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Author’s Note


You are about to travel into a world not like our own, which is, of course, one of the most wonderful aspects of books. If you have not visited Shady Hollow before, we must advise you that you may marvel at some of what you discover. Is it possible that so many animals could live next to each other, paw to paw, wing to wing, and yet find it all harmonious and fruitful? Is it possible that a wolf walks among sheep in a civilized manner? Is it possible for a shrew to share a meal with a buck without considerable awkwardness involving silverware? It is possible, and what’s more, it is happening now, in the pages ahead. Leave your questions, bring your curiosity, and be welcomed to Shady Hollow.







Cast of Characters


Vera Vixen: A cunning, foxy reporter with a nose for trouble and a desire to find out the truth, no matter where the path leads.


Lenore Lee: This dark-­as-­night raven runs the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books, and has a penchant for mysteries.


Lefty: A masked raccoon who prefers to be the only criminal of note in Shady Hollow.


Chief Orville Braun: This large brown bear is the Shady Hollow constabulary. He works by the book. But his book has half the pages ripped out.


Bradley Marvel: A famous, fedora-­wearing author of thrillers. The wolf’s sudden arrival in Shady Hollow hints of twists and turns to come.





Darcy Montrose: The lynx is Bradley’s coolly competent assistant, though that title hardly scratches the surface of all that she does for her boss.


Richard Renard: This fox considered himself a mover and shaker in the city. Unfortunately, he never considered what would happen when he made the wrong move and shook the wrong creature.


Priscilla Renard: Richard’s elegant and wealthy wife, who proves difficult to find when officials want to question her.


Geoffrey and Ben Eastwood: This hospitable chipmunk couple operate the local bed-­and-­breakfast, a boon for city-­dwellers arriving in haste.


Walter Fallow: Mirror Lake’s beloved local lawyer has a proprietary interest in any legal cases in his domain.


Wendell Knox: This bison is a detective with the metropolitan police, and he follows the trail of suspects to Shady Hollow. But he has his own theories about who’s responsible.


Chloe McKibben: An old friend from Vera’s school days, this cat is now a respected attorney in the city whom Vera calls upon for aid.


BW Stone: The cigar-­chomping skunk is the editor in chief of the Shady Hollow Herald, and he believes that bad news makes for good sales.





Joe Elkin: A genial giant of a moose who runs the town coffee shop, the local gathering spot. If news is happening, Joe has heard it.


Gladys Honeysuckle: The hummingbird is the queen of gossip in Shady Hollow, and she’ll flit her way into everybody’s secrets to get the juiciest bits.


Sun Li: This panda is a former surgeon and current chef. He runs the Bamboo Patch, serving mouthwatering meals and exquisite tea.


Barry Greenfield: A senior reporter at the Herald. The old hare has the cynicism of long experience, and he never misses a trick.


Ambrosius Heidegger: This owl is a professor of philosophy and a bit of a know-­it-­all, but he’s always got snacks.
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Chapter 1

The ferry steamed upriver, cutting through the blue waves at a steady pace. Vera Vixen stood along the side rail, gazing at the trees passing by. Most were still the deep green of summer, but some had started to change colors, revealing their autumn glory. A few leaves dropped from a maple branch overhanging the river, bright spots of gold swirling in the ripples, carried into the ferry’s wake. The fox smiled to see it, thinking that the leaves were almost like coins scattered over the blue silk of the water.

The woodlands were beautiful at any time of year, but fall was her favorite season. There was just something special about the cool, crisp breezes and the brilliance of the sky, and the way that the ever-­shortening days seemed so precious and fleeting. It inspired a creature to enjoy them to the fullest and not think too much about the coming cold.

The gentle scenery was such a change from the city, where she’d boarded the ferry. The city was all clash and hustle, with boats moving every which way on the busy bay where this river met with two others. The confluence brought together creatures from north, west, and south at a point along the eastern sea. It was a natural gathering spot and thus no surprise that creatures settled there and built it from a tiny village to the thriving metropolis it was today. The sheer numbers of inhab­itants meant that buildings stretched taller than anywhere else, with birds nesting on the top floors, many mammals and others occupying the lower parts, and basements and subbasements dug for those who preferred to dwell underground.

It was invigorating and inspiring . . . until it was exhausting. On the ferry ride home, Vera watched with relief as the city’s skyline shrank in the distance. She greeted each larger patch of farmland and forest with glee, knowing that the woodlands awaited her.

Under her paws, Vera felt a shift in momentum. The ferry slowed to a stop at Elm Grove, just downriver from Shady Hollow. Vera sighed, filled with that particular impatience of one who is near the end of a long journey.

Luckily, the stop would not take long. Several passengers disembarked, carrying traveling cases and knapsacks. Two rabbits hopped excitedly upon greeting each other on the dock, ears flapping. Some of those departing called cheerful farewells to creatures still on the ferry—­a testament to those rare and fleeting friendships that arose when good folks traveled together, however briefly. The workers on the ferry, mostly otters and river rats, gently encouraged everyone to clear the dock so that they could cast off the lines and proceed upriver.

