his pumpkin head, and below the jacket, dark pants were tucked into the tops of mud-covered boots the color of pumpernickel. He was much bigger than Eve remembered, easily twice as large as any adult she had ever known and far more imposing. In the massive Hall, only he looked the right size. Eve, on the other hand, felt comparatively tiny.


“Hrmph! So this is where you all are,” he growled. “You left me to herd the apricot trees all on my own.”


“We’s wanted to prepare a welcomes party for the prin’sis,” said the scarecrow with blue and white buttons for eyes. “We’ve been cooking.”


The Pumpkin King’s eyes wandered the length of the food-laden table before finally landing on Eve.


The orange blaze of his carved, angular eyes softened, and his mouth twisted into a frightening smile—one that would have caused any human but Eve to melt from fear.


“Good, you’re awake,” he said. “I was not sure how long humans slept, if it was measured in hours or days.”


Eve found she was unable to reply. Instead, her jaw hung loosely open.


What. Is. Happening?


“How do you find your new home?” asked the Pumpkin King, as if nothing abnormal was going on whatsoever.


Eve looked up and down the Hall, catching the mismatched eyes of all the scarecrows watching her.


Did he say…


“My home?” she repeated, her voice hardly more than a whisper.


She had never had a home before. Let alone even heard of a place like this. Candles flickered along the walls, tossing shadows in every direction, and from what Eve could tell, there wasn’t a trace of electricity or powered lighting at all.


“Do you not like it?” he asked, and Eve could see worry form on his face.


“It’s not—I’m just—” she stammered. “This isn’t a dream?”


“Hrmph,” he grumbled. “This is no trick of the night, of that I can assure you.” Heavy on his boots, he stomped over to the table and reached for a thickly buttered biscuit.


With hands nimbler than Eve expected, a scarecrow’s glove shot out and pulled the biscuit from him.


“Those are for the Pumpkin Prin’sis,” said the scarecrow.


The Pumpkin King’s eyes blazed. “She can’t eat all this. Look at the size of her. Besides, you never cook this well when it’s just me!”


“We’s don’t know how much shes can eat. And yous is boring. All yous ever want is oats in warm ale.”


“I definitely can’t finish all this,” Eve agreed. “If any of you want to eat, you’re welcome to.” If she was being honest, she wished they would. Then maybe they’d all stop staring at her.


“They do not eat,” mumbled the Pumpkin King, taking a biscuit and swallowing it down in one gulp. “Are you ready to go?”


“Go? Go where?” Eve asked, her mind desperately struggling for any foothold it could find.


“You and I are going into town,” he answered. “We need to get you some new clothes. You are far too underdressed for evenings here. Is it common for humans to not wear shoes in the cold?”


“Um… no—sorry, what town?” asked Eve, her confusion more pressing than her cold, bare feet. There were no towns near the orphanage.


“Wait, you’res not taking her already?” said a suddenly worried-looking scarecrow. “Are yous sure she’s safe there?”


“Safe where?” Eve tried. “Wait, am I not—”


“Of course she is safe,” growled the Pumpkin King. “She is the Pumpkin Princess.” He turned and headed for the door.


The scarecrow hurried after him, and Eve hurried after the scarecrow. She couldn’t help but notice he didn’t look as sure as the Pumpkin King did.


The scarecrow gulped. “But yous haven’t told thems about her yet,” he said nervously. “What if someone tries to—”


“Hrmph!” The Pumpkin King’s grumble was loud and definitive, and with it, steam billowed from his mouth. “She will be fine. Now, you all have work to get back to. Eve and I must depart. We have a long night ahead of us.”


“All right, fine,” said the scarecrow, resignation in his voice. He gave Eve one last concerned look. “But not like that shes doesn’t. She’lls freeze to death.” The scarecrow ran off through a side door before returning and wrapping Eve and her thin pajamas in a blanket that could cover a horse. “Okay, now yous can go.”


The Pumpkin King made for the door, but before he opened it, he turned to the scarecrow. “Remember, the peach trees need their boots. Leather only. The older the better.”


“I’s know, I’s know,” answered the scarecrow with a bored wave of his hand.


