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Four years! Wow. Can you believe that? We are entering our fourth year of these amazing stories and anthologies. And I have to tell you, we have the best authors in the world! I love these men and women who do come to us, literally from around the world, thanks to the marvels of the internet. Most of our writers have been with us for multiple editions now. You’ll find such familiar names as Stoney M. Setzer (who has not missed a volume yet!), Pam Halter, Rosemary DiCristo, Lindsi McIntyre, Jim Doran, and Michelle Houston. We’ve also entertained visits from Kathleen Bird, Jessica Noelle, and Angela Watts in previous editions. But this time we have two—yes, two!—new authors to introduce to you. Rachel Greco brings us a tale of magic deep in the woods. Yvonne McArthur gives us a light-hearted story of a motorcycle-riding grandmother with a prickly exterior that covers some pretty serious wounds beneath. This was such a different twist, I was immediately in love with this “Grandma”!

Not all of our stories fall into the fantasy genre this time. You’ll see a wide cross section of science-fiction and fantasy, mixed in with some serious mainstream fiction that covers domestic violence and even child abduction and slavery. (and yes, a prickly little Grandma!) We also have one story by Michelle Houston that is about family and difficult decisions. Quite the departure for Michelle, since we’ve had both science fiction and fantasy from her in the past, but this story is truly a pull on the heartstrings.

We received more stories this year than we’ve ever gotten before, and we had some very hard choices to make. These were the best of the best, and we are so grateful for the wonderful authors who took their time to write their stories and get them sent to us through a busy holiday season. We continue to be overwhelmed by our amazing authors and their gift for storytelling.

And I continue to be blessed by the best business partner I could ever ask for. God has been good to me. Michelle Levigne has truly been my encouragement, my cheerleading section, and yes, even the mighty wielder of the cattle prod when necessary. (It’s been necessary quite often on this particular edition!) I am so thankful God sent her to me at this stage in my life. I would probably be sitting in a rocker knitting without her to keep me going. Writing and publishing is a grand adventure, the last one in my lifetime, and I’m going to make it last as long as God gives me breath.

We had a wonderful time putting this book together. It is our fervent hope that these stories will bless you, challenge you, and entertain you.

Deborah Cullins Smith

March 2024

––––––––
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AND NOW A WORD FROM Dragon Two ...

What she said! This is an amazing collection, pushing the envelope even more, and yeah, requiring some really hard decisions from us. There were several stories that we both loved, but ... *sigh* didn’t have strong enough ties to Red Riding Hood to make the cut. We strongly encourage those authors to submit those stories elsewhere, and try again, because their imaginations and writing chops came through big-time ... just not in the direction we needed.

(Side note: It ain’t easy being on this side of the editing desk. Have some sympathy for the editor who says no, and keep in mind that you’re a good writer even when they say no if they add: But try again!)

Start brainstorming for the next anthology, which will be Classic Monsters Anthology 4, this fall, featuring (drumroll!) ...

The Invisible Man.

Doesn’t have to be the old black-and-white movie version. It can be all the TV shows, from the David McCallum version, onward. Or the original HG Wells book. Or ... well, you know the drill by now.

Have fun and see you in the fall!!

Michelle L. Levigne

March 2024
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“ALL RISE! HEAR YE! Hear ye! The Honorable Owl-iver Wendell Holmes presiding. Draw near and ye shall be heard!” 

Judge Holmes, a huge, forbidding Great Horned Owl, took his seat. The courtroom clerk, Donald Dormouse, continued, “This morning’s case is The Forest Wolf Pack Versus Granny Lovett.” He turned to address the courtroom. “You may be seated.”

“I’ll hear opening statements now,” Judge Holmes said. “Prosecutor Tucker Lupin?”

Tucker, a large gray wolf with steely blue eyes, stood and tugged on his suitcoat. “Thank you, Your Honor. Good morning, ladies and gentlemen of the jury. As you are aware, the maiming of wolves all over the woods has been concerning to all. For approximately the last five weeks, wolves from different packs have been found with their left hind leg chopped off! And right after this began, Granny Lovett just happened to offer a new selection: Forest Fry Bread, some of which is stuffed with meat. Coincidence? I think not.”

“Objection! Speculation!” defense lawyer Izzy Fox called.

“Sustained,” the judge said.

And so it went. Izzy called objection four more times before Tucker was done with his opening statement. Finally, it was her turn. She stood and faced the jury.