Just as the boat was pushing away, a gray shape rushed along the dock, aiming for the ferry.

“Wait for meeeeee!” the figure called in a frantic tone.

Vera knew that voice, and almost instinctively she looked to where the creature had come from. Sure enough, a small group of townsfolk were already giving chase, yelling, “Stop, thief!”

But it was too late. The thief in question leaped aboard, skidding to a halt only a short distance from Vera.

“Lefty,” she said, offering a paw to help the raccoon up.

“Oh, hey, Vera,” he replied. Then he turned anxiously to check the progress of his pursuers. They’d halted at the edge of the dock, exchanging tense words with the otter who’d cast off the last line.

“Sorry, we can’t back up,” the otter shouted over the increasing distance. “We’re on a schedule!”

“You’ve got a thief on board!”

“You mean Lefty? I’ll make sure he pays for a ticket!”

The sheep who’d been the lead pursuer bleated, “I don’t care about the ticket. I care about my laundry!”

“I didn’t take your silly sheets!” Lefty shouted, joining the argument. “It was a misunderstanding! Go back home and I’m sure you’ll find the sheets . . . unless someone stole them!”

The sheep stomped angry hooves on the ground, then wheeled about and retreated to the scene of the crime (alleged crime). The two remaining pursuers, a stoat and a rabbit, just looked at each other and shrugged.

“Okay, I guess that’s it,” the rabbit called, conceding defeat in the chase.



“You can always send word to the police in Shady Hollow!” the otter called back.

“But also, don’t bother!” Lefty added helpfully, peeking over the rail, his paws clutching the sturdy wooden side.

The dock shrank in the distance as the ferry chugged onward.

Vera turned to Lefty. “So, did you steal those sheets?”

“Of course not!” The raccoon sounded appalled at the very notion. “I stole some high-­grade honey and used the sheets to hide the loot!” He lifted a bag, clanking from the glass jars of illicit stickiness within.

Vera shook her head, not surprised at the petty thief’s antics but still a little shocked by the cheek of him denying one theft only to announce another.

“Aw, come on,” said Lefty. “Do you even know how much of this stuff Mr. Bell hoards? He won’t miss it, and there’s plenty of folks who appreciate a fine sweetener and are willing to pay for it. I say let the market decide. I facilitate transactions, that’s all.”

Vera sighed. “If I wasn’t so tired from my trip, I would argue this point, Lefty. But I just can’t.”

“Aw, sorry, Vera. You do look a bit tuckered out.” To his credit, Lefty did seem legitimately concerned. “What happened?”

“Oh, nothing in particular,” the fox replied. “I had some business in the city, and I spent time with an old school friend. Do you happen to remember years ago, how there was a proposal to build a bridge across the river at Crooked Neck?”

“Yep. It was supposed to make it easier to access the western shore over there and get all the lumber and ore and crops to the city ports more quickly. But then it didn’t happen. Wasn’t there something about the span being too dangerous?”

“That’s exactly what I want to find out,” she said. “All the reasons for the project’s failure were contradictory and very mysterious. Anyway, I spoke to the architect, who’s living in the city. I had other research to do, too . . . and you know how chaotic it can be down there. The ferry ride back is always longer than you think.”

This was not just a weary traveler’s lament. The return trip to Shady Hollow actually did take longer than the ride downriver since the ferry had to compete against the current.

“That’s true,” the raccoon agreed. “But at least you didn’t have half the city police force on your tail! Happened to me once, and whew! There’s a reason they hire cheetahs as beat cops, you know?”

Not being in the same line of work as Lefty, Vera hadn’t thought about it until now, but she conceded it would make running away difficult.

Lefty added, “It pays to know about the tunnels, is all I’m saying.”

Vera decided to steer the conversation in a different direction. “What’s this week’s pie at Joe’s?” she asked, going with the first thing that popped into her head.

“Candied apple pecan,” Lefty replied instantly. “Real, real good.”

Maybe she’d stop at Joe’s before she even went to her own home. A slice of pie and a cup of hot coffee sounded like just the thing. Though the trip hadn’t been terribly long, she had been hurrying from the moment she woke to the time she curled up in bed. That was city life, and when she was younger, it had all felt incredibly exciting and fun. But after living in the sedate woodlands up north for a while, she couldn’t imagine ever moving back to the hustle of the city. She’d come to prefer the slower pace and the friendliness of the small towns along the river, especially Shady Hollow . . . which should be coming into view any moment now.

River traffic was heavier than usual, and Vera remembered that the Harvest Festival must be imminent. Or had it already started?

“Lefty, did I miss any of the Harvest Festival?”

“Oh, no, it doesn’t officially begin for a few days. But folks are getting ready for it. Lots of visitors . . . who should want to buy honey,” he added, rubbing his paws together in anticipation.

