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Author’s Note
Dear reader, though you may have ventured into this world a time or two before, we nevertheless wish to alert you that Twilight Falls is a work of most fanciful fiction. Therefore, certain events or characters may not fully conform to the rules of dull reality. If a bear and a mouse walking the same aisles of the local grocery (and indeed, the fact that they have a local grocery) strikes you as improbable…well, you may wish to take a moment to reorient yourself. For when you turn the page, you will enter a place where woodland creatures behave (and misbehave) in very human ways.
When you are ready, we once again welcome you 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 raven runs the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books. Her sense of humor is as dark as her feathers.
Chief Orville Braun: This large brown bear is the official head of the Shady Hollow constabulary. He works by the book. But his book has half the pages ripped out.
Shelby Atwater: A mostly affable otter who runs a repair business, though he shows no interest in repairing a broken relationship with his son.
Jonah Atwater: He’s followed in his father’s pawprints…until he takes a sharp turn toward a forbidden romance.
Anastasia von Beaverpelt: This high-born beaver rarely thinks of anyone other than herself. Is the dalliance with Jonah real, or just a stunt for attention?
Isla Chitters: This mouse works as a maid in the von Beaverpelt home, and she knows what goes on behind closed doors.
Muriel Lodge: A hedgehog who’s come to Shady Hollow with a popcorn cart and delectable recipes. Has she also come with a score to settle?
BW Stone: The cigar-chomping skunk of an editor of the Shady Hollow Herald. BW (“Everything in black and white!”) loves a good headline.
Joe Elkin: This genial giant of a moose runs the town coffee shop, the local gathering spot. If gossip is spoken, Joe has heard it.
Arabella Boatwright: This rat runs the Mirror Lake Library, and she knows every secret on the shelves.
Gladys Honeysuckle: As the town gossip and busybody, there’s nothing Gladys doesn’t know. She hates to be scooped on a juicy tidbit.
Sun Li: This panda is a former surgeon and a current chef. He runs the Bamboo Patch, serving vegetarian dishes to die for.
Barry Greenfield: A senior reporter at the Herald. This old hare has seen it all, and he remembers it all, too.
Philomena Ambler: An officer of the law in a neighboring town who maintains order with a strong paw.
Imogen Marrick: A hawk who keeps a keen eye on the woods near Twilight Falls. But is she holding some information back?
Lefty: This masked raccoon lives in the shadiest part of Shady Hollow. Whatever the game is, Lefty always knows the score.


















Prologue
Can anything match the particular loveliness of the forest in spring? The sun slants upward day by day, and the air warms little by little, from forbidding to invigorating, summoning you to go walking amid the hills. Soon the patches and ragged piles of snow melt into nothingness, and the frozen ground softens as the seeds and roots wake up beneath it, eager to reach the surface.
Tender green shoots emerge first, along with those ephemerals that truly herald the changing of the seasons: snowdrop, anemone, primrose, narcissus, bluebell. On a saunter through the woods, a sudden dip may reveal a valley carpeted in yellow or blue, or a white so thick you might imagine that the snow has returned. Above, a veil of faintest green spreads as thousands upon thousands of buds unfurl into tiny perfect leaves seeking the gentle sunlight.
And everywhere, you hear the sound of water flowing. It begins with tiny trickles from melting icicles and the rivulets running down the slopes. Whether seeping or meandering or tumbling madly, they all meet at the rivers running through the woodlands, now full and rambunctious after a season of silence. The rivers themselves seek lower ground, and since the land is naturally varied, in the course of their journey some of those rivers will cascade over cliffs in a magnificent, exhilarating show.
The tallest and most stunning waterfall in this area is known as Twilight Falls, so called because of the way the pool of dark rock at the bottom is so often shadowed and mysterious, even on the brightest day. No matter how clear the water plunging over the edge may be, it seems to turn white while falling, and then, once it joins the pool, near to night—a swirl of blue, purple, and deepest green.
Naturally, Twilight Falls is a favorite subject of painters and poets. It is common to see an artist at their easel, dabbing away with oils or watercolors, attempting to capture the majesty of the tumbling water. Or you might notice a creature scribbling in a notebook, playing with rhyme and meter as they try to put their feelings into words.
But one need not be a creature of the arts to appreciate Twilight Falls. It is perfectly possible to just marvel at the sight of the falls as you stroll along, or sit at the riverbank, or enjoy a picnic with friends. Here, the falls are both star performer and an unforgettable stage, a trick only nature can pull off.
So enticing are the falls that parents must occasionally warn their little ones not to go too near the water, which runs dreadfully fast in spring, but the shouts are soon lost amid the general delight of the day, and no one really minds. Games abound. Young creatures are fond of forming little teams of two. One youth will toss a branch (tied with colored ribbon on the end to identify it) off the top of the cliff. Meanwhile, their partners far, far below peer into the pool and along the riverbank to see which sticks emerge first, and how quickly.
Some sticks are never seen again.
While little ones play their games, older creatures pair off as well, strolling along the quieter stretches of the river or exploring the many forest paths nearby, where they may find some privacy from the rambling crowds. More than one couple has proposed or wed here, and why not? It is a place to inspire great emotion.
Therefore, it is not surprising that it will also inspire a crime.






Chapter 1
An errant breeze snuck between the sash and the ledge of a window in Vera Vixen’s home, carrying with it the scent of freshly baked bread and rich coffee. Vera’s nose twitched, and she raised her head from her very comfortable pillow to get a better sniff.
Had a new restaurant somehow opened next door overnight? It seemed highly unlikely. First, Vera’s little den-like cottage was rather off the main streets of Shady Hollow, and second, as a reporter, she’d certainly have taken note of such an endeavor.
Vera had been born with inveterate curiosity, and she wasn’t about to let the mystery of this delicious scent go unsolved. She flung off her blanket (not without a little regret, for her bed was so squishy and soft, and the room was just cool enough to encourage one to burrow down for another few minutes) and got up.
After dressing in her favorite forest green housecoat, she walked over to the living room and opened the casement there, peering out to the front walk. Who should she see but her good friend Lenore standing outside, blowing over the top of a cup of coffee so all the steam wafted Vera’s way.
“What are you doing?” Vera asked the raven.
Lenore had a mischievous look in her eye as she said, “Ah, it worked then. I suspected that the coffee aroma would be far more effective than a bell to get you out of bed.”
Vera pointed to the coffee. “Is that from Joe’s?”
“Naturally.” Lenore then held up a box. “Got some pastries, too, but if you don’t hurry up and open that door, I’ll eat them all myself.”
Obviously, Vera could not permit such a travesty. She welcomed Lenore inside and then cleared a space at her dining table—which was also her work desk and thus was piled high with papers, journals, and books relevant to the numerous stories she was working on for the Shady Hollow Herald.
“Busy time?” Lenore asked, gesturing at the whirlwind of items Vera was forcibly relocating to the living room floor.
Vera responded with a shrug. “Lots of ideas and some day-to-day articles, but nothing that’s really caught my attention lately. In terms of a big story, I mean. Things have been pretty quiet.”
Lenore made herself comfortable at the table. With one black wing, she pushed a cup of coffee toward Vera, who took it gratefully. The coffee from Joe’s Mug was always fresh and strong, qualities she needed in the morning.
“So what’s in there?” Vera asked, nodding toward the paper box stamped with A SPECIAL TREAT FROM JOE’S MUG.
“You’re the star reporter. Why don’t you investigate?” Lenore teased.
Vera was nothing if not a tenacious, dogged journalist. The box lid was no match for her curiosity, and within…
“Oooooh.” She gazed with delight at the contents. “What are these?”
“Pistachio morning buns with honey glaze,” Lenore announced. “Apparently, Joe Jr. was up four nights in a row making test batches before he finalized the recipe.”
“Such dedication!” Vera grabbed dishes and reverently placed one mountainous, golden-hued, and honey-dipped bun on each. A green icing ribbon spiraled up to the summit, hinting at the sweet, gooey nut layer within.
“Cheers!” The friends clinked coffee mugs and tucked into their repast.
“Mmmmm,” Vera said after a few minutes of blissful nibbling. “Delicious.”
“Joe’s always been good at finding seasonal ingredients,” Lenore agreed, reaching for her own coffee to wash down the rich treat. “It’s too early for fruits and such, but this just feels springy, doesn’t it?”
The fox agreed. “Now I’ll have a full stomach to face my day. I have a few interviews I need to conduct for the next edition’s articles. Plus, I said that I’d run up to the von Beaverpelt place to help Edith with the program for the Apple Blossom Walk. She says she likes my writing style, but I think she just wants to keep a paw on the news.”
Lenore just shook her head. “No need. The Apple Blossom Walk is the news this time of year.”
Every spring, Cold Clay Orchards held a big open-air tea party just when the apple trees burst into bloom. The whole town of Shady Hollow, and much of the surrounding woodland population, showed up. For a small donation, attendees got to walk amid the truly gorgeous boughs, and if they donated a little more, they got to bid on any number of auction items. The proceeds went to repairing winter-damaged buildings and homes, as well as feeding those creatures who were unable to provide for themselves. No one quite knew when the tradition of the Apple Blossom Walk had started, but it seemed that it would continue uninterrupted for a long time to come.
Vera was happy to volunteer her time to help out with the annual charity event. She did wish, however, that Edith von Beaverpelt didn’t insist on making her go all the way up to Maple Heights when the beaver could have simply sent the information to the Herald’s offices. But Edith was the chair of the event. As the titular head of the sawmill (the town’s most important employer), she held a lot of clout, even though she had almost nothing to do with the daily operations of the mill any longer.
“Ah,” Lenore murmured. “What a joy, to write copy for the program with Edith watching over your shoulder, correcting every little thing and reminding you of etiquette faux pas that normal folks never needed to learn. Well, it’s for a good cause. And I suppose she is still the grande dame of village affairs.”
“Er, maybe don’t say affairs,” Vera suggested, thinking about a few events in the town’s past that Edith would not appreciate being discussed.
The raven cawed, her amusement edged with just a tinge of schadenfreude (as ravens’ humor is wont to be). “I won’t mention that to her face.”
“Does that mean you’re coming with me?” Vera asked hopefully.
Lenore shook her head. “Sorry. Lots of work down at the bookstore. New shipment for spring coming upriver today or tomorrow. I’ve got to clear space to get ready! Oh, by the way, I saw the catalog from Bradley Marvel’s publisher.”
Vera braced herself. The famous thriller author had made an appearance in town last fall to promote a book. He ended up making such a pest of himself that Vera hoped she’d never see him again. “Oh? Don’t tell me he’s on another tour.”
“Not yet. It was just an announcement of his upcoming Percy Bannon thriller. You’ll never guess the title.” Lenore was clearly enjoying this, drawing out the punch line.
“I don’t know,” Vera said irritably. “The Marvelous Mr. Marvel: A Made-Up Memoir? Wolf Fall? A Canine’s Guide to Making a Fool of Yourself?”
“Way off. It’s called The Quick Dead Fox.”
Vera’s jaw dropped. “How dare he! That miserable hack writer!”
“Hey, you don’t know it’s referring to you.”
But Vera remembered her final encounter with Bradley Marvel, when she told him to get out of town, and she certainly did know. “I suppose you have to stock it,” she grumbled.
“He’s a big seller for me,” Lenore admitted. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t make faces at the cover every time you walk by the store.”
“Oh, I will,” Vera assured her. Then she paused. “Wait a second. Were the coffee and roll a way to make up for that news?”
Lenore put on an innocent expression, which is no small feat for a raven. “Goodness, what a thing to say. The coffee and roll were a gift from one friend to another…not to mention that you brought me that slice of pie last week.”
Since Vera’s pique was blunted by the pistachio filling now lining her tummy, she allowed the point.
After breakfast, Vera saw Lenore on her way. She washed up the plates, changed from her comfy housecoat to an outfit more suited to actually being outside, and left her home, heading to Maple Heights, where the imposing von Beaverpelt mansion sat on the highest hill.
The day was sunny and the wind playful, so Vera decided to view the errand to Maple Heights as an adventure rather than a burden. Sunshine always lifted the fox’s mood, and the delicious pistachio bun didn’t hurt, either.
As the reporter trotted down the street, she concentrated on enjoying the warmth on her fur and the sweetness of various blooming flowers in the air. Maple Heights, the swankiest neighborhood in Shady Hollow, was not all that far from Vera’s small cottage, at least not as the crow flies. However, Vera was not a crow, and the von Beaverpelt house was set high up and back from the road. It also featured a winding walkway that meant it took nearly twice as long to traverse the lawn. When Vera got to the front door, she stopped to catch her breath and admire the view. The mansion was symmetrical and stately, with columns on either side of the front door and flowering bushes flanking the walk. Vera tried to imagine what it would be like to live in such an enormous place, but after a moment, she decided she preferred the coziness of her little cottage, which had one important advantage over any other house in town: it was Vera-sized.
Vera lifted the heavy gold knocker on the front door of the mansion and waited. Not long after, the door was opened by a mouse in a neatly pressed maid’s uniform. She was clearly a member of the Chitters clan, but Vera wasn’t sure which one. She smiled and said, “Have we met? I think I’ve seen you at your parents’ home once or twice.”
“At the dinner party for the solstice celebration, I think it was,” the maid confirmed. “I’m Isla Chitters. Please do come in.”
“I’m here to see Mrs. von Beaverpelt,” Vera explained. “I have an appointment at half past nine.”
The mouse nodded and then replied, “If you’ll follow me to the drawing room. I’ll let her know that you’re here.”
The fox followed Isla down the hallway lined with ornate pictures of von Beaverpelt ancestors. Vera had been to the estate before, but she noticed something new each time. What she wouldn’t give for a whole day to snoop around! Isla opened a set of double doors that led to the drawing room and stood aside for Vera to enter.
The couches and chairs were covered in deep burgundy crushed velvet, and the rug that lay on the polished wood floor had an intricate design. Vera perched on the edge of one of the fancy sofas. She was afraid to really settle in, lest she leave an indelible mark. Then, as she looked around her, admiring the rich furnishings, Vera noticed that some of the upholstered chairs had begun to look a little shabby. When she glanced down at the luxurious rug under her paws, she saw a hole in the edge of it. Odd! Edith and her daughters were consumed with having only the best and making sure that the rest of Shady Hollow knew it. Vera had suspected the family was still having financial difficulties following the death of Reginald von Beaverpelt, the patriarch and former owner of the sawmill. True, the mill was being expertly managed by Howard Chitters, but the von Beaverpelt finances had taken a blow because of Reginald’s extracurricular activities. With the mill’s income once again flowing into the correct flumes, it meant less profit was available to the owners. Therefore Edith and her daughters were having to make some changes to their standard of living.
After only a short wait, Edith von Beaverpelt swept into the drawing room. She was dressed in a flowered gown that looked simple, but which benefited from superior fabric and stitching, putting it above what most folks in town could afford. However, the dress was from several seasons ago, when square necklines were on trend. (Vera was not terribly into fashion herself, but she made a point to read the whole paper every day, and that of course included the style column.)
“Good morning, Vera,” the matronly beaver greeted her, gracious as always. “It was so good of you to come. Will this room be adequate for you to work? The light is sufficient?”
“Certainly,” Vera said. The two were not exactly friends, but Edith von Beaverpelt had come to respect Vera’s abilities and did not underestimate her. In turn, Vera had to admire how Edith endured the extremely difficult circumstances surrounding the death of her husband, and how she had come out of it with surprising grace.
Edith requested Isla bring tea, and then she and Vera got down to business, discussing the details of the Apple Blossom Walk and what would need to appear in the program and some of the advertisements. Edith showed her several examples of previous programs, pointing out which bits had been most effective at getting creatures to donate to the cause. Vera dutifully wrote up all the relevant information in her reporter’s notebook and then drafted the event’s program, reading out the final version for Edith’s approval.
Once the task had been taken care of, Edith thanked Vera for her time and rose to see her out. But as soon as Edith opened the doors to the drawing room, the fox heard a great deal of high-pitched giggling and a low voice murmuring in response.
Vera’s ears perked up. Edith had clearly also heard the noises, and she looked distinctly annoyed as she swept into the hallway to locate the source, Vera following in her wake.






Chapter 2
It didn’t take long to discover the origin of the sounds. In a small alcove off the central hallway that more or less divided the house, Anastasia von Beaverpelt appeared to be in a rather intimate conversation with another creature who looked vaguely familiar. Anastasia was leaning forward, her gaze locked on her interlocutor’s face.
Vera narrowed her eyes, trying to place him. He was an otter, wearing a tool belt, loose-fitting work clothes, and a cap that proclaimed him to be an employee of Atwater & Son. Oh, right, Vera thought. She often walked down River Street, where she’d seen the wooden sign for Atwater & Son hanging above the door of a clapboard structure. Vera hadn’t yet needed to employ the business herself, but Lenore had occasionally used them for small repair jobs around the bookstore. They were a fix-it-all business, available to do small household repairs and some plumbing. This particular otter was obviously the “Son.” He was standing very close to Stasia, whispering in her ear. Whatever he was saying had resulted in the coy giggling that had so irritated Edith.
“Anastasia von Beaverpelt!” snapped the elder beaver. “How many times have I talked to you about this? What in the world do you think you are doing? Mr. Atwater is supposed to be fixing the kitchen sink. Why are you bothering him?”
“I’m not bothering him,” Stasia objected. “Am I bothering you, Jonah?”
“Oh, no, Stas…I mean, er, she’s no bother, Mrs. von B. We were just…er…” Jonah Atwater trailed off, looking sheepish (inasmuch as it is possible for an otter to look sheepish), and he didn’t meet Edith’s eyes as he spoke.
“I believe you remember where the kitchen is, Mr. Atwater,” she said, the command clear in her tone.
“Sure do, Mrs. von B,” he mumbled, stepping away from Stasia and nodding at both Edith and Vera before heading in the direction of the kitchen. Vera noticed how Stasia tracked his every step.
In contrast to the chastened behavior of the otter, Anastasia looked quite pleased with herself, even exuberant. “Anything you want to tell me, Mother dear?” she goaded.
“Indeed!” Edith went on, glaring at Stasia. “I can’t fathom how you waltz about as though nothing has changed. I wish you’d pitch in a little. Instead, I find you distracting the help, so that he can’t perform the tasks he has been contracted to do! This is not an acceptable situation, now, is it?” Edith’s voice had shifted to the resonant tone of a creature who had sat on boards and committees precisely because she knew how to speak in a way that made nearly everyone listening think that the only sensible course of action was to do exactly what she had just said.
“Um, I’ll leave you both to your discussion,” Vera murmured, not wishing to get in the middle of this family squabble. Curiosity was all well and good, but there were limits.
Edith looked startled, and Vera realized the beaver had been so upset that she’d actually forgotten about Vera’s presence for a moment. That explained the outburst—normally Edith would rather die than air family matters in front of others.
Edith pulled herself together and said, “Let me see you out, Ms. Vixen.” Then she glared at her daughter, adding, “We’ll have a nice long talk later, darling.”
“Oh, can’t wait.” Stasia blew her mother a kiss and skipped upstairs. Her mother’s disapproval had no evident effect on her, even when it came to a relationship with the “help.” After all, it was pretty obvious that Stasia and Jonah were closer than employer and employee.
The young romantic’s mother had also reached this conclusion. She sighed and shook her head but said no more. She escorted the fox to the front door with a set expression of long suffering on her face.
“Thanks so much for helping with the event, Vera. It’s important for the community, and I do find myself rather stretched lately,” Edith von Beaverpelt said, clearly trying to regain her composure. “I’m sure that this year’s Apple Blossom Walk will be a rousing success.”
“As you say, ma’am, the community needs it. And there’s plenty of time to remind folks to attend, and to bring donations.”
Vera said her own goodbyes, and then, no sooner had the heavy front door closed after her, she heard Edith shriek, “Stasia! Come down here right now!”
Leaving the domestic storm behind, Vera headed down the path from the mansion, relieved to have escaped. She’d once been on the receiving end of Edith’s wrath, and it was not a pleasant experience, though Vera had weathered it well enough. Without a doubt, Stasia was going to catch an earful from her mother. But would a talking-to affect Stasia’s feelings for her new beau at all? Unlikely. Stasia had grown up getting everything she ever wanted. And if she wanted a romance with a particular creature, only a fool would get in her way.
Funny how creatures reacted to change, Vera reflected, thinking of her first encounters with Stasia and her twin sister, when they had both considered themselves heiresses with no cares at all. But after losing their father, learning about a slew of secrets lurking in Shady Hollow, and facing a future where the von Beaverpelt mansion was not the center of attention, they must have been shaken out of their small world. Yet, despite all that, Stasia was going about her daily routine as if absolutely nothing had changed. She was a creature of leisure, and she clearly planned to stay that way. By contrast, her sister, Esme, had chosen quite a different direction. To the initial horror of their mother, Esme had gotten a job at Joe’s Mug, earning both a paycheck and the respect of a lot of townsfolk who didn’t think she’d last more than three shifts. Confounding expectations, Esme thrived, quickly becoming an integral part of the diner’s staff as well as the community at large.
As for Edith herself, she must miss her husband, even if the marriage had had its share of problems. Based on what Vera had seen, Edith had gotten rid of the full-time cook and housekeeper, and kept only one maid, Isla, who answered the door and served tea to guests. The household certainly was no longer throwing the large parties the town was used to hearing about.
Vera decided to put the von Beaverpelt clan out of her mind in favor of concentrating on her own relationship. She made her way to the police station, which sat on Main Street very close to the center of town, with a dual motive. She would check in with Orville, and also see if any new crimes had been committed. It was important for Vera to submit her regular crime column for the Herald on time.
The fox made a quick detour by Joe’s Mug to get coffee and a pastry for Orville. While she’d been lucky enough to have Lenore provide breakfast, Orville had probably skipped his meal in order to get to the station early. He had been elected chief of police last year, and immediately following the race, his former boss, Chief Meade, decided to retire. (The former chief was far more passionate about fishing than he was about pursuing criminals, so his retirement could be viewed as more of a recognition of his true vocation.)
This left Orville as the sole officer on Shady Hollow’s police force. That wasn’t much of a problem, to be frank. Shady Hollow was a peaceful place, by and large, and since Orville had taken office, crime had further declined (whether this was just happenstance or the result of his sheer size and low growl, no one could say for sure). Still, Orville had talked about hiring a deputy just so he wouldn’t have to always be on call, but he hadn’t yet done so. Vera decided a reminder was in order.
The reporter popped into Joe’s just ahead of the lunch rush. At the counter, she saw the spitting image of Anastasia, but this creature was dressed in her nicely starched server’s uniform, a blue dress with a white apron. Esme, of course.
“Morning, Esme!” Vera called as she entered. “I just saw your better half.”
Esmeralda von Beaverpelt laughed as she swapped a carafe of fresh coffee for an empty that she slid over to the far side of the counter. “Surprised Stasia’s up before noon!”
“Oh, Stasia was awake all right. Seemed to be getting along very well with that handsome young otter working on repairs.”
Esme rolled her eyes. “How loud did Mommy scream when she got wind of that little scene? One does not consort with the help, you know,” she recited in a high tone reminiscent of her mother’s. Then she reverted to her own voice. “I assume you were up there to help with one of her endless charity functions.”
“Yes, the Apple Blossom Walk.”
“Ooooh, I’m looking forward to that!” Esme’s face took on an excited expression. “Joe Jr. and I think we’ve got a real special treat for that event. We’ve been testing out a bunch of new recipes.”
“If it’s anything like those pistachio buns, I’d say you’re right. Speaking of…” Vera remembered her mission and managed to procure a couple of buns and a large coffee for Orville. In a rare display of self-denial, she did not get anything for herself, as she had already consumed quite a bit of coffee and tea so far that day. She took the bag from Esme and made her way to the police station.
Orville’s place of employment was a small and surprisingly welcoming brick building on Main Street. The oaks towering above it were just getting their first leaves of the year, a bright gold-green that would quickly deepen to a true green as spring turned into summer and the leaves grew larger. When she arrived, she found Orville almost hidden behind an enormous stack of papers. She noticed that the office coffeepot was empty (just as well, in light of how rarely it got rinsed out). Decent coffee from Joe’s would be well received by the new chief of police.
“Morning, Orville,” she said, lifting up the bag. “I’ve got a deal for you. How about you tell me what’s on the blotter, and in return, I’ll let you have these special spring pistachio buns.”
“Pistachio?” Orville asked, with the sort of wistfulness that implied he had not just skipped breakfast, but the whole previous day’s meals as well. (The reader may be reassured he had not.)
“With honey,” Vera added, perching the bag on a not-quite-as-tall stack of papers. “Oh, and I got coffee as well.”
“Ohh, coffee.” He shook his head slowly. “I’d love to take the deal, Vera, but I can’t.” He looked very serious.
“Can’t?” she asked in concern. “Whyever not?”
“It just wouldn’t be fair,” he replied. “ ’Cause the fact of the matter is…the crime blotter’s totally empty.”
That was when she caught the twinkle in his eye.
Vera snorted as she placed the coffee on the desk. “You had me for a second there.”
Orville grinned, but he was already delving into the bag for the rolls and therefore didn’t bother to answer in words.
She waited patiently while he chomped down on the first roll and drank half the coffee. Then she said, “Truly nothing? Not even one of Lefty’s schemes?”
“Dull as tombs around here,” Orville said happily. “I think Lefty took Rhonda for a vacation upriver somewhere, hence the lack of petty theft. But even so, no vandalism, no neighbors tussling, no delinquents protesting by defacing school property or whatever it is they do to rebel against authority.”
“Sounds boring,” Vera commented.
“Sounds wonderful. I don’t like using the jail cells if I don’t have to, and the fact that things have been quiet around here all winter long tells me that we’re doing something right in Shady Hollow. No town wants to be known as ‘that place with all the murders’ and the fact is, last autumn was rough on folks. We’re not used to that much violence.”
“You’ve got a point,” Vera conceded. “It’s one of those ironies that when headlines are good, it means something else is getting bad. But with Chief Braun patrolling our streets, every mouse and muskrat can sleep safely!”
“Flatterer.” Orville made quick work of the second bun. Then he said, “Actually, with things so calm here, I thought I might take a day off. Have you ever been to Twilight Falls?”
“No,” Vera said, her ears perking up. “I’ve heard of it, of course, and seen a few paintings and sketches. It’s supposed to be the tallest waterfall in the area, right?”
“That’s the one. It’s a perfect day trip if you catch the morning ferry. We could go the day after tomorrow. What do you say? I’ll pack a picnic basket and we’ll meet at the ferry dock at seven.”
“I’d love to. I just have to clear it with BW.” Her boss at the newspaper, BW Stone, preferred it when everyone was working all the time, but even he had to admit that there just wasn’t much to print lately. A week ago, an article on the front page breathlessly reported on whether the snow in the last snow pile would melt earlier or later than last year. Not exactly riveting (though some folks down at the Riverside Pub did have a few friendly wagers on the result). “I’m sure he’ll let me go. And hey, maybe I’ll see something amazing and end up writing an article after all.”
Orville shook his head and admonished her with, “No way. This is a day off, Vera. Leave your notebook at home, because nothing newsworthy is going to happen.”
His comment was uttered with the utmost sincerity and with the best intentions.
And like so many comments of this nature, it would turn out to be untrue.