“Your Honor, esteemed members of the jury, thank you for your time. My opponent would like you to think my client has done and is doing a heinous crime simply because she introduced a new menu item for her well-established food truck. This is not a new business, but one that has been going on for years. She has no motive or opportunity, as owning your own business is a very time-consuming endeavor.”

Izzy finished her opening statement without any objections from Tucker. She sat down next to Granny and gave her an encouraging smile.

The judge called for witnesses for the prosecution. Tucker stood and shot Izzy and Granny a smug smile. “I’d like to call as my first witness ... Mrs. Wolfington.”

A murmur ran through the courtroom as the wife of the latest victim approached the bench and stepped up into the witness seat. She sat, wiping her eyes with a handkerchief.

Tucker walked up to her and took her paw. “It’s okay, it’s okay. We just want to hear what happened.”

Mrs. Wolfington sniffed. “Well, I was just getting ready for bed. Lonan was out on the nightly hunt. I had a bad feeling about it, though.”

“What kind of feeling?” Tucker asked.

“Objection!” Izzy called. “Irrelevant. Feelings don’t prove anything!”

“Sustained,” Judge Homes said.

“Go on,” Tucker urged Mrs. Wolfington.

“Well, I had just eaten a meat pie for a snack when I heard a knock at the cave door.” She paused and shuddered. “It was Officer Benedict. He had terrible news. My Lonan had been attacked!” With that, she burst into tears. “His leg had been chopped off!” she cried. “There was blood! Blood! Blood everywhere!” 

“Objection!” Izzy shouted over the howling of the wolves in the court audience. “How does she know this? Did the officer bring Mr. Wolfington to the door?”

“Sustained,” the judge said. “The witness will not embellish her testimony.”

By then, though, Mrs. Wolfington was sobbing uncontrollably, so she was excused.

The next three witnesses went the same way. Izzy couldn’t even cross-examine because of the hysterics of the wives.

“Mr. Lupin, I have to ask you to cease with these witnesses,” the judge said wearily. “Do you have anyone who actually saw something?”

Tucker pulled himself up to his full height. “Your Honor, I must say I am shocked at your attitude. Wolves are being maimed but you seem surprisingly blasé about it. Is it because wolves are thought to be Big and Bad?”

The wolves in the courtroom audience growled.

“We don’t appreciate the stereotype.”

The judge leaned forward until he was practically beak to snout with Tucker. “Any more of that, Mr. Lupin, and you will be in contempt of court.”

Tucker stepped back, made a sweeping bow, and said in a silky voice, “I apologize, Your Honor, but the wolf attacks are traumatic experiences, and of course the wolf wives are doubly traumatized.”

When Judge Holmes opened his mouth to speak, Tucker quickly said, “I’d like to call as my next witness, Sydney Squirrel.”

There was mumbling in the audience as Sydney took his seat. He had a toothpick in his mouth that he pushed back and forth with his tongue. 

Izzy whispered to Granny, “What’s Tucker up to?”

Granny whispered back, “No idea.”

Tucker sauntered to the witness stand. “Mr. Squirrel, please tell the jury what you saw the night before last.”

Sydney pulled the toothpick out and stuck it in his shirt pocket. “Wells, as ya know, I’m new here in da forest. Heard it wuz a nice place ta live. But I ain’t never expected ta see wut I saw.”

Again, the court audience mumbled.

“What did you see?” Tucker prompted.

“Wells, I seen the wolves on da hunt. And whilst I wuz gettin’ ready ta bed down for the night, I heard dis sound, like a snake in da grass. So’s I looked outta my nest and there wuz dis shadow thing followin’ da wolves. Quiet an’ sneaky-like.”

“What happened next?”

“There was dis thumpin’ and bumpin’ and howlin’.” Sydney gave a shudder. “An’ I curled up in my nest, pulled leaves over meself, and hoped I wasn’t next!” He gave another shudder. “I likes me legs.”

“No more questions,” Tucker quickly said.

The judge, still looking weary, asked Izzy, “Would you like to cross examine?”

“Yes, thank you, your Honor.” She walked to the witness stand. “You heard thumping and bumping and howling, is that right?”

“That’s wut I said.”

“Did you actually see a wolf being attacked?”

Sydney shifted in his seat. “Wells, it wuz dark-like.”

“So, you didn’t see anyone or anything attack the wolves,” Izzy pressed. “The thumping and bumping and howling could have easily been part of the hunt.”

“Objection!” Tucker cried. “Speculation!”

Izzy walked back to her table. “No more questions.”

Judge Holmes asked, “Any more witnesses for the prosecution?”