“Assuming you’re still at large and able to peddle your ill-­gotten gains,” she warned him. “But I’m glad I made it back in time. I love the Harvest Festival.” Who wouldn’t? It was a weeklong event that celebrated the very best aspects of the season, often in edible form.

Her belly growling at the mere thought, Vera remained at the rail for the rest of the trip. She could scarcely keep her paws still on the deck planks.

It was hard to say where the wilderness ended and civilization began. Vera watched the parade of trees—­green, green, yellow, orange, green again, and a shock of scarlet—­go by without a break. But then a small building poked out amid the colors, no more than a modest cabin. And then another building, and then two, and then she was no longer looking at a few outposts within the forest; she was looking at scattered trees within a growing town. Her town.

Docks and jetties poked into the water, and the buildings drew closer together, nestling along the shoreline. She saw familiar signs for boat repair shops, the local pub, and more. Each one felt like a friendly greeting. Funny how even a short time away could make one feel so strongly about returning home!



At last, the ferry approached the main dock in Shady Hollow. Creatures gathered near to greet relatives and friends. The otter crew guided the boat to its slip with the ease of long practice, and Vera gathered her traveling case and satchel, lining up with the other passengers to disembark.

On the dock, Lefty waved goodbye to Vera and dashed off with his bulky sack. Vera walked at a slower pace, enjoying the autumnal touches that were beginning to appear everywhere she looked. Wreaths made of wheat sheaves adorned with fabric ribbon had been hung on windows, bright gourds were tucked away in doorways, and (quite frequently) little wooden crates perched on stoops, all holding beautiful displays made from excess crops from backyard gardens. She saw bunches of herbs, long green and yellow squashes, windfall apples, and piles of chestnuts. Most of these boxes also bore a sign with some variation of Grew Too Much! Please Take! At one stoop, Vera secured a late tomato and a small bunch of basil, excellent sandwich components for later.

However, a snack would have to wait. She had a duty as a citizen to report what she had seen of Lefty, so she headed for the police station on Main Street—­a small but handsome, red-­brick building under a stand of oaks that were turning golden, branch by branch. She knew the place well, so she opened the unlocked door herself, calling out, “Orville? You here?”

All was quiet.

“Are you here if I call you Chief Braun?” she added with a laugh. Ever since Vera and Orville had become—­in the words of the gossip column—­an item, she found it fun to tease him about his title.

However, Chief Orville Braun wasn’t there, no matter what name she called him. He must have been out on some errand. She refused to believe that he was responding to a crime, because Shady Hollow generally didn’t have any of that . . . especially when Lefty was out of town.

Vera ripped a page from her notebook and scrawled: Lefty liberated honey from Mr. Bell (sheep) in Elm Grove. Pursue case?—­Vera

She placed it carefully on the top center of Orville’s desk. Orville would understand the note, and if the sheep ever did discover the missing honey and decide to press charges, at least Orville knew the score.

Then she got an idea and wrote a second note: Dinner soon? I missed you! That one she didn’t sign, only drawing a little heart at the bottom (like any good reporter, Vera believed in protecting her sources, especially when her source was herself).

After putting the second note by the first, she left the station and paused on the sidewalk. She could stop by Joe’s Mug and avail herself of pie—­her larder was never overflowing, and she wouldn’t have much to eat at home until she managed to pick up more food at Brocket’s Foods.

Drawn by the sounds of several voices, Vera walked toward the park in front of Shady Hollow’s town hall. Always a pretty little spot, it was in the process of being dressed up for the festival. A pair of pigeons grasped a large canvas banner with their feet as they rose into the air, timing their wingbeats to keep the banner untangled. Vera read the words on it as the pigeons worked quickly to tie each corner to a sturdy branch of maple.

shady hollow harvest festival

come one—­come all

talent show—­soup contest—­live theater—­sack races

pumpkin-­carving contest—­sawmill soiree



“Plenty of activities to cover for the newspaper, eh, Vera?”

She turned to see Mayor Windthrow fluttering down beside her. The ptarmigan looked harried at the best of times, but now his feathers seemed especially ruffled. He went on, “I hope we didn’t overdo it with the schedule this year, but I couldn’t abide turning any idea down!”

“The live theater is new, right?” Vera asked. “I don’t remember seeing a play last fall.”

“It is new! The Shady Hollow Players are doing a single scene from each play of the upcoming season. I hear Callie’s soliloquy from Across the Pond is going to leave everyone in stitches.”

Vera smiled thinking of her friend Callie Standish, the director of the Players and a talented actor. The vole was tiny in stature, but Vera had no doubt she’d command the attention of the whole audience the moment she set her paw on the stage.

“I’ll have to be sure to come early to get a good seat for that,” she said.