Chapter 3
The next morning dawned clear and sunny. As she promised Orville, Vera had sent a note to BW at the Herald office, since he tended to be at his desk no matter whether there was breaking news or not. She rarely took vacation, so the hardworking reporter was sure BW wouldn’t object, though he would probably try to sneak in some other assignment for her to cover on her supposed day off.
She was selecting a flowery scarf to go with her dress when she heard a distinctive rat-a-tat knock—the one used by the messenger service in Shady Hollow—on her front door.
“Morning, Miss Vixen!” said the uniformed squirrel in a cheerful manner when Vera opened the door. “Message for you from BW Stone.”
“Thank you so much,” Vera replied, providing him with a smile and a tip. “Have a wonderful day!”
The fox scanned the note quickly, happy to see that her request had been granted. Her boss did, however, advise her to keep her eyes open for a story. “Predictable, BW,” she said aloud. “Too predictable.”
Naturally, Vera would stay alert for potential news tomorrow at the falls. She was a reporter to the bone, and one never knew where or when the next big scoop would come.
Since she had plenty of work to take care of today, Vera didn’t waste any more time. She trotted outside, finding the spring air brisk to the point of being almost—but not quite—icy. A warming cup of coffee was certainly in order! So she headed toward Joe’s, nodding hello to the other early risers on the streets. She paused when she noticed a weasel pasting a flyer up on one of the noticeboards attached to the lamppost.
“What’s going on?” she asked, peering around the worker’s head to read the sign.
“Next production from the Shady Hollow Players!” he replied, offering Vera another copy from the roll he had in his satchel. “They’re doing Ah, Wilderness! Coming next month, but tickets go on sale today.”
“Hmmm, interesting.” Vera was aware that the town had an informal company of actors, but she’d never managed to get to a performance, mostly due to her tendency to overwork. Vera had been a supporter of theater when she lived in the city. In fact, one of her jobs at the city paper had been to attend theater performances and review them. She had enjoyed the assignments, but when she had made the move to Shady Hollow, her duties at the Herald were of a different nature, and she’d more or less forgotten that theater was an option.
She studied the advertisement, which depicted a dining room table and chairs set in a clearing with trees around the edge.
“Directed by Calliope Standish,” Vera read out, though she couldn’t put a face to the name. Scanning over the list of cast and crew, one familiar name did leap out: set construction by Shelby Atwater. He was Jonah’s father, and it made sense for a creature skilled in building and repair to take charge of making the set onstage. She wondered if Jonah helped out, or if he was too busy courting Stasia.
Well, it could be a fun evening. Perhaps she could persuade Orville to accompany her to the play, although she wasn’t sure she could tear him away from his desk. He really did need to hire a deputy! Also, Orville’s appreciation of the theater was limited, since he considered any performance a chance for a good nap. She tucked the flyer away in her bag, intending to ask Joe about the theater when she reached the coffee shop.
The place was already busy. Several squirrels had crowded around the bakery case, debating the merits of this or that pastry. One lamented that the donuts weren’t sturdy enough to survive in the hospital’s staff lockers, to which his colleague suggested that a donut’s sturdiness was irrelevant, since the entire point of getting one was to consume it immediately. This wisdom was greeted with several nods of agreement.
Vera politely edged past the group and reached the counter. “Hi, Joe! One to go, please.”
The moose reached for a cup and poured freshly brewed coffee into it. “Morning! What’s happening, Vera?”
She held up the copy of the flyer she’d just received. “Funny you should ask. I just saw that there’s going to be a new play soon. Have you ever seen a local production?”
“ ’Fraid not,” he replied, shaking his gigantic head. “My schedule keeps me pretty close to the shop, and I find that an evening at home beats any entertainment outside of it. You could ask Lucy, though. She was in one of those plays a while back. Can’t remember which one. The Seagull, maybe? But she’s not on shift till the afternoon.”
Lucy was a mink with a flair for the dramatic, so Vera could easily picture her treading the boards. She said, “Great. I’ll ask her when I see her. Thanks, Joe.”
After paying, she walked back outside, taking careful sips of the hot drink. As was her habit, she strolled to the bookstore (not open yet) and peeked in the windows just to wave good morning to Lenore. The raven was moving books around from one table to another, but she gave a sort of feathered salute to Vera between tasks.
The fox then retraced her steps down the main street. The police station was open, Orville being an early riser, but Vera didn’t go in since she didn’t want to interrupt his work. As she passed by, though, she called out a cheerful greeting. He grinned and waved one massive paw back, promptly sending several papers wafting to the floor. Vera hurried on, leaving Orville to grumble loudly about the silliness of record-keeping.
Vera strolled past one shop window, then another, glancing at all the tempting goods for sale. The milliners had outdone themselves with new spring hats bedecked with flowers and pastel ribbons. A sign in the window asked customers if they had everything they needed for the Apple Blossom Walk, suggesting that any attendee sans hat would be sorry. Vera mentally reviewed her own hat collection. Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to at least purchase a new ribbon for her favorite one, in a nice spring green.
Just then, she spotted a bright red wagon rolling slowly down the street, seemingly on its own. After a moment, Vera saw the mode of locomotion—a hedgehog was pushing it along, her little paws tight around the grips of two poles on either side.
“Do you need help with that?” Vera asked, coming abreast of the hedgehog. She remembered her name after a moment: Muriel Lodge. She was a newcomer to town, having arrived only a few months previously. Since Vera had once been in the same position, she felt a lot of sympathy for the creature. It could be difficult to pull up one’s roots and move far away.
“Goodness, thank you but no!” Muriel said in a slightly wheezy tone. “If I can’t do it alone, I can’t do it at all. This here’s my livelihood.”
Her livelihood was, in fact, a popcorn cart, a wooden frame holding a big cylindrical metal contraption that was heated at the bottom with a little burner. The popcorn was stirred by means of a crank with a wooden grip at the end. When the popped corn threatened to explode outward, the whole thing could be tipped into the neighboring glass container, where passers-by could see the fluffy yellow mass slowly build up with every batch. When in full swing, it smelled divine.
At the moment, however, it was empty since Muriel needed to select her selling spot before firing up the popper.
“Where to today?” Vera asked.
“I think right by the town hall square,” Muriel said. “Lots of folks passing by there each day, and the park is so pretty with the bluebells coming up.”
“Excellent. Then I’ll know where to find you when I take my break later.”
“Please do! I’m trying a new flavor today. Vanilla kettle corn! I mix vanilla sugar in with the salt, and it gets all melty and caramelized.”
“Ooh, I’m there,” Vera promised.
She hurried to the newspaper office and settled into her seat well before most of the staff showed up. As she worked through the morning, she dimly heard familiar voices shouting and arguing and making dire predictions…in other words, standard procedure for a busy local newspaper.
Barry Greenfield marched into BW’s office at one point, yelling that there was no point in having a house style if half the columnists just ignored it and wrote however they wanted.
“A serial comma won’t kill you, Greenfield!” BW roared back.
“It’s about consistency!” Barry said, pulling at his ears. “Professional standards!”
“How about you fulfill a professional standard of getting back to work and not whining anymore!”
Barry threatened, “You’re lucky I don’t start a rival publication!”
“You’re lucky I don’t sack you!” was BW’s retort.
Against this backdrop, Vera finished editing her copy and pulled the paper off the typewriter. She was quite used to such dramatics in the newsroom, but that didn’t mean she needed to watch it every time. She dropped her draft onto the news desk and kept walking to the door. Now was the perfect time for a morning snack.
She strolled back toward the town hall and the small square in front. She sniffed the faint aroma of popcorn already, and her stomach growled a little.
As soon as she spotted the cart, though, she stopped short. For between her and the popcorn was an ugly altercation, in the form of Jonah Atwater and Stasia von Beaverpelt facing off against an older otter, whom she recognized as Shelby Atwater, Jonah’s father. It looked to Vera like he’d been wheeling a big load of lumber somewhere when he ran into his son and Stasia. None of the three creatures looked pleased.
“Dad, you can’t keep fighting this. Don’t you want me to be happy?” Jonah was saying, his whole lanky body swaying with pent-up emotion.
“I want you to be an Atwater,” his father snapped back, “which means acting like an otter should, not gallivanting around with this…this…”
Vera cringed in anticipation of whatever words might come out next, but Stasia cut Shelby off before he could find the term he wanted.
“Jonah and I are in love, and no matter what you say or do, we’ll be in love forever,” she said.
Shelby looked skyward as if he couldn’t stand the sight of Stasia. “Pfft. You young things don’t know what forever is. Jonah, you’ve got work to do, and not at that house on the hill. Mistake if I ever made one, letting you do repairs up there. You go back to the office right now and wait while I take this shipment of boards to the church. Then I’ll decide where you’re working today.”
Jonah drew himself up taller. “No, Dad. I promised I’d finish the windows up at Stasia’s house today. And tomorrow we’re going to the falls. Together. I’ve been working hard for weeks and I’m taking a break.”
“Don’t you dare. You’re working tomorrow, too!”
“We’ve already bought the ferry tickets,” Stasia objected.
“You can go alone then,” Shelby spat. “Though you’ll probably just dam it up.”
“Don’t stereotype, Dad. Please,” Jonah begged.
“It’s true, isn’t it?” Shelby said. “Beavers see a perfectly good river and their first instinct is to block it up. Think it’s a coincidence that the sawmill sits right on the river? And who owned that mill? Oh, right, the von Beaverpelts!” He glared at Stasia.
“The sawmill uses the water pressure from the river to run the wheel,” Stasia said primly. “It’s the opposite of damming.”
“My point stands,” Shelby said, crossing his forepaws in front of his chest.
“Does it?” Jonah asked, sounding uncertain.
“Don’t take her side over your own family’s,” Shelby told his son.
“Oh, I’m done with this nonsense!” Stasia shouted, flinging her bag of popcorn into the air. The kernels arced outward, like confetti at the worst party ever. They landed on the newly green lawn, the pathway, and even in the folds of Stasia’s and Jonah’s clothing. “Who do you think you are? I am Anastasia von Beaverpelt! Those boards you’re holding—my father’s sawmill cut those boards! That sawmill is the reason this town exists in the first place, and you’re just strolling around like you can decide who does what in Shady Hollow. Well, you can’t. I’ve always done exactly what I want. And now what I want is Jonah! We’re going to be together whether you like it or not, and you can’t do a thing about it.”
Shelby took a deep breath, as if he were about to dive into an abyss. But the tirade Vera was bracing to hear never came. Shelby suddenly turned away from her, taking hold of the cart he’d been pushing before.
“Be careful what you wish for, Miss von Beaverpelt,” he said in a deceptively mild tone. “You may regret it.”
“Regret this.” Stasia grabbed Jonah’s bag of popcorn and hurled it directly at Shelby. Then she took her beau’s paw and the couple turned and moved away in the direction of Maple Heights. Shelby brushed off the popcorn clinging to him and turned to walk the other way, which brought him past Vera. He touched his yellow cap as he moved by her.
“Fine morning, isn’t it,” he said tonelessly, moving too fast for her to reply…not that she had words to fit this situation.
Belatedly, Vera glanced at the other observer to this little drama. Muriel Lodge hadn’t said a word throughout the entire thing, but when all three actors stalked off the stage, as it were, the hedgehog’s narrowed gaze was locked on Shelby. And her expression was cold as ice.
The fox closed the distance to the popcorn cart. She gave Muriel a weak smile. “Er, so that was awkward. And a waste of good popcorn.”
“I can make more popcorn,” Muriel muttered, still glaring at the spot where Shelby was last seen. Her tone implied that not all things could be replaced so easily.
“Do you know Shelby?” Vera asked.
“Me? Certainly not!” Muriel nearly spat out the denial as she stabbed the metal scoop into the bin. “As if!”
The hedgie doth protest too much, Vera thought, but she chose not to press the matter. Perhaps it wasn’t surprising that a creature would hesitate to claim acquaintance with Shelby after hearing his ugly comments. “So may I get some of the new flavor? The vanilla kettle corn?”
Muriel smiled as if the previous incident had never happened. “Why of course!”
She snapped open one of the waxy paper bags and began to scoop from the right-side bin. “Very pleased with this recipe myself, but I appreciate all feedback, of course.”
“Right. Yes, will do.” Vera was too flustered to offer anything at the moment. Two pigeons wearing the sturdy canvas uniforms of municipal custodians had already seen the mess Stasia had made and were advancing on the spot with brooms and dustpans.
“We got this,” one said to Muriel in a cheerful way. It was unclear whether they realized that the detritus had been the fault of an annoyed beaver, rather than an honest accident during popcorn-popping.
Vera left, feeling rather embarrassed on behalf of the town. Stasia’s little tantrum was understandable, but not exactly representative of Shady Hollow. The hedgehog had presumably chosen to move to Shady Hollow based on its reputation as a friendly woodland hamlet. Now what would she think of the locals? Not a good look at all.
And thinking of looks…Vera just couldn’t shake the memory of Muriel watching Shelby depart. As far as Vera knew, the hedgehog had no connection to Shady Hollow. Much like Vera herself, she chose to move here for her own reasons. And the popcorn cart was certainly an innovative business, establishing itself quickly as a regular snack spot. But if Muriel didn’t know anyone, why had she been glaring at Shelby as though they were longtime enemies?
Vera crunched her way through the sweet and salty treat, her brain churning as she chewed. Even though the vanilla aroma was delightful, Vera couldn’t fully appreciate it. She resolved to do some background research on Ms. Lodge. She sensed that there was more to the newcomer’s story.

—
Vera slept like a stone all night and rose much later than usual. She glanced at the clock over her mantel and realized that she had just enough time to get to the ferry dock to meet Orville. She dressed quickly in a light green jumper with a khaki cardigan in case of a chill later, and grabbed a straw hat on her way out, hoping that the day would not be too windy.
She made it to the dock with a few minutes to spare. Orville, being a rather large bear, was easy to spot among the other creatures waiting to board. The fox noticed her beau chatting with Jonesy, the otter who ran the ferry. There was a large picnic basket on the bench next to Orville, and two tickets were sticking out of his shirt pocket. Vera stopped for a minute to admire him from a distance. She was used to seeing him in his police uniform, but today he was dressed casually in a short-sleeved button-down shirt with white and blue vertical stripes over darker blue trousers. It was an outfit meant for leisure, and she was happy they’d decided to go on this excursion.
Orville saw the fox coming and waved his paw in greeting. Vera waved back and trotted over the rest of the way. The trio exchanged greetings, then Jonesy excused himself to get everything ready for departure.
“You look very lovely this morning, Vera,” Orville observed.
Vera was somewhat flustered by this simple compliment, but she recovered enough to reply, “You look pretty sharp yourself, Chief Braun.”
Just then, the announcement to board was made. Orville hefted the picnic basket with one paw and gestured for Vera to go ahead of him onto the gangplank. It was a perfect spring day, and all the travelers seemed to be in fine moods. Vera looked around at her neighbors, taking note of Mirror Lake’s librarian, Arabella Boatwright, and a large collection of younger rats surrounding her, wearing a riot of brightly colored outfits. Vera assumed that many of them were Arabella’s nieces and nephews. She greeted the librarian and quickly got introduced to each one, a cavalcade of names that she couldn’t keep track of.
“Good luck,” Vera whispered to Arabella, who rolled her eyes and replied that she’d need it.
Vera also noticed Stasia von Beaverpelt and Jonah Atwater, whispering together on one of the benches across the way. Stasia was leaning into his side, batting her eyes like it was her job. Vera noticed several yards of lace frills under Stasia’s coat. When the temperature rose later today, the beaver was going to look like a walking, talking ball of spun sugar.
While flirting with Jonah, Stasia withdrew something from her coat pocket, a little package wrapped up in white cloth. She offered it to Jonah, who opened the bundle to find a clutch of what looked like candied hazelnuts. Vera’s mouth watered (she happened to love hazelnuts). The two creatures began to snack on the nuts, feeding them to each other. It was all so romantic that Vera had to turn away. Young love! So annoying.
She had to think of something less swoony. She said, “Hey, Orville, do you know Muriel Lodge, who runs the popcorn cart?”
“I made a point to introduce myself when she arrived in town, just so she knew that she could come to the police if she had any issues. Not that she has—I don’t think popcorn is a high-risk business. Why?” He looked at her curiously.
“Oh, probably nothing. I was just wondering if maybe she’s a complete stranger in town, or if she’s had a chance to make friends…or enemies.”
“Anyone in particular?”
She shrugged, second-guessing her assumptions about yesterday’s encounter. “I shouldn’t say. Maybe I was making a mountain out of a molehill.”
“No sense borrowing trouble,” Orville agreed. “Today is supposed to be a day off, anyway.”
Vera wondered if any business was being conducted in Shady Hollow and the surrounding communities today. It certainly looked to her as if everyone was taking time to enjoy the fine spring weather. Most likely, the commerce of Shady Hollow would survive this impromptu holiday (actually, judging by the number of picnic baskets on board, the grocery and the restaurants in town probably loved it when creatures stocked up for a day out). She followed Orville to a bench in the bow where they could both see where they were headed and enjoy the breeze. Vera could smell something delicious.
“What’s in the basket your brought?” she asked her traveling companion. “Or is it a surprise?”
Orville looked down at the curious fox and smiled.
“I ordered this from Joe’s last night. Everything is cold so it’s perfect for a day trip. Gazpacho, sandwiches with spicy marinated peppers and cheese, lemonade and iced tea, and a special treat for dessert. You’ll have to wait for that.”
Vera decided that waiting for her dessert to be revealed was not really a hardship, and she settled onto the bench next to Orville, ready to enjoy the journey. She was very much a creature of the land and thus felt a little uneasy when she was on water, at least at first, until she adjusted to the gentle roll of the boat. She observed a group of otters aboard and wondered what it must be like to be an animal who was so comfortable in the water. One of the otters was wearing an Atwater & Son hat, like the one she had seen Jonah wearing a couple of days before at the von Beaverpelt mansion, and then, with a jolt, Vera realized it was Shelby. He happened to be carrying a lunch-sized box from Joe’s and appeared to be in much better spirits than when she’d seen him arguing with Jonah and Stasia yesterday. However, he seemed to be deliberately avoiding his son on the ferry, choosing a spot on the other end to sit down. Maybe he’d been ashamed of his outburst and wanted to give the couple some space.
Orville was mostly quiet during the trip to Twilight Falls, and Vera let him ponder. One of the things she most enjoyed about their courtship was that neither felt the need to fill up silences with endless chatter.
When the ferry took a turn away from the wider river and up a narrower branch, regular visitors to Twilight Falls knew they were getting close to their destination. Not long after, Jonesy announced over the loudspeaker that the boat was approaching the falls dock, and that the passengers should gather up their belongings, spurring a general uptick in creatures’ movements and inspiring many comments like “I thought you had the blanket!” and “Where’d my coat go?”
Vera felt a jolt of excitement as the ferry docked and all the creatures lined up to disembark. She loved going to new places, and she especially loved going on adventures with Orville. The fox and the bear stood at the rail, taking in the occasional views of the cascading waterfall just visible in the distance. The dock was about a quarter mile from the base of the falls, so visitors needed to walk from the dock downstream through a little wooded area before reaching the actual waterfall.
As Vera’s sharp ears took in the distant roar of the falls, she realized she could hear an argument coming from somewhere behind her.
“I don’t care who her parents are, because all that matters is that they’re not otters. How many times do I have to tell you?”
Vera heard the words issued in Shelby’s low but commanding tone, that of a father not used to being contradicted. However, a young creature in love was not going to take orders from anyone.
“Why do you think I’ll change my mind? I don’t care what you think, Pop!” came Jonah’s reply. “Stasia and I belong together! Species doesn’t mean anything when it comes to matters of the heart!”
Vera shamelessly eavesdropped on the row. It was mostly between the Atwater father and son, but Stasia provided some choice cutting remarks. Thanks to the increasing bustle of the passengers, Vera didn’t catch most of what was said, but it was clear that no one was giving an inch.
So the spat at the popcorn cart hadn’t been a one-off! Shelby really had dug in his heels over the matter. Vera sighed. Relationships between different species were certainly not a unique thing, but they had never been common. On a personal level, the issue had become more salient when she began dating Orville. She had dated only other foxes before, so the association with a creature who was so completely different from what she was used to was a new (and exciting) experience for Vera. She tried to imagine what her family might say—not that they were around to discuss it. While Vera could guess that her mother would make all sorts of remarks to the effect of but I wanted grandkits, she couldn’t ever picture either parent forbidding the relationship entirely. More than once, her mother had told her that in life, one should seek happiness above all. (And yes, she’d been discussing career paths, but Vera thought that the same advice would apply to anything, whether it be jobs, or love, or ice cream flavors.)
However, Shelby Atwater clearly didn’t approve of his son seeing any creature who was not an otter. Vera already knew that Edith von Beaverpelt wasn’t in favor of the pairing, either, though it seemed for different reasons, mostly having to do with class snobbery. She likely felt that the Atwaters, as working-class creatures, were simply below the station of her Anastasia. Vera felt almost sorry for the couple, even though she was generally not overly fond of Stasia. It must seem as if the whole world was against their relationship.
The fox was so deeply lost in thought that Orville had to nudge her when the line of passengers began to move. Everyone was anxious to get off the ferry and begin frolicking and enjoying the fine weather, and Vera herself looked forward to putting the uncomfortable conversation out of her mind. It was not her business, after all.
Orville led Vera along the path, chatting with others along the way. There were plenty of benches and tables located along both banks at the bottom of Twilight Falls, set amid a carpet of newly green grass, with budding trees above to provide light shade once the sun grew warmer. Vera could immediately see why this was such a popular spot to come with family and friends.
Vera and Orville strolled to a quiet setting along the lower bank, marked by a huge willow tree with long hanging branches that trailed into the water. This was a perfect place to set up a little home away from home. Orville snapped open the folded blanket he’d brought along, and for a moment, it looked as if he were waving about a huge plaid flag. He settled it on top of the grass and Vera quickly grabbed a few stones to weigh down the corners. Orville moved the picnic basket to the middle, and then said, “Well, how about we take a hike first, and then come back for a nice lunch? We can leave the basket here. After all, it’s smart to reduce any extra weight before a climb.”
“You don’t think anyone will nip it?” Vera worried.
Orville just chuckled. “If anyone does, I know the chief of police.”
She laughed as well. Of course, Orville could be perfectly confident that his lunch would remain undisturbed. “Let’s go,” she agreed. “I can’t wait to see the falls up close.”
He led the way, having been here many times before. As they followed the sandy path that ran parallel to the bank of the river, he gave Vera a little history of the place.
“Twilight Falls is the tallest waterfall in the whole region,” he intoned, sounding as if he were reading from a report for school. “The earliest settlers were the loggers who came upriver in search of new forests to harvest lumber and other supplies from, but when they came up here and saw the falls, it was clear that no lumber would ever be shipped this way. The flow over the edge is so strong that all the logs would be smashed to bits. That’s actually why there are no towns along this branch of the river, just tiny settlements. Twilight Falls blocks all shipping upstream.”
That was an understatement. The falls would block all traffic. Vera gazed at a towering, uncompromising aspect of nature. The water dropping down the sheer cliff face in a wide ribbon of white, masking the rock beyond, firmly divided the upper and lower parts of the river. She tried to follow the path of a crooked branch that had just tipped over the edge up at the top. It took a surprisingly long time for it to reach the lower pool, where the turbulence instantly pulled it below the surface.
“Wow,” said Vera. “No wonder folks make the trip. Why is it called Twilight Falls, though?”
“You’ll see,” Orville assured her.
They had just reached the base of the falls, where the sound of the roaring water normally made any further conversation almost impossible. However, Orville’s booming voice was up to the task.
“See the pool all the water falls into?” he asked, pointing.
Vera gazed into the swirling water. While the froth and foam of the crashing liquid was white, as soon as the water left the cascade, it took on a smooth, glossy darkness. Vera wasn’t sure if the pool was incredibly deep, or if something below made the water look dark.
“The first visitors who came here made a special note of how the water always looks as though it’s twilight outside when you’re gazing into the pool,” Orville explained. “Even if it’s under the noonday sun, there’s just something that takes away the light, and makes everything appear deep and dim.”
“Is it the rock underneath, perhaps?” Vera guessed, tilting her head to try to get a different view.
“No one’s sure. But regardless of the time of day or year, the pool is all purply and mysterious. It might be the most distinctive aspect of the waterfall, even more than the height of the falls.” He glanced up as he spoke, instinctively measuring the distance to the top.
Vera kept her attention on the pool. It was truly mesmerizing to watch the endless flow of water pour down and churn within the rocky pool before flowing out between the banks of the river as it tumbled along toward its larger cousin downstream.
Vera had seen paintings of the falls and read descriptions of it before, and she’d always wondered if they were exaggerated. But now that she stood here herself, it was clear that all those artists were simply trying to do justice to the raw majesty of nature.
After a little while, Orville tapped her paw and pointed to where the path continued upward. Vera nodded and they kept walking. They approached the cliff, and then began to climb it in a long series of switchbacks. Several creatures were attempting the daunting ascent, panting with various degrees of fatigue. (The birdfolk, however, were able to wing their way up, some hovering to catch a better view of the falls wherever they liked.) Vera tried not to be jealous as she trudged up. The constant mist produced by the falls was cooling, at least.
But when they reached the top, the view was well worth the effort. Wooden rails had been erected close to the banks to prevent anyone from straying too close. And for good reason: the flow was swift here, the water deceptively quiet as it rushed toward the precipice and then over into nothingness. Parents kept sharp eyes on their young ones, often grabbing their offspring by the backs of their shirts—or just their tails—to prevent a curious creature from getting into danger.
“This is amazing,” Vera said, happy that she could speak at her normal volume. By some trick of acoustics, the roar at the bottom of the falls didn’t reach all the way to the top, and only a faint buzz hinted at the chaos below. “I can see why it’s so famous.”
“Yep, and it’s here for everyone,” Orville noted, looking around at the number of creatures all marveling at the sights. “Every day of the year.”
“Bet not all the days are this busy,” Vera said. She was looking around, too, and when she saw Stasia and Jonah standing close together farther along the bank, she got a little chill.