“Uh, yes,” Tucker said. He turned to scan the audience. “But I don’t see her. Might I request a recess so I can go and look for her?”

“Granted.” Judge Holmes banged the gavel. “Court adjourned until tomorrow morning at 9 o’clock.”

Izzy and Granny stood. “You go straight home,” Izzy said. “I’m going to talk to Chukhpelek. He knows all the squirrels in the forest. If there’s anything to know about this Sydney Squirrel, the Squirrel Network will find out.”

Granny lifted her eyebrows. “The Squirrel Network? Is that necessary?”

“Yeah,” Izzy said. “Squirrels are everywhere! If anything at all is going on in the forest, they’ll know.”

“Hmmmm.” Granny paused a moment. “Well, if you think that’s best.”

~~~~~
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“SYDNEY SQUIRREL? NAH, never heard of him,” Chukhpelek said. “But then, Squirrel’s a common last name for us. Let me ask around.”

“Great. Thanks, Chuck,” Izzy said. “And I’d appreciate any information you can find out about who’s attacking the wolves. Someone must have seen something. The forest isn’t that big.”

“I’ll do what I can to help. But you might want to think about contacting Sam Hill.”

“What the – Sam Hill? Who’s that?” Izzy asked. 

Chukhpelek gave a short laugh. “He’s the best detective in this forest.”

Izzy wrote his name and location down, wondering why she had never heard of him. She tucked the tablet into her rucksack. “Thanks, I’ll check him out.”

~~~~~
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“YOU’RE BACK EARLY,” Red commented. “How did it go?”

Granny went to the cabinet and poured herself a small glass of whiskey. “Eh, it went.” She took a sip and sat down at the kitchen table. “That wolf lawyer had some of the hysterical wives as witnesses. Trying to get sympathy. And some podunk squirrel who didn’t see a thing.” She took another sip. “A different witness didn’t show up, so the wolf lawyer asked for a recess. I don’t know. Doesn’t seem like he has much of a case to me.”

“Where’s Izzy?”

Granny shrugged. “Gone to see some squirrel about the squirrel witness and a squirrel network thing. Too many squirrels for my liking.”

Red smiled. “Well, you have to admit, they’re everywhere.”

“That they are.”

~~~~~
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IZZY GAVE A TENTATIVE knock on the door of the tree trunk that had the name Sam Hill, Detective, carved on it. She wished she had talked to Chuck before the trial started. If she had known about this detective, there might have been evidence to clear Granny right away.

She knocked again, harder this time. After a few seconds, the door opened. A slender, gray female mink stuck her head out. 

“Yes, can I help you?”

Izzy nodded. “I’d like to talk to Mr. Hill. If he’s in.”

The mink looked Izzy up and down. “Do you have an appointment, honey?”

“No, sorry.”

The mink sighed. “Mr. Hill is a very busy raccoon. You need an appointment.”

Izzy felt frustration rising. Her tail gave a twitch. “How do I make one?”

“You have to talk to his assistant.”

“And who is that?”

The mink winked. “Me. Come on in, honey.”

Izzy’s anger melted. She followed the mink into the tree office. It was a small, but efficient-looking place. There were bookshelves on one wall, not quite full. A desk sat to the left of the shelves. On the walls were pictures of Sam Hill (Izzy assumed) with clients (she guessed). They must have been happy with his services since they were all smiling. Izzy hoped that was a good sign.

“Now, what can we do for you, Miss?” the mink said from behind the desk.

Izzy turned from the pictures. “My name is Izzy Fox. I’m a defense lawyer. Chukhpelek from the Squirrel Network recommended Mr. Hill. For any information.”

The mink gave Izzy a calculating look, as if she wasn’t sure Izzy was on the up-and-up. “I’m Pepper. Pepper Mink.” She gestured to a chair in front of the desk. “Tell me what you’re working on and how you think Mr. Hill can help.”

As briefly as she could, Izzy explained the case so far against Granny. “My client is innocent, Ms. Mink. The evidence against her is purely circumstantial.” Here, Izzy leaned forward so she could beam an earnest look into the mink’s still-wary eyes. “But I need proof of that... or at least proof of someone else’s guilt.”

Pepper nodded slowly, then reached for her desk phone and pressed a button. There was a brief burst of static, then she said, “I think you’ll want to see this potential client, Mr. Hill. Ms. Izzy Fox.”

A tinny voice responded, “Send her in.”

Pepper gestured toward a smooth, flat door that seemed almost concealed in what Izzy had assumed was the back wall of the tree. “You can go in now.” 

Izzy stood, and as if that would give her confidence, straightened to her full height and strode through the door.

Once inside, she stopped short in surprise. Sam Hill was the largest raccoon she’d ever seen. Could a raccoon weigh a seventh of a ton? Well, that was just an estimate, of course, but she wondered briefly if it was a successful business that had him nearly double his weight since he’d posed for those photos on his wall. And paid for what was obviously a very expensive navy-blue pinstriped suit and vest, lemon-yellow silk shirt, and pink paisley tie.

Hill leaned forward. “Are you indeed Ms. Izzy Fox?”

“Yes, and I need—”

Hill held up a paw. “I’ve been following the case, Ms. Fox. I know Granny Lovett well. Good food. And I know much about you. This is your first trial, you graduated second in your class from Forest Law, you’re known to be thorough, efficient, and honest.”

Whether it was the intensity of Sam Hill’s gaze or the fact that he knew so much about her, Izzy said, “W-well, I’m sorry to say I know very little about you. Except for what Chukhpelek told me, and he only—”

Again, Hill held up a paw. “I am also thorough, efficient, and honest. I get results.”

“Y-yes, that’s what Chuck—Chukhpelek—implied when he, um, we...” Rats, now she was downright stammering. She swallowed. “I suppose you can guess what I want you to do.”

His nod was so slight, Izzy barely saw it. “Find evidence that will clear your client.”

Her nod was swift and eager.

“It may take time, Ms. Fox, but before we proceed, I must inform you: my fee is considerable, and not contingent on success.”

Izzy licked at suddenly dry lips. “Well, I suppose you’ll want a retainer?” Rats again, she was thorough and efficient, so why was she making that sound like a question?

Hill nodded. “As an advance for expenses. And I’ll need all the information you have.”

An hour later, Izzy was ready to leave, but before she could, Hill stopped her. “Ms. Fox?”

Izzy turned.

“Keep in mind. It’s extremely hard to find a black cat in a dark room.” He smiled. “Particularly when there is no cat.”