“I do hope the Herald plans to cover the festival! You know how much the events mean for the town,” Mayor Windthrow said, swiveling his head left and right to survey the preparations. He raised a wing to catch the attention of the pigeons. “You there! The banner is too low on the right side! Pull it up! Up! Thank you!”

“I should let you get back to work,” Vera said, edging away from the distraught ptarmigan. She figured if she stuck around, she’d be volunteered to hang garland or polish apples. Thinking of the mayor’s words, Vera knew she ought to drop by the newspaper office and find out if she’d been assigned to any festival events in particular. BW Stone, the editor in chief, had surely discussed the matter with the mayor since both creatures were firmly committed to success in all its forms. In BW’s case, success was defined by the number of newspapers sold, so there was no doubt the skunk would be calling for stories from all his reporters.

Yes, it would be prudent to speak with BW.

But not till tomorrow!

Vera made her way to her own little house, a comfy den made for exactly one professional journalist. She loved it so, for it was hers. Opening the door (residents did not typically lock them), Vera smiled to see all her familiar things. The teakettle on the stovetop, the slightly saggy upholstered reading chair by the fireplace, the books carefully lined up on the shelves. She dropped her bags near the foyer and looked over the main room.

The shorter days and the lower sun meant less warmth filling the home, and there was also that ineffable chill of “empty house” . . . which can be fully dispelled by the glow of firelight or a friendly voice.

Thinking that perhaps Orville might stop by later, Vera decided that a quick visit to the grocery was in order. She would need to offer more than basil and tomato!

She switched out her travel-­worn coat for her favorite green-­felt jacket and left once more. On the way, she met with several friends and townsfolk who remarked on her absence. She gave them the glossy version of her trip to the city (many Shady Hollow residents had never even been there, and it remained a sort of distant, abstract idea for them).

Just as the sun was dropping below the mountaintop to the west, Vera returned to her home, burdened with two bags chock-­full of groceries. The Brockets always carried the freshest produce and the finest snacks and cheeses—­it was difficult to stop in without buying a little more than expected.



Back at home, Vera got a fire going, and the glow soon permeated the front room, which had grown dusky and dim. She set about unpacking the food, then turned to her suitcase.

“Always unpack first. Do you want wrinkled clothes to be your souvenir?” Vera said under her breath, mimicking her mother’s tone. But habits are habits, so unpack she did.

After her outfits and her toiletries were put away, she retrieved the signed copy of a chapbook of poetry and read the inscription once more: To Vera—­You’re a lifesaver. Keats Loring.

She smiled to herself, thinking of the eccentric poet she’d only recently met. Seeing him in the city had been a nice diversion from her errands there. She was glad to know that he was doing well, and he’d been quite happy to offer her the poems, which were so new that few other creatures had even read them.

“Put this in a safe place, Vera,” the peacock had told her as he signed the book. “I really think it’s going to be big, and that’s a first edition, first printing, you know.”

She slid the chapbook onto a shelf, where it would remain undisturbed. “Good luck, Keats,” she murmured.

Next, she pulled out a small, framed photograph of two creatures: a distinctly younger Vera standing beside a gray-­and-­white feline. Both were smiling like fools. Vera put the frame on a shelf as well, regarding the image. “Seems so long ago, Chloe,” she said to the cat in the picture.

Chloe was an old friend whom Vera had also visited while in the city. In fact, it had been Chloe who gave her the picture. The two friends had reminisced about their glory days well into the wee hours. Chloe had been a busy law student while Vera pursued journalism, but the two had always gotten along and found endless topics to discuss while they lived together as roommates. Vera hadn’t seen her friend in years, but knowing that she would be in the city to conduct some interviews, she found Chloe’s name in the directory and sent a letter. She wasn’t sure if the cat would respond, considering how long it had been.

Vera was touched when she received a reply only a few days later. Chloe’s prose was like a warm blanket: full of reminiscences and a demand that the two get together for dinner, Chloe’s treat. Much like she did in their school days, Chloe had supplied a full page complete with a schedule for Vera, including notes on the changes in transportation up-­ and downtown, and the best coffee on the way.

Settling down in her comfy chair, Vera smiled at the picture. Chloe had been overjoyed to reconnect, despite the fact that it had been Vera who abruptly left the city one day, without an explanation or excuse to Chloe (or indeed, anyone). It hadn’t been Vera’s finest hour, so she was glad to learn her friend had not been too put out.

Vera yawned. Maybe sitting had been a mistake, for she was exhausted! She ought to get up . . . but the fire was warm and the chair so soft. Her eyes slid closed for just a moment.

When a log in the fireplace snapped, the fox’s eyes flew open. The sky beyond the windows was almost totally dark now and the interior full of thick shadows. The fire had burned low, and she hadn’t lit any lamps.

She heard another snapping sound. But wait, that hadn’t come from the fireplace.

Suddenly alert, Vera stood up, peering toward the door. “Orville? Is that you?” she asked, knowing it wasn’t since her beau wasn’t known for his subtlety. “Is someone there?”