Chapter 4
There was no overt reason for Vera’s mood. The young couple wasn’t doing anything out of the ordinary, and even if they were, it was none of Vera’s business. Still, she remembered the elder Atwater’s angry words from earlier that day, and worried about it until she made a conscious effort to shake it off. Such a lovely day didn’t deserve to be clouded by ill feeling. She turned her attention back to Orville and suggested that they move on.
The path continued along the river up here, even going to a little rise to the west, where a truly astounding view awaited the diligent climbers who had made it that far. At the top, one could see for miles. The trees spread out in a green carpet. Upstream, the river wound through the forest like silver until it reached the falls and plunged over. Looking down to the lower valley where the falls ended, Vera could see the water resume its course, and she could just glimpse a few bends beyond. And everywhere, the vastness of the forest and the more distant peaks of mountains circling this part of the world. Somewhere in the great green expanse, her little town of Shady Hollow was tucked away, safe and sound.
After enjoying the exquisite view from the top of the falls, Vera and Orville decided they were getting hungry from their hike. In mutual agreement, they reversed their path back down to where the picnic basket and the comfy blanket were waiting.
It was easier going down than it had been going up, but by the time the couple had returned to where they started, the fox was more than ready to sit down and catch her breath. Orville, too, appeared happy to sink down onto the plaid blanket and rest a little.
After a few minutes, Orville opened the picnic basket and began to set out their lunch, neatly ordered in crocks or little boxes. Gazpacho, as promised. Marinated pepper and cheese sandwiches on herbed bread. And both freshly made lemonade and iced tea. Then Orville pulled out the final item, the pièce de résistance, a fruit tart studded with raspberries and blueberries. It all looked so lovely, and Orville looked so proud of himself for having provided such an elegant repast, that Vera was almost afraid to eat anything. Then her common sense kicked in, as well as her hunger, and she accepted a frosty glass of lemonade from the bear. There were mugs for the soup, and Vera sniffed at it, catching the delicious aroma of tomatoes and cucumbers. After the climb up and back down, the cold soup was a delightful treat. Orville took a huge bite out of his pepper and cheese sandwich. Vera gave a happy sigh. It really was a perfect day for a picnic with one’s beau.
Although Vera was feeling quite full after the soup and the sandwich, she didn’t shy away from a slice of the fruit tart. Orville had a slightly larger piece, and they both marveled at how delicious it was. The pastry was light, and the berries were ripe and sweet, with a creamy custard binding it all together. After he finished his last bite of dessert, Orville gave a huge yawn. Vera started to giggle, but then she, too, was overwhelmed with a feeling of pleasant lassitude. In a few more minutes, the fox and bear were stretched out on the plaid blanket. Vera gazed up at the willow’s multitude of branches and the peeks of sky beyond. The roar of the falls made for a soothing backdrop, even obscuring Orville’s snores. Vera chuckled at how fast he’d fallen asleep. There was something about the combination of physical exertion, fresh air, and good food that had worn them out. Vera thought she’d just close her eyes for a moment…
Suddenly, the fox woke with a start. There was a definite coolness to the air, and the light had changed. She stretched and looked over at the bear, who was still asleep.
“Excuse me!” she called to a passing rabbit. “What time is it?”
The rabbit looked at his pocket watch. “Ten after five.”
“Goodness! I wasn’t enjoying a nap; I was practically in a coma!” Vera turned to Orville, poking him in the side. “It’s time to wake up. We don’t want to miss the last boat home!”
Orville snorted and sat up, looking around in confusion. “Wow,” he said. “What time is it? How long did we sleep?”
“After five,” Vera replied. “We slept the whole afternoon away! Which means we had better get packed up and moving if we want to catch the ferry back. I’m pretty sure Jonesy keeps a tight schedule.”
The two creatures began to gather their belongings, piling dishes into the basket and tidying up their picnic area. All around them, other groups and families were doing likewise. The long, lazy day was coming to an end.
Finally, Orville rolled up the plaid blanket, tucking it under one furry limb as he bent to grab the now much-lighter basket. “Good day,” he grunted. “Not exciting, but sure relaxing.”
“It was exactly what I needed,” Vera agreed, looking around to make sure they hadn’t left anything. “And the falls really are magnificent…Hey, what’s that?” She’d tipped her head up to catch a last glimpse of the top of the waterfall and was captivated by an odd visual effect. It looked like two creatures were standing right at the edge of the falls, standing in the river itself, at the point just before the water tumbled over into space.
“That’s impossible!” Orville muttered, also staring. “No one can withstand the power of the current up there. It’s dangerous!” Already switching to official mode, he put down the basket and blanket and began to run toward the falls, attacking the switchbacks at a pace three times faster than he’d walked during their earlier stroll. When a bear really wants to get somewhere, almost nothing can stand in their way.
Others had noticed the scene by now, and Vera heard several guesses about what was happening.
“Maybe somebody fell in, and the other is trying to help them out,” a squirrel said to their friend.
“Is it a publicity stunt?” a groundhog asked, puzzled.
“Maybe they dropped something valuable in the water!” That last guess came from a young mouse.
“Hey! Hey!” Vera called to a merlin who happened to be nearby. “Can you get closer to the top and see what’s happening? Find out if they need help up there!”
The bird nodded smartly and managed an almost vertical launch, racing to the top of the falls.
Meanwhile Vera strained her eyes, trying to pick out the scene. The intense sideways light of the setting sun turned the top of the falls into a red and orange wonderland, but also caught every tiny water droplet, creating a wall of shimmering mist.
The effect was like that of a gauzy curtain, obscuring what was happening on the other side of the fine mist, where the water surged over the edge. She could just make out two figures, one taller and lankier than the other.
“It’s an otter!” one observer shouted.
Yes! Vera was sure now that the figure on the left was an otter. But the other…it was impossible to tell. It wavered strangely, or maybe that was another trick of the light. No matter who the creature was, though, both it and the otter were far too close to the edge.
“Step back, both of you!” the merlin screamed at the pair, watching from its higher vantage point. “Get back from there. You’ll go over!”
But the two struggling creatures paid no heed. One—the otter—yelled something as the other seemed to shove it down into the current for a second. The words filtered down in a broken way, and Vera heard only “Never…let…happen!”
By this point, Orville, a huge brown blur of movement, had reached the top of the precipice, his bulk creating yet more shadows against the strange curtain-like mist. Vera hoped he’d be able to reach the fighting pair in time to throw a rope or at least to grab them, using his greater mass to hold them until more help could arrive.
Just then, several watchers gasped or screamed in terror. The second shadowy figure suddenly looked to be holding something shiny in its grip. A knife? Vera saw the blade glint red in the sunlight, and then the creature seemed to lunge toward the otter, who yelled again, this time in pain…and then both creatures fell down into the water, limbs thrashing in a tangle.
“Hold on!” Orville boomed out, rushing into the terrifying current.
Vera’s heart nearly stopped when she saw him enter the fray, now just a silhouette, like the two fighters. Orville made a grab for them, but as their shapes collapsed into nothingness he had nothing to hold on to. The mysterious creature must have slipped under the water and gotten safely to one of the banks, but the otter was not so lucky. He plunged down the long, deadly length of the waterfall, clawing ineffectually as he slipped in and out of the white froth. A scream of terror was the last anyone heard of the creature before he vanished into the pool at the bottom of the falls.
Vera dashed to the edge of the swirling pool, along with several others. They all leaned forward, straining to catch a glimpse of the unfortunate otter.
“That was Shelby Atwater!” a squirrel said. “I was just speaking with him this afternoon! We’ve got to find him!”
Mr. Unterwald, a stout badger, waded into the pool, fighting the strong, whirling flow that circled there before pushing out into the river that continued downstream.
“It’s not that deep here, yet I cannot see anything,” he called out in frustration.
“Keep looking!” Vera called. “If you feel something below the surface, just grab it!”
Then Vera told some of the others to fan out along the banks of the river just in case Mr. Atwater had been pushed out of the pool faster than they thought.
More creatures spread out, some pacing the banks of the river, others jumping into the water to try to identify a shape below the surface, or block what they thought could be a body from getting past. Vera heard several folks asking, with desperate hope in their voices, if Shelby might have survived the plunge.
“If anyone could, an otter could, right?” one squirrel asked. “They swim like trout!”
“But they’re heavier than some creatures, and more likely to land hard and hit the rock at the bottom of the pool,” the groundhog pointed out. “If he went down headfirst, he could have smacked his skull on the rock and drowned while unconscious.”
Vera gave an involuntary shudder at that image, but also made a mental note to ask all the witnesses if they saw Shelby turn in the air. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to recall the moment she saw Shelby plunge over the edge and downward. It was difficult—probably her brain shying away from the grim picture. Vera concentrated, and finally brought the memory up. Shelby had started the fall head down, almost as if he’d been diving. But he’d twisted frantically as he tumbled down, and it seemed as if the sheets of water acted like a veil, drawing around him as he fell, hiding the exact poses he contorted himself into to try to prepare for the impact. He would have had a matter of seconds before he hit the water, no more.
“Hey, what’s that?” one of the squirrels pacing the bank called out, pointing to a brightly colored object swirling round and round in an eddy at the center of the river.
A hawk swooped down and snatched it up, flying to the green grass alongside the river, where she gently set it on the ground.
“It’s a hat,” Vera said. A yellow cap, sodden but still recognizable. And across the front of the hat, the embroidered words: ATWATER & SON: REPAIRS AND IMPROVEMENTS. NO JOB TOO SMALL!
Just then, a new voice rose above the din.
“Dad! Dad!” Jonah Atwater came running, his expression frantic. “Where’s my dad?”
“Jonah, wait,” Vera said, trying to catch the otter’s paw to slow him down. “Don’t go in that water. There’s nothing you can do now.”
“Nothing? What do you mean? They said Dad was the creature who fell! I’ve got to get him out of the river!”
“Jonah, we can’t find him.” Vera offered the one thing they had found…the soaking wet cap.
Jonah grabbed at it, clutching it in his paws. “No, no, no! It wasn’t supposed to be like this! This is all my fault!”
“What do you mean?” Vera asked. “You couldn’t have done anything…”
“Oh, Dad, what have I done to you?” Jonah doubled over, sobbing over the hat.
Vera caught the concerned glances of the onlookers, who were now whispering as they looked at the otter.
“Jonah, you’re not yourself right now,” Vera said briskly. “You’re in shock.” She cast about and saw the plaid picnic blanket Orville had dropped earlier. She grabbed it and shook it out, wrapping it around Jonah like a cape. “You need to warm up. Take deep breaths. There you go.”
She kept her attention focused on keeping Jonah calm, but her mind was already turning over the otter’s strange statement.






Chapter 5
“Jonah! I heard all the shouting! What’s going on?” Stasia von Beaverpelt ran up to the blanketed figure, crouching beside him. In her lacy, frilly dress, she looked out of place, like a spring bloom in a dour autumn landscape.
“Dad went over the falls,” Jonah gasped out, still hunched over, kneeling on the ground. Stasia moaned and put her paws around him, a more tender gesture than Vera had ever seen the beaver make. The young couple just knelt there, ignoring the rest of the world, though the rest of the world was certainly noticing them.
Vera was shaken. The whole situation felt so unreal. To be abruptly awakened from a sound sleep and then to witness such a horrific event was almost more than she could endure. Orville approached, panting from his swift run up and then back down the steep path. He joined Vera on the bank, observing the young couple sobbing over a crumpled yellow cap. A little semicircle formed around them, composed of creatures who’d come to the falls for a day of relaxation and pleasure, only to witness a tragedy.
“Witness,” she said softly, and then turned to Orville. “I think you’ve got to start gathering folks and getting statements from anyone who witnessed anything specific.”
Orville frowned, and—perhaps subconsciously—lifted one paw to his head as if to adjust his police cap, only to halt when he encountered the casual felt hat he wore on off days. “Won’t that just scare folks more? I don’t want to put a label on what happened. Not yet.” He looked around, taking in the growing crowd and the general consternation. Not far away, several young rats were crying, being comforted by an older one who looked worried and nervous. Orville went on, “But someone definitely needs to take charge and get this situation back in order. Guess that’s me.”
“Carry on, Chief,” she said, giving him a smile of encouragement despite her own shock.
“I’ll stay here and keep everyone calm,” he said, looking around. “Can you run to the dock? We’ve got to stop Jonesy from getting that ferry underway.”
Vera had never been more grateful for Orville’s naturally steady nature. She nodded smartly, glancing at the swiftly setting sun.
She dashed off to the dock, which wasn’t very far, though the view was obscured by the twists and turns of the path, creating a wall of greening trees between her and her destination. Though Orville would be the one gathering official statements, Vera wanted to conduct a few interviews herself. In her time as a journalist, she’d learned that time was not one’s friend when it came to sorting through memories. Neither she nor Orville could risk witnesses forgetting what they saw before they gave their statements. Nor did they want creatures talking to each other about what they had seen, because it was all too easy for mistakes and false ideas to filter in as folks heard slightly different accounts of the truth.
She caught Jonesy just as the otter was lighting some lamps on the outside of the ferry. Even in the short time since she’d left the falls, the forest and riverside had grown darker.
“Jonesy!” she called out. “I’ve got to ask you to delay the trip home until Orville can interview all the passengers about an…incident.”
Jonesy instantly recognized the seriousness of her tone. “Oh, no. What happened?”
“Um, Shelby Atwater fell.”
“What, into the river?” the otter asked, frowning. Vera guessed why—of course Jonesy knew exactly how at home otters were in the water, being one himself. A slip into the river would not qualify as an “incident.”
“From the top of the falls,” she clarified, hating to say the words.
“Oh.” Jonesy swallowed. “That’s different.”
“I don’t suppose you noticed anything in the river down here?” she asked tentatively.
He shook his head. “Up until a few minutes ago, I was napping in the wheelhouse. Oh, you’re saying Shelby might have floated right past the boat…oh, no…”
She wished she had something hopeful to say, but she could only get out, “Orville will be as quick as he can, I’m sure.”
“Please!” he said, concern in his eyes. “Meanwhile I’ll get more lamps out of the hold and get them hung and lit so we can run safely in the dark.”
Vera thanked Jonesy and then returned down the gangplank to the already gathering would-be passengers. Fortunately, many creatures had taken earlier ferries to return to Shady Hollow and the other towns where they lived. That made for a much smaller number of potential witnesses. She hurried back to find Orville and assure him that the ferry would wait.
“Hello, if I could have your attention.” The police bear was speaking to everyone in earshot in his official tone. Although he was not in uniform, he was a familiar sight to most of the creatures present. “As most of you know, there was an…incident a little while ago.”
Huh, Vera thought. Funny that Orville also called it that. It was almost as if they were both uncomfortable with labeling what had happened, at least for now.
Orville went on. “I want to know who witnessed what, if anything. I’ll need to speak with each one of you individually.”
This statement resulted in much whispering and mumbling among the passengers, and everyone looked uncertain.
Vera approached his spot. “May I?” she asked Orville.
He nodded.
Vera raised her voice. “Hello, everyone! If you haven’t seen anything, or you’re absolutely sure you don’t know anything at all that will be useful, please write your name and address in my notebook here, and then board the ferry. You can relax while you wait. But if you think you might know something or that you may have seen something out of the ordinary, please form a line by Chief Braun until he can question you. Don’t be shy—even the smallest observation may be important!”
She glanced at Orville and caught his grateful nod. Now with a plan in place, the creatures began sorting themselves into two groups. As Vera was recording the names of the first of those in her line, she noticed a few creatures approach Orville. The first was a snowy owl, who was conversing with a serious-looking hawk. Two possums followed, and finally Mr. Unterwald, the badger. She perked up her ears to hear the conversation.
“I have to return to the police station to get some items and to send word to the towns downriver,” Orville started saying. “In the meantime, I’m deputizing you all. Scout the river and keep an eye out not just for Atwater—and I hope you do see him alive and well—but also for that other creature! Horace, your night vision is the best of anyone here. Ms. Marrick, you know the territory. Todd and Jimmy, I trust you both in tight spots. And Mr. Unterwald, if any creature should get out of line, I know you’ll be able to put them right back.”
“Yes, sir, Chief!” the badger responded with a little salute.
“What do you want us to do with anyone we find?” one of the possums (Vera wasn’t sure if it was Todd or Jimmy) asked.
“They’re either a witness or a suspect,” Orville said, “so I want them to give their name so I can talk to them later. If you come across anyone really suspicious, detain them for me. But searching for Shelby is the priority. We have to hope that he somehow survived the fall, in which case he’ll need medical help.”
The little group exchanged skeptical looks, but at last the owl promised, “If anything moves in these woods tonight, we’ll spot it.”
The possums added their agreement. The other possum said, “We’ll each take one side of the river. If Shelby’s alive, between us, we’ll find him. And as for that other creature up at the top of the falls, they won’t be able to conduct any shenanigans before dawn.”
“And I’ll be back by then, with more help,” Orville said. “All right, get to work.”
With that, Orville lumbered back to where Vera had been working. A line was forming to board the ferry back to Shady Hollow composed of the creatures who’d declared they had nothing to declare. Another smaller group remained on shore. The crowd was mostly silent, as the holiday mood of the day had been ruined.
“Who’s your team back there?” Vera asked.
“Horace is a friend from way back. Imogen Marrick’s worked as a scout, and she’s got this whole area memorized. And the possums are brothers from down south. Veterans. Reliable.”
“A possum posse,” Vera murmured. “Someone could make a headline out of that.”
“No thinking about headlines yet,” Orville warned. “Let’s start the interviews before folks get too tired or confused to remember.”
Thanks to Vera’s sorting process, it turned out that only a dozen or so folks actually thought they had witnessed anything important. Orville looked over the assembled group and said, “Let’s start with the rat who’s the librarian from Mirror Lake.”
Vera called out, “Ms. Boatwright, please!”
Arabella Boatwright looked up when Vera called her name. She put the oldest of her relatives in charge of the rest of her family and moved to where Vera and Orville stood, several yards from the ferry’s bow where they could speak without being overheard.
“How are you, Arabella?” Vera asked. “And the children? They’re your nieces and nephews, right?”
“Yes, I took them for a little holiday to give their parents a break. Everyone’s upset, of course. But I can answer questions.” (Rats tended to pride themselves on their resistance to extreme emotionality.)
Orville opened his own little notebook. “Begin wherever you think best, Ms. Boatwright.”
“Well, Chief Braun,” Arabella began, “I wish that I could tell you that I saw everything that happened, but I was busy getting everything from our picnic cleaned up. I heard two creatures arguing and looked up to see them both silhouetted against the top of the falls. We were all at the bottom by this time, you understand. I looked away to check on the progress of my nieces and nephews. Some of them are quite young and needed help with their tasks, and when I looked up again, I saw Mr. Atwater falling, and I assumed that the other creature must have already gone over.”
“And could you remember anything about the other creature, the one Mr. Atwater was fighting with? Size? Color? Tail shape?”
Arabella frowned, thinking hard. “The light made it very difficult to see while they were up on the top of the falls. I think the creature was shorter than Atwater. And maybe a little stouter? Or no…I’m just not sure. It was a mammal, that’s all I can say.”
“Did you hear anything?” Vera prodded. “A shouted word or even a specific sound?”
“As Mr. Atwater was falling, I felt like I heard some creature groaning really loudly. But maybe that was just in my head, or it was the collective sound as folk reacted. Sorry, I don’t remember any words he or the other creature might have called out.”
Orville had been scribbling in his notebook as the librarian talked. He thanked Arabella and told her she could return to her family and help the little ones aboard.
After she left, Orville said to Vera, “Not much there, eh. I was really hoping that she had seen something more.”
“It’s only the first interview,” Vera reassured him. “Perhaps one of the other passengers saw or heard something that will be helpful once we put all the statements together to form a picture.”
Orville thought for a minute, taking a few more notes, and then he returned to where the rest of his witnesses were gathered. He looked at the merlin next, and the bird joined them.
“Okay, Dean,” Orville said. “You flew up to the top of the falls, didn’t you? Tell me what you saw, in your own words.”
“Well, everyone had noticed something going on, and it was you, Miss Vixen,” he noted, speaking fast, “who shouted that one of the birds should fly up. I honestly thought another bird already had but I caught an updraft and flew as fast as I could. There was a lot of mist and spray that close to the falls, and the light made it sort of hard to see directly in front of me. Like fog, but not, right?”
“But you could see Shelby Atwater and the other creature, yes?” Vera asked.
“Definitely. Shelby was easier to see, for some reason. Maybe I was in just the right position to block the sun, I don’t know. I’d say the other creature was a little shorter, and had either dark fur, or maybe the water made it darker than usual.”
“Mammal?”
“Oh, yes. Birds don’t fight the same way, so I was sure it couldn’t be avian. And I saw fur so couldn’t have been a reptile or amphibian. Anyway, Shelby was ducking and moving as much as he could, but this other creature…it was like it was practically tied to him, you know. Shelby just couldn’t get away. Lots of bobbing and weaving, both of them up down, up down. Shelby yelled out something, but I’m afraid I couldn’t tell you exactly what the words were.”
Orville nodded. “And then did you see Shelby fall first, or the other creature fall first?”
Dean tilted his head this way and that, considering. “I saw the other creature collapse down into the water first, and then when I saw Shelby go over the edge, I’m afraid I lost track of the other one.”
“Anything else? Sights? Sounds?”
“Hmm, yeah,” Dean said. “Someone moaned, but I can’t say who it was. Must have been a pal of Shelby’s. But I think it had to be someone on the top of the falls, rather than the bottom.”
“Great, that’s very helpful,” Orville said.
They continued the interviews, going as fast as possible in the gathering night. The last few went swiftly, and no one had much to share that was different from what they had already heard. Another witness confirmed the groaning, but oddly, no one admitted to being the groaner.
“Feeling shy about it?” Vera speculated, reviewing Orville’s notes. “Some creatures don’t like to confess to being scared.”
“Or it’s like Arabella said—a number of creatures moaned or groaned, and it sounded like one larger creature.”
Just as Orville herded the final witness aboard the ferry, Horace swooped down, his white wings glowing with the last gloaming from the sky. He said, “Nothing yet, Chief, but we’ll keep at it till dawn.”
The bear nodded and said he’d be back then to take a report.
The ride home on the ferry was eerily quiet. Of course, it was later than usual, and the darkness of the forest at night seemed to close in around the boat as it plied its way down the river. Stasia had drawn Jonah to the bow of the ferry, and none of the other creatures went near them, respecting Jonah’s need to be alone.
With Orville next to her, Vera stood along the side rail, watching the inky waters below. The occasional white froth of a wave would ripple out for a second, but then the water would grow dark again.
“We’re never going to find his body, are we?” Vera asked Orville somberly.
“A whole team volunteered to stay and search,” he reminded her.
“Yes, but…”
He sighed, and Vera realized that his thoughts must have been running along the same lines. “Probably not. The current takes everything it wants, and with night falling, we just didn’t have enough time to look at the nearby places as thoroughly as we might have an hour earlier when the light was better. By morning, the body could be miles downstream.”
Vera tried to summon some hope. “We shouldn’t assume all is lost. Maybe Shelby will get caught in a snag or a side pool or something,” Vera said. “We’ve got to try.”
“And we will,” Orville assured her. “I’m going to send a message by wingmail to the downriver settlements the minute I get back to the police station. They’ll know what to do, and at first light, they’ll send folks to scour the banks and check the usual spots.”
“Do you have any hope?” she asked.
The bear gave a little shrug, nearly invisible in the deep shadows. “There’s always hope, Vera. But even if we never recover the body, we still can find justice for him. He didn’t just fall. We didn’t witness an accident.”
Vera hated to hear the words, but she knew someone had to say it.
Orville took a breath, then declared, “That other creature pushed him over.”
Which made what had just happened a crime.
“So our job is to find out who that creature is,” Vera said. Then she gave a sidelong glance at Orville. “Er, I guess it’s technically your job. I don’t have any jurisdiction.”
He snorted. “When has that ever stopped you? Besides, I’d be grateful for the help. Just make sure you pass on anything you learn to me before it gets into print.”
“Aye, aye, Chief.” Vera gave him a tiny salute with her paw. She appreciated his confidence in her abilities. Things hadn’t always been easy with them when it came to criminal investigations. But Vera knew that while Orville’s methods were different from hers, he did his job with his whole heart, and he’d do everything possible to solve this murder, if that’s what it turned out to be.