~~~~~
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DAY TWO OF THE TRIAL began with buzzing whispers as Emily Evans-Smythe took the stand.

“Mrs. Evans-Smythe,” Tucker Lupin intoned. “Will you please tell the court what you saw the night of January 23rd?”

Emily was the widow of one of the wealthiest landowners in the county, and she wore her clothes, put on her make-up, and styled her shiny-blond hair as if trying to prove that. “Jessica—um, Granny Lovett, entering her home at 2am.”

“And this was the night of the attack on Peter Wolferian.”

“Yes. The very night.” Although Emily’s voice was smoothly patrician, her ice-blue eyes narrowed as she glared at Granny.

“What was Mrs. Lovett doing as she entered her home?”

“Carrying a wrapped package, the size and shape of a wolf’s leg—”

“Objection!” shouted Izzy Fox. “The witness couldn’t possibly—"

But Emily continued, “—and I shouldn’t have said ‘entering’ because Granny Lovett was skulking into her house—”

“Objection!”

“—as if she had something to hide!”

The court audience gasped. A small wolf howled.

“Objection,” cried Izzy for the third time as Judge Holmes said sharply, “Mr. Lupin, will you please control your witness? Objection sustained.”

“My apologies, your Honor.” To Emily, Tucker said, “So, Mrs. Lovett was seen entering her house at 2am with a large package.”

Emily continued to glare at Granny. “Yes, sir. And soon after, I smelled what could only be grilled wolf coming from her kitchen.”

A female wolf gagged as the court audience growled painfully.

Izzy came to her feet. “Objection! Again, the witness has no way of knowing—”

Emily retorted, “I happen to be a grade-A chef—”

Meanwhile, Judge Holmes was saying, “Mr. Lupin, please—”

Tucker once again made a sweeping bow. “I apologize, your Honor.” To Emily, he said, “Is there anything else you’d like to tell the court?”

“Naturally, with the spate of wolf attacks and the suspicion surrounding Mrs. Lovett...” Here Emily tried to smile at Granny. “...I asked around. No butcher in the tri-state area has provided meat to Mrs. Lovett for over four months—”

“Your Honor.” Izzy thunked her head onto the table. “Objection.”

“Sustained, Ms. Fox. The jury will ignore Mrs. Evans-Smythe’s last statement.”

It went on like this for a bit, with Emily Evans-Smythe providing no further usable testimony.