“Excuse me,” Eve interjected, nowhere near as nonchalant as the scarecrow. “Did you say boots for the trees?”


“For nourishment, not wearing,” the Pumpkin King answered simply. “The leather helps their bark.”


“Oh… okay, sure.” She could maybe find logic there.


“And the boot strings give theirs roots something to do,” the scarecrow added with a smile.


“They—wait, what?” Eve asked, slack-jawed. There was no logic there. Where in the world was she?


The scarecrow ushered them out the door and closed it behind them, and if Eve thought she was confused before, it was nothing compared to when she stepped out into the night.


She was definitely nowhere near the orphanage anymore.


They were atop a wide hill, draped so thickly in vine-wrapped pumpkins that she could hardly see the ground. The Hall itself was covered in black brambles and thorns, clawing their way up the tall walls to its angled roof. Around them, as far as she could see in the light of an abnormally large and equally bright moon, were acres of endless and torchlit farmland, all of it dressed in the hues of fall, more colorful than Eve could have ever imagined. Golden fields of grain gave way to bales of hay marbled with greens and tans. Orchards of fruit trees stood in perfect rows, their leaves every shade of orange and red, while fruit bushes popped with berries so vibrant that Eve could see them even in the night.


A crisp chill wrapped itself around her, swirling damp leaves about Eve’s bare feet and carrying with it notes of earth and dew, of wood after a heavy rain. A shiver ran from her cold toes up to her goose-pimpled arms, and she hugged the blanket tighter around herself.


The Pumpkin King began to walk down the hill, and before him, the vines and pumpkins parted and rolled from his path. He beckoned Eve to follow.


But in that moment, Eve realized she had gone as far as she could without some kind of explanation.


“Not till you tell me what’s going on,” she said, rooting herself to the spot.


“I told you. We’re going to town to get you some clothes and whatever else you’ll need to live here,” he said, turning to face her. “I don’t know much about being a father, but hrmph, I imagine clothing my daughter is one of the responsibilities.”


Daughter.


The word echoed through Eve’s head like a bell being rung, knocking out any other questions that were there.


She had always dreamed of finding a family, one that wanted her as much as she wanted them. It was the sole thought that sustained her at the orphanage, a lone flame that kept her going through years of feeling cold and unwanted.


She had come close, once or twice. Would-be parents looking to adopt and hoping the orphanage might have a child for them. But it always ended the same. The headmistress would show them Eve’s file, the words Suffers from debilitating night terrors scratched across it like some kind of black mark. Even long after she had overcome them, the file stayed the same, just like the inevitable decision of the potential parents when they adopted a—how did the headmistress put it?—“an easier child, one that wasn’t broken.”


The Pumpkin King must have sensed her hesitation, because he slowly climbed back up the hill and knelt before her. Even then he was double Eve’s height. She felt the orange glow of his eyes fall on her. “Is this not what you wanted?”


Eve found herself unable to meet his gaze. She suddenly felt far too vulnerable. Instead, she hugged herself deeper into the blanket, staring at one of the buttons of his coat.


Could the Pumpkin King really be what he claimed—what she had always hoped for? Family? A… father?


“Are you sure it’s what you want?” Eve asked, and though it was her mouth that asked the question, it came from somewhere far deeper.


He considered her for a moment, and in his silence Eve nearly blurted out all about her past nightmares. But just as quickly as the urge came, Eve pressed it down. She finally had a chance to be with someone who wanted her. Why would she risk that over something that no longer gave her issues?


Why risk him becoming like all the others?


She shifted nervously on her feet instead, watching as one of the vines coiled away and made room for her.


“Yes, I am sure,” he finally said, his voice less gravelly than before. “I would not have brought you here otherwise. I have longed for a child, a prince or princess who could one night take over. Yet, I cannot have one of my own.


“Then, by pure chance, I met you. An orphan fearlessly looking for a home. Someone to be the Pumpkin Princess. So, yes, my offer stands. Though should you desire, I can, hrmph, arrange for you to be taken back. But… I ask that you give me a chance.”


Eve looked up, trying to convince herself it was the wind making her eyes water.


He watched her silently, waiting for her response from behind the stare of his hollow eyes.


It wasn’t that Eve was hesitating; her gut knew the answer. She just had to give her brain a fraction of a second to catch up.


She. Was. Talking. To. A. Pumpkin. And earlier a scarecrow had woken her up. Two things that should not be able to move on their own, let alone bake and eat biscuits.


“I’d like to stay,” Eve answered all the same, deciding that the illogicalness of the world she found herself in wasn’t currently important. “But… I don’t know what it means to be the Pumpkin Princess.” Suddenly, Eve became worried that might change his mind and break the deal.


To her relief, a smile curled across the Pumpkin King’s face.


“And I don’t know what it means to be a father. But I will teach you to be the Pumpkin Princess, if you will, in turn, teach me back. Do we have an accord?”


A smile spread across Eve’s own face. The first in a very, very long time. “Deal,” she said.


“Good!” he boomed. “Now, to town, before we lose too much of the moon.” Without another word he turned, parting the patch of pumpkins lining the hill with every step.


Eve hurried to keep pace with his long stride, not sure if the vines closing behind them would wait for her or not.


He led her to an old barn, its walls fresh with recent red paint. Bats fluttered out of its eaves and into the night, diving at insects that hovered around the farm’s blazing torches.


The Pumpkin King heaved open a heavy, rolling door, and out poured the stale smell of animals kept in close quarters. Inside the barn were several stalls, currently home to two horses that couldn’t look more different.


One was a black stallion with darting eyes and twitching muscles, as large as it was fierce. The other, not so much. It was brown and round, and looked a bit like a potato with legs. Eve loved him instantly.


The Pumpkin King headed inside, and after single-handedly rolling out a wooden cart with a bench on the front, set to strapping in the black stallion.


“Atta’ boy, Gleysol,” the Pumpkin King mumbled. “Peaty, over here.”


“Gleysol and Peaty?” Eve asked, watching as Peaty didn’t budge but rather continued to graze lazily at the hay strewn across the floor.


“Yes, named after soils,” the Pumpkin King growled, his eyes blazing as he stomped over to pull at Peaty, except Peaty pulled back.


“You would like dirt,” Eve thought out loud. He was a walking, talking pumpkin, after all.


“What was that?” the Pumpkin King grunted, struggling to drag Peaty to the wagon.


“Nothing!” Eve hurried, blushing at her own slip of tongue.


It wasn’t until he bribed Peaty with an apple that the stocky horse allowed itself to be harnessed to the rather annoyed-looking Gleysol.


“You next,” said the Pumpkin King, and before Eve could protest, she was lifted easily up and onto the seat at the front.


The wagon then groaned and tilted precariously to one side as the Pumpkin King climbed in beside her. He leaned over and grabbed at a lamp that hung from a post, and with an exhale of hot breath, the candle inside caught, circling them in its warm light. They started to pull away from the barn, but before they got far, a voice croaked out behind them.


“Prin’sis! Waits!”


The Pumpkin King pulled on the reins, and both he and Eve turned to see who was calling.


Behind them, tripping and running down the side of the hill that led from the Hall to the barn, was the scarecrow with blue and white buttons for eyes. Something he carried in his gloves left a trail of steam behind him in the cold night air.


“This is for the roads,” he panted once he reached the cart. “In case yous get cold or hungry.”


He reached up and handed Eve a mug of hot chocolate, the warmth of which spread welcomely into her hands.


“Um, thank you,” said Eve, taken aback.


The scarecrow beamed back at her with a wide, straw smile.


“Where’s mine?” asked the Pumpkin King.


The scarecrow’s smile disappeared.


“Ers, I forgot about yous,” he said abashedly.


“Forgot about me? Hrmph! I created you, you know.” He grumbled something fierce, and with a flick of the reins they set out, the scarecrow waving happily behind them as the wagon wheels churned against damp soil.


“Did you just say that you created him?” Eve asked while the horses led them down a path curving around an apple orchard.


“Of course. How else do you think they can talk?”


“Well, yeah, that. Or also, you know, walk and cook,” murmured Eve.