Chapter 6
Like any good reporter, Vera used every remaining minute of the journey to complete an article for the paper, writing it out by the light of a lantern hanging near the front of the ferryboat. It was necessarily short because there was so little information thus far. But Vera set the scene, contrasting the fun-filled day with the moment of tragedy. She described the budding trees and the vivid hue of the mosses and the new grass growing all along the banks, fed by the constant mist generated by the falling water. She recounted the games the young creatures played, tossing sticks and homemade beanbags from one side of the river to the other, daring each other into ever-longer throws until the unfortunate item splashed into the river and disappeared. She felt it was important to convey just how carefree the mood was, and just how shocking to watch a scene of anger and violence change everything so swiftly. Looking over her draft, she inserted several quotes from witnesses she and Orville had talked to, adding them to her own account. She ended on a request for any readers to come forward if they knew the identity of the other creature who’d been fighting with Shelby. She knew from experience that some folks preferred to share what they knew with someone who wasn’t official law enforcement.
When the boat docked at Shady Hollow, Vera ran her article to the newspaper and told Barry Greenfield, who was serving as night editor, that she had something for the next edition, which would go to press in less than an hour. “But it’s not typed, because I wrote it on the ferry,” she added.
“I’ll take care of it,” Barry said, already scanning the page Vera had written. “I’ll do a quick edit and send it to the typists in five.”
“Thanks, Barry. You’re a pro.” (This was a compliment, but also a plain fact. Barry had logged more years as a reporter than Vera had, and she respected his experience.)
After she’d done all she could do at the newsroom that night, she finally went home. But she was too keyed up to get any decent sleep. Instead, Vera tossed and turned through a long and restless night. She woke from a nightmare of drowning only to hear her mantel clock chime one o’clock. Pushing the bad feeling away, she curled up again, trying to think good thoughts, such as how happy she was laughing with Lenore, going through new books to read. Vera could picture the shop, bright and warm and filled with a trove of books to choose from. While browsing happily, Vera looked down, wondering why her back paws were cold. Water swirled around her, dark, fast water that pulled all the books into the rushing froth. Vera yelled for Lenore but couldn’t see her anywhere, and her ears were ringing as the water rose.
The clock chimed three.
Upset by the image of sodden books, she tried to settle back again, but then fell into a reverie where she was walking along the top of Twilight Falls with Orville. The sun was brilliant, but after Vera looked away into the woods for a moment, she turned to see Orville slipping away into the current, going over the waterfall and disappearing into the dark water below. Vera woke up in a cold sweat, her fur soaked and her heart pattering.
It took several seconds for her to realize she was safe in her den, and much longer than that to attempt to breathe normally. She got up and lit the small lamp near her bed, unwilling to stare into the darkness anymore, not after seeing the deep, depthless pool at the base of the falls in her dream. In the living room, the clock chimed four times.
By the time dawn edged the sky, at six o’clock, she felt as if she’d gotten no sleep at all. She staggered into her kitchen to get a glass of water. Analyzing the series of bad dreams, she knew that even though she had been afraid of losing her life, or of something damaging the wonderful place she called home, what truly terrified her was the possibility that something deadly could befall Orville. She wished that she could sit down with Lenore and talk about it, but then she’d have to also describe the horrific scene of drowning books…and what sort of friend did that to a bookstore owner?
Bleary-eyed, she dressed quickly and left her den, walking down her lane to the main road at a steady pace. The town was still quiet, though a few creatures were up and about. She waved a hello to Mr. Brocket as he opened the doors to the grocery store, and then walked past the police station. The doors were locked, but there was a hastily scrawled note pinned up on the outside.
To Whom It May Concern:
Out investigating Atwater accident. Please avoid committing any crimes in my absence. Slide notes, questions, or clues into mail slot. Thank you.
Chief Braun
Vera wondered if anyone had dropped a clue in the mail slot, but she’d just have to wait until Orville got back with whatever he’d discovered to find out. She assumed he had chartered a private boat back to Twilight Falls to check on the search for Shelby Atwater…or what was left of him. Vera shivered at the thought, and hoped that Orville would return soon, and safely.
What could help banish such grim imaginings? She craved the warmth of coffee, a comfort to hold and to drink. She continued down the street to Joe’s, which was already open and doing business, the light from the windows providing a beacon of normalcy.
Professor Heidegger was just leaving when she reached the diner, and he held the door open with his wing. He usually capped his nights off with a visit to Joe’s before he retreated to his lofty home just outside town.
“On the story already, Vera?” he asked.
“You know about Shelby’s fall?”
“Never underestimate the efficiency of the nocturnal news exchange,” the owl replied. “Shame about Shelby. I didn’t know him well myself, but he was always a big part of this community. Think a lot of folks will find themselves missing him.”
“I’m sure that’s the case, but at the moment, Orville is more interested in who won’t miss him. Don’t suppose you know if he had any enemies?”
“Shelby? Can’t picture such a thing. Unless there was a customer who got upset about a repair job gone wrong. But from what I hear, Shelby and Jonah both did very solid work.”
“Good idea, though. I’ll check it out.” Vera made a mental note to find a list of recent customers of Atwater & Son. Bidding the owl goodbye, Vera followed her nose inside, where the smell of brewing coffee drew her in.
Joe himself was behind the counter, going about his usual tasks to get ready for the coming breakfast rush. He nodded when he saw Vera.
“Heard the news. What’s the latest word?” he asked, pulling out a tall cup for takeaway before Vera could request it. He poured fresh coffee into it, the liquid cascading into the cup…
Like a miniature waterfall, Vera thought, the comparison coming unbidden to her mind as her vivid nightmare resurfaced for a moment. She deliberately shook off the feeling.
“I wish I knew the word,” she said to her friend. “Orville’s off investigating, so my news is all from last night, and you’ll see my article in the paper today. But I assume that if Shelby made it downstream alive and was found by the search and rescue team, we’d have gotten a message by now.”
Joe gave a solemn nod. “I think you’re right there. Long chance of any good news, I’d say. Twilight Falls is no joke. The fences at the top were put up years ago, after a creature fell in during a hot summer. Can’t remember the details, but I bet the Herald has records. It was a big story. And there’s lots of older tales of course. It’s a dangerous place.”
“I’ll look into it, thanks,” Vera said, taking her coffee with two grateful paws, savoring the heat seeping through the cup. “You have no idea how much I need this. Barely slept a wink last night.”
“Not surprising. Seeing violence like that will shake a creature up.”
Vera looked at the moose. “Did you hear that the two creatures were fighting just before they went over? Shelby and the other one…whoever they were.”
“I can’t imagine anyone having such hate in their heart that they’d be willing to go over just to drag another down with them.” Joe shook his heavy head, nearly clipping a light with the edge of his rack. “Is there a chance that it’s an accident, Vera? Just because you’ve got a knack for running into murder scenes…that doesn’t mean that every bad thing that happens is a crime.”
“If it was an accident, the other creature involved should come forward…” Vera trailed off, realizing exactly why a creature would be afraid to do so, unless Shelby miraculously survived the fall. “I wouldn’t hold too much hope out, Joe. Speaking of which, I’ve got to do that research on the falls’ past. Ugh! No matter how many times I cover stories like this, I can’t get used to how bad it feels.”
“Wouldn’t want you to, Vera,” Joe said. “The fact that you care is what makes your work so helpful to folks.”
She gave him a little smile. “Thanks, Joe.”
“Wait,” Joe said. He quickly tossed a muffin in a bag and offered it to her. “Can’t work on an empty stomach, and I bet you didn’t eat breakfast.”
“Thanks,” she said, heartened by the gesture.
On the short journey to the newspaper office, Vera nibbled on the muffin, which had swirls of tart currant preserves and cream cheese all through it. The steamy coffee was the perfect counterpoint to the sweet, tender treat.
The joy of her impromptu breakfast was short-lived, however. The moment she stepped into the newsroom a black-and-white face peered out of the big window of the editor’s office.
“Vixxxxen!” her boss howled.
One of the many rabbits who worked at the paper rolled his eyes. “Oh, yeah. BW was hoping you’d be here soon,” he told Vera in a weary tone. “Been poking his snout out every quarter hour.”
“I’m not even supposed to be in yet,” she muttered. But she walked up to BW’s office before he could yell again. Despite the early hour, the skunk already had a cigar lit, and it was now gently smoldering in an ashtray while he glared at her.
“Morning, BW,” she said, sipping her coffee. “Anything exciting happen while I was enjoying my day off?”
“Vixen, you’ve got to be the luckiest reporter ever to get a byline.” He tapped the edition of the paper where Vera’s short article ran above the fold (Barry had come up with the headline: “Tragedy at Twilight”). “Come on, come on, tell me everything you saw. Did you write a draft of the next article yet?”
“Slow down, BW. I was just as shocked as anyone else, and it’s going to take a minute before I can file a proper article about the whole situation. But I’ve already got some interesting leads to run down.”
“Like what?” her editor asked eagerly. “Do you think you’ve got a line on who this mystery figure is?”
She hedged with, “You know I don’t like to talk before I write.”
“Get me something by the deadline for tomorrow’s edition,” he ordered. “Our readership deserves it.”
What he meant was that he very much liked it when the paper sold a lot of copies, but Vera just nodded and got out of the smoky office.
At her desk, she jotted down a couple of notes. She wanted to visit the office of Atwater & Son, and then to go to the police station to find out what news Orville had gotten after the long night. But it was too early in the day for either of those tasks, so instead she planned to descend into the basement of the newspaper office, toward the archives.
Naturally, Vera finished her coffee at her desk first. She knew from past experience that she was not allowed to bring coffee into this sacred space, lest she spill it and ruin some precious irreplaceable artifact.
Mrs. Binsley, the keeper of the archives, materialized out of the gloom when Vera reached the bottom of the stairs. “Good morning, Miss Vixen.”
“I swear, that creature must live down here,” Vera mumbled to herself before offering a more cheerful greeting. Although the rabbit’s presence may have been unnerving, it was also quite valuable, as she knew all kinds of things about Shady Hollow’s history. When Vera questioned her about the earlier accident at Twilight Falls that Joe had mentioned, Mrs. Binsley knew exactly what Vera was talking about and directed her to the relevant area in the archives, pointing out the issues that corresponded to the event’s month and year. The reporter grabbed the correct newspaper and settled in at one of the long tables to read through the story. It had made headlines about fifteen years ago, during one of the hottest summers on record.
According to the story, which had Barry Greenfield’s byline, a young marmot had stumbled into the river at the top of the falls and been swept away before anyone could do anything to stop it. The article went on to say that the whole area around the falls had been searched in the hope that the animal might have survived the fall and gotten stuck somewhere along the banks. Someone even suggested they search the hollowed-out cave behind the waterfall.
After a full day of searching without success, the marmot’s body was found by one of the volunteers, in an eddy near some willow trees two miles downstream.
Vera closed her eyes and sat quietly for a moment. What a horrible thing to have happened, probably on a very similar day, when all was bright and cheerful up to the fateful moment. How fragile life could be! Vera’s somber thoughts took her to Orville, who placed himself in danger quite often. In fact, he had rescued her on more than one occasion when she had gotten carried away with her sleuthing, although that was completely different. Then the fox realized that she was being silly, that the only difference between the two scenarios was that it was her and not Orville putting themselves at risk. She guessed that the police bear worried about her safety as much as she worried about his. After all, isn’t that what it meant to be in a caring relationship with another creature? Vera didn’t exactly have a lot of experience with such matters, but she knew that at some point, Orville had become very important to her.
Shaking off her melancholy, Vera checked the papers that came out for about a week after the marmot was found. The village had organized a community day of service during which almost everyone in town volunteered their time to put up wooden fences at the top of the falls. Parson Dusty Conkers was quoted as saying, “This action won’t bring back the one we’ve lost, but it may serve to prevent another senseless calamity in the future.”
The reporter perused several more editions of the paper, looking for another mention of the cave behind the falls. There could be something helpful hidden in that mysterious cave if one could get to it. It might not be a bad idea to return to the spot where Shelby Atwater had fallen and look for some clues.
Going further back, she found a few older articles in the vertical files (under Twilight Falls—Cave), and from these it soon became apparent that the cave behind the waterfall would never be an end point for someone who fell—it was halfway up the cliff face, behind the falls. While the cave was no secret among the locals, the geography of the cliffs and the sheer power of the falls meant that in general the cave was only accessible during the winter months, after the dry autumn reduced the volume of the river to a less-terrifying volume, and the waterfall itself froze into a thin, icy ribbon until spring came again. And even then it was not an easy proposition to get inside the cave, since it was well above ground level and required either wings or the ability to climb a sheer, slippery rock face. Not surprisingly, the creature with the most experience exploring the cave was a hawk, none other than Imogen Marrick. Her quote in the file was “A creature would have to be mad to try to get into the cave at any time but deep winter. And they would have to be very lucky to make it.” Vera made a note of her name and address so she could conduct an interview if she needed a personal account.
Vera finished up with her research and returned all the old editions of the Herald to their correct places. She thanked the archivist for her help and escaped the poorly lit basement. No matter how short her errands to the archives were, Vera always felt a bit like she was returning to the surface after years underground when she reached the newsroom floor. Archives were magical in that way.
Once again in the sunlit world, she decided to go see if Orville had returned to the police station yet, and when she reached it, she was happy to see both doors flung open and Orville working inside. In one corner, an inexplicable pile of trash was slowly leaking onto the station floor. Vera chose to ignore it.
“Hello there,” Vera greeted him. “Any news?”
“Not much,” he replied, looking a little worse for wear. “The search and rescue team didn’t find Shelby, alive or dead. But they scoured both banks for the first mile, and then did a spot check for the next two miles, until they reached the point where the Twilight tributary hits the main river. That’s all that any creature can reasonably search.”
Vera nodded. The main river was deep, wide, and fast flowing in spring. Only pure luck would let a creature find anything once it got there.
“But our possum posse did find a lot of stuff in and around the water,” he went on. “They gathered it all up just in case some of it could be useful.”
“Oooh, what did they find? Is it behind the garbage pile?”
“That garbage pile is what they found,” he explained.
“Ew.” Vera nudged at the pile with her back paw. “I don’t know how this could be hiding a clue. But I guess it was nice they cleared off the banks?”
Orville opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a heavy tome, battered by long years of use. “The Big Book of Policing states that any and all objects around the scene of a crime could be evidence. Only after it is determined that something is not relevant should it be discarded.”
“So what of this is relevant?” Vera asked, gingerly pulling apart the still-damp items.
“No idea. Most of it is probably just trash, but I figure it can’t hurt to keep it for a while. What’s that you’ve got there?”
Vera pulled and pulled at the thing she had grabbed. It seemed to be a clump of torn and faded black cloth, tangled up with broken sticks and other detritus. “I’m not sure. At first, I thought it was a picnic blanket or a top that someone had been wearing, but the fabric is so thin!”
“Hmm,” Orville said, coming up next to her to survey the item. “Almost like fish netting. I’ll ask Meade about it. He’ll know.” Orville made a little note in his book, then looked at the pile again. He pulled out a tin plate; a fabric ball that turned out to be wadded-up napkins that had congealed into a single sphere; and a sealed container that when opened, revealed four large, dry, and perfectly intact oatmeal cookies.
He nibbled on one and offered another to Vera.
“Seriously?” she asked.
“This is evidence,” he protested. “If we can figure out who made them, we can maybe find out who this container belonged to. You never know!”
Vera cautiously ate a bite. It was delicious, with plump raisins and just a hint of nutmeg.
The bear had taken a rather more generous bite, and he grinned as soon as he swallowed. “Oh, these are from the bakery counter at the grocery. No question.”
“Hold on. Any creature could whip up a batch of cookies.”
“But only Brocket’s are this huge.”
“If you knew by looking, why eat half of it?”
“Um…a thorough attention to detail?”
Vera couldn’t help smiling. “All right, Chief. Good sleuthing there. Want me to go to Brocket’s Foods and ask them if they remember selling oatmeal cookies to anyone?”
“They’d name half the creatures in town. No, don’t bother.” He gave a huge yawn. “What a night. I’m not sure how much longer I can stay awake.”
“Okay. You send a message to Meade about that netting, then go home and take a nap! And hopefully soon we’ll find a real clue about who that second creature was at the top of the falls.”
Before Vera could leave the station, though, a messenger squirrel entered. He offered a folded note to Orville. “Urgent post, Chief. No charge for recipient!” The squirrel spun about and dashed off, eager to get his next message to its destination.
Meanwhile, Orville unfolded the note and held it in his big paws. His eyes scanned the note carefully. It couldn’t have been a long message, but he kept staring.
“Bad news?” Vera asked, worried.
“Not exactly.” He glanced at her. “I’ll show this to you, Vera, but you can’t put it in an article—not till I say so. Okay?”
Vera chafed at any restriction on her journalism, but she also recognized that Orville wouldn’t have asked her to hold off if there wasn’t a good reason.
“Deal.” She reached for the note, which was issued on the standard paper used by the messenger service. The text was typewritten, as usual.
It was indeed very brief:
Your murderer is A von Beaverpelt
“At first, I thought it meant just a von Beaverpelt,” he explained. “You know, any one of them. But it’s meant to be A period von Beaverpelt.”
“As in Anastasia,” Vera said slowly. The beaver tended to go by her nickname, Stasia, but murder was a formal sort of business: full names required.
“A lot of folk think Stasia is a snot,” Orville went on. “And they’re not wrong. But I don’t really picture her as the type of creature to hurl random folks off the top of cliffs.”
“Not quite random,” Vera mused.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, Stasia was dating Jonah Atwater. I saw them flirting at the von Beaverpelt mansion. And they went to Twilight Falls together on the morning ferry. Remember?”
“Hmm, yeah. But still…Stasia, a cold-blooded killer?”
Vera had to agree that Stasia was an unlikely culprit. But someone certainly wanted the police to think she’d played a role in what had happened!
“First thing you should do is establish her alibi,” Vera told him. “If witnesses can place her anywhere besides the top of the falls at the time of the incident, then this note is just a mean joke.”
“And if she doesn’t have an alibi, I’ve got a lead,” Orville said grimly.






Chapter 7
Right after she left the police station, Vera went to the messenger service, which had a little storefront on River Street. By coincidence, it was actually next door to the Atwater & Son business. Inside, a small space held a few carved wooden chairs for waiting customers, and a polished maple countertop divided the customers’ area and the crowded office beyond. Along the walls, box-style shelving stretched up to the high ceiling, each numbered cubby filled with stacks of paper. Though it looked haphazard, Vera guessed that the workers could lay their paws on any given message or receipt quite quickly.
“Morning, Miss Vixen,” a squirrel standing at the counter said cheerfully. “Sending out? Recitation, written ground, or wingmail?”
“Actually, I was hoping to learn more about a message that was already sent.” She offered the folded slip that arrived in Orville’s office earlier. “Here’s the version that was received this morning. Can you tell me who paid for it to be sent?”
“Er, well, if it was anonymous, then no, I’m afraid not. We assume that the sender would choose to append a name if they, er, want to be known.”
“Well, did they walk in and give the message over the counter? It would have to have been this morning.”
“Our clients expect privacy,” he said, his smile evaporating.
“It’s about the death at Twilight Falls. Shall I interrupt Chief Braun and have him come over and ask you?”
“Oh, no.” The squirrel looked worried now. “Every message is numbered…I suppose I can have a peek at the files. Wait here a moment.”
She waited for more than a moment while the squirrel darted to and fro, whispering to another squirrel in a back office, then climbing up the tall shelves that held all the files (just as Vera thought, this system did not slow the squirrels down in the slightest). It was a little unclear whether the issue was one of organization or ethics, but Vera was willing to let the matter play out.
Finally, the squirrel returned, clutching a few sheets of paper in its paw. “So, as it turns out, the original message was written and slipped under the door, with the fee wrapped inside it. We had it typed up and sent it along per the instructions.”
“May I see the original?”
“It says the same thing.”
“I’m curious.” Vera smiled as she held out her paw. She’d long ago discovered that behaving as if someone already wanted to do as you asked considerably increased the chances that they would, in fact, do what you asked.
The squirrel gave the papers over. Vera put aside the typewritten note Orville had received and unfolded the original. It had been scrawled in pencil, and she could see the imprint of the coin where it had been pressed against the flimsy paper, which had been torn across the top as if ripped from a larger pad or roll. The words were indeed the same. On the reverse side was a short instruction to deliver the message to the police station via same-day ground service.
“Is this common?” she asked. “For a customer to simply shove a message and payment under the door?”
“Not common, but not unheard of. Especially if a creature is in a hurry or has a note that can’t wait for normal operating hours.”
“And isn’t it odd that this sender should have taken the extra step to have it delivered via service at all? The police station is practically around the corner, and there’s a mail slot there, too.”
The squirrel shrugged. “Takes all kinds. Perhaps they just wanted to have it done all proper-like.”
“Perhaps,” Vera said thoughtfully. She slid the original note back across the counter so it could rejoin the files, then she tucked Orville’s version in her bag. Bidding the squirrel good day, she walked outside, moving along to her next task.
It was a mere twenty steps or so to Atwater & Son, but the door was locked, and Vera couldn’t see any light on inside. Clearly, Jonah Atwater had chosen to stay home today. Vera continued on, going northward. The Atwaters lived in a densely built little neighborhood of apartments and rooming houses along the river, where most of the inhabitants either worked on the docks in some capacity or at the busy sawmill not far away.
The door to the Atwater place was wide open, and folks were moving in and out, some just stopping by to offer kind words to Jonah, others with prepared meals to reheat later. The mood was unsettled, considering that Shelby wasn’t officially dead. But the assumption seemed to be that Jonah was in mourning, not that more rescue operations needed to be undertaken.
Vera stood quietly until the otter was free. Then she stepped up. “Jonah, I’m so sorry you’re going through this. It must be very difficult.”
“Dad was the only close family I had,” Jonah said, his voice rough. “Didn’t always get along, but I never thought…” He ducked his head and choked off a sob. “I never wanted him to be gone.”
“You said something yesterday…that it was your fault. What did you mean by that?”
He sighed and waved one paw helplessly in the air. “Don’t even know what I was on about then. But the fact is Dad and I had a little spat. One of those arguments that doesn’t mean anything, because you’ll forget about it an hour later. But this time, an hour later, he was dead!”
“Oh, Jonah, that’s rough. What was the argument about?”
“Just…little things. He wanted me to take on more work since he was getting older. Didn’t like that I was taking a day off. But he was taking a day off, too, wasn’t he?” Jonah sounded defensive about it, and Vera knew that she’d have to tread carefully.
“Seems like half the woodlands was at the falls yesterday. Jonah, I’m sorry to ask this, but it might be very important. Where were you when the incident happened?”
“The incident? You mean my dad getting thrown off the edge of the waterfall? Yeah, that incident. Well, the fact was I didn’t see it at all. I’d gone for a walk in the woods with Stasia.”
“Where did you walk?”
“Excuse me?”
“On your walk with Stasia, what path did you take? Was it pretty? Yesterday was my first time at Twilight Falls, so I don’t know all the paths.”
“I don’t remember which path,” he snapped, irritated. “It was just somewhere in the woods. And it doesn’t matter if it was pretty. I never want to go to Twilight Falls again.”
“That’s understandable,” she said, “considering what happened. Now Jonah, think carefully. Was there anyone you were aware of who had a feud with Shelby? Or a creature who was mad at him for some reason? A customer? A neighbor? A creature from his past?”
“My dad got along with everyone. And he always did right by his customers. As for his past, all the stories he told were fun. Never anything upsetting. Are you going to write about him in the paper?”
“I write news, and this is news. But if you mean the obituary, that will probably be someone else.”
“Well, tell them what I told you. I don’t want to be saying the same things over and over.”
“Sure, Jonah,” she said. “I’ll pass that along. Will Stasia be visiting soon? You shouldn’t be alone today.”
“The neighbors won’t let me be alone for more than five minutes,” he said with a snort. “And yes, I bet she’ll be here this afternoon. Soon as she can get away from her mother and that drafty old mansion. I’m not exactly welcome up there now, not since Mrs. von Beaverpelt decided I wasn’t good enough.”
Vera left the morose otter to his musings. A tiny part of her still hoped that Shelby would be recovered alive—perhaps swept downstream to one of the many little towns and settlements along the way—but with every passing hour, that outcome became less likely. No, the sad truth was that Shelby was dead. And not just dead, but murdered.
She wanted to identify the second creature on the falls, the one who was responsible for pushing Shelby. But she also had a job to do, and at the moment that meant getting material for her next article. She knocked on neighbors’ doors and popped into nearby businesses. Everyone was eager to talk about Shelby, and no one had a bad word to say about him, except that he could be hardheaded sometimes.
“Old Shel didn’t think he was right. He knew he was right,” a ferret who worked on the docks told Vera. “If you started an argument with him, hooooo you better have the day free, because that otter would not let up.”
The owner of the Riverside Pub, a local watering hole, agreed. “Shelby was a good creature to have in your corner, no doubt,” the rat said. “But if he decided you weren’t worthy…watch out.”
“But he got along with everyone?” Vera asked.
“Sure, sure. As long as you didn’t get on his bad side. But he was a helpful, friendly sort. Can’t run a repair business if you’re not! And he was a real part of the town, too. Helped out with every theater production for years now.”
“He was an actor?”
“Oh, no, backstage. He did all the sets and lots of the props.”
“Oh, right! His name’s on the announcement for the next play.” She remembered that now—how long ago it seemed! With everything that had happened, she’d never got the chance to talk with Lucy about the Shady Hollow Players.
“You got it,” the rat said. “He worked in a theater when he was young. Or traveled with theatrical types. Can’t remember where…on the coast, I think. Anyway, he never lost that love for it.”
“Thanks,” Vera said, writing the note down. “That’s very interesting.”
When Vera strolled back up to Main Street, she smiled, because she saw something that had not been there earlier: the bright red popcorn cart.
“Good morning, Miss Vixen,” said the hedgehog, quick to recognize a good customer. “What can I get for you today?”
Muriel always carried two regular flavors: salty buttered popcorn as well as sweet and gooey caramel popcorn, plus a special flavor that changed from day to day. Vera could almost never decide, so usually she liked to get a combination of both the regulars.
“Hi, Muriel,” the fox responded. “I’ll get the mix today—butter and caramel popcorn together.”
“Excellent choice,” the hedgehog said as she put Vera’s order together. “While I love to create new flavors, classics are classics for a reason, eh?”
“Where’d you learn to do this?” Vera asked casually. “Did you run a popcorn cart where you used to live?”
“Fudge shop,” the hedgehog said, though her expression was already closing down.
Still, Vera pressed on. “Where was that?”
“East of here. Little town, you wouldn’t have heard of it.” As she spoke, another customer walked up, so Vera could not continue with her questioning.
Vera paid Muriel and thanked her, walking away with the paper bag of goodness grasped in one paw. She used the other paw to shovel popcorn into her mouth as she walked and considered what had happened to Shelby Atwater. Had Muriel heard the news of his death? If she did, how would she react?
As Vera walked and chewed, she thought about what she had witnessed at the top of Twilight Falls yesterday. True, she had been some distance away, but she had definitely seen two creatures fighting. One of them was Shelby Atwater, the otter. The other creature had not been identified by anyone. They had been described as a dark outline. No one had been sure of the species or the gender of the animal. Vera thought it was odd that in this small community, the individual had not been spotted and named by a single one of the others present. Surely someone would have seen the creature running away.
At the end of this unsatisfying train of thought, the reporter suddenly realized that her popcorn bag was almost empty. Her paws were sticky and her belly was full, and she had not come to any useful conclusions about the murder. Tossing the bag into a nearby trash can, Vera decided to stop by her cottage and wash up. She wanted to interview Stasia von Beaverpelt, and she couldn’t call on the most influential family in the Hollow with caramel on her muzzle. Very unprofessional.






Chapter 8
After Vera went home and divested herself of the last remains of the popcorn, she hurried to the police station to find Orville, knowing that he’d have as many questions for Stasia as she did. She found him at his desk, holding that anonymous note in both paws, regarding it with deep skepticism. Clearly it troubled him as much as it had Vera.
“Any progress with the note?” she asked, wondering if a creature had confessed to sending it.
“No,” he replied in a grumpy tone. “But with few clues and virtually no witnesses, this accusation is pretty much my best lead.”
“It’s wild and totally unsupported,” she objected.
“I know. But…could Anastasia von Beaverpelt actually have done it?” he asked, addressing the question not so much to Vera but rather the world in general.
Of course, Vera was the one who answered. “I can’t imagine a scenario where it makes sense. The act would be irrational, and for all her faults, Stasia’s quite dependable. I mean, she usually does exactly what you think she’ll do.”
“Predictable, you mean?”
“Er, more like rational.”
But Orville shook his head. “Creatures aren’t rational all the time. They get mad, they get scared. They make stupid decisions based on those emotions, decisions they regret soon after. But by then, the damage is done.”
“Spoken like a cop,” she noted.
“Well, that’s what I am. Lots of times, laws get broken for very silly reasons. I try to have sympathy for those folks. Most of the time, no one meant to do evil. Even criminals like Lefty aren’t evil…He’s just got an unfortunate attitude toward property ownership.”
“That’s a novel way to put it,” Vera said with a smile.
Orville didn’t look very amused. “When it comes to murder, though, I’ve got no sympathy at all. Let’s take Stasia von Beaverpelt. To my mind, she had a grudge against Shelby because he disapproved of her relationship with his son. According to Stasia, Shelby was standing in the way of her happiness. And from what I know of that spoiled once-an-heiress, nothing gets in the way of what she wants. Not for long.”
Vera knew that to be true, but all the same, she couldn’t picture Stasia as a killer. “What if we go up to her house together? I know you’ve got questions, and I do, too. Maybe she’ll feel chatty if the interview happens in her home, rather than you just dragging her back down here.”
“Hmmm, okay. But I take the lead, understand?”
“Sure thing, Chief,” she said, saluting.
“Oh, stop that,” he grumbled, pulling the door shut after she stepped through.
They didn’t speak much on the walk up to Maple Heights, since Vera could tell that Orville wanted to organize his thoughts and decide on his line of questioning. When they reached the von Beaverpelt home, Orville ignored the decorative knocker and banged on the front door with his heavy paw.
“I suppose we should have made an appointment or sent a note ahead,” Vera said quietly as they waited.
“No. Don’t want to give Stasia a chance to come up with answers to any questions in advance. And anyway, she’s not the sister with a job. The likelihood that she’ll be home is good.”
The door was opened by Isla Chitters in her starched black-and-white uniform. “Oh, Chief! And Miss Vixen. What brings you here today?”
“Morning, Isla,” Orville said. “I need to speak with Anastasia von Beaverpelt, if she’s at home.”
Isla’s eyes went wide, but she immediately held the door open and gestured for them to enter. A moment later, both Vera and Orville were deposited into the same drawing room that Vera had been put in when she called on Edith about the Apple Blossom Walk. Orville poked at the couch with a dubious paw, and then decided to remain standing, lest the old-fashioned furniture collapse under his weight.
Shortly after, the doors of the drawing room opened again and Stasia sailed in, swathed in a pink-and-white floaty outfit known as a dressing gown. The beaver had always been extremely fond of ruffles. To Vera’s jaundiced eyes it appeared to be more of a performance art piece called When Lace Attacks.
Stasia did not appear to be particularly happy to see either of them. “Coffee?” she asked, clearly hoping they’d decline.
“Thank you, I’d love some,” Vera said sweetly. Isla nodded and hurried out.
Orville then dove right into his questioning. “Hello, Miss von Beaverpelt. Thank you for seeing me, and allowing Miss Vixen to listen in,” he added, with a warning glance to Vera. He went on. “I want to ask you some questions about where you were when Shelby died. Would that be all right with you?”
Stasia sighed heavily but she nodded and took a seat on the couch. “I suppose. Do you have any more news about the accident yesterday? I’m going to go visit Jonah very soon. I know he’d like to hear anything you discovered.”
“First of all, miss, we’re not calling it an accident.”
Nervousness came over Stasia. “Really?” she asked. “Why is that?”
“Before I explain, I’ll need some more details about your time at Twilight Falls.”
“But why me? I didn’t even see Shelby’s acci—er, fall.”
“Why not just take me through your day. I understand that you and Mr. Jonah Atwater were having a picnic at Twilight Falls?”
“Yes, that’s true,” the young beaver muttered. “Jonah and I were together the whole day. Which you already know, since you and Vera and half the woodlands were there as well!”
Orville just nodded, asking, “And at the moment of the incident, where were you then?”
“Um, just in the woods.”
“Alone?”
“Yes! I mean no. I mean…Jonah and I were alone together.”
“So you weren’t separated,” the bear confirmed. “Not even for a minute?”
“That’s right,” Stasia repeated. “We were taking a walk and enjoying the sunset.”
Vera couldn’t stop from chiming in. “You were enjoying the sunset…in the woods, where the sunset would be less visible? Wouldn’t it make more sense to watch it from the top of the falls, for example?”
Orville made a gesture with his paw for Vera to stop talking, but Stasia was already snapping back with, “Well, if you want to know the truth, we weren’t exactly paying attention to the sunset!”
She gave them both a defiant stare. Orville looked somewhat embarrassed, but quickly recovered.
“All right, so you didn’t see anything at that moment. How about your opinion of Shelby Atwater?” the police chief asked, changing topics. “Did you get along with your beau’s father?”
At this, Stasia again retreated into sullenness.
“Um,” she began. “I didn’t know him that well, but he seemed nice enough.”
“The word is that he was dead set against you and Jonah being in a relationship.”
Vera added, “And I’ve seen you argue with him. More than once.”
Stasia tossed her head. “So what? You probably know that otters and beavers don’t have the best history. Back in the old days, when it mattered if a river was dammed up or free-flowing, things were tense. Otters hate obstructions, even though they can just get out of the water whenever they please. It’s not like they’re fish!” She sighed, evidently reciting some long-held frustrations. Vera found the divide fascinating, largely because she’d never even considered it before (foxes not taking part in most discussions about woodland water rights). Stasia went on. “Jonah understands that we’re not living in the past anymore. Jonah’s extremely forward-thinking, and really clever, you know.”
“But even he couldn’t convince his father that your relationship was serious?” Vera pressed.
“He would’ve come around eventually,” she said unconvincingly. “Shelby loved Jonah and wanted him to be happy.”
“But Shelby didn’t love you,” Vera noted quietly.
She made a disdainful wave with one paw. “As I said, I was sure he’d come around eventually. I don’t know why it matters. You didn’t ask anyone’s permission to date Orville, did you? And, Orville, did you have to go to your family and tell them you found someone’s who’s a ten…but she’s a fox?”
Orville sighed. “No. I didn’t.”
Vera said nothing. She didn’t have to. Everyone knew that Vera was on her own in Shady Hollow, with no family close by.
“And you shouldn’t have to ask. No one should have to ask,” Stasia declared. “Shelby is an old stick-in-the-mud!”
“Was,” Vera corrected.
Stasia glared at her for a second, and then, without warning, burst out crying. She fled the room, nearly colliding with Isla, who was returning with a small tray stacked with coffee things.
“Oh, goodness,” the mouse murmured. “How awkward. Shall I ask her to come down again?”
“No, no,” Vera said, noticing Orville’s pained expression. “I’m afraid that I said something to upset Stasia. We’ll return another time to finish up.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” the maid said, grateful that she wouldn’t be put in the position of asking her employer to do something she clearly didn’t want to do. “Er…coffee? It’s freshly brewed.”
It seemed a crime to not drink the coffee, so Vera and Orville both dutifully downed a cup. Then Isla led Orville and Vera to the front door and said goodbye. The police bear waved his huge paw while Vera looked up, wondering if Stasia was watching them even now.
They ambled down the front path of the mansion and onto the quiet, well-kept street.
“That was interesting,” Orville said once they were well out of earshot. “Think she was really upset, or was it a strategic retreat?”
“I wish I knew!”
Orville mused, “Even if she had stayed in the room, I don’t think I could have asked her much more. The Big Book of Policing is clear that if a suspect is challenged too directly, they’ll clam up, and if she did that I wouldn’t have found out anything.”
“Maybe I can go back on my own and ask a few more questions,” Vera said. “She might be more forthcoming then.”
“You do have a gift for getting folks to talk,” he noted.
“It’s an important part of my job,” Vera acknowledged. “Hard to write a news article if you can’t get anyone to tell you what happened!”
By this point, they’d reached the main street of Shady Hollow again. Vera accompanied Orville into the police station, lured by his promise to let her read through the dispatches from downriver.
They each sat down, Orville in his wide wooden office chair behind the desk, and Vera on the smaller visitor’s chair, which was heavily distressed from years of use, but did sport a very comfortable navy-blue velvet seat cushion. Then Vera set to work, reading through the wingmailed reports from the downriver settlements. Not a single one mentioned discovering Shelby Atwater, alive or dead. More than one note tersely advised Orville’s department to call off the search and officially declare Shelby dead. The volunteer police from Elm Grove mentioned that the river was still fearfully cold thanks to the snowmelt supplying so much of the water this season. Even an excellent swimmer—which otters certainly were—would not be able to survive long in the icy current.
“Not much hope in these, is there?” Vera asked when she finished the last one.
“No,” he replied. “Though hope was faint at best even from the beginning. Twilight Falls has claimed many lives.” With a grimace, he pulled out a blank form from a folder.
“What’s that?” she asked.
“Death certificate. I was holding off, because filling it out would feel…well, like failing a test, somehow.”
Vera’s heart ached as she watched Orville slowly complete the form that would become Shelby Atwater’s declaration of death. It felt wrong. The otter had been alive such a short time ago. How could this be?
And yet it was. Orville signed his name at the bottom and put aside one copy of the form, then handed the next sheet to Vera.
“Do me a favor, will you? This copy is intended for the newspaper so there’s a public printed notice of death.”
“Yes, of course I’ll take it over,” Vera said, carefully folding the sheet. “Orville, you know there’s nothing you could have done to save Shelby. No one could have.”
“I know,” he grunted, not looking at her.
She could tell that he didn’t want to discuss it, so she stood up. “I’m going to head over to the Herald now. I’ll make sure the form is delivered, and then I’m going to write up my notes on our talk with Stasia this morning. For what it’s worth, I think you’re right that she’s hiding something, even though I don’t think she’s a murderer. What are you planning to do the rest of the day?”
Orville heaved a sigh. “My mood is already ruined, so I may as well tackle that mess.” He pointed to the large pile of garbage that had been collected from the banks of Twilight Falls. Vera shuddered. Going through the sodden litter would be a thankless job, as there was quite a bit of trash, old napkins, and uneaten remains from picnics to sort through on the off chance a clue was in there.
“Disgusting,” she pronounced. “I am not joining you for that little endeavor. But tell you what. I’ll treat you to dinner at the Bamboo Patch tonight. After you take a bath, of course.”
Orville brightened. “Now there’s an incentive to get through this task as fast as possible. I can’t wait to get it out of the station.”
“Good luck!” Vera blew him a kiss and headed out.