When it was Izzy Fox’s turn to cross-examine, she leaned toward the woman with a small smile. “Is it true you own the largest cattle ranch in our county?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And is it true that cattle ranchers have an adversarial relationship with wolves?”

Emily chewed at her lip while the court room rang with hoots and grumbles.

“Mrs. Evans-Smythe?”

She chewed at her lip a bit more before responding carefully, “They kill our livestock.”

“Might you yourself,” asked Izzy, “have a reason for wanting the wolves eliminated?”

“Objection,” shouted Tucker Lupin.

“Your Honor,” Izzy shot back. “It’s a matter of public record what Emily Evans-Smythe’s opinions of wolves are. She’s blogged about it, as well as written countless articles stating that ranches and wolves cannot co-exist.”

“Objection overruled. Proceed.”

“Where is your ranch, Mrs. Evans-Smythe?”

“I’m sorry?”

“Where is it? Close to Granny Lovett’s home?”

Emily looked down at her perfectly manicured hands.

“Mrs. Evans-Smythe,” Judge Holmes said, “you will answer the question.”

“Five miles out of town,” she whispered.

“Can you repeat that?” Izzy asked.

“Five miles out of town.”

Again, Izzy gave a small smile. “Then what were you doing outside of Granny Lovett’s at 2am?”

“I...”

“Isn’t it true that you are known to frequent The Last Chance Saloon, which is down the block from Granny Lovett’s house?”

“Objection. Really, your Honor, this is beyond...”

But apparently Emily Evans-Smythe had had enough because she stood abruptly and tossed her head so quickly, Izzy had to back away or be head-butted. “Yes, I was at the saloon, but it’s not like I went staggering out the door into the snow. And just what are you implying?”

“Mr. Lupin,” Judge Holmes cried. “Will you please...?”

Either no one heard, or no one was listening.

Emily continued, “That I attacked those wolves? Oh, yeah, I hate them.” Suddenly her voice was less patrician and more like the local gal she was before marrying the now-deceased Edmund Evans-Smythe, whose mega-ranch she’d inherited. “Hate! But I wouldn’t maim them.”

“Mr. Lupin!” cried Judge Holmes.

“Maimed wolves still destroy cattle. I’d kill the vermin!”

By now the court officers were leading Emily from the witness stand and down the aisle of the courtroom.

“Trap them! Shoot them! Disembowel them!” she shouted back at judge and jury. “And you think because she’s called ‘Granny’ that Jessica Lovett is a sweet old thing? That hussy stole Len Lovett from me. He was my man until she vamped him.”

Emily was almost to the doors to the hall, but still she hollered back, “Talk to Red, why don’t you? You don’t think that whole ‘trying to eat Grandma’ thing isn’t a motive?” She gave a sharp, sudden laugh. “If you pry hard enough, you’ll find holes in their alibis so large, you’d declare neither one of them has a leg to stand—”

The courtroom door closed on her last word, and there was blessed silence... until the babble of excited, gossipy voices began swirling through the crowd.

~~~~~
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“AND HOW WAS TODAY’S testimony?” Red asked as soon as her grandmother entered their house.

Granny chuckled. “The so-called witnesses for the so-called prosecution are destroying their own case. Mercy, it’s like the Jerry Springwood show in there.”

Red cocked her head. “Why? What happened?”

Granny explained in detail, making it sound even more outrageous than it was.

When she was done, Red looked worried. “Do you think they can make anything of that cooking at 2am?”

Granny frowned briefly, then repeated what Emily Evans-Smythe had said as the doors slammed on her, adding, “Maybe we can tell them we cook at all hours because we need a ‘leg’ up on our competition.”

~~~~~
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IF THE CROWD IN THE courtroom was expecting Day Three of the trial to be as raucous as the first two days, they were disappointed. The initial surge of excitement when Little Red was called to the stand was squelched when her testimony didn’t go as expected.

“So, Red,” Tucker drawled, “can you give us details on just where your grandmother gets the meat for her stuffed fry bread?”

The court audience held their collective breaths, waiting, straining to hear her answer.

“I’m afraid I can’t,” Red whispered.

“What’s that?” Tucker asked.

She cleared her throat. “I can’t.”

“Can’t what?”

“I can’t give details on where Granny gets the meat,” Red said. 

The court audience ooohed. 

Tucker drew himself up with a wicked grin and faced the jury. “Can’t? Or won’t?”

Now the court audience aaahed. 

“Objection!” Izzy shouted.