Then a deep, ragged voice issued from somewhere in the darkness.

“Vixen, I’ve been looking for you.”







Chapter 2

Vera yelped in shock and leaped up from her comfy chair.

“Who’s there?” she demanded, moving fast. “Why are you in my house?”

Vera got to the door and flung it open. The last of the day’s light flowed in, illuminating the inside and lightening the darkest corners. A large creature stepped forward, clad in a trench coat and fedora.

The wolf grinned wide, showing sharp white teeth. “It’s me! Your old friend Bradley!”

Shock was replaced with confusion. “Bradley Marvel?” she said, trying to fathom why this creature of all the potential creatures in the world should be here in her living room.

“The one and only!” he said, with overly forced cheer. “I thought, hey, it’s been a while since I’ve been to that cute little Shady Hollow and visited that cute little Vera Vixen. So, sur­prise!”

Vera didn’t loosen her hold on the doorknob—­she might have to flee at any moment. It had been well over a year since Bradley Marvel had last visited town as part of a book tour (a tour that unfortunately coincided with a local murder). Marvel had made such a pest of himself during Vera’s investigation that she had more or less forced him to leave under cover of darkness.

She never expected to see the blowhard thriller author again, and certainly not here. She said, “First, we aren’t friends. Second, last time you were here, you were told to leave Shady Hollow and never come back. And third, never call me cute. Not if you want to live long.”

“Well, about that,” he said, holding up his forepaws in a conciliatory manner. “It’s just that . . . things have kind of changed. I mean . . . some stuff has happened. To me.”

“So?” Vera held the door open with her hind paw and crossed her upper limbs. She wanted to lash her tail but knew that it would reveal how much he’d frightened her a moment ago. “I cannot imagine caring even a little bit what happens to you.”

“Aw, come on, after all we’ve been through together?”

“I met you once, and you were in town for a grand total of a week.”

He looked wounded. “But I helped you solve a murder!”

“You just got in the way,” she corrected. “So, what’s your real reason for bothering me again?”

“Well, uh, I’ve got a little problem.”

“More than one, but that’s a matter for your therapist. Of which there are many in the city, so again . . . Why—­are—­you—­here?”



“I need your help!” Bradley burst out. “It’s bad, Vera. It’s a total misunderstanding, but it looks bad, and no one’s going to let me tell my side of the story! I need a real reporter, see? A crack journalist with an eye for the truth, a nose for clues, a sense of justice!”

Vera knew desperation when she heard it, but dang it if she wasn’t also just a little bit curious now. “What did you do?”

“Nothing! I swear I’m completely innocent!”

“Innocent of what?”

“Murder! Just because a body shows up in my apartment, everyone just assumes I’m the killer! I barely even knew the poor sap!” Bradley shrugged as if this were a common conundrum everybody could relate to, yet she could see the nervous pacing, the way he sniffed the air, as if scenting for danger.

“You’ve been accused of murder?” she asked.

“Well, not officially.” He got a sheepish expression (which is particularly disconcerting to see on a wolf). “I sort of left the city before I could be accused. Or at least arrested.”

Vera groaned, closing her eyes as if that could make Bradley disappear. Alas, when she opened them again, he was still there. She said, “You need to go to the police, and then you need to get a lawyer. I’m neither of those things, so please just leave my house right now.” She stepped aside and made a sweeping gesture to encourage him to get out.

But Bradley stood there, fidgeting. “If I do that, I’ll just get thrown in jail. I can’t let that happen! I’m meant to live free, Vera.”

“Well, if you didn’t kill anyone, then I’m sure you’ll be fine. Besides, what else could you do? Hide out for the rest of your life?”



“I could live here!”

“No.”

“Not in your house,” he said. “I meant I could live in Shady Hollow. Folks would probably be really impressed to run into me all the time.”

“Bradley, do you not understand what it means to be on the run from the law? You can’t tell anyone who you are. Not anyone,” Vera added bleakly.

He frowned. “That is sort of a drawback. From a publicity perspective.”

“You can’t be serious.”

“No, I can’t, because when I think about it all, it’s so serious I get heart palpitations.” Bradley had never looked so miserable. “Please, Vera, I need help. I will pay you to investigate the crime. Prove me innocent!”

“I’m a reporter, not a private detective. Leave the investigation to the cops.”

“Yeah, because that always works out so well,” Bradley said with a snort.

“Look, I’ll walk you to the police station, and we’ll ask Chief Braun to send word to the city cops. Maybe you can convince them that you didn’t deliberately flee justice.”

He followed her out of the house, apparently content to be herded. “I think you’re really being unreasonable about this, Vera. You can be a reporter, but in a freelance way . . . just this once. Think of how famous you’ll become once you write the exposé piece about how I was unjustly accused of murder, a hapless victim of a broken and corrupt system. A noble hero! Do you think we should use the same photo that’s on my books, or should I pose for a new one, maybe in profile? How’s this?” He tilted his snout up as if he were about to howl at the moon.