Vera went to the newspaper office and got to work. She was scribbling notes over the copy of her latest article when a small but energetic figure approached her desk.
Gladys Honeysuckle buzzed with even greater excitement than usual, which was saying something for the hummingbird. “Vera, have you heard?!”
“Uh, no, but I’m certain you’re about to tell me.”
“There’s a ghost around town!”
Vera blinked. “Excuse me? A ghost? An actual, whhhhooo-OOOO-ooo ghost?”
Gladys merely shrugged, not willing to offer her own interpretation of metaphysics. “Well, maybe, maybe not. Folk have been talking about it, though. A shadowy figure has been seen in the church, and the town square, and by the river!”
“Who’s seen this creature?” Vera asked skeptically. If it was sighted near the pub down by the river, Vera was pretty sure the only creatures “seeing” it were those who’d had too many drinks.
“Gunter Chitters—that’s Gunter, not Gus, Gus is too young to be out late. Downriver Dan from the shipping office. Wobbly Robbie—which, fine, I admit he isn’t the best witness,” she added quickly. “But even Mr. Innes saw it! They all say it’s hooded and terrifying and it vanishes the second anyone sees it or shines a light at it!”
“Huh.” Vera wasn’t sure how to take this news. Both Dan and Robbie worked along the docks and showed great diligence in rehydrating after a long day. Such reports from them were likely either a joke or the result of too much beer. But some of those names—Gunter and Mr. Innes—were upstanding citizens with no reason to lie. Yet tensions had been running high since the tragedy at Twilight Falls. Creatures with the best of intentions could be persuaded that they saw something they didn’t simply because they wanted to believe in something. A ghostly figure could very well be the community’s way of dealing with Shelby’s sudden death.
“Are you going to write about it for your column?” Vera asked the hummingbird. Gladys’s gossip column was the pride of her life.
“Er…I’m not sure. It’s not really gossip, is it? I mean, gossip is mostly about folks you know, right? Otherwise, who cares?”
This was a surprisingly nuanced insight from Gladys, and Vera gave her an interested glance. “If you don’t think it’s gossip, what page do you think it should be mentioned on?”
“The news!” Gladys nodded importantly. “Because there’s never been a ghost in Shady Hollow before. We don’t hold with such nonsense. We’re sensible here. But Shelby Atwater died, and now there’s a ghost. Don’t you think that’s a strange coincidence?”
Vera’s nose twitched. It was strange…
“Tell you what, Gladys. I’ll ask around and see what I can find out about this shadow figure. If it turns out to be a prank or something, that’s gossip, and I’ll give the scoop to you. And if it’s news, I’ll mention to BW that you passed the word to me.”
“Oh, would you, Vera? That would be great. Sometimes I think that BW doesn’t think my work counts for much.”
As someone who’d been featured in Gladys’s column before, Vera had to disagree. “Nonsense, Gladys. Everyone reads your column, and BW knows it helps sell the paper. Trust me, if he didn’t think you needed to be here, you wouldn’t be!”
“And he gave me a desk,” Gladys said, remembering that distinction.
Vera thought of one final question that she had for the hummingbird. “Hey, Gladys, can you tell me something? Who is in charge of the Shady Hollow Players?” Vera had meant to do some research into the theater group ever since she’d learned Shelby had a connection to them. Asking Gladys was an easy way to get the basics.
“Calliope Standish is the producer as well as the director,” the hummingbird explained. “I’m surprised that you don’t already know all about the theater, since you seem to learn about so many things.”
“It’s been on my list,” Vera admitted. “Thanks for the reminder, Gladys.”
“You really should go. The plays are so much fun, and Callie limits the serious offerings to once a season. She knows that folks want to laugh more than they want to cry.”
“Okay, I’m buying tickets based on your recommendation, Gladys. Thanks!”
A short while later, Vera had just finished tidying her desk and was packing her messenger bag to leave the office when she heard BW’s familiar bellow from his office above. Sensing that the skunk would give her another assignment if he spotted her, Vera did the sensible thing—she held up the day’s edition over her head and darted to the back door.
“That’s how it’s done,” a voice muttered nearby. Vera glanced over at the speaker. It was a weasel named Demetrius Chekov, who covered sports and anything related to betting. He was skinny (for a weasel) and had a perpetual cough even though he’d never been sick a day in his life.
“You didn’t see me, Check, okay?”
“Wouldn’t know a thing about it,” he assured her, not even looking up from his work.
Having evaded BW, she stepped out of the newspaper office into a lovely spring afternoon. The air was cool, and there was at least an hour of daylight left. In the warmer months, Sun Li, the proprietor of the Bamboo Patch, Vera’s favorite restaurant in Shady Hollow, put several tables and chairs outside on a small patio at the rear of the building that housed the restaurant. Dining alfresco amid the green shade of the bamboo surrounding the restaurant would be very pleasant, and it also meant that the fox and the bear would be less likely to be overheard should they discuss the case.
She met Orville (now showered and dressed in civilian clothes) at the path leading to the restaurant.
“Vera, I found something,” he said quietly, excitement in his eyes.
“What?”
“Tell you in a moment. I don’t want anyone else to see it.” He rattled a box he held with one paw.
Such a statement was guaranteed to catch her interest. Li greeted Vera and Orville warmly and led them to an available table on the patio.
“It is so nice to see you, my friends,” the panda said. “Tonight, we have a delicious spring soup, as well as a fried fiddlehead fern special.”
Vera loved coming to the Bamboo Patch. Not only was Sun Li an excellent chef, but he was also unfailingly polite and kind to everyone, which was the more significant accomplishment. He always added something unexpected to the vegetarian dishes that he served, often a spice that was new to Vera. The couple settled down at a table on the patio and were soon sipping a tasty green tea from cups painted with cherry blossoms.
As soon as the panda took their order and shuffled back toward the kitchen, Vera looked at Orville. “Okay, what’s the big secret?”
Orville placed the box he’d been carrying on the table. “Technically, I shouldn’t be discussing an active case with any creature, much less a reporter. But I know you can be trusted with sensitive information, and I really need to talk to someone about what’s inside, because…well, you’ll see.” He pulled off the top of the box to reveal the evidence.
Vera stared in amazement at the knife nestled in the box. “Where did this come from?”
“Found it in that big pile of garbage the volunteers collected. It was wrapped in the cloth right there.” He gestured to a white piece of cambric also in the box. It looked like a napkin but was actually a pawkerchief. Though folded now, it showed signs of being damp and wadded up. She ran her paw over it. “Good quality fabric,” she noted, “even if it needs a wash.”
“Unfold it,” he told her.
Vera did so and saw the next vital clue. The cloth that had been wrapped around the knife was monogrammed. One corner featured a design of embroidered roses and the initials AvB.
The only resident of Shady Hollow with those particular initials was Anastasia von Beaverpelt.
“Goodness,” she said, quickly refolding the cloth. This made the anonymous note from earlier seem less like a mean prank and more like a genuine tip. “I don’t even know what to say.”
“Neither do I. Couple things I don’t like about these items,” Orville said, frowning at the two offending items in question.
“Go on,” Vera encouraged him. She had a few concerns herself, but she wanted to get Orville’s take on it.
“First, the knife. Several creatures did mention seeing what they thought was a knife during the struggle between Shelby and his assailant on the edge of the falls.”
“I remember seeing it during the fight,” she confirmed. “Can I examine it?”
“Sure, I already took a bunch of notes about the appearance. Take it out.”
Orville fished a pair of gloves out of his pocket and handed them to Vera. She put them on her front paws before examining the weapon.
Vera took the knife out, rather gingerly because she was imagining it being plunged into Shelby’s chest as he fought off his attacker. The blade itself was substantial, and wickedly sharp along the cutting edge, except for the very top, where some impact had bent the metal into a little curl. The wooden handle was also hefty, a fine-grained oak meant to stand up to years and years of use.
“What do you think?” Orville asked.
“It’s a quality item,” she replied, considering it. “Heavy, well-made. Probably not cheap to purchase.” Something, she added to herself, that one might expect the well-off von Beaverpelts to have in their home.
“It’s definitely heavy,” he agreed, with meaning.
Vera looked up, seeing the skepticism in his expression. Then she got it. “Heavy items sink.”
“Exactly. A knife like this would fall right to the bottom of the river, even in a swift current. Might go downstream a ways. But still, it would be pushed along the bottom, and couldn’t go that far without snagging on something or being buried in muck.”
“Yet it was found along the bank,” Vera said. “How far from the falls?”
“Few hundred yards,” he grunted. “Not impossible, but…”
She nodded, seeing his point. “Interesting that it shows up right where folks are searching. I assume you checked it for blood?”
“I’ll send it over to Dr. Broadhead tomorrow. He’ll examine it very thoroughly. The blade, obviously, was washed clean in the river. But if there are any traces of bloodstains on the wooden handle, he’ll be able to tell.”
“How does he test for that?”
“He can smell blood with his tongue.”
Vera quickly placed the knife back on the table. “Er, right. Okay, what about the pawkerchief? It’s not ironclad evidence. For all you know, this could have been stolen.”
“Who steals a pawkerchief?” he asked.
“Or it could have been lost ages ago. That’s the sort of thing that falls out of a pocket, or gets blown away by the wind, all the time.” Vera found herself getting rather worked up about finding a defense for Stasia.
“All the same, it’s got AvB on it.” Orville gave a sigh. “Sometimes, the obvious answer is the right answer.”
“But not always,” she countered. “Anyway, the knife being found so easily is raising my hackles already. And in case I need to say it, we have no way of knowing that this was the knife seen during the fight. Not until Dr. Broadhead tests it, and even then, it could be inconclusive.”
“True,” he said. “But it’s also a fact that folks saw a knife then, and a knife showed up a little later. I doubt anyone brought a big knife like this along in their picnic basket.”
Not unless they planned on butchering a watermelon tableside, Vera thought wryly.
“Let’s wait till Dr. Broadhead offers his report,” she said aloud. “I agree it looks bad for the knife to be wrapped in a monogrammed cloth, but it’s also a little too convenient for my liking.”
Just then, their meals arrived, and they put away the evidence so as to enjoy the food without a grim reminder of death decorating the table.
Luckily, Li’s dishes were always able to banish bad thoughts. Vera spooned up her soup with enthusiasm, finding the light broth to be studded with bits of spring vegetables all cooked to perfection: crunchy carrots, sliced peapods, and tender mushrooms.
Orville gazed into his suddenly empty bowl as if he might possibly have missed some soup. “Is it wrong to order a second helping?” he asked.
But even as he spoke, Sun Li returned with two plates. “Here, try this salad. I’m experimenting. This is a mix of dandelion, violet leaves, and chives. Some of the first edible greens of the season.”
He waited as they both sampled the salad. “Not too bitter?” he asked, rather anxiously.
“The greens are a little bitter,” Orville judged. “But they’re supposed to be. And the honey in the dressing makes up for it.” (Orville had a good nose for honey.)
“Agreed,” said Vera. “I’d definitely order this if it were on the menu.”
“Excellent, I’ll add it then. Your entrées will be out shortly.”
Vera and Orville ate heartily and were just finishing up their dinner and sipping some herbal tea when the fox broached a new subject with her beau.
“Orville,” she began. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”
The bear looked somewhat alarmed. “Er, yes?”
“You know how proud I am of you for becoming police chief,” Vera continued. “And I don’t want to bother you by bringing this up again. However, it’s a lot of work for one creature, and I really do think that you should consider hiring a deputy to help you with your investigations, plus just staffing the station.”
“Oh, right,” he said, his expression relieved. “Yeah, since we talked about it, I’ve already put out some feelers to some of the surrounding police departments to see if there are any deputies looking to work part-time in Shady Hollow.”
“That’s wonderful,” Vera responded, smiling. She had been certain that she was going to have to harangue him into hiring some help. What a relief that he realized that there was just too much for one creature, especially in light of Shelby’s violent death.
“I suppose I should have a deputy in any case,” he added now. “Otherwise what’s the point of me being a chief anyway? Doesn’t that imply I’ve got some employees to be chief of?”
“Such insight is surely why we elected you,” she teased.
“But it’s true,” he agreed. “And anyway, I wouldn’t have run for the position if I didn’t think the town needed a…more involved chief.” This was an understatement. Meade had been so uninvolved that he didn’t even come into the station most days.
“Oh, one more thing,” Vera said. “I’m going to get tickets for the play next month. Want to come?”
“Love to. ’Course, it would help if I had help by then, so I don’t have to shut the station to enjoy a night out.”
The fox and the bear finished their tea and paid the check. Bidding Sun Li a good night, they left the Bamboo Patch and headed for Vera’s cottage. Orville looked exhausted, so Vera gave him a quick kiss and thanked him for dinner. The bear promised that he would keep her informed about the possibility of a new deputy at the Shady Hollow Police Department.
Inside, Vera set her messenger bag down next to her comfy easy chair. She still had quite a bit of work to do asking around about Shelby Atwater. However, she was done for the day. She would relax in her chair for a while, and maybe read a chapter of her current book, and then she would go to bed.
The last time she’d been in Nevermore Books, Lenore had recommended A Temple to Time. It was a recent title on the history of ancient woodland culture, a subject that Vera had mostly skipped in her schooldays. However, the beautiful cover with an illustration of a striking monument piqued her interest. It was a stone and earthworks hill called Summers End that had been built in part to function as a cosmological calendar. As a reporter, she spent so much of her attention on the present. It would be smart to learn a bit more about the past as well.
Vera was just opening the book when a memory suddenly hit her. On the morning of the day of the murder, she’d watched Stasia offer Jonah a treat on the ferry. The treat—the candied hazelnuts—had been wrapped in a white cloth of some kind. And now Vera realized that the fabric had very likely been a pawkerchief! She closed her eyes, calling up the scene again. Yes, when Jonah ate the last one, he folded up the empty cloth and tucked it into one of his pockets. What would be more natural? Whether by accident or design, it was quite possible that Jonah had had possession of the item well before anyone on that ferry reached the falls.
So at what point did the cloth leave his possession? Did he return it to Stasia? Had it been lost as he reached into his pocket, or did he pull it out unnoticed? Or had someone else nipped it, and then wrapped it around the blade?






Chapter 9
The next morning, Vera hurried to the von Beaverpelt mansion, eager to follow up with Stasia. It was so early, in fact, that even the maid looked sleepy when she opened the big front door.
“Yes?” Isla squeaked.
“Morning!” Vera said.
“Indeed it is.”
“I was hoping to speak to Stasia.”
“She’s not available, Miss Vixen. She’s generally not home to callers until eleven.”
Vera pushed past the maid in the most polite way she could. “Not a problem! I don’t mind waiting.”
“Oh, but that’s hours! And where are you going? The parlor is through the other doorway!” Isla hurried to get in front of Vera as she moved down the hall. “That way leads to the kitchen and the servants’ rooms.”
“I’m not fancy,” Vera told the maid. “Waiting in the kitchen sounds about right. I can just whip up a cup of tea while I’m sitting.” She turned a corner and saw the kitchen. It was a large room, designed to support the extravagant meals of a wealthy family, as well as the occasional entertainment for dozens of guests.
However, whether large or small, all kitchens are at their heart fairly similar. The dish soap and towels reside near the sink. Plates and bowls have a home on the shelves. And the knives are usually in a wooden block by the counter where food is prepared. The von Beaverpelt kitchen had a very large knife block of solid oak, and matching oak knife handles all jutted out from their respective slots. Except one slot, which was empty.
Vera winced, but she hurried forward to look at the remaining knives more carefully. She pulled one out, finding it to be an exact match for the one Orville had in his evidence box.
“This isn’t good,” she muttered. To the maid, she said, “Listen, you’re going to have to wake Stasia up. I need to talk to her, and fast.”
“Oh, miss, I have strict orders not to rouse the ladies unless it’s an emergency…”
“It is an emergency, Isla. It’s a matter of life and death!”
The mouse’s eyes widened, but she turned and scurried away.
While Vera waited for Stasia to emerge from her slumber, she paced the kitchen, worrying.
Then a bleary-eyed, cranky Stasia strode in, followed by Isla, who was nervously wringing her paws.
“What is going on?” Stasia demanded, surrounded by a very fluffy robe with a collar that came up to her ears. “It’s not even seven yet!”
“Sorry,” Vera said. “But trust me, this is important. When you went to Twilight Falls, did you pack a hamper of food, or bring a picnic basket along to the falls that day?”
Stasia rolled her eyes. “Well, yes, of course. I ordered a basket from Brocket’s grocery store. I picked it up on my way to the ferry.”
“Did the basket include a knife? You must have needed one to cut bread or cheese or fruit…”
“No, no. No knife. I hate fussing about with all that. I specifically ordered things that were ready to eat. That barley and grape salad they serve in the deli, two soft rolls, and a small tin of cookies. Easy!”
Vera frowned. “And you didn’t take a knife with you from the house?”
“I just told you, I didn’t need to! I only took a blanket to sit on, and a bottle of wine from the cellar. For all his faults, Daddy did get very fine vintages. And then I picked up the basket on the way to the dock. That’s all. Why?”
Vera wanted to point to the empty spot on the knife block and shout, Because a knife matching your household set was found on the riverbank after the murder! But Orville had shared the news about the evidence because he trusted her not to blare it out to the world, and she certainly couldn’t discuss it with a creature so close to the case. Still, it was so tempting to spring into action and do what she thought was expedient. Vera took a deep breath and said, “Look, Stasia, I think it would be very helpful if you would go down to the police station and talk with Chief Braun.”
“Ugh, no. I feel like I’ve talked with him quite enough already.”
“Please? We can go together. I just think…if you go voluntarily, it would look good for you. I mean, you want to make a positive appearance—”
“What’s this about appearances?” Edith asked, having popped up at the doorway to the kitchen. She wore a fine linen robe in taupe. “And speaking of that very thing, whatever are you all doing in the kitchen? This is not a proper meeting place. Miss Vixen, won’t you come to the parlor? Stasia, come, let’s finish this discussion in more dignified surroundings.”
Vera waved her off. “Never mind that! Stasia, think back and don’t hide any information just because you’re embarrassed about something. Can you tell me about what happened at Twilight Falls?”
The beaver wiped her eyes and then sank down on the chair nearest to where Vera was sitting.
“It was supposed to be such a beautiful day! Jonah was going to tell his father that we wanted to get married.”
“What!” Edith gasped.
“It was going to be a celebration,” Stasia said, ignoring her mother. “Instead, his father got angry, again, and told Jonah that he could never be with me. He could only marry an otter.”
Vera was disappointed by the narrow-mindedness of Shelby Atwater. She supposed that it was his generation, but younger creatures were dating and marrying outside their species all the time now. She said, “So it was the same argument as the one I saw by the popcorn cart.”
“It was always the same argument,” Stasia said miserably. “He was against me before he even met me! That’s how I know it wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t about me at all. I mean, Mr. Atwater wouldn’t budge an inch, no matter how Jonah tried to explain it. I’m sure that in the beginning, he assumed that the relationship wasn’t serious. But the moment Jonah mentioned the possibility of marriage to him, he just…got all salty, all the time. It upset Jonah very much.”
“Okay, so back to the argument at the falls. What did he say to his father?” Vera asked, jotting down notes.
Stasia took a deep breath and spoke. “It was just as we were all about to get off the ferry. Why did Shelby even come? Just to spoil our day, I’m sure. Jonah told his father that there was nothing he could do that would stop us from getting married. He said that we were in love and of age, and that meant we could do whatever we wanted. Mr. Atwater was furious, and he said that we would be married over his dead body!”
Oh, no, Vera thought.
“Did anyone overhear this argument?” she asked.
“I don’t know. Probably. There were a lot of folks leaving the ferry just then,” Stasia said. Vera nodded, remembering the scene the same way.
“Mrs. von Beaverpelt,” Vera said, appealing to Stasia’s mother, “I can’t tell you precisely why, but it’s very important that Stasia speak to Orville right now, or there’s a strong chance there could be a misunderstanding. Will you please tell her to go to the police station?”
Edith recoiled. “Go there? But police stations are rather…well, grubby, aren’t they?”
“Orville keeps his quite tidy,” Vera assured her (before remembering about the messy piles of trash-as-evidence she’d seen the last time).
“Well, as it happens, I’ve got to run an errand to the grocery store,” Edith said with a grudging little nod. “Since we’re awake, we may as well head into town.”
Vera was perfectly willing to add a side trip if it meant getting Stasia to the police station in a calm and unobtrusive way. She just had a bad feeling that Orville was going to do something rash. He had many fine qualities—bravery, steadfastness, and a dedication to the safety of the town. But once Orville got an idea in his head, it could be difficult to dislodge. And too many clues seemed to be swirling around Stasia.
It took a quarter hour for the two von Beaverpelts to dress, and then Vera ushered them down to the main street, hoping that most folk would be late risers and therefore would miss the spectacle of two of the town’s most well-known figures strolling into the police station.
But alas, they were not to enter the station until Edith’s errand had been completed! Unfortunately, the grocery store was already buzzing. Conveniently located on Main, it was owned by the Brockets, a local household of deer. It had been in the family for generations, and most members of the Brocket herd had worked there at one time or another. This morning, the store was rife with customers doing the daily shopping, or simply grabbing food for lunch as they headed off to work.
“All right, then,” Edith said, accepting a wicker basket from one of the employees. She pulled a shopping list from her purse and frowned at it as though it were some sort of word puzzle. “Did I write syrup for pears or syrup for bears?” she murmured while Vera tried to hold her tongue.
Just then, Stasia gasped. Vera turned to look at whatever had surprised the beaver, and then spotted Jonah Atwater in the produce section. He was holding a small basket in one paw and studying the display of tomatoes, unaware that his forbidden paramour had entered the store.
Before Vera could say anything, Stasia made a beeline for her beau.
“Stasia, this is not the best time for a tête-à-tête!” Vera muttered as she hurried after her, hoping to avoid a scene. This was not what she’d had in mind!
“Jonah,” Stasia whispered fervently as she reached the otter.
He practically jumped a foot in the air when Stasia touched his paw.
“Jonah, are you all right?” she asked. “Is there any news about your father?”
Jonah looked stricken as he answered her. “No, no body has been found. I think the police are still searching the area at Twilight Falls.”
“Listen, Vera thinks I ought to talk to Chief Braun again,” Stasia explained, gesturing to Vera. “Maybe we should tell him…”
“No! Absolutely not!” Jonah hissed.
Just then, Edith, after having been distracted by the display of fancy cheeses, noticed that Stasia was no longer by her side. She glanced around and narrowed her eyes when she saw her daughter in conversation with Jonah, Vera hovering nearby.
She strode over to the couple and addressed Stasia, completely ignoring Jonah. Vera winced as she saw the storm clouds gathering.
“Anastasia, come along!” Edith said, far too loudly. “I need you to help me, and I don’t want you associating with this creature in public!”
“Oh, nuts,” Vera muttered.
Naturally, every creature in the store stopped what they were doing to gape at the von Beaverpelts and Jonah, the key figures in the town’s newest and most upsetting drama. Vera could hear as the crowd began to whisper among themselves.
At this extremely awkward moment, the bell over the door of Brocket’s Foods tinkled, and in strode none other than Orville Braun. A hush fell over the gossiping shoppers as the large bear walked directly over to Vera and the others.
“Saw you coming down the hill,” Orville said to Edith and Stasia, his deep voice rumbling with a deceptive pleasantness, as though he was speaking one neighbor to another. “I’d hoped you were coming directly to me, but I see you’ve got other priorities.” He glanced meaningfully at the cheeses in Edith’s basket.
“I don’t recall having an appointment, Officer,” Edith said haughtily.
“No, but since we’re all here, let’s step outside, shall we?” Orville said.
The little group did so, and Vera was keenly aware of all the faces pressed against windows up and down the street.
Orville was carrying a box, which he placed on a windowsill and opened up. He explained: “I took some evidence to Dr. Broadhead last night, and he didn’t waste time. He performed several tests on this.”
Without warning, Orville produced the knife.
“Where’d you get that?” Edith gasped. “That’s one of ours! I put a complete set on my wedding registry. You’d better not lose that, Chief. It’s a very good brand, I’ll have you know…” Edith trailed off, her indignation rapidly dissipating as concern took over. “Why…why do you have that knife?” she asked in a softer tone.
“This knife was recovered near the crime scene, and I’m sorry to say that it holds faint traces of fresh blood on it. As the result of his testing, Broadhead is quite sure that it’s the blood of an otter.”
“No, no, no,” Stasia said, putting up her paws and almost turning away, until Vera reached out to steer her back toward Orville.
“One more thing. The knife was wrapped in this.” With his other paw, he flourished the white cloth, the embroidered initials clearly visible.
Since Vera had seen the evidence before, she was able to focus her attention on Edith and Stasia. Both the beavers just stared at the pawkerchief for a moment, as if it had nothing to do with them. Then Edith moaned. “No, it can’t be…”
“It can,” Orville said. “I’ve got witnesses who will attest that Stasia and Mr. Atwater bickered on more than one occasion. And witnesses who have described the shape and size of Shelby’s attacker, which match Stasia’s details.”
Vera frowned at Orville. Had he unearthed another witness, or was he referring to the very vague descriptions she’d heard with him from witnesses that night?
Orville put the evidence back in the box, then removed a pair of pawcuffs from his belt and spoke to the younger beaver in his most official tone. “Anastasia von Beaverpelt, I am sorry to inform you that you are under arrest for the murder of Shelby Atwater. I need you to come with me to the station.”
The beaver looked dazed but held out her paws so Orville could cuff her. “I don’t understand,” she said, in a way that implied she meant it.
“Orville, are you quite sure you want to do this?” Vera asked in a low voice.
He gave her a sharp look and shook his head once. Don’t get in my way, his attitude said. “I don’t want to do it, but I’ve got a responsibility. The evidence in this case is all pointing to one creature. And she’s right here.”
“Can I talk to Jonah? I really want to talk to Jonah,” Stasia said, blinking.
“Later,” Orville said, not unkindly. “For now, you have to talk to me.”
Edith, however, blocked his way.
“What do you think you are doing? She’s completely innocent! She’s done nothing wrong! I’ll put the law on you!” she added, momentarily forgetting that Orville represented the law.
“Good idea, Mrs. von B,” he told her. “You ought to send a lawyer over to the station as soon as possible. I won’t question Stasia until a family attorney arrives.”
“Chief Braun, you won’t question her at all! Do you understand how this will look? What this will do to our name? To Stasia’s future?”
“I’m sorry, Mrs. von Beaverpelt,” the police bear replied in his low rumble of a voice. “But this is what the law requires. There’s been a murder, and Anastasia von Beaverpelt is the prime suspect.”