The audience’s mumbling grew louder. The wolf section growled. One of the wolf victim’s wives stood up. “Liar!” she shrieked. 

Judge Holmes banged the gavel. The court clerk, Donald Dormouse, squeaked, “Order! Order!”

Even the jury joined in the fray.

Clerk Dormouse picked up a small megaphone. “Order! Order!”

As the judge banged the gavel for the fifth time, a tremendous CRASH of splintering wood echoed in the courtroom. Everyone’s screaming came to a sudden halt. Izzy, who was practically weeping, turned to look at the demolished courthouse doors just as the Huntsman swaggered through them.

~~~~~
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ABOUT THE TIME THE courthouse doors were being chopped down, Detective Sam Hill was working on some closed doors of his own. He hit a dead end with the Squirrel Network, although he suspected the contrary critters weren’t being forthcoming. Still, there was no reason they wouldn’t share all they knew. How would it benefit them? He must be missing something.

He pushed the intercom button. “Pepper? Will you come in here?”

“Sure thing, Mr. Hill.”

Sam sat at his desk, his fingers steepled under his chin. Pepper watched him, her pen poised over her yellow legal pad. Finally, he spoke. 

“The Squirrel Network has not uncovered anything. I may have to contact ... her.”

Pepper gasped. “Are you sure, Mr. Hill? I mean, are things that desperate?”

“Hmmmmm, maybe not yet, but I want to keep it in mind.”

She scribbled on the pad. “I’ll have her number ready. Anything else?”

Sam smiled. “How about a nice turkey club?”

~~~~~
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“ORDER! ORDER IN THE court!” Clerk Dormouse screeched hoarsely, his megaphone hanging uselessly at his side. “Please!”

No one paid him any heed as the Huntsman strode up the center of the courtroom aisle and took a seat in the front row, directly behind Granny and Izzy.

Judge Holmes banged the gavel once. “I’m going to have to charge you with destruction of public property, sir.”

The Huntsman nodded curtly.

“May I ask why you felt it necessary to chop the doors down?” the judge asked.

“They were locked,” was all the Huntsman replied.

Judge Holmes leaned toward the clerk. “Why were the doors locked?”

“I don’t know, your Honor. I’ll look into it.”

“Thank you. Now, let’s continue.” He looked at Tucker. “Do you have any more questions for this witness?”

Tucker strolled over to his table, looked over his shoulder at the Huntsman, then said, “No more questions, your Honor.”

Izzy was on her feet and in front of the stand before the judge could ask if she had any questions. Red shifted nervously in her seat. 

Izzy smiled at her. “It’s okay, Red. Let’s try that last question again. About where Granny gets her supplies. Do you know anything about that?”

Red shook her head. “I don’t. I’m sorry! I really don’t. Granny, well, she doesn’t talk about that part of the business.”

“And how long has Granny been in business?” 

“For as long as I can remember. She’s had that food truck since I was a little girl. The only time she hasn’t worked was the one time she’d gotten down ill, and I checked in on her, making sure her cottage was clean. Taking her baskets of goodies.”

Izzy turned to face the jury. “And when did the attacks on the wolves begin?”

Red was visibly shaken by this question. “I—I, well, the first I heard of them was five weeks ago.”

“So, no wolves were attacked until five weeks ago, yet Granny Lovett has been in the food truck business for decades!” She turned back to the judge. “No more questions.”

Tucker jumped to his feet. “Re-direct, you Honor?”

The judge nodded.

“Ms. Red, may I ask how long you’ve been working with your grandmother in the food truck business?”

“Two years,” Red answered.

“And you don’t know where she gets the meat for her fry bread?”

“No.”

“No more questions.”

The judge banged the gavel. “Court adjourned until tomorrow at 9am.”

~~~~~
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GRANNY, RED, AND THE Huntsman sat at Granny’s kitchen table. Granny had brewed some strong chamomile tea for them and set out a plate of butter cookies.

“I made it look bad, Granny. I’m so sorry!” Red wept. “And I didn’t want to implicate Lelan.”

The Huntsman, Lelan, reached out and squeezed her hand. “It’s fine, my love. I’ll talk to Izzy. Get her to put me on the stand. That fleabag shyster does not scare me.”

Granny grunted. “That fleabag shyster isn’t stupid. And if we have the Squirrel Network, he’ll have something. Squirrels aren’t the only small animals in the forest that get around. Chipmunks, voles, even skunks. Which, now that I think about it, seems appropriate.”

They all laughed. Lelan reached for a cookie. “I’ll take the stand tomorrow.”