Vera didn’t answer, grimly counting the steps to the station and wondering just how one creature could talk so much with such a lack of audience.

“Look, sorry,” he said, trailing after her again. “I take refuge in humor. A lot of rugged, solitary, heroic types do.”

“Why is this happening to me?” Vera muttered to herself. She really hoped Orville would be back by the time they got there. Of course, she could probably trick Bradley into a cell just to keep him in one spot. She had no idea if he’d actually committed a crime, but she definitely didn’t want to set him loose on her little town.

As they walked, Vera noticed more signs for the upcoming Harvest Festival and realized that the large number of attendees meant lots of folks would potentially see Bradley Marvel. Goodness, was it the worst possible time for a creature to choose to “hide out” in Shady Hollow?

Luckily, this time the police station door was wide open. She hurried inside, pulling Bradley along.

“Orville! Got someone very important to see you!” she announced.

“Vera, I got your notes . . . bad and good!” The big brown bear looked up with a warm smile . . . which quickly evaporated when he saw who was with her. “Who let him back into town?” he growled.

“I chartered a private boat,” Bradley said, which was interesting information, though not actually what Orville was asking.

“Huh. Why don’t you charter one right back to where you came from, then.” Orville stood up from his desk, displaying his formidable size, nearly double the wolf’s stature.

“Mr. Marvel here made a rather silly mistake,” explained Vera. “Can you send word to the city police headquarters that he’s here, but not at all because he was an idiot trying to flee from law enforcement and, oh yes, he really would be so happy to answer any questions the investigating officer might have regarding a possible murder in Marvel’s apartment?”

Orville’s eyes widened. “I know you write thrillers, but that seems a bit extreme for research.”

“I didn’t do it!” Bradley protested once more. “It’s all a big mistake. I think someone’s trying to frame me.”

“Well, it’s out of my jurisdiction,” the bear replied, with relief. “But I’ll send a wingmail. Let’s see,” he muttered, scrawling on a sheet of paper. “Be advised: Bradley Marvel of . . . what’s your address in the city?”

The wolf said, “47 Mockingbird Court, unit 5A. It’s the penthouse,” he added proudly and puffed out his chest.

Orville made a rude noise, filling out the rest of the paper with the information the city police would need. Then he put the pen down. “I’ll send this right now, and an officer should be here in a day or two to take your statement and see you back to your penthouse . . . or the big house. In the meantime, I strongly advise you to stay in town and make yourself quite easy to find.”

“Yes, Chief,” Bradley agreed, looking a bit calmer now, perhaps because Orville hadn’t arrested him on sight. “Is that little hotel still around?”

“Bramblebriar Bed and Breakfast? Yes, it is,” Vera said. She hoped that the inn’s proprietors, Geoffrey and Ben, had rooms available—­but considering what a pill Marvel had been the last time he was in town, they might not want him as a guest.

“Good. My assistant will be here soon, too, probably sometime tomorrow,” Bradley said. “She’ll need a room as well.”



“You didn’t tell the cops you were coming here, but you told your assistant?” Orville asked, incredulous.

“Well, somebody had to pack my bags, didn’t they?” Bradley said. “She’s probably on the next ferry.”

Vera knew the schedule since her work often required her to travel to towns up-­ and downriver. “That’ll arrive tomorrow morning then. Anyone else that you’ve got showing up in our town?”

“Er, no. Darcy’s the only one I told. She was with me when I found the body. Completely ruined the carpet in my living room. The body did, I mean. Not Darcy. She’s very tidy. Excellent assistant.”

“So, there was a lot of blood?” Vera asked, focusing on that rather upsetting detail.

“Whoever killed him was thorough about it. I don’t know why they chose my apartment though. Or how. Mockingbird Court has security. You’d think they would have kept the riffraff out of the lobby, let alone the rest of the building.”

“Could have been a bungled robbery,” Orville guessed, obviously still interested despite the crime not being in his territory. “One thief could have gotten angry at their partner, and it got violent. Though in that case, I don’t know why you wouldn’t have just notified the police.”

“The police were already on their way,” Bradley said. “My neighbors heard a ruckus and told the building supervisor. Plus, the door was left open, apparently, so everyone who came by could see the crime scene for themselves. Very bad for my image, you know. I just couldn’t stick around.”

Vera frowned. “I still don’t understand. If it was just a random robbery or whatever, why would it reflect badly on you? Everyone who’s lived in the city could tell you a story of some crime that they experienced. At most, there would be an article in the paper because you’re a well-­known author. But it’s just a coincidence.”

“Well . . .” Bradley looked away.

Orville put his paws on the desk, anticipating the worst. “Oh, no.”

“He was my editor at the publishing house. But he still had no business being in my place when I wasn’t there!”