Chapter 10
The news of Stasia von Beaverpelt’s arrest was going to go around town like wildfire, but Vera knew in her bones that something stank about this case. She allowed Orville to lead Stasia off to the police station without further argument, and then told Edith that she ought to return the (unpaid-for) cheeses to the store and go find the family lawyer instead. After depositing her basket at the front entrance, Edith was off like lightning.
This left Vera standing alone, bewildered and frustrated.
Whenever Vera was upset, she craved order, comfort, and intelligence. Thus, her path took her directly to the bookstore.
She pushed open the door to Nevermore Books and inhaled the smell of paper and board and ink. Despite her mood, she automatically smiled—the aroma of books was subtle but unmistakable, and always meant something good ahead. Unfortunately, Lenore was busy helping another customer. Fredericka Bellwether was purchasing a stack of books for young readers. So Vera browsed the tables in the middle of the store, which displayed new releases and popular titles.
Her attention was captured by a cover depicting a rabbit wearing a silk cape and holding a top hat in one paw while pulling a massive bouquet of flowers out of it with the other paw. The title proclaimed the rabbit to be Auguste Lapin, the Conjuring Coney. Vera had a vague recollection of the name, a famous magician from decades ago. Apparently, he was famous enough to warrant a biography, and a rather weighty one at that. She flipped through the book, stopping to study a few pictures and illustrations more closely.
Thus, it took a few moments for Vera to realize that Lenore and the sheep were not talking about books, but rather about something that had happened the previous evening.
“I thought my eyes were playing tricks on me,” Fredericka was saying. “Normally, I’m not at all concerned about walking in the evenings. But even before I saw it, I’d been feeling a bit nervous that night.”
“Saw what?” Vera asked, having drifted a little closer to the register.
The sheep turned to Vera. “I’m not even sure. It was just a sort of shadowy…shadow. You know when you see something out of the corner of your eye? It was like that, but directly ahead of me, while I was walking on Walnut Street.”
“Was it a figure? Or a shadow cast from something else, like a bird flying overhead?”
“Not a bird,” the sheep said firmly. “I actually looked up right after, and the sky was clear.”
“Where was the shadow?”
“Near the grocery store, but by the time I got to the store, there was nothing.”
Lenore nodded. “I was just saying to Freddie that when I was closing up the shop last night, I got the feeling I was being watched. I turned around after locking the door, and just for a moment, I thought I saw someone lurking on the other side of the street.”
“You know,” Vera admitted, “I was talking to Gladys yesterday, and she was saying something about folks seeing a ghost around.”
“Bah!” the sheep said. “That’s a lot of nonsense. Ghosts aren’t real.”
“I wish they were,” Lenore added, “but alas, I’ve never seen evidence of them. No, I have to say that what I saw seemed quite mundane, if a little creepy.”
“Maybe Lefty is back in town?” Vera mused.
“Lefty doesn’t bother to hide in the shadows,” Lenore retorted.
Not to mention that Lefty didn’t exactly inspire fear among the townsfolk, Vera reflected. Lenore rang up Freddie’s purchases and bid her a good day. When the sheep left the store, she turned her full attention to Vera.
“So what’s happening? You’ve got a newsy look on your face.”
Vera sighed. “Orville arrested Stasia von Beaverpelt for the murder of Shelby Atwater.”
“Ooof. And I take it you don’t think he ought to have done that.”
“All the evidence is circumstantial!”
“But there is evidence,” Lenore said, pouncing on the word.
“Yes. A knife that might well be the murder weapon, wrapped in a cloth embroidered with AvB.”
“And Stasia’s alibi is flimsy at best,” Lenore added. “Only Jonah can verify it, and he isn’t exactly objective.”
“But he surely wouldn’t support Stasia if he thought she killed his own father,” Vera said.
Lenore shrugged. “Love’s a funny thing. A twitterpated creature might decide to throw all their good sense aside to follow their heart. Awful,” she added with a shudder. (Lenore was not the romantic type.)
“I wish we knew something about the creature Shelby was fighting with!” Vera burst out. “Investigating this crime is like trying to put mist in a bottle.”
“Only Shelby could say for sure, and I very much doubt that he survived that fall. No one ever has.”
Vera shook her head. “Anyway, Orville ought to be more careful. He’s going to get into trouble if it turns out he’s arrested an innocent creature. Plus, you can be sure that Edith is going to hire the meanest lawyer she can find to defend Stasia and rip Orville’s career to shreds.”
“Well,” Lenore said practically. “If he makes mistakes like that, he should lose his position. Say what you will about his predecessor, at least he never made false arrests.”
“Meade never made any arrests. He barely worked.”
“Hey, I didn’t say he was perfect,” the raven cawed. “So does this mean you’re going to dive into the case on your own?”
“Some folks would say I’m too involved already,” Vera demurred. “Anyway, I have two more articles to write and I also have to cover the Apple Blossom Walk. Oh, no! I just realized that Edith is the host of the event! How is she going to be able to do that while Stasia’s behind bars?”
“That’s Edith’s problem,” said Lenore, sweeping her wing to symbolically push the concept away. “But I’m guessing that soon enough, you’ll be getting your paws dirty with it, too. I know you, Vera. You can’t turn away from a mystery.”
Vera refused to admit her friend might be right, but she didn’t have any more time to argue. “I want to buy this, but then I’ve got to get back to work,” she said, handing Lenore the book about Lapin to ring up. “BW will be jumping on my desk if he doesn’t see another article about the falls incident by the end of the day.”
After paying, she trotted down the street from the bookstore toward the newspaper offices. Even though it was only a short distance, Vera crossed paths with several townsfolk, and most of them had something to say about the murder.
The elderly ferret Mr. Innes told her, “Did you hear that Stasia’s been arrested for killing Shelby? Shocking, isn’t it? But then, she was always a spoiled brat. I guess that’s what happens when she doesn’t get her way!” He seemed to be rather smug about this turn of events.
Then she saw Mr. Unterwald, who was planting some phlox around the base of one of the lampposts as part of a civic drive to beautify the streets. “Miss Vixen,” he greeted her with a solemn look as he brushed dirt from his paws. “Quite a commotion at Brocket’s store today. The young von Beaverpelt daughter, was it? Seems incredible. Can’t picture her doing something so…” He paused, hunting for the word he wanted.
“Violent?” Vera suggested.
“No, that’s not quite it. Active!” he declared. “Wouldn’t have thought she’d do something so active. Not that I know the von Beaverpelts well at all, but from what I know of them, Edith is the force—serving on all those boards and watching over the sawmill business after she lost her husband. Always moving here and there. The daughters seemed to only move toward a shop, and then not before lunchtime.” He sighed. “Let the world come to them.”
“Well, Esme got a job,” Vera pointed out.
“True. But no one saw that coming, did they? And now Miss Stasia did something else no one saw coming. For such a quiet town, we have some loud shocks.”
“We do at that,” Vera agreed. “But I don’t think we’ve heard the loudest shock in this case yet.”
She continued on, sad to leave the bright sunshine of the early spring day behind for the cramped and crowded bustle of the Herald’s office. Vera got to her desk, and soon buried herself in the many tasks that all seemed to pile up the moment one turned one’s head away.
For some unfathomable reason, she’d previously agreed to manage the community calendar of events that appeared in the paper every month. Most of the time these were things like bake sales for the elementary school and annual village festivals. But occasionally there were one-off events, and each required Vera to expend a surprising amount of effort confirming details before the event could be printed.
The big happening coming up at the moment was the Apple Blossom Walk, of course, so Vera wrote an article covering some of the details that attendees would need to know. As the reporter was reading over her copy, Barry Greenfield popped by her desk.
“Vera,” the rabbit said excitedly, “you’ve got visitors!” It was not clear whether his excitement was because of the identity of the visitors in question or simply because of the rarity of visitors at the Herald’s offices.
Before the fox could ask her colleague what he meant, he was ushering two beavers into Vera’s tiny space, which was not even a proper office. Vera was taken aback—Edith and Esme von Beaverpelt, here? Edith was not the type to come calling. She always summoned visitors to her mansion.
“Um, hello?” Vera said, not quite ready for guests.
“Hi, Vera,” Esme greeted her friend. “I hope we’re not interrupting your work. But Mama wanted to ask you something rather particular.”
“What can I help you with?” But even as Vera spoke, she became aware of the many sets of eyes and ears all honed to catch the slightest hint of gossip. “Actually, you know what? I think a little walk would be very good for us all. Let’s talk outside.”
Esme nodded quickly, having noticed the same thing Vera had. She said, “Good idea. Come on, Mama.”
Vera led the beavers away from the busy office, catching a disgusted look from Barry as she did so. Well, scoops didn’t come free!
Back out on the street, Esme suggested a stroll to the little park in front of the town hall. They walked that way, and soon settled on a wooden bench under a large elm that had yet to leaf out. The half-unfurled tree created a faint, lacy shadow on the ground, nothing like the deep shade it would provide in summer.
Edith looked distraught, twisting her paws together as she spoke.
“Vera, you have to help us! This morning’s arrest was a mistake. My Stasia is innocent! She would never do anything so gauche as commit murder. Her father and I raised her better than that. She knows that I am counting on her to marry a rich beaver and save the family fortune. She wouldn’t jeopardize her future by getting her paws dirty in this sordid otter situation. You simply have to investigate and prove her innocence!” The beaver matriarch babbled all this without taking a breath.
Vera blinked, trying to absorb the considerable load of assumptions Edith had just shoveled at her.
Esme patted her mother’s paw to calm her and then made her own plea, at a much lower volume. “I know that Stasia didn’t do this, Vera. She’s my twin, and we’ve always been very closely connected. Trust me, I could sense if she was feeling a murderous rage. She never gets that worked up about anything, unless another creature is wearing the same hat as she is.”
“I’m sure you feel strongly about this, but feelings won’t…”
“I’ve got more than feelings!” Esme added. “I’ve got evidence. Well, sort of. Listen, Stasia swiped one of my outfits to wear to her picnic with Jonah that day. She replaced it in my closet after she had worn it, hoping I wouldn’t notice. Of course, I did notice. However, it wasn’t wet! If Stasia had fought with Shelby Atwater at the falls, in the river current, her clothes would have gotten dirty, and at a minimum, they’d have water stains. The dress only had some creases and grass stains from being worn all day.”
Vera nodded slowly, taking notes in her little book. While Edith’s diatribe had been mostly blather, Esme’s statements made sense. Stasia’s clothes would have most certainly been sopping wet if she had been the second creature in the river as she tried to drown Shelby Atwater at the top of the falls.
“Can you put that outfit aside in a safe place? I’ll want to see it so I can ask folks if that’s the outfit they remember her wearing.”
“Already taken care of. I put a fresh sheet over the hanger to keep everything just as I found it.”
“Good.” After she jotted down the last note, Vera took off her glasses and looked soberly at the others. “As it happens, I believe you. I’ll look into the situation. But as you know, Orville is the law enforcement in this town. He had his reasons for arresting her. Plus, there’s some hard evidence that has yet to be explained. I can’t promise you anything, but I’ll do what I can.”
Edith opened her mouth to say more, but Esme jumped to respond first. “Thank you so much, Vera. We look forward to hearing from you.” Then she took her mother’s paw to escort her home.
“Wait, one quick thing!” Vera said, halting them. “Edith, I assume you’ve contacted an attorney.”
“I certainly did! Sent a wingmail down to the city the moment I could get to the messenger office. There’s an excellent law firm that has served my side of the family for years. I expect they’ll respond immediately and dispatch one of their best to come upriver. They’ll arrive in a few days at most.”
Vera frowned. That meant she had only a few days to get to the bottom of the crime. If she could sort out the clues and discover who’d actually shoved Shelby off the edge, then Orville could release Stasia and bring in the real killer, all without a big legal battle.
“Okay, let me know when the attorney is here. Meanwhile, I’m going to do my best to investigate.”






Chapter 11
Vera watched Edith and Esme go, touched by their conviction that Stasia had been wrongly accused. Then she sat back down on the bench, suddenly rather wiped out. The breeze tumbling past her nose was fresh and green and bursting with springtime’s promise, but she was unable to appreciate the glory of it.
This case was becoming more and more complicated. She knew that Orville had not thought to check the clothing that Stasia had been wearing that day. He was building a case against the beaver, but there were giant holes in it. It was only fair to share with him her news about what Esme told her about Stasia’s dress. The police station was practically across the street, so she went there.
“Oh, hi, Vera,” Orville said when she walked in. “I’m afraid you can’t interview Stasia. It’s in the rules.” With a massive paw, he patted the large tome on his desk.
Orville might need some softening up before I reveal this new evidence, she thought. Out loud, she said, “Actually, I was going to ask you if you wanted to come over for dinner tonight. My place?”
He brightened. “Sounds great. I can pick up food from the Bamboo Patch on my way over.”
Then, curious to know Stasia’s state of mind, Vera glanced toward the short hallway where the jail cells lay. “I don’t suppose I could just see Stasia. As a friend? I’d like to tell her that her mother and sister are thinking of her. I’ve just come from talking to them.”
“Er, I suppose,” Orville said. “But no reporter business, understand?”
Vera nodded and moved quickly to the cells. She stopped in surprise when she saw Stasia lounging on what looked like quite a comfortable, even plush, cot.
“Stasia?” she asked. “Did you get a jail cell upgrade?”
The beaver rolled her eyes. “Are you implying this is good? I am miserable! Have you seen Jonah? How did he take the news? What about my family?”
“Esme and your mother are both very worried about you, but they’re confident that it won’t be long until you’re released.”
“I hope not! Someone needs to watch over Jonah. He’s devastated. What’s happening to him is the real crime.”
“Okay, enough chitchat,” Orville interjected, appearing in the hall. “Vera, this way, please.”
“Any more luck at the crime scene?” Vera asked, following him back to his desk.
“Nothing interesting enough for a news article,” Orville replied wryly. “I’ve got a good crew of volunteers keeping watch on the area. After we determined that Shelby hadn’t washed ashore alive, most of them remained in place to make sure nothing was tampered with, and that no one suspicious visited the area.”
“I imagine that not many folks will want to visit the falls now.”
“You kidding? It’s going to be a bigger attraction than ever. Probably creatures will start a legend about it. Have you heard that folks are talking about some ghost now? Ridiculous.”
“I’ve heard it, but I don’t believe it,” she said. Since she’d rather discuss facts than ghost stories, Vera felt that she ought to broach the subject of Stasia’s un-water-stained outfit.
But then the front door opened again, and a most unexpected figure walked in. Lefty!
Orville’s eyes went immediately to the corkboard on the wall, the one with all the latest bulletins and wanted posters. Vera’s gaze followed, and she was surprised when she realized Lefty’s face wasn’t up there at the moment. Most of the time the raccoon’s image was prominently displayed, along with a string of the petty and often nonsensical crimes he tended to be responsible for. There wasn’t much Lefty wouldn’t try to steal or run up a profit on: pecans that had “fallen” off a barge coming from downriver, extra-fine cherry boards cut at the sawmill and “left too close to the burn pit,” and even pints of raspberries secretly harvested from Cold Clay Orchards (“They were going to rot! I had to sell them! It was a community service!”).
“Lefty,” Orville said. “This is a surprise, you coming in here of your own free will. What’s going on?”
“What’s going on is a travesty. An abomination. A…crime!” Lefty was so mad he could barely speak. “I’ve never been so offended!”
“Uh, what happened?” Orville asked, throwing a confused look at Vera, who just shrugged. She had no idea what Lefty was so riled up about, even though she usually got the early scoop on most gossip.
“Theft happened, Chief! A robbery happened. Several robberies!”
“Great, are you finally confessing?” Orville asked.
“No! You don’t understand! I’m the victim here!”
“Wait,” Vera interjected. “You’re saying someone stole from you?”
“Yes, that’s exactly what I’m saying! Why is that so hard to understand?”
Orville took a deep breath, then another. His jaw moved a few times, but he said nothing. Then finally, he stood up.
“Vera, can you just jot down the particulars…I’ll be right back.” He moved off toward the hallway where the cells were. Vera was fairly certain he had to stifle his howling laughter in the mattress of the spare cell’s cot.
“Okay, Lefty,” she said, “let’s get started. You want to report a theft. When did this theft occur?”
“It must have happened when I was on my vacation with Rhonda. I got back to my place last night and noticed that my window had been jimmied open.”
“The window of your rented room in the boardinghouse?” Vera had been to Lefty’s digs before.
“Yeah! Someone had been in my place. Slept in my bed, took all my food from the cupboard. So rude. They got the last jar of the peach jam from Cold Clay. I was saving it up till the next batches are available this summer!”
“Gosh, I’m sorry to hear that. Anything else taken? Any valuables that might have just happened to be lying around your place?”
Orville returned, his expression once again under control.
Lefty narrowed his eyes. “You joking, Vixen?”
“Never!” Vera replied with all the sincerity she could. “Just trying to get a complete picture.”
“Well, as a matter of fact, a whole coil of rope is gone. I had been keeping it dry until I needed it for a…er, boating trip next week.” Lefty coughed, avoiding Orville’s gaze. “But when I checked over the whole room, it was gone.”
“Peach jam, coil of rope. Anything else?” Orville asked.
Lefty sighed. “Look, I know you’ve got more serious crimes to deal with, Chief. You’ve got to catch the killer of Shelby Atwater. That’s the most important thing.”
Vera perked up. “Did you know Shelby?”
“Oh, sure. We go way back, and he was always hanging out along River Street, on account of the office being there. Not that the Atwaters did any business at the shop. They only kept some of the tools and whatnot there. It’s more of a storage shed than an office, not even anything worth stealing in there, not that I would stoop so low!”
“Of course not,” she murmured.
“And Atwater used to do a lot of the behind-the-scenes work for the theater,” Lefty continued. “He was so good at all that. The lighting, the sets, even some props. He was clever on a budget, which they needed. Callie does her best, but there’s just not a lot of money in the arts. Shelby could whip up pretty much anything with just cloth and wood and wire. He built the ship they used for The Pirate Queen with just a wooden frame and old sheets. Amazing.” Lefty shook his head. “It’s not fair, is it? I’d like to get my paws on whoever did him in.”
“I arrested Stasia von Beaverpelt,” Orville told him.
Lefty snorted. “Oh, please. She couldn’t learn to be a killer even if she paid for a course on how to do it.”
Vera agreed wholeheartedly, though she didn’t say that out loud.
“Have you got evidence that incriminates anyone else, Lefty?” Orville asked.
“You’re the cop, don’t ask me to do your job for you!” Then his expression changed. “But, oh yeah, if you can locate any of those items stolen from me, I’d sure appreciate it.”
Orville gave him a solemn look. “I’ll get right on that, Lefty.”