~~~~~

[image: ]


THE DOOR DEBRIS HAD been cleared away by the next morning. In its place was a velvet rope and one of the prison guards, a large black bear named Brutus. Those who wanted to enter the courtroom had to have an ID and a darn good reason for being there. Consequently, the court audience was smaller that day.

Izzy called Lelan Huntsman to the stand. She got right to the point.

“Mr. Huntsman, will you please tell the court what you told me last night?”

Lelan sat in the witness seat, leaning on the right arm, exuding assurance, poise, and a bit of élan. “Of course.” He turned to face the jury. “I supply the meat for Granny Lovett’s food truck business.”

The wolves in the audience broke into howls of rage. One of the female jurors, an opossum, fainted. Tucker leapt to his feet. “OBJECTION!!!”

Izzy spoke quickly. “It’s a valid question, your Honor, and if you’ll allow me to continue, you’ll see where I’m going.”

“Proceed,” said Holmes.

Once the courtroom was again quiet and Ophelia Opossum had been revived, Izzy said, “Can you tell us where you get the meat, Mr. Huntsman?”

His smile oozing complete confidence, Lelan leaned forward, as if that would make his words clearer. “I can tell you where I didn’t. Mrs. Evans-Smythe was right about one thing: no butcher in the region has sold Granny Lovett a speck of meat for more than four months.”

Once again, the courtroom erupted, and the wolf wife who’d shouted, “Liar!” the day before now screeched, “Yeah, because she used my precious Nero’s leg! And since he’s, well, a bit on the large side, I’ll betcha she got a ton of fry bread outta him.”

Another wolf hollered, “She’s using all our legs.”

Judge Holmes hooted loudly and sharply, and everyone fell silent. Then he said in a deadly-serious voice, “If there is one more sound, even a sigh, from anyone in this courtroom, I will clear it of all spectators, and it will remain clear for the duration of the trial. Or I may declare a mistrial for whichever side is responsible for the most chaos. Does everyone understand?”

The complete silence made it clear that everyone did.

“Mr. Huntsman?” Izzy prompted. “Can you clarify your remark?”

His nod was as confident as his smile. “I repeat: I provide Granny Lovett’s meat. After all, I’m a huntsman. I get her pheasant and quail, duck and grouse, and venison. Lots and lots of venison.” He winked at Granny, and she offered him a small, satisfied smile.

The spectators in the court moved their lips as if they wanted to comment, but no one dared utter a peep.

“And can you state categorically that there is no wolf meat in the mixture you provide?”

Lelan’s smile resembled a smirk. “Wolf meat? No one would eat that.” He paused, then stated, “It’s got an unpleasant, game-y aftertaste.”

Someone shouted, “Hey!” and was immediately shushed by several other spectators.

Izzy’s smile was as satisfied as Granny’s. “No more questions.”

Looking like he wished he didn’t need to say it, Judge Holmes asked, “Any questions, Mr. Lupin?”

Tucker stepped forward with a satisfied smile of his own. “Mr. Huntsman, are you prepared to swear that Granny Lovett’s Forest Fry Bread is a mixture of what you just mentioned?”

Lelan nodded. “Pheasant, grouse, duck, quail, and venison.”

Tucker’s narrowed eyes glittered. “Lots and lots of venison?”

“Objection,” Izzy said. “Mr. Lupin is badgering the witness.”

“Sustained.” Holmes sighed. “Mr. Lupin...”

Once again, Tucker bowed low. “But it does contain only those ingredients?”

Lelan hesitated for just a moment, then nodded.

“I’m sorry, can you speak that aloud? For the record?”

“Yes.”

“You realize what it would imply if meats other than pheasant, grouse, duck, quail, and venison are found in the fry bread?”

Lelan’s confidence seemed to waver for a moment, but he sat up straighter and declared, “Yes, I do.”

Tucker nodded to the judge. “No more questions. And I ask for a recess to await the results of the tests my side has done on the composition of Granny Lovett’s Forest Fry Bread.”