Vera groaned. “You ran away from a murder scene where you knew the victim? What were you thinking?”

“He wasn’t thinking,” Orville said flatly. He glared at Bradley. “I ought to keep you in a jail cell till they come to collect you! You neglected to explain that you’re not only a witness; you’re a suspect.”

“But I shouldn’t be! I wasn’t even there! Darcy can confirm it. She was with me all evening.”

“If that’s true, why didn’t you just tell that to the cops in the city?” The big bear’s voice had grown louder with each word.

The wolf fidgeted in his seat, his paws crumpling the brim of his fedora. “Er, well, it’s awkward, because I did have a bit of a fight with him the day before. Some folks might get the wrong idea. But I didn’t kill him!”

Orville took a deep breath. “Listen. I’m going to send this wingmail. And Vera is going to walk Mr. Marvel over to the bed-­and-­breakfast to get a room, where he will stay until I order him otherwise.”

“Um, can I eat first?” Bradley asked. “The boat didn’t have meal service.”

“Fine,” Orville snapped. “Go to Joe’s on the way. I’ll join you there after I’m done at the message service, so don’t try anything funny.”

“Don’t take too long, darling,” Vera told Orville, with a plead­ing glance. The last thing she wanted was to be alone with ­Bradley for any amount of time longer than necessary.

She marched out of the station and down the street, Bradley Marvel in her wake. Residents took notice of the wolf, who’d snapped back into the confident attitude he used as a “world-­famous thriller writer.” He grinned at everyone, showing off sparkling white canines. When a squirrel excitedly called his name from across the street, he waved as though he were a one-­wolf parade. Only Vera knew how false the facade really was.

Thankfully, Joe’s Mug wasn’t far, and Vera hustled her charge inside. The diner was cozy at any time of day, but in the evening, it was almost magical. Warm light spilled from the lamps hanging above every booth and table. The wooden surfaces of the pine tables and chairs glowed gold thanks to dutiful oiling and the many paws that had eaten there over the years. By the long wooden counter, a glass case displayed the daily desserts on offer, and a couple of young mice were squeaking excitedly as they pointed out the items they wanted most.

And the smells, oh the smells. Vera inhaled and caught the friendly aroma of coffee, and then the delicious scents of baked bread, the oil of the fryer, and the sharp, fresh tang of autumn fruits. Yes, she could endure Bradley’s presence, as long as she was at Joe’s!

It was fairly crowded with early dinner guests, so she deliberately chose a booth in the far corner, away from the windows. With luck, Bradley could resist the limelight for a half hour.

Moments later, a beaver waddled up to the table in a checked dress with a white apron. It was Esme, the harder-­working half of the von Beaverpelt twins.

“What can I get for you, Vera?” Esme asked brightly, taking out her order pad.

“I’ll take a coffee for sure,” Vera said. “What’s the dinner special?”

“It’s a root vegetable stew with a side of rosemary rolls.”

“Yes, that’s fine, thanks, Esme.”

“And for you, sir?” Esme’s tone was polite but not deferential, and Vera couldn’t tell if the beaver even knew who Bradley was.

Bradley perused the menu and proceeded to order the harvest loaf sandwich with a side of mashed potatoes and glazed carrots, plus lentil soup and an extra roll. “And coffee too. And maybe just a couple of doughnuts? Great.”

Esme left to put in their order.

“It might be one of my last meals as a free beast,” he said defensively to Vera. “Besides, I really am hungry.”

“All right, Bradley,” Vera said while they were waiting for their food to arrive. “Tell me what’s going on.”

The wolf sighed dramatically. “It’s the curse of being famous, Vera. You’re a small-­town reporter; you wouldn’t understand.”

“Bradley, I lived in the city for years before I moved here. I was born there.”

“But you aren’t a big name like me! Folks just lose their heads around celebrities. It’s a fact!”

“Cut the publicity hound act.”

“Well, the truth is I don’t know why someone would want to frame me. Maybe some obsessed fan wanted to make an impression, or they thought it would be a good start to my next Percy Bannon book. Or maybe they didn’t like the way the last book was edited. I mean, that would be totally understandable. You know, we had a whole extra subplot where Percy meets a cougar and they nearly get married, but then the cougar is kidnapped by Percy’s archnemesis, and then Percy goes to rescue her, but then it’s revealed that she was working for the archnemesis the whole time, and Percy’s heart is broken—­of course he still battles all the minions and wins—­but the entire time he’s fighting, he’s really fighting his own sense of betrayal and sadness, and it’s tragic really. Fantastic subplot. But my editor said it slowed the pacing and the readers don’t care if Percy Bannon is sad, so he cut it. Plus, it saved on paper costs. But I was so upset. And when I told him I wanted to do the same plotline for the next book, he said no, he already worked out everything with Darcy—­” Bradley suddenly broke off.