Although her workday was almost over, Vera decided to head to the residence of Ms. Standish to have a quick word about the literal local drama. She wanted to ask the director what she knew about Shelby Atwater.
The reporter found the address, a small home tucked away on Alder Lane. She knocked politely and stepped back to wait.
A vole opened the door. She wore tiny spectacles and carried a rolled-up script in one paw. “Why, hello. Can I help you?”
“Do you have time for a chat, Ms. Standish?” Vera asked. “My name is Vera Vixen, and I have a few questions about the theater.”
“Why, certainly,” the vole responded. “If you want to step around to the back, you can join me for a little snack. I find I think better on a full stomach.”
Already feeling that she and the vole were kindred spirits, Vera followed.
The backyard featured an area paved with flat fieldstones, and upon this civilized base sat a wrought-iron table and a few chairs. Vera took one and the vole seated herself at another. The table held a tray with small sandwiches and bits of cheese, dried fruits, and nuts. A teapot stood nearby, steam curling out of the spout in a question mark.
The fox prepared to put her metaphorical cards on the table. “Calliope—”
“Oh, call me Callie. Everyone does. Calliope is a mouthful, and my mother never even gave a good reason for why she chose it!”
“Callie, then. I’m really hoping that you can tell me something about Shelby Atwater. I understand he volunteered for the theater by making props and sets.”
“That’s true. Shelby was a very dedicated volunteer, and he was also extremely skilled. He’ll be a big loss to the theater. He was building the set of Ah, Wilderness! when he passed. I’m honestly not sure if we’ll be able to complete his work before the opening. Oh, well. We’ll figure something out. Minimalism could be striking, I suppose. Take some of those nuts, dear, they’re delicious.”
Vera scooped up several. “Wow, so you must have gotten to know Shelby pretty well over the years. Any fun stories you could share, you know, as a sort of remembrance for him in the paper?”
“Absolutely! I could go on all day. Let’s see, one thing that I don’t think many folks know about Shelby is that in his youth, he was apprenticed to a very famous magician. This was back in the old days of vaudeville, when folks like magicians and musicians and actors and dancers would travel all over. You’ve probably heard of the great Auguste Lapin?”
“I have!” Vera responded, thinking of the book she had just purchased. “Very recently, in fact.”
“Shelby worked for him,” Callie said. “He did all the carpentry: setting up the stages and fixing the props and whatnot. Lapin could do anything: guess what card you had, make creatures disappear, and pull a ferret out of a fedora, or a fedora out of a ferret—can’t remember which, but surprising either way.”
“I’ll bet,” Vera murmured, after taking a sip of tea.
“Anyway, Shelby always said that those years were the best of his life…till he met his wife and they had Jonah.” Callie shook her head sadly. “Poor Jonah. First losing his mum to sickness when he was young, and now his dad. Not fair.”
Vera was taking notes while Callie was talking, and she found all the details to be extremely interesting. A glimmering—a faint, hazy glimmering—about what might have occurred at the top of the falls was forming in her brain, but she needed to be alone to fully work it out.
She thanked Callie for her information and sincerely promised to attend one of the theater group’s next performances of Ah, Wilderness!, whether there was a set on the stage or not.
After her day of work, the fox rushed home to tidy up her den before company arrived. There were papers and books all over the floor by her easy chair. It was a constant struggle to keep things neat when one worked full-time outside the home. Vera did not envy the von Beaverpelts for the most part, but she sometimes imagined that it would be nice to have someone else to do the cleaning for her.
A sharp knock on the door alerted her to Orville’s presence. She hurried to let him in, breathing in the delightful scent of Sun Li’s orange tofu, one of her favorite dishes. She loved that Orville knew what she liked to eat and made a special effort to get it for her.
Vera had set her small kitchen table with plates and cutlery. She had also set out glasses of water for her guest and herself. It was so nice of Orville to bring a fully prepared meal so that they could both concentrate on the case.
Orville took a large helping of steamed rice and spooned some of the tofu dish on top. He put a big bite in his mouth and started chewing. As Vera heaped her own plate with food, she decided that this was the time to tell him about her guests that afternoon. She really thought that Esme’s statement about Stasia’s wet clothes was important.
“I had some visitors at the office today,” she began, sipping her water as she watched Orville eat rapturously. “Edith and Esme von Beaverpelt came to see me. Esme had some interesting things to say about her sister and the day of the possible murder. And Edith has hired an attorney from what I’m sure is a very expensive firm.”
“How is she managing that?” Orville asked. “I thought the family lost all its money thanks to Reggie’s foolishness.”
“Edith is too smart for that. True, the von Beaverpelt clan has much less money than it did, but that’s just forced Edith to make some choices about where to spend it. Have you noticed the mansion is starting to go to seed a bit?”
He nodded. “I did. I thought they were broke.”
“Not quite. But she was used to having everything,” Vera explained. “And when folks who had everything now only have something, they feel like they have nothing. That’s when it gets ugly. Also, I think she’s caught up in the sawmill’s business, even with Howard doing the day-to-day management. She doesn’t have as much time for redecorating.”
“So she’s paying for an attorney to prove me wrong about Stasia, no matter what the evidence says.”
“Well, speaking of evidence, I learned some new facts today.” As Vera relayed what Esme had told her about the outfit that Stasia was wearing that day, she watched Orville closely.
He did not appear to be impressed with this clue. He swallowed a mouthful of food and then replied, “What does it matter what Stasia was wearing? She could have brought some dry clothes with her and changed after she pushed Shelby off the falls.”
Vera was surprised that Orville had dismissed the information about the dress so readily. She tried to make him understand the significance of what Esme had observed. She said, “It’s not like that, Orville. The outfit that Stasia had chosen to wear was unique. Unlike most creatures, the von Beaverpelts have always prided themselves on wearing haute couture. If Stasia had changed her ensemble after the incident with the otter, other creatures would have noticed.”
As Vera finished her explanation, she thought she saw the police bear roll his eyes.
“Not everyone cares about those things,” he said.
Now that was truly unforgivable! She could feel her blood pressure increase. “If you don’t think my opinion is worth anything, Chief Braun, then why did you come over here to listen to it?”
Orville seemed to realize that he had crossed a line. “Vera, honey,” he said in a tone meant to placate the angry fox.
“Don’t you ‘honey’ me,” Vera snapped. “In fact, I believe I’m done helping you. You can just solve this case on your own.”
“Then I’ll do that, since it’s my job.” Suddenly, Orville stood up, towering over the table and making Vera’s whole cozy home feel cramped. His expression closed to one of wary, wounded pride. “Good night, Miss Vixen.”
And without another word, Orville stomped out of Vera’s cottage. After he left, Vera remained sitting for a moment, too furious to move.
One of the things that she (had!) liked the most about Orville was that he respected her opinion and liked to hear her views on certain topics because they were different from his own. But he certainly wasn’t listening now.
Ugh, Orville was going in the wrong direction with his investigation, but he didn’t want to admit it. His arrogance would cost him, but it might cost some innocent creatures even more. She sprang up, thinking that she’d follow Orville to give him a few choice words to think about overnight. His ears would burn so hot he’d be lucky to sleep at all!
“I don’t know who he thinks he is,” she muttered to herself, seizing a hooded knit wrap to keep off the chill. “Just because he didn’t think of it himself, he doesn’t think it’s worth anything. Big lummox!”
It wasn’t difficult to pick up Orville’s path, even after a slight delay. He was moving toward the police station. He looked over his shoulder, alert at first, and then with irritation as he saw her.
“Why are you going to the station instead of home?” she asked, wondering if he had evidence he hadn’t mentioned before.
“I was too annoyed to go anywhere else,” he growled back.
“Annoyed because I’m right?”
Orville sighed as he opened the door to the station. “I know you’re smart—and I admire your intelligence…most of the time. But it does come with a tendency to poke your cute little snout into every corner.”
“I’ll do whatever needs to be done,” she retorted, following him inside. A lamp burned low in the main room, casting a warm glow over the wooden furniture and floor. She continued, “And I have to do it, because you’re going off track with this investigation.”
“Keep your voice down,” he warned. “Or do you want the prisoner to overhear?”
“Why not? It concerns her. It’s a vital clue!”
Orville huffed, then said, “Just because Esme told you Stasia’s outfit wasn’t dirty? Esme’s hardly an objective witness. Of course she’d lie to save her sister from jail.” Orville glanced down the hallway to the cells but didn’t actually walk into the area, to avoid riling Stasia up.
He shut the hall door quietly, then shook his head. “Vera, you’re just too excited for a good story. It makes you look for a complicated solution when a simple one works just as well.”
“Simple?” Vera asked. “Spoiled brat ex-heiress tosses reluctant father-in-law off waterfall? That’s not simple, it’s ugly.”
“It is ugly,” he said, more gently. “But what matters is that it’s straightforward. I don’t believe that the denizens of Shady Hollow spend months plotting complicated, nefarious schemes to frame others.”
“Even if ‘others’ is Stasia von Beaverpelt?” Vera pushed.
“She’s not exactly a charmer, I’ll admit. Some folks around here might want to frame her for something just to see her get taken down a peg or two. But they wouldn’t do anything about it!” he said.
While this conversation had been going on, Orville was restlessly tidying the notes and papers on his desk. She noticed that he looked rather worn out, and she felt a little bit bad for arguing with him.
“All right, no more to be done tonight,” he said, looking around. He ushered Vera out of the station, locking the doors once again.
“Silly to lock any door in Shady Hollow,” Vera muttered, her mood dour. She remembered the few times before when local sentiment had favored locking up—it was always in the wake of a violent crime. Vera hated to see the community warped by fear.
“I’ve always thought that locking the police station was unnecessary,” Orville said, “but rules are rules. And if the officers of the law don’t follow the rules, really what’s the point of having them?”
And that was Orville in a nutshell, Vera thought.
He turned to the street, which was quiet and starting to fill with the soft shadows of evening. Funny how the sky was still light—a wash of gentle blue just deepening into twilight—while the world below was growing so dark that signs could no longer be read, and the few passing figures had turned to silhouettes, just outlines with no definition. It put Vera in mind of the murder once more—that long, horrible moment watching Shelby struggle with his attacker, the setting sun stealing the precious detail from the scene.
Orville was saying, “Come on, you can join me on my last round until we reach your house again.”
“I’m perfectly capable of seeing myself home,” she retorted, nevertheless tagging along.
“I’m well aware,” he muttered.
A moment later, Orville nodded to Mr. Brocket, who was closing the grocery store, and strolled on, offering greetings and friendly words to those he met. All the replies were polite, but there was still an undercurrent of tension in the populace that Vera could almost touch.
Over and over, she heard variations of:
“Oh, it’s you, Chief Braun. Yes, good evening indeed!”
and:
“My goodness, isn’t it nice to see you on the street, Officer!”
It’s as if everyone’s just happy to not be set upon, Vera decided. A week ago, no one would have thought twice about an evening stroll!
“Folks are on edge,” she admitted, once they were alone again.
“Yup, and the reports of a ghost around aren’t helping,” Orville added with a worried frown.
“You can’t believe all that ghost nonsense.”
“I don’t, but what matters is that other creatures do,” Orville said. “I hear reports every day from the previous night. So I figure it can’t hurt to patrol a bit more, especially in the darker hours.”
Vera said, “You really do need a deputy to—”
Just then they heard a thud in the distance, as if someone had dropped something heavy.
“What was that?” Vera asked, trying to decide where it came from.
“Not sure.” He moved more purposefully, and Vera kept close. Turning a corner, they spotted the bright red popcorn truck, still quite noticeable in the deepening night. Next to it was a lump of…hedgehog?
“Muriel?” Vera guessed, fear hitting her in the stomach.
Vera and Orville hurried toward the cart. Just as they reached the prone figure, Muriel moaned and uncurled herself from the defensive position she’d taken. As she did so, a metal box dropped to the ground next to her.
“Ms. Lodge? Are you all right? What happened?” Orville gently helped her to a standing position.
The hedgehog was shaking her head, as if to clear it from a blow. “What happened, Chief, is that some creature attacked me!”
“What, just now?” Vera asked, alarmed. “Did you get a good look at who it might have been?”
Muriel shook her head. “No. I was just closing up the cart for the night, and I saw someone moving toward me out of the corner of my eye. So I called out a hello and was about to explain that I didn’t have any more popcorn to sell, but I planned to be near the school tomorrow. But I barely got a word out when the creature rushed up and tried to hit me! Of course, I rolled up immediately and got out of the way, but they got in a bit of a jab.” She winced as she patted her side with one paw.
Not as many jabs as Muriel could offer, with all those prickles, Vera thought. “So you think this creature was after money?”
“Must have been! What other reason could there be? But as it happened, I had just taken the cashbox out of its cabinet, and I was holding it when they rushed me. I clonked them a good one before I tucked the box up against me when I curled up. No way they were getting it! I think they must have realized that after a second, and they took off in a different direction.”
Orville looked very serious. “This creature…any chance it was a raccoon?”
“Oh, no,” the hedgehog replied. “I’ve met Lefty. He’s a big fan of the caramel corn. It definitely wasn’t him. Moved much faster, and was maybe taller, though I couldn’t see much on account of the hooded thingummy it was wearing. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was this ghost everyone’s been seeing!”
Orville moved past Muriel to examine the cart more closely. It had special doors that could be locked so that it didn’t have to be moved every night. “Do you have a routine? Maybe the creature was watching you closely, waiting for the right moment.”
Muriel said, “I do the same thing every night. I put everything away, make sure the popper is cool, dispose of any unsold popcorn, and then close the outer panels and lock up. I take the cashbox home with me, but the cart can stay on the streets. It’s locked up quite well, and I’ve never had any problems. Until now.”
“Such an attack is very rare, I assure you,” Orville said.
Vera noted, “Scant comfort to a creature who was just attacked!”
They both happened to look down at the cashbox. There was some dark fur and blood on the corner.
Hoping that this meant there could be a trail, Vera quickly bent low to the ground, hunting for any additional drops of blood, or tufts of fur, and called for the other two to help her. However, a few minutes of diligent searching by all three turned up nothing.
“Well,” said Orville. “It was worth a try. I guess the only clue to the identity of the attacker is what’s on this box.”
Muriel regarded the box with distaste. “Ugh. I suppose this is evidence.”
“Indeed,” said Orville. “If you don’t mind, can you remove the cash and put it in a bag? I’ll take the box for examination and then return it to you as soon as I’m done.”
“Yes, please.” She used a tiny brass key to open the box and pulled out the money, carefully placing it in one of the folded paper bags that usually got filled with popcorn.
“Okay,” said Orville. “Let’s lock this cart up and we’ll walk you home tonight. I’m sure you scared the attacker off, but no sense taking chances.”
“I have always felt perfectly safe in Shady Hollow,” the hedgehog said, “but it never hurts to be cautious, so I try to get back to my burrow before it gets completely dark. I always keep that one lantern lit. It’s detachable so I can use it to light my way home. I’d turned the wick up only a moment before the attack.” She picked up the aforementioned lantern and held it up, so it spilled out a little pool of light in the gathering gloom.
Orville and Vera escorted Ms. Lodge the short way to her burrow. Vera kept quiet, trying to think of a topic that wouldn’t upset the hedgehog further. “I think you must have started up just after the winter holidays. Is business good, for the most part?”
“Not too bad,” Muriel admitted. “I aim to make as much money as I can before the novelty of caramel popcorn wears off.”
“I don’t think that will happen for quite a while,” Vera assured her. “But are you thinking about doing something else in the future, like setting up a permanent shop?”
“Who knows?”
Vera considered this response to be a little blasé, but then again, Muriel couldn’t be expected to present a business plan just after being assaulted by a ghost.
“What brought you to Shady Hollow?” Orville asked, in what Vera recognized as his trying to be casual tone. “Do you have roots here? Or old friends?”
“No!” Muriel replied quickly. “Just heard about it and decided that it would be a good place to try.”
“And since you’ve come here, you haven’t had any unpleasant interactions with anyone? I mean, just to eliminate the possibility of this attack being motivated by something besides theft.”
“I like pretty much everyone, Chief,” she said. “Being a good neighbor is good business. I certainly don’t set out to make enemies! And I don’t believe in ghosts!” she added, though no one had asked her that specifically.
At that point, Muriel stepped off the street and turned the corner to reach the small field where her burrow was located. “Well, here I am. Thank you for the company, Chief Braun, Miss Vixen. Very kind of you both and I do appreciate it.”
“I’m sorry I wasn’t there sooner,” Orville replied. “You try to relax tonight, but if you could come by the station tomorrow and give a statement, that would be very helpful. With luck, I’ll be able to return your cashbox then.”
“Cleaned, I hope,” Muriel said with a shudder. “Good night!”
Orville held the box in one paw as he and Vera made their way back to the police station.
“That was odd,” Vera said, her mind now fully on the recent attack instead of musing on Stasia’s involuntary confinement. “Good thing this so-called ghost didn’t make off with the money.”
“Lucky,” he agreed. “I’ll walk you home in a moment. Let me just drop the box at the station for now and examine it properly in the morning.”
“I’m still mad at you,” Vera said quickly, though in fact she’d temporarily forgotten her pique after the attack on Muriel.
“Noted,” Orville said. “As if solving a murder wasn’t enough! Now I’ve Lefty’s imaginary burglar on the docket, plus a ghost with a vendetta against the popcorn seller! And a certain fox is displeased with my work.”
“Sounds like you need to sleep.”
“What I need and what the town needs are two different things, Miss Vixen. And the town’s needs outweigh my own.”






Chapter 12
The next morning, Vera woke early and made her way to the police station. The attack on Muriel Lodge probably didn’t have anything to do with Shelby’s murder, but all the same, she didn’t like this larcenous “ghost” hanging about town.
She was surprised to see the station door already open, with cheerful light beaming out of the windows and over the threshold. Orville looked unsurprised to see her, and in fact gestured for her to take a seat at the desk, where a mug of coffee sat steaming, accompanied by a soft bun dripping with icing.
“Where’d the coffee come from?” she asked warily.
“Same place as the bun. You know, you’re pretty bad at accepting a peace offering.”
In reply, Vera merely sipped the coffee, which was, of course, from Joe’s. “It’s good,” she said after she put the mug down again. “Did you examine the box yet?”
“Figured I’d wait, since you’d just pester me for details anyway.”
“Very true,” she agreed before taking a bite of the bun. Under the icing, the bread was rich with cardamom, and she closed her eyes for a moment to savor the warm spice. “Okay, this is a peace offering. Now let’s get to work.”
“So we’re back to let’s, are we?”
She winked. “For now.”
Orville unlocked the drawer in his desk and pulled out the cashbox, placing it on top of the felt blotter, well out of range of any crumbs.
As far as Vera could tell, the box was perfectly ordinary. Metal, with a small but sturdy lock. It would hold a few days’ worth of popcorn profits, but no more—not a great prize for a thief with ambition.
Orville leaned closer, grabbing the large magnifying glass he kept on his desk for exactly this sort of occasion.
“You look just like a detective,” she couldn’t help teasing him.
“To be honest, I used to think this is what the job would be about. Holding precious evidence, peering at it like the Great Detective himself, about to realize a vital clue.” He sounded a little sad.
“Well, that is what you’re doing.”
“Today. But mostly it’s more about growling meaningfully to quiet squabbling townsfolk. There wasn’t much detecting, until…”
He didn’t have to finish the sentence because Vera knew what he was going to say. Until the murder rate suddenly spiked a while ago. Since the first body appeared in Shady Hollow’s millpond, he’d learned quite a lot about detective work. Vera just hoped it would be enough to help him solve Shelby Atwater’s murder…and that he’d learned to accept her help.
Giving the cashbox a careful going-over, he made some notes on a form, then said, “Little bit of blood and a little bit of fur. Nothing that we couldn’t tell last night.”
“It does imply that the would-be thief has a wound. That could be helpful.”
“True,” he agreed. “I’ll send this box over to Dr. Broadhead for a more complete examination. With luck, he can identify the species the fur came from, and then we can put to rest the silly idea of a ghost in town.”
Vera nodded, satisfied with the logic. She could write up a story for the paper that made it clear a living creature had attacked Muriel. After all, ghosts did not leave blood and fur behind.
As if summoned by Vera’s thoughts, at that moment Muriel Lodge walked in.
“Good morning, Ms. Lodge,” Orville said politely. “Sleep okay?”
“Fairly well, considering my fright last evening.” She nodded to Vera, who got up and cleared the remains of her breakfast out of the way.
“Take my seat,” Vera offered. “But do you mind if I stay and listen? I want to get the most accurate information for any article I write.”
“That’s fine,” the hedgehog said.
Orville pulled out yet another form and dipped his pen in ink again. “Thanks for coming. I know witness statements aren’t exactly fun.”
Muriel waved a tiny paw. “Oh, hush. It’s my duty as a citizen to report the crime to the authorities. What if I didn’t, and one of my neighbors were attacked? I’d feel awful.”
“Great,” Orville said, clearly pleased to hear such a law-abiding sentiment. “I’ll try to make this quick.”
“No worries. Staffing the popcorn cart is more of an afternoon and evening activity, so I’ve plenty of time. I decided to come early to get it over with, and then I’ll reward myself with a nice breakfast at Joe’s Mug.”
“Excellent notion, Ms. Lodge,” Vera said, readying her own notebook and pencil. She decided to stand a few paces away, between Muriel and Orville, so she could see both their expressions.
“Now let’s get started,” said Orville.
He took careful notes as he asked her all the standard questions in order to get details about the incident. Unfortunately, the hedgehog was short on any particulars aside from what they’d already learned last night. The creature who had attacked her had been hooded, moved very quickly, and vanished into the night well before Muriel could get any glimpse of it.
In fact, the only odd part of the report came right at the beginning, when Orville was filling out information on the witness.
“Ms. Lodge,” he’d asked, “where was your residence before you came to Shady Hollow? I’m only asking because you’ve been living here less than six months.”
“Oh, surely that doesn’t matter,” she replied.
“It could.” He paused, holding the pen an inch above the paper.
Vera caught his lightning-fast glance to her, and the unspoken question. Why so coy?
The hedgehog glanced around the station, then finally came out with, “I’d prefer not to say.”
“Why?” he asked, genuinely puzzled.
“I’d also prefer not to say that.”
“Er…I suppose.” Because she was a victim rather than a suspect, Orville obviously didn’t have much in the way of a comeback to such a prickly wall of resistance. “Let’s just hope that I won’t need to interview you in the future about this.”
And they’d moved on. Muriel proved more open about the events of the previous night than her more distant past. Vera jotted down all the notes she could, adding thoughts about Muriel’s manner.
When he finished, Orville thanked her for coming in to report the attack. He said, “I promise to investigate and find out what I can.”
“I’m sure you will, Chief. Er, when do you think I can get my box back?”
“After the medical examiner goes over it,” he explained. Vera had a sudden image of Dr. Broadhead literally going over the box, coiling himself around the metal and sniffing with his tongue. The snake took his work very seriously.
As Vera was musing on this disconcerting image, Muriel was on her way out the door, her demeanor cheerful. She waved goodbye and went out to the street.
“Interesting,” Vera said. “Why do you think she doesn’t want anyone to know where she came from?”
“No idea. I just hope it doesn’t have anything to do with the murder.”
“Folks have their own reasons for keeping secrets,” she admitted. But she thought again of the first time she’d seen Muriel encounter Shelby, back in the town park. She’d looked at him with absolute loathing that day. Was it possible that there was a connection between the two? Vera would have to do more sleuthing to find out.
Orville noticed her distraction. “Vera, remember who’s paid to investigate crimes in Shady Hollow.”
She gave him a sly smile. “And remember who usually solves them!”
Before he could retort, she strolled out of the station.



Vera headed for River Street to interview Jonah Atwater. Maybe she couldn’t ask Stasia questions, since a certain police chief was working by the book and therefore not letting any visitors into the jail cell. But Vera had made a promise to Edith and Esme to hunt down the truth. Speaking to Jonah was the best way to get more information.
She knocked on the door of the small place the Atwaters had called home. After a few moments, Jonah opened the door.
“Oh, it’s you,” he said, disappointment clear on his face. “What do you need?”
Vera smiled in a friendly way, despite the less-than-enthused greeting. “Well, the fact is that the von Beaverpelt family has asked me to look into the matter of your father’s death.”
“Didn’t the cop you’re cozy with arrest Stasia and accuse her of murder?”
“He’s wrong about that,” Vera said bluntly. “And I aim to prove it. I just can’t picture Stasia as a killer.”
“Of course not! She’d never do such a thing, especially not to my dad…even if they did get into a shouting match every time they crossed paths.”
“I heard about that from Stasia. And I saw one of the altercations in the town hall park. Plus the one on the ferry that day. Can you tell me more? What was at the heart of the matter?”
He shrugged. “If you heard that one argument, you know what it was all about. My father was just dead set—” Jonah coughed suddenly. “I mean, he was completely against us getting married.”
“What were his reasons for disliking Stasia?” Besides her haughty attitude and lazy ways? Vera thought.
“Oh, there was nothing against Stasia in particular. He just couldn’t accept that she’s not an otter.”
“And you two fought about it, you and your father,” Vera guessed. “More than once?”
“Every day,” Jonah admitted. “Look, it’s not his fault. Not really, I mean. He was raised with certain expectations, seeing the world in a really simple way. I told him that things are changing, and anyway the world was never simple. You know that, don’t you, Vera?” (He did not mention the obvious: Vera was dating Orville.)
He went on. “Coming from the city like you did, you must have been free of all that old-fashioned nonsense.”
“As long as you live among others, you’re never free of other ideas. That’s what society means,” Vera said gently. “But we’re not talking about my experience, we’re talking about yours. How long have you and Stasia been dating?”
“Well, I don’t know the exact, er, date. We just…started spending time together once I started managing the repair jobs on the house. That mansion is huge, and it needed work even before old Reggie passed. He wasn’t exactly focused on the nitty-gritty details, you know. And Stasia was there, and we just understood each other.” He must have noticed some skepticism in her expression because he hurried on. “Stasia’s not what you think. Losing her dad and having the money troubles…it left a mark. Everyone thinks she’s shallow, but she’s been through a lot, and she’s deeper than anyone gives her credit for. And even though we come from different backgrounds, it doesn’t matter. We really do love each other.”
“What did your father say about that, specifically?”
“He never wanted me to see Stasia again. At first, it was just little hints, little disapproving remarks. But when I told him that we were talking about marriage, he really lost it. Started raging at me, telling me that I was making a huge mistake. I’d regret it…”
“Did anyone else know about these fights?”
“Stasia, of course. Her mother’s not much better…though her objection is that I’m not rich. She wants her daughters to marry into wealth to restore the family fortune. That was one of the reasons she got so mad when Esme went to work at the coffee shop, you know. Not many millionaires getting pie at Joe’s. Stasia was her last hope. But Stasia doesn’t want to marry wealth. She wants to marry me.”
“I hope she gets the chance,” Vera said. “But first I’m going to have to get these charges against her dropped. She can’t marry you if she’s sitting in a jail cell.”
“Do you really think you can get her out?” he asked, sounding a little more sanguine.
“An attorney is coming upriver soon, and if I don’t get her name cleared by the time they get here, perhaps they’ll have better luck. At least they’ll know how to use the law to send Stasia home for a bit.”
“House arrest, you mean?”
“Better than sleeping in the station’s cells…though Orville did make them more comfortable. But I’m afraid that the only thing that will really help is to clear her name, with no lingering questions. Or else this incident will haunt her.”
Jonah gave a dejected nod. “I understand that. Feels like the whole town’s haunted by this. Or maybe it’s just me.”
“What do you mean?”
“You’ll think I’m silly,” he said. “Even I think I’m silly, and I’m the one it’s happening to.”
“What’s happening, Jonah? Come on, anything could help me solve this case, no matter how insignificant it seems.”
“This is worse than insignificant, it’s total nonsense. You know how some folks in town say they’re seeing a ghost? Well, I’m one of them. Nearly every night.”
Vera leaned forward, flipping to a fresh page in her notebook. “You’re seeing the ghost? Where? And when?”
“I first noticed it a few evenings ago. I had a job over at the Chitters place. Their back door wasn’t working properly, jammed in the jamb, actually. I couldn’t sit around the house anymore, so I decided that work would get my mind off things. I went to the Chitters place and fixed the door, which took me a little longer than I expected. The younger Chitterses wanted to help, but they do tend to talk. A lot.”
Vera nodded understandingly. “Go on.”
“Well, by the time I walked back home, it was almost dark. I kept having the weirdest feeling that someone was following me. I even dropped a hammer from my bag, accidentally on purpose, you know. But when I looked back as I picked it up, I didn’t see anybody. I was nervous because what if whoever killed my dad wanted to kill me? I mean, for all I know, the house is built on buried treasure or something.”
Now there was a motive Vera hadn’t thought of. Aloud, she asked, “Was it just a feeling?”
“No. The next night I did see a figure. Barely more than a shadow, but the way it was moving down by the docks, I could tell it was a creature.”
“Or a ghost.”
“Ghosts aren’t real. At least, I don’t think they’re real. After this week, I’m not sure. Could Dad’s ghost be haunting me?”
“Jonah, have you got any reason to think this…whatever it is…is singling you out in particular? After all, others have seen it, too, all over town.”
“You’re right,” Jonah conceded after a moment. “I guess it’s easy to think things have meaning when they’re just random. So what’s your plan to clear Stasia’s name?”
“Esme gave me a good tip about her outfit.”
“Her outfit? What about it? It was just the pink dress with the ruffles. She likes it.”
“Exactly! And I remember her wearing it both on the ferry ride there and back, so she didn’t change. And if she’d been the one to push your dad, her clothes would have gotten wet. So even though her alibi is just your word, I think I can use that to prove she couldn’t have committed the murder.”
“Oh! That’s grand.”
“It will be grand if it works. To convince Orville, I’ll need a watertight case.”
Jonah stood up. “Please tell me if there’s anything I can do to help. I hate the thought of Stasia being accused of a crime she didn’t commit.”
“I’ll send word if I think of anything,” Vera promised. “Don’t worry. We’ll find justice for your father and get Stasia freed.”
The young otter looked at her with a wary sort of hope in his eyes. “I don’t know if you can, Miss Vixen, but I believe you’ll try.”
Vera left the Atwater residence and walked back toward the center of town, considering what she’d heard about over the past few days. The fox was concerned about what was happening to the community she loved so much. There’d been a cruel, nonsensical killing. Now creatures were seeing ghosts. It was all most upsetting.
She decided to go to the Herald’s offices, intending to explore the basement archives a bit more. She wanted to do some research on the Atwater family. Later, she would go and try to visit Stasia at the jail…maybe Orville would let her talk to the beaver.
Around noon, Vera looked up from her desk and realized she was about to be late for a lunch meeting she’d arranged with Lenore and Sun Li a while ago. Gathering her things, she told Barry that she’d be back in the afternoon.
Hoping to avoid getting into conversation with any of the interested parties of the case, who seemed to be multiplying by the hour, Vera chose a circuitous route. She walked through Strawberry Close and then on to Maple, wending her way to the quiet restaurant. Her alternate path took her down some narrower streets and one short alley before she emerged at the corner where the bamboo grasses swayed above her, casting soft green light onto the street. Here was exactly what she needed…a refuge.