Judge Holmes agreed to the recess at the same time the courtroom erupted in a clamor of howls and shrieks, so whether his promise of clearing the courtroom for good would prove true remained to be seen.

~~~~~
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SINCE IT WAS CHUKHPELEK who summoned Izzy and not the other way around, she assumed he had news for her and burst into his office exclaiming, “Please, tell me it’s something good. Did you hear Lupin is testing the meat? Sure, I know it will turn out okay for Granny but—”

Chukhpelek overrode her. “I got two things to tell you and you’re not going to like either one.”

Izzy gulped and waited for Chuck to continue.

He took a deep breath. “This is particularly bad, considering it comes so soon after his testimony. Early this morning, Sydney Squirrel was found unconscious outside his nest. His left hind leg had been cut off.”

Izzy gasped. “Why the poor little...” She stopped, looking deep into Chukhpelek’s eyes. Warily, she asked, “Wait, you said two things?”

He nodded. “This afternoon, Sigmund Squirrel was found in the woods just outside town. Missing his left hind leg.”

Izzy pressed her paws to her lips. “That’s awful, but... I don’t understand... I mean... I don’t even recognize his name let alone what it might mean for my client.”

“Maybe nothing,” Chuck said, and she felt a moment of relief. Then he added, “But maybe everything. Sigmund’s the squirrel who collected the fry bread samples for Tucker Lupin.”

~~~~~
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SAM HILL SAID ONE THING to Pepper Mink. “It’s time.”

Pepper said one thing in reply. “I’ll call her.”

A minute later, she buzzed Sam. “Ms. Rizzo-Hill on line two.”

He took a deep breath, pasted a wide smile on his face, and lifted the receiver. 

“Hello? Mother?"

~~~~~
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TUCKER LUPIN TOOK THE envelope from the courier and shut the door. He ripped it open, scanned it, then chuckled. “Oh, Granny, there’s no hiding behind that sweet wrinkly smile now.”

~~~~~
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CHUKHPELEK SAT WITH his best Network agents. “Fellas, we gotta do better. Someone or something is after Granny. And Izzy is my friend. I’m not ordering, but I am asking for volunteers to go into the east end of the forest.”

To his extreme satisfaction, they all raised their paws.

~~~~~
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GRANNY, RED, LELAN, and Izzy sat at the kitchen table. Their coffee had long grown cold, and the plate of molasses cookies sat untouched.

Finally, Izzy spoke. “I’m sure Tucker won’t find anything.”

Granny shrugged. “I’m sure he won’t. I really don’t put wolf meat in my fry bread.”

“And I really don’t chop off their legs,” Lelan said.

Red said nothing.

~~~~~
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JUDGE HOLMES TAPPED his gavel lightly on his desk while Clerk Dormouse paced back and forth and back and forth on the edge of it. “Will you stop pacing?” the judge snapped.

“I can’t help it,” Donald squeaked. “I’m so nervous!”

“Yeah, I am, too.”

“What do you think the report will say?”

Judge Holmes sighed. “With this case, whoooo knows?”

~~~~~
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“WHAT? YOU NEVER CALL, you never write. And last Mother’s Day? Nothing!”

Sam put a paw over his eyes. “I’m sorry. I get busy. You know how it works.”

“You only call when you’re stumped on a case. What is it now?”

Sam filled her in. “Can you help?” he asked.

“Why should I? Christmas? A fruit basket. My birthday? Just a card. No cake, no flowers. Your father may as well still be alive!”

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Sam said again. A pounding started in the back of his head. “This is a tough case. Toughest one I’ve seen in years. You’re the best detective anywhere. Everyone knows that!”

A little buttering up can’t hurt, he thought. And really, his mother was the best.

“Buttering me up won’t help,” his mother retorted. “Your father buttered me up and I married him. Look at how that turned out! A lazy slob who relied on me to make ends meet. Card playing, swill drinking bum! I should have known when he showed up half an hour late for our wedding with beer on his breath!”

Sam rubbed his eyes. When Mother got on a roll, it was best to let her go until she ran out of steam. He laid the phone down and doodled on a Post-It note until he couldn’t hear her voice anymore.

He picked the phone back up. “I know, Mother. I know. I’m sorry.”

There was a momentary silence. “So, how long do I have?”

“Well, it’s 3 o’clock now, and the trial starts again tomorrow at 9am. Is that enough time?”

“For me ... plenty of time!”

~~~~~
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THE WEATHER ON THE morning of the fifth day of the trial started off cloudy and sleeting. The coat racks were literally dripping with wet jackets and hats. The court audience was subdued, not wanting to be tossed out of the trial.

Granny and Izzy sat at the defense table. Lelan and Red sat in the seats directly behind them. Tucker Lupin tapped a pencil on the large white envelope in front of him as the jury filed into their seats.

Finally, Judge Holmes, his feathers a bit ruffled, came in.

“All rise! The Honorable Judge Owl-iver Wendell Holmes presiding!” Clerk Dormouse called.
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