But before Vera could ask anything, Esme returned with coffee mugs and a plate of doughnuts. “First shipment! Two cups of mud with rafts,” she declared cheerfully. “I’ll bring the rest out as the kitchen gets it done.”

“Thanks,” Vera told her.

Bradley was already stuffing a doughnut into his mouth, but he nodded thanks as well.

The door opened again, bells jingling, and Orville walked in, heading directly for the back table. Vera was so happy to see her beau she almost yelped with joy.

“Sent it off,” Orville said to Bradley, taking a seat next to Vera and putting one paw around her. He wasn’t usually one to make any sort of possessive gesture, but then again, Marvel had a reputation. The bear said, “So it shouldn’t be too long before the city police deal with you, one way or another. That murder is big news—­it was the top item on the police bulletin at the message service office. All law enforcement officials have been asked to keep a lookout for anyone involved. The name Bradley Marvel was mentioned.”

“In a good way or a bad way?” asked the wolf nervously.

“The police bulletin is generally not where you want to see your name show up,” Orville replied dryly. “It means you’re either a victim or a suspect. Considering how annoying you are, it was a bit of a shame no one tried to kill you.”

Vera gasped. “What if someone did try exactly that? After all, it was your apartment.”

“Could be,” Orville said, newly interested in what had been an off-­the-­cuff comment. “In the dark, a large fox might be mistaken for a wolf.”

“Wait, the victim was a fox?” Vera asked. Bradley hadn’t mentioned the species, and she’d been hoping that she’d never have to learn much more about the crime, especially if Bradley would soon be leaving Shady Hollow.

“Yeah, Rick was my editor. But we weren’t friends. He took a red pen to all my best words. Said he lived to turn pages red. Well, I guess he died the same way, huh?” Bradley sighed into his coffee mug.

Vera’s stomach clenched. She said, very slowly, “Your editor was a fox named Rick who lived to turn pages red.”

“Richard Renard. Bane of my professional existence. Don’t tell anyone else this, but I’m not sorry he’s dead. Just wish it wasn’t on my floor.”

If Bradley was expecting a laugh, he was disappointed. Orville just frowned, commenting that only an idiot would confess to hating the victim of a crime for which they were a suspect. But Vera said nothing. She was thrown by something Bradley had said, memories of the past suddenly rushing back at her.



I live to turn pages red, Vera. Yes, Rick had said that to her as well, a long time ago. When he was her editor at her first newspaper job.

She watched Bradley and Orville bicker over the last doughnut, the truth sticking in her throat.

She knew the victim, too. And like Bradley, she wasn’t sorry he was dead.

[image: Images]

Vera Vixen had grown up in the city, the only kit of parents who were both professors at the local university. They had expected Vera to follow in their academic paw prints, but she had dreams of becoming a reporter, and she never wavered. When Vera was ready for college, she sat down with her parents and informed them that she was going to study journalism. This came as a shock to them, and they never stopped mentioning how they hoped she would change her mind about devoting herself to “scribbling stories about the goings-­on in the city.” (And since Vera lived at home while she went to college, she got to hear these comments quite regularly.)

After graduation, Vera landed a job as a cub reporter at the City Times, the biggest paper in town, and the one where Vera had always imagined working. That also meant it was time to move out of her parents’ home and into her own apartment downtown. Which would mean finding a roommate.

So, Vera answered an ad in the very same paper at which she worked: a creature by the name of Chloe McKibben was looking for another female to share a downtown apartment. The two potential roommates made an appointment to meet at a nearby coffee shop. Vera was always happy to drink coffee at any time of the day or night.



Vera was feeling both very grown-­up and a little nervous. It was early afternoon on a Tuesday, and the place was almost empty. The fox looked around and spotted a gray-­and-­white cat with green eyes sitting at one of the tables. She was wearing a fuzzy cardigan in a pretty shade of dark pink. The well-­dressed feline nodded, and Vera approached the table.

“Are you Chloe?” the fox asked, extending a paw. “I’m Vera Vixen.”

The cat took Vera’s paw and greeted her in return.

“Have a seat, Vera. Tell me about yourself.”

Vera told her about her recent graduation from college and her new job at the City Times. Chloe shared that she was a second-­year law student, and her grandparents were helping out with tuition so that she could concentrate on her studies. She explained that the apartment was a two-­bedroom unit in a building right around the corner, and that she would be happy to show it to Vera. The fox agreed readily, and they left the coffee ­shop, already fast friends, and headed to their new place.

The apartment building was a handsome three-­story stone building, and Chloe informed her that their unit was on the second floor. The fox followed the cat up the stairs and down a long, carpeted hallway. Chloe stopped in front of #206. She unlocked the door and stepped to the side so that Vera could enter first. Vera could hardly believe that she was going to be lucky enough to live here. The living room was furnished with a dark green, impossibly comfy-­looking couch and a plush chair. There were bookcases lining the walls, and more books piled everywhere else. Vera felt immediately at home, and she hadn’t even seen her room yet!
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