“I make the scarecrows and then I breathe figments of myself into them. And they wake. It’s as simple as that.”


“Just like that? You breathe into them, and they come to life?” asked Eve, thinking in no way did that make sense.


“That’s what I said.” The Pumpkin King eyed her suspiciously. “Are all humans this slow to understand?”


Eve was affronted. “Excuse me, it’s not often I have conversations with Pumpkin Kings or talking scarecrows. This is all new to me, remember?”


“Yes, hrmph, yes. Better become used to what you’re unused to. There will be more of that before the night is through.”


One thing at a time, thought Eve.


“Do they have names? The scarecrows?”


“Names?” he grumbled. “No. I create them to help me with my duties, not to be my friends.”


“What kind of duties?” Eve asked.


“Anything and everything. Our homestead requires much upkeep, far more than I can manage by myself. The foremost of which is preparing for the upcoming Harvest Festival. As Pumpkin King, I am to oversee it, and as my daughter and the Pumpkin Princess, you will too.”


There it was again, the word daughter. Eve felt a foreign feeling in the pit of her stomach, and it warmed her more than the hot chocolate in her hands ever could.


They traveled for some time before the cart eventually found its way out of the Pumpkin King’s farmland. Here, the fields of corn ended and turned to hills of wet, dark grass. Far in the distance, beyond the horizon and covered in an eerie fog, were jagged black mountains that stabbed at the night sky, like the broken teeth of some monster trying to swallow the world.


All around, rolling knolls gave way to hidden hollows and pockets of dark and twisted trees. The path the horses led them down continued to turn and wrap around itself until Eve had lost all sense of direction. It took them near a hill covered in crooked, moss-ridden tombstones, through knotted oaks filled with squawking crows, over creeks of babbling dark water, and even under a stone bridge where Eve was sure she heard snoring coming from the shadows.


“Where is this place?” Eve finally asked, practically having to wrench her eyes away as her curiosity got the better of her. “I don’t recognize any of this.”


“You wouldn’t. We are in the Hallowell Valley, far from the world you knew and the woods I found you in,” he growled in his slow, rumbling voice. “Hrmph. Ahead is the village of Hallowell Station.”


Eve frowned. Not because of his answer (though she definitely didn’t understand that either), but because of the way he answered. She worried all his growling and grumbling was a sign that she was already annoying him.


Beneath them, a thick fog was amassing across the ground, hiding the legs of the horses and the wheels of their wagon. Soon, not even the light from the cart’s lamp could penetrate it, and all view of the ground was lost. It was like they were sailing through a sea of mist.


“The valley and the town are both called Hallowell?” she asked, a little more nervously now.


“Hrmph, yes. The town is named after the valley.”


Finally, Eve couldn’t help herself.


“Can I ask you something?” she pushed, testing the edges of their newfound relationship.


“Isn’t that what you’ve been doing?” he grunted.


“Um, yeah… about that.… Why do you grumble so much? Am I… bothering you?”


“Bothering—wait, what?” He appeared taken aback by the question, bordering on worried. Quickly he turned a now very serious look on Eve. “Do not worry that you bother me. For you do not, nor could you ever.”


Eve was pretty sure her heart smiled. Pumpkin King or not, he was no headmistress.


“Hrmph, besides, I do not grumble!” he grumbled.


“You kind of… well, literally, just did,” Eve contested, her confidence growing. “Wait—what do you think grumbling is?” Did grumble mean something different in Hallowell?


“Grumble grumble,” the Pumpkin King growled.


“No,” Eve said with an unexpected and rare laugh. “That’s just saying the word grumble. That’s different.”


He grumbled something else that Eve wasn’t able to make out, then turned the horses down a fork in the road split by a tilted wooden post. Boards shaped like arrows hung from it, with words that Eve struggled to read in the dark as they rode by.


Eve thought she heard wheels clunk against cobblestone, but all she could see was an ocean of fog. Then, just faintly, lights began to flicker ahead; shimmers of purples and greens, oranges and yellows, danced in the distance.


“Is that—” Eve began.


“Welcome to Hallowell Station,” the Pumpkin King said proudly. “Home to the undead and all those that go bump in the night.”
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