Chapter 13
Vera walked up to the front door of the restaurant, taking a moment to breathe deeply and appreciate the spring day, especially evident in the quiet pocket of green shade created by the bamboo surrounding the gravel path. The plantings were extremely effective at preparing diners for what lay in store for them inside the restaurant: the chance to escape the hustle of everyday life with a thoughtfully made meal in a beautiful space. As a restaurateur, Sun Li knew exactly what he was doing. Much in the way that Joe aimed to make his coffee shop cozy and inviting with cheerful chatter and humble furnishings, Sun Li used gentle colors and unobtrusive art to make his customers feel special.
She knocked on the door, and Sun Li opened it seconds later, beaming at her. “Welcome, welcome. Lenore arrived a few minutes ago. I’ve set up a table outside today.”
The restaurant would not open for regular hours until evening. This meal was a private one—a way for friends to enjoy a little time together. Vera followed the panda through the empty dining room to a small patio beyond. Lenore was at the table, a stack of books beside her.
“Oh, nuts, you showed up after all,” she said, her dark eyes sparkling. “I was hoping to eat your portion.”
“Nice to see you, too,” Vera told her friend. “But if you thought I’d pass up this meal, you clearly don’t know me very well.”
“Now, now,” Sun Li chided. “If you two squabble like this, I shall have to eat everything myself.”
Vera and Lenore both gave suitably horrified gasps at the notion, and soon the three friends were settled at the table, nibbling on the tasty items Sun Li had prepared. They ate pickled carrots and radishes, turnip cakes stuffed full of spring onion, and custard buns for a sweet ending. As they munched on the courses, they gazed at the spring blossoms emerging all around.
Near the edge of the patio, just before the ground sloped toward a little gurgling stream that tumbled down the hill toward the river on the other side of town, Sun Li had planted a cherry tree. The tree was blooming now—which was, in fact the whole reason for the gathering. They watched the breeze play with the pink, puffy blossoms until a few tore away, wafting along until they fell among the grass, or in one case, into the thin stream where the water carried it away.
“Such a short season,” Li commented, holding his teacup in both paws. “Only a few days that we have to enjoy the blossoms. But that makes it sweeter, because it shows us how lucky we are to be here to see them at all.” He took a sip and fell silent.
Vera thought he sounded sad. “Do you miss home?”
“He is home,” Lenore interjected before the panda could answer. “Home is an idea, not a place. And this cherry tree is here, now. We shouldn’t ignore the blossoms we have in front of us in favor of blossoms so far away we’ll never see them.” Lenore usually relied on a certain amount of raucous snark in her conversations, but now she was quite serious.
“Well said,” Li told her. “I have some fond memories of my old home, but if I went back, I wouldn’t find what I left. What’s the saying? You can’t step in the same river twice.”
“Right,” said Lenore, watching the bubbling stream. “It’s like water falling over the edge of a cliff. Looks the same, but it’s different water all the time.”
Her comment inadvertently brought Vera’s mind back to the murder case. They continued to speak of wide-ranging subjects, from the books Lenore had brought for each of them, to the upcoming Apple Blossom Walk. Lenore finally said, “You’re not really here, Vera, are you? This case is in your brain.”
“ ’Fraid so,” Vera admitted. “No offense, but it’s difficult to enjoy anything knowing that Stasia has been arrested when I know she didn’t do it. Meanwhile, whoever was truly responsible for Shelby’s death is walking around with no one the wiser!”
“Have you got any ideas?” Li asked.
“Many, most of them not worth much. I intend to go back to the falls tomorrow and try to re-create the crime in my head. I’m sure there’s something I’m missing. There’s definitely something that Orville is missing,” she added, snapping a pickled radish in her teeth as she spoke.
Lenore gave a croaking laugh, then said, “I bet our esteemed law enforcement officer didn’t like your involvement…again?”
“He just doesn’t like that I had a clue that didn’t fit into the whole ‘Stasia is guilty’ theory. I mean, yes, she does have motive. But no one saw her anywhere near the top of the falls when Shelby went over, and Jonah insists she was with him.”
“And however much he may love her, could that compel him to protect the one who killed his father?” Sun Li sighed. “A sticky case indeed.”
Lenore looked up. “There’s a tradition in detective fiction where the protagonist gathers all the suspects, and they go back to the scene of the crime. They reenact it and in the course of doing so, the detective usually realizes something that was missing, or out of place.”
“So I should bring back half the woodland’s population to the falls?” Vera asked. “Do you even know how busy it was that day?”
“Not everyone, silly,” Lenore corrected. “Just the ones who were involved.”
“I don’t know who was involved, or how.” Vera tapped her paw on the table. “But I do hope that a day at the falls will show me something I’ve overlooked up till now. I feel like there’s an idea in my brain, trying to get my attention. So I hope that by going there, I can speak to the creatures Orville put on patrol. They might have seen a clue without knowing that it’s relevant.”
“I wish I could go with you, but the bookstore won’t run itself,” Lenore said. “But you need to come visit me the moment you get back to town, and we’ll go over everything you’ve learned, all right?”
“Count on it!” Vera said.
“And if there’s any way I can help,” the panda added, “please ask. I may have to stay close to the restaurant, but I can cook and think at the same time.”
“You’ve already helped,” Vera told him. “These custard buns are so delicious and filling, they’re going to keep me going all day tomorrow.”
Delightful as the lunch had been, the time had come to return to their daily tasks. Vera and Lenore got up and helped clear the table so Sun Li could begin preparing for his dinner customers.
After bidding Li goodbye, Vera walked Lenore back to the bookstore.
“Are you and Orville not talking?” Lenore asked along the way.
“Well, we are, despite a little tiff last night. He left my place in a huff, and while we sort of made up later, it’s probably best not to rock the boat. I’m still sure he’s wrong about Stasia. And he’s probably sure I’m wrong about it, too.”
“You’ll just have to prove it then. He’ll come around when you present him with evidence…Is that Edith?”
The matriarch of Shady Hollow was indeed flagging Vera and Lenore down from across the street. They paused until she could cross and meet them.
“Oh, Vera,” the beaver said when she was close enough to talk normally. “I’m so glad I found you. I just received a message that our attorney is arriving on the very next ferry! Will you come with me to the dock and meet them? You know more about this whole mess than any other creature, and the faster we can get Stasia out of that dreadful place, the better.”
Lenore told Vera she ought to go. “Let me know when you’ve got new information,” she whispered before heading off to Nevermore Books a block up.
Vera and Edith went to the dock where the ferry would shortly moor. Not long afterward, the ferry workers lashed the boat to the dock and a bell signaled that all passengers were now allowed to disembark. One of the very first figures down the gangplank was a beaver in a fashionable yellow-and-gray tweed suit. He also wore a gray wool hat and carried a square-edged case with brass buckles.
“Now, there’s a lawyer,” Vera murmured to Edith. “Got the uniform and everything.”
“I just hope he’s good. He seems rather young,” Edith responded, with a little frown of consternation.
He was certainly young, but youthful vigor was often a good quality in an attorney, especially one hungry to impress his bosses and make partner. That’s probably why this one had offered to take a case in a tiny woodland community far from any prestigious setting, Vera thought.
“Mr. Flint Lennox?” Edith asked. “Of Castor & Castor?”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, doffing his hat. “You are Mrs. von Beaverpelt? Excellent. I am here to address the matter you raised with the firm, and I hope to resolve it swiftly and to your satisfaction.” As he spoke the businesslike phrases, he looked around skeptically. “I do trust there are suitable accommodations in town?”
“Mrs. von Beaverpelt has reserved a room for you at the Bramblebriar,” Vera said, with a polite smile. “Would you like to go there directly and settle in?”
“And you are?” he asked, ignoring the question.
“Vera Vixen. I’m a reporter with the Shady Hollow Herald. Mrs. von B thought it might be helpful for me to fill you in.”
“Good. And no, I don’t need to stop anywhere. I believe I have a list of likely creatures to take statements from, starting with an Esmeralda von Beaverpelt.”
“Stasia’s sister, yes. She’s down at Joe’s Mug right now.”
“Then by all means, let us go there and get to work,” the lawyer said. He wasn’t exactly rude, but it was obvious that he considered this case uninteresting, and he wanted it to be wrapped up as soon as possible so he could return to the city. Vera recognized the bemused gaze and the occasional snort of surprise he made as the little group walked down the street. It was the typical reaction of the city dweller: astonishment that life existed anywhere beyond the sight of the city itself. She could guess his thoughts: They have shops? Thank goodness. They have a newspaper? Amazing. Oh, look, a building taller than two stories!
The beaver was staring in puzzlement at Nevermore Books, which was housed in a converted grain silo.
“That’s our bookstore,” Vera answered his unspoken question. “You should stop by if you have a free moment.”
“A bookstore,” he echoed, unbelieving. “How remarkable.”
“Joe’s Mug is just at the corner here,” Edith said, pointing.
They walked through the glass doors to find the place just heating up with the lunchtime rush.
“Take any table!” a waitress called out on seeing them. It was Lucy, who was currently working behind the counter, pouring coffee into a customer’s cup.
Vera led them to a table in the corner that could seat four and was slightly separated from overly eager ears.
“Your daughter eats here?” Mr. Lennox asked Edith over the din.
“She works here!” Vera replied before Edith could.
“What!”
Across the diner, Esme was jotting down orders for a group of workers from the sawmill, joking with them as she did so. She caught sight of the trio and gave a little wave, but continued to hurry toward the kitchen, shouting out the ticket items when she reached the window.
“Table seven: two grillies, one special, baked potato in the alley! Bridge of fries!”
“Got it! Table three order comin’ up!” Joe Jr. boomed back with a huge grin. He practically grew up in the diner, so crowds never fazed him.
Mr. Lennox was staring at Esme, or possibly the whole scene, with a dumbfounded expression. Esme spun around and grabbed a fresh pot of coffee as she headed to their table.
“Bridge of fries?” he echoed as she reached them.
“Four of anything is a bridge party, get it?” Esme said, pouring coffee into the mugs Vera had flipped over the moment they’d sat down. “Hi, Mama. Hi, Vera.”
Edith accepted the coffee dubiously, but said, “Esme, this is Mr. Lennox, from the law firm. He’s here to help Stasia.”
“Oh, good,” Esme said, relieved. “I can’t stand to think of her locked up. What can I get you all?”
Vera said, “We’ll give Mr. Lennox a minute with the menu. But when you have a moment, can you come back and sit to answer a few questions? It may help with Stasia’s case.”
“Of course! Anything to get Stasia back home. But it will have to wait till after the big rush. Then I can take a few.”
“Sound good, Mr. Lennox?” Vera asked. But the lawyer didn’t reply. He was still staring at Esme. “Er, okay, I guess that’s the plan.”
“What is this place again?” Lennox asked after Esme bustled off. He seemed a bit overwhelmed.
“Joe’s Mug. Best coffee in town. Try some. You look like you need it.”
He drank his down sans cream or sugar. “Excellent,” he admitted after swallowing.
Esme returned to take their order. Vera requested the vegetable sandwich, and Edith opted for the soup of the day, a creamy mushroom.
“And you, sir?” Esme asked.
He said nothing. Esme glanced away from the notepad and finally noticed the lawyer’s gaze, and she clearly did not have time for it. “Hey, pal, dinner doesn’t come with a show at Joe’s. You here to gawk or are you gonna order?”
“Um, order, yes. Coffee.”
“You already have coffee,” she pointed out.
“Er, right. I meant I’ll have the special.”
“Great.” Esme scrawled something on her notepad and dashed off.
“Mr. Lennox, you must excuse Esmeralda,” Edith said. “After the death of her father, she has become rather…independent.”
“Fine quality in any creature,” Vera added, sticking up for the absent Esme. “But you’re here to help Stasia. And I’m afraid she will need it. The circumstantial evidence looks bad.”
“Hmph. If it’s circumstantial, then it’s no issue,” Lennox said. “I can get that thrown out in court.”
“Court!” Edith barked. “You don’t seem to understand, Mr. Lennox. Stasia can’t wither away in a cell until a case comes to trial! The Apple Blossom Walk is only a few days away, and it’s imperative that she be both present and cleared of these nonsensical charges. How will she be able to charm any of the guests I’ve specially invited if she’s been branded as a murderess?”
“Madame, the law firm of Castor & Castor has built its reputation on results. Give me just—”
Before he could finish, Esme reappeared, and he lost his voice once more.
“Veggie sandwich for you, Vera. Mama, cup of soup, and I added on the wheat roll. Joe Jr. just pulled that batch out of the warming oven. And for you, Mr. Lennox, the oat loaf with carrots and raisins.”
Lennox poked at it, puzzled. “What’s this?”
“What you ordered. The special.”
“Oh, I guess I wasn’t paying attention.”
Vera stifled a laugh. No, he definitely wasn’t!
It took the lawyer several bites of his lunch before he seemed to be himself again. Edith asked several questions about how many cases he’d handled and if any were as dire as this. If she’d noticed his reaction to Esme, she didn’t say anything.
As they ate, Vera gave a brief account of what had happened at the falls and then over the course of the investigation. He nodded each time, not terribly put out by any of the facts, with the exception of the news that Stasia’s alibi was none other than the creature she was dating.
“Bit sketchy, that. Not saying she’s lying, just that it would be better if it was someone who wasn’t so involved in the situation. Any chance we can find a corroborating witness?” He looked to Vera.
“Maybe,” she said. “I can ask around. Some of the birdfolk might have been overhead and happened to see them without realizing the significance of what they saw.”
Around them, the hum of customers and the clinking of dishes slowly lessened, until half the tables were empty and the urgency that had marked the previous part of the hour was gone. Esme strolled over to the table and placed a glass of water down.
Before she could seat herself in the remaining chair, Mr. Lennox sprang out of his own seat and pulled the chair out for her. “Please sit, Miss von Beaverpelt. You must be exhausted.”
Esme sighed. “Busy day, but I can’t complain. Not when my sister’s having a much rougher day. Vera, I’m not blaming you, but before you moved to town, my family never got involved in murder. You arrive and suddenly we can’t seem to avoid it!”
“Sorry,” Vera said. “I’m just following the trail.”
“I know. And you’re here to help, Mr. Lennox?”
He cleared his throat and said, “My friends call me Flint.”
“It’s good to have friends, Mr. Lennox,” Esme replied evenly. “Now, are you going to help Stasia? What do we need to do to get Chief Braun to release her?”






Chapter 14
The next morning brought sunshine, but no freedom (yet) for Stasia. Vera awoke early, determined to do everything she could to gather more evidence and test a nascent theory about the case before dark.
Vera believed that the answers to many of the lingering questions were at Twilight Falls, so it was time to return to the scene of the crime. She sent a brief message to BW Stone at the Herald office to let him know that she would be doing some work in the field. She certainly didn’t want him to think that she was taking another day off for a picnic!
Just after dawn, the fox gathered her reporter’s notebook and her messenger bag and made her way to the dock to catch the first ferry of the day. Even though she was working, Vera’s spirits lifted a little as she noticed the blue sky and the puffy white clouds overhead.
“Morning, Miss Vixen,” said Jonesy as he helped her aboard. “Are we waiting for Chief Braun?”
“Oh, no, Jonesy,” Vera replied airily. “It’s just me today. I’m on newspaper business.”
Vera headed to a bench in the bow of the ferry (she liked to see where she was going). There were only a few other passengers on board, not at all like the first time she had visited Twilight Falls. She settled into her seat and took out her notebook to go over the questions that she planned to ask the witnesses that she wanted to speak with, all of whom lived in the Twilight Falls area. She’d sent word yesterday via the messenger service that she’d be calling on them at some point in the day.
She was quite curious about the cave behind the falls, so she wanted to have a word with Imogen Marrick, the hawk who had been mentioned in the article she had retrieved from the archives, since she was so knowledgeable about the cave and the surrounding area. She also wanted to interview Horace, the owl, and Todd and Jimmy, the possum brothers who had helped with the search for Shelby Atwater.
The ferry moved swiftly downriver, but it was still a bit of a journey, leaving Vera with plenty of time. She pulled out the biography of Auguste Lapin she’d picked up at the bookstore. Though the world of migratory vaudeville magicians was a thing of the past, it was still fascinating to read about the characters and personalities who once traveled all through the countryside and city, visiting tiny towns or performing on famous stages for huge audiences. Vera found herself captivated by the life of Lapin, who was esteemed not just as a performer but also as an inventor of tricks. In Lapin’s words, the best magic tricks told a story, and left the audience delighted to be fooled.
Vera put the book down, considering the insight. She thought of stories all the time—as a journalist, it was her job to tell them. But she’d never thought of magic in that way. The difference was that she wanted to tell a story in the most truthful, most factual, and clearest way she could. A magician like Lapin had the opposite goal: to tell the story falsely, hiding things from the audience, obscuring the essential parts so the audience would never know how it was really done. Two sides of the same coin, she thought. But watch that coin, or it might disappear!
Before she knew it, the ferry had arrived at Twilight Falls. She disembarked and took the short path to the base of the falls. The view was every bit as majestic and thrilling as the first time she had seen it—perhaps more so, since the snowmelt from the distant mountains had added even more volume to the rushing water. Vera had decided that she would make her way to the top of the falls to take a good look from up there without anyone else around. Then she’d walk slowly downward, hoping to locate the cave mentioned in the old newspaper articles. After she had viewed the terrain and got it settled in her mind, she would try to find her witnesses.
The fox carefully made her way up the winding path to the top of the falls. Although it wasn’t a particularly warm day, she took her time, occasionally stopping to catch her breath and take a drink of water out of the bottle she carried. Vera was in good shape, but the incline was something she was not used to. She breathed a sigh of relief as she reached the top of the trail. She knew from the last time she had been here with Orville that it would be much easier going down.
Vera was disappointed to realize that at no point along the ascent or descent would she be able to see the cave behind the rushing water. While her research had suggested the cave was only accessible in winter, she’d been hoping that she might be able to get at least a glimpse inside. Alas, any clues that might be in there would not be accessed by her!
Her next order of business was to examine the scene more closely. She hadn’t had the chance since the murder, and while all the evidence was either at the police station or lost forever, she wanted to map the area and play through the likeliest scenarios in her mind. She walked herself through the events of that day, moving around the site as she did so.
“Shelby was on the left here, and the other creature was…there.” She spoke aloud, pointing to places as she went to ensure she wasn’t skipping important points. On the western side of the river, where Shelby had stood, the trees grew a bit closer to the bank. On the eastern side, all the trees had been cleared away to make room for the winding path up the ridge, and flowers and scrubby plants grew along the walkway to the river. She mused, “Pawprints would probably be here or on the other bank at the same point. No one found them, or saw a creature running out of the water, so what did they do, hunker down and hide in the water?”
Vera shuddered at the notion of crouching down in the powerful current. It would be far too easy to be picked up and hurled over the edge. Even with a rope and harness—and surely someone would have noticed a creature using that—it would be risky. Vera made notes, though they were mostly terse comments that punctured her previous theories.
Just then, she saw a raptor soaring high above her. Hoping that she was right, Vera raised her front paws above her head and waved frantically, calling out a “Halloooooo” as she did so.
The hawk circled a few times, and then plunged earthward with shocking speed. Vera took several steps back as the creature landed with a soft thump, creating a low cloud of dust before fixing Vera with a golden-eyed gaze. It is always a little alarming to be noticed by a bird of prey, despite the fact that Vera lived in a civilized world where the dynamic between predator and prey was only an ancient, mostly forgotten fact.
“Can I help you?” the bird asked politely, then, “I saw you waving. Are you lost?”
Vera shook her head and replied, “I’m Vera Vixen, a reporter with the Shady Hollow Herald. You wouldn’t happen to be Imogen, would you?”
The hawk stared at the fox for a long while and then said, “Why, yes. I remember getting a message from a Vixen yesterday, but I’ve been in and out, so I didn’t pay it much mind.”
Vera hastened to explain. “I’ve been covering the story of Shelby Atwater. As part of my research, I was going through the archives to find out about previous incidents at Twilight Falls. I came across your name as one of the witnesses to a tragic accident involving a marmot.”
Imogen relaxed a little as Vera explained herself and the reason for her interest. She said, “That was a long time ago. But if you feel it might have some relevance to Mr. Atwater’s death, I suppose I could recount what I remember.”
“I don’t think that’s necessary,” Vera said. “What really interests me is the fact that there’s a cave behind the waterfall. I read all about the accident when the young marmot fell, and I know you were part of the rescue efforts then. Have you ever seen the cave?”
“Lots of times,” Imogen replied. “But only in winter when the waters freeze up and the falls go silent. I’d be terrified to try to get in with the water flowing. What could the cave have to do with the most recent death, though?”
“Maybe nothing,” Vera responded. “I was here that day, and one of the puzzling things about it was that it was so difficult to see what happened. There were dozens of creatures here, standing at the base of the falls, at the top of the falls, even flying around the falls. Yet no one can say for certain what creature fought with Shelby on the edge. And no one saw Shelby’s body after the plunge. You were part of the search party, right?”
“I was. That whole situation with the otter was very strange,” Imogen said. “As you say, he was fighting with another creature, but no one got a good look at them. As soon as it got light the next morning, the search party looked specifically for pawprints leaving the riverbank at the top of the falls, but there were none.”
“Well, they’d dried overnight, I expect?”
“Given how high the river is now, there’s mud all along the bank. I believe that we’d have noticed a set of tracks like that. It’s one thing to see little tracks from a bunny playing along the bank that then return to the main path when they get called by a parent. It’s another to see a set of adult tracks going directly from the river to the woods. Why would anyone do that at twilight? The woods are no place to dry off after a soaking. Also, after days of searching up and down the riverbank, no body was found even though we know things tend to wash up in certain places. Doesn’t that strike you as odd, Miss Vixen?”
Vera nodded in response. So she was not the only creature that was curious about what had happened to Shelby Atwater’s remains. “That’s why I was thinking about the cave. Could the body be in there?”
Imogen shook her head once. “Not possible, I’m afraid. It would solve some problems if it were, but the cave is more than halfway up the cliff, far above the waterline of the pool down at the base of the falls. The only way to access it is to fly in or to climb up the cliff with rope or claw. However, in my opinion neither of those things can be done in the spring because the water is way too strong. The flow would sweep you away after just a few seconds.”
“So it’s impossible?”
“I’m just saying I’d never attempt to fly through that much water pressure, and I’m the strongest flier I know. In theory a creature could carefully climb down to the cave from the falls, but it would be very dangerous. But anyway, it’s a moot point, since we saw Shelby go over the edge.”
So much for that idea! Vera sighed. It was difficult to investigate a murder without a body.
“Thank you so much for your time, Ms. Marrick. I really appreciate your answering my questions,” she said. “Oh, one last thing. Could you tell me where I could find Horace, Todd, and Jimmy?”
Imogen nodded, saying, “Horace lives nearby, but he’s an owl, so he won’t be up until after sunset. Todd and Jimmy work at the docks in Shady Hollow, actually. The best place to find them is the pub after quitting time.”
“Thanks again, I won’t keep you any longer.”
The hawk bowed her head, and then, without another word, she launched herself over the falls, caught an updraft, and soared away.
Vera watched her until she was just a speck amid the blue. Deciding that there was nothing more to be learned at the top of the waterfall, Vera made her way back to the path to return to the base of the falls.
However, as she cast a last look around, her sharp eyes spotted something that she had not seen before wound around the branch of the tree closest to the edge of the water on the opposite bank. For a brief moment she wondered if a snake lived there, but even as she hurried over the narrow bridge that crossed the river, she realized the shape wasn’t a snake or a discarded skin. As she approached the tree, she recognized it—a rope dangling from a thick branch. The way it swung in the breeze made her think of a noose. There was just something ominous about it.
“Why is it here, though?” she asked herself. If the tree grew along a lakeshore, she’d guess it was a rope swing for creatures to use to jump far, far out into the water. But here at the falls, that would be foolish in the extreme. If a creature swung themselves into the river, the dangerous current could sweep them right off the edge. Vera touched the edge of the rope, noting that it was cleanly cut, not frayed or chewed off. How curious. She couldn’t see what the purpose of the rope was, but she made a note of its presence so that she could tell Orville…assuming he’d ever want to hear about another clue from her.
Frowning, Vera took the winding path back down. Though she peered into the cascading water, she couldn’t catch even a glimpse of the cave. At the bottom, she examined the dark pool where she’d been standing that first day. Vera looked up, imagining the scene again. Even in midday, the spray from the falls made things hazy. She turned away, looking for other clues. She walked down several paths into the woods, trying to remember which direction Jonah had come running from when he approached the pool after Shelby’s fall. But there were half a dozen options, and none contained helpful hints like a sign that said ALIBI TRAIL ½ MILE.
The fox decided that she had done all that she could at Twilight Falls for the day and proceeded to the dock—she’d have to message her questions to Horace to answer once night fell. She planned to catch the next available ferry and spend the afternoon writing up her notes. According to the ferry schedule, she shouldn’t have to wait too long. She was starting to get hungry after her long walk up to the falls and back and decided that a nice late lunch at Joe’s would soothe her jangled nerves. It wasn’t every day that she was eye to eye with a fearsome hawk like Imogen, and she had to admit that she was a little rattled. The residents of Shady Hollow got along peacefully, but she had ventured out of her comfort zone.
On the ferry once more, Vera was drawn to the Lapin biography, reading as the boat labored upstream at a slower pace. As she read, she let her own ideas percolate. She often found that she needed to allow facts some time to sort themselves out—they couldn’t be chased down. And besides, it was enchanting to read about a world of red velvet curtains, greasepaint, flaring limelight, and thunderous applause.
Soon enough, Vera arrived at the Shady Hollow dock, and she breathed a sigh of relief. She was so happy to be home, where things made sense. She trotted over to Joe’s Mug and was pleased to see that it was not too busy and that there were tables available. Esme waved at her as she headed to her favorite spot in the corner of the diner.
Vera studied the menu board from her chair and had her order ready when the beaver swung by.
“Howdy, Vera! What’s it going to be?”
“Hi, Esme. I’d like the special salad, the one with new potatoes over greens. The herb dressing sounds delicious! Oh, and iced tea.”
“You got it.” Esme wrote down the order, nodded at Vera, and returned to the kitchen. She returned almost immediately with a tall glass of tea garnished with mint. Vera took a long sip and began to relax. Though it was a cool spring day, Vera had walked quite a bit and she was tuckered out.
The reporter realized that she had not asked Esme about her sister yet, and she felt bad for forgetting the very real turmoil the family was going through. The matter of Shelby Atwater’s death wasn’t just an intellectual enterprise. It would have serious consequences for Stasia unless Vera could prove that the beaver couldn’t possibly have committed the crime.
“How are things at home?” Vera asked quietly when Esme came with the salad.
“Pretty much what you would expect. Mother is prone to screaming and fainting, more than usual, I mean. But that attorney does seem dedicated to freeing Stasia. You should have heard the dustup between him and Orville earlier today!”
“That sounds awful,” Vera said.
“It was rather tense,” Esme said wryly. “Probably a good thing, though. Orville ought to feel uncomfortable about arresting Stasia. And he can enjoy police station coffee until she’s freed!”
“Ouch,” Vera murmured. That was a harsh sentence.
Vera finished up her meal and paid her bill. She headed back toward the newspaper office to write up her interview with Imogen. Maybe things would make more sense if she wrote them all down. But before she could get very far, she saw none other than Jonah Atwater marching down the street with a very determined look on his face.
“Hey, Jonah, what’s going on?” she asked, hurrying to meet him and match his pace.
“Going to the police station,” he muttered.
“Oh, did Orville finally allow Stasia visitors? I guess that attorney did something after all!”
“Not visiting,” he said. “And I don’t care what the lawyer is up to.” By then, they’d reached the police station. The young otter pushed open the doors.
He walked up to the police bear, Vera trailing in his wake. “Chief? Are you busy?”
“Not at the moment, I’m sorry to say,” Orville responded. “And no, still no visitors. Listen, I wish I didn’t have to arrest Stasia for the crime, but all the evidence pointed right to her.”
“She didn’t do it,” Jonah said, unusual heat in his tone.
“So several folks have informed me,” Orville said. “I understand that you feel that way, considering the two of you were dating. But the fact remains that—”
“No, Chief. You don’t understand,” the otter said, more forcefully. “Stasia could not have done it. It’s physically impossible.”
“And how do you know that?”
Jonah straightened up and took a deep breath. “I know she didn’t murder my father because I did.”
“You did what?” Orville asked, confused.
“I killed him!” Jonah’s voice rose in frustration. “I murdered him! It was me! And I won’t let Stasia be punished for a crime she didn’t commit! So you’d better release her this minute and take me into custody instead.”






Chapter 15
Vera was so surprised by the otter’s words that she was sure she’d misheard somehow. Orville’s eyes had widened in shock. Had everyone misheard?
“You’re saying you did it?” Orville finally asked.
“Yes! That’s exactly what I’m saying!”
“If that’s true,” Vera jumped in, “why did you let Stasia get blamed in the first place?”
Jonah whirled toward the fox. “Just stay out of this, you nosy reporter!”
“Don’t yell at her,” said Orville, moving from behind the desk to reach Jonah. “And it’s a good question. Why didn’t you tell me immediately after Stasia was arrested?”
“I didn’t think…” Jonah broke off, his eyes moving toward the short hallway that led to the cells. His expression grew crafty. “I have nothing more to say, other than what I just told you. I’m the murderer. Arrest me.”
Vera raised a paw, about to unleash several relevant questions, but Orville shot her a look that said shush.
He put a paw on Jonah’s shoulder. “Let’s go over and see Stasia, shall we?” he said, gently steering his unexpected suspect toward the hallway. Jonah went eagerly, and Vera followed at a discreet distance.
The moment the star-crossed couple saw each other, they both forgot the presence of Orville, or Vera, or the rest of the world.
“Jonah!” Stasia cried, jumping up from her cot. The magazine she’d been reading fluttered to the floor. “You finally got to visit me! I knew that lawyer had to be able to do something to assuage my plight!”
Vera instantly scribbled the quote in her little book. It sounded like Stasia had been reading some rather dramatic novels during her time in jail.
Orville let the two coo over each other for a moment (he wasn’t made of stone, after all). Then he put the key in the lock of the cell. “Come on out, Stasia.”
The beaver practically galloped to the door. “Oh, I knew this day would come! I could never be parted from my beloved for long. Thank you, Chief Braun, for seeing the light!”
“Don’t thank me yet,” he grunted. “I don’t think you’re going to like this light.” He extracted Jonah from Stasia’s embrace, and then propelled him into the cell.
“Wait, what’s going on?” Stasia demanded, glancing between Orville and Vera.
“Your beloved says he killed his father,” Orville explained. “I can’t continue to hold you when I’ve got a creature with equal motive and an equally terrible alibi, especially since he’s confessed to the murder. Mind your paws, Jonah,” he said as he swung the cell door shut.
“What?” Stasia shrieked. “You can’t! Jonah is innocent!”
“Sorry, miss. I’m compelled to follow procedure. Jonah, I’ll be back shortly to take your statement…and your dinner order.”
“It’ll be all right, Stasia,” Jonah told her, reaching out to clasp her paws. “I promise. I couldn’t stand knowing you were locked up any longer. It’s better this way.”
“It is not!” she objected, tears splashing onto the stone floor. “It’s better when we’re together!”
“Don’t worry, dearest. You just get back home and tell your family you’re safe.”
“No! I’ll put my lawyer on your case, Jonah! We’ll get you out of here in a flash, you’ll see. And you, Chief Braun!” she said, turning her attention to him. “I voted for you!”
“I appreciate the support,” he responded blandly.
“Well, you’d better, because it’s never happening again! I’m going to get you sacked! Just wait till the town council meets!”
“That’s Wednesday next, I believe,” he told her. “Now, why don’t you return home, like Jonah suggested. Your mother and sister will be happy to see you.”
Stasia gave Jonah a kiss through the bars of the cell and then dashed away, sobbing.
“Um, Orville, can we talk for a minute?” Vera asked quietly.
He put the key back and nodded. “Let’s sit at the desk, and let Jonah get used to his new digs.”
Orville made himself comfortable in his chair. “I guess you were right after all. Stasia didn’t do it.”
“But, Orville, you can’t think that Jonah’s confession means anything!” Vera protested. “He’s got to be innocent, too. Why would he kