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Mira loved autumn more than any other season. She pulled on

her mustard-yellow raincoat, wrapped her red scarf twice

around her neck, and grabbed her canvas satchel. The woods

near her house were a swirl of red, gold, and orange leaves.

Today she was going to collect the prettiest ones for her

scrapbook.
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Mira skipped along the leaf-covered path, her brown boots

crunching softly. She tucked her wavy black hair behind one

ear and peered through the trees. A flash of orange caught her

eye. Then a flash of silver. Two small foxes stood side by side,

watching her with curious eyes. One had a star-shaped mark

on his forehead, and the other had a pale crescent mark.
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The orange fox bounded forward. 'Hello! I'm Rust,' he said, his

bushy tail held high. 'And this slowpoke is my brother Fern.'

The silver fox hung back, his droopy ear twitching. 'Nice to

meet you,' Fern whispered, his blue eyes gentle. Mira smiled.

'I'm Mira. Do you two live here?' Rust nodded. 'We're twins,

but we're not alike at all!'
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Rust dashed ahead, his acorn-cap pendant bouncing. 'Follow

me! I know all the best leaf piles!' Fern walked slowly beside

Mira, his braided grass bracelet brushing her hand. 'Rust is

always in a hurry,' Fern said quietly. 'But I like to look closely

at things.' Mira noticed a small freckle beside her nose crinkle

as she smiled. 'I think you're both wonderful,' she said.
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The three friends spent the morning gathering leaves. Rust

leaped and caught falling leaves in midair. Fern found perfect

maple leaves hidden under bushes. Mira tucked them into her

satchel. But as they walked deeper into the woods, Mira

stopped. 'Wait,' she said. 'Where are all the colorful leaves?

This part of the forest looks bare.'
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Rust's golden eyes narrowed. 'You're right! Yesterday this path

was covered in red and gold. Now it's mostly brown.' Fern

looked around slowly. 'Someone or something is taking them,'

he said softly. 'But who?' Mira felt a thrill of mystery. 'Let's find

out,' she said. 'We'll solve this together.'
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Rust was already running ahead. 'I'll check the big oak tree!'

he called. Fern stayed close to Mira. 'Look,' he said, pointing

to the ground. 'Tiny footprints in the mud.' Mira knelt down.

The prints were small and round, with five little toes. 'They

lead toward the stream,' she said. 'Let's follow them.'
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At the stream, Rust was waiting impatiently. 'I found nothing!'

he said, his tail flicking. 'Maybe we should split up.' Fern shook

his head. 'Let's stay together,' he said. 'The footprints go this

way.' Rust sighed but followed. Mira noticed how Fern's calm

voice made Rust slow down, just a little.
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They followed the footprints to a hollow log. Inside, they heard

a rustling sound. Rust stepped forward bravely. 'Who's there?'

he called. A small voice answered. 'Please don't hurt us.' Out

peeked three little field mice, their tiny paws full of colorful

leaves. 'We're sorry,' one squeaked. 'We needed leaves for our

nest.'

9



Mira knelt down. 'Why are you taking all the leaves?' she

asked gently. The mice explained that their nest had been

washed away by rain, and they needed warm leaves to build a

new one before winter. 'But you're taking too many,' Fern said

softly. 'The forest needs its leaves, too.' Rust added, 'And we

need them for our leaf piles!'

10



Mira thought for a moment. 'Maybe we can help,' she said. 'We

can gather leaves from the ground for your nest, and leave the

ones on the trees.' Fern nodded. 'We can show you which

leaves are best for warmth.' Rust's eyes lit up. 'And I can carry

lots at once!' The mice looked hopeful. 'Really? You'd help us?'
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The three friends and the mice worked together. Rust dashed

around, collecting armfuls of fallen leaves. Fern carefully

chose the softest, driest ones. Mira used her satchel to carry

them to the mice's new nest spot under a big rock. The mice

cheered. 'Thank you!' they squeaked. 'You're the best team

ever!'
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As the sun began to set, the mice's nest was cozy and warm.

The forest still had plenty of colorful leaves for everyone to

enjoy. Rust looked at Fern. 'You know, you're pretty good at

noticing things,' he said. Fern smiled shyly. 'And you're brave. I

could never run ahead like you do.' Mira laughed. 'See? You're

opposites, but you make a great team.'
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On the way home, Rust walked a little slower, and Fern walked

a little faster. They matched their steps to Mira's. 'Friends

don't need to be alike,' Mira said, holding a bright red leaf.

'You just need to listen to each other.' Rust nodded. 'And share

the adventure.' Fern added, 'And the quiet parts, too.'
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Mira hugged both foxes goodbye at the edge of the woods.

'Come back tomorrow,' Rust said. 'We'll find more mysteries!'

Fern pressed a soft silver leaf into her hand. 'For your

scrapbook,' he whispered. Mira tucked it away carefully. 'I'll be

back,' she promised. 'After all, we're a team.'
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That night, Mira pasted the leaves into her scrapbook. She

wrote about Rust, who was bold and quick, and Fern, who was

shy and clever. She drew a picture of the three of them

together. And she smiled, because she had learned something

important: friends do not need to be alike to be a great team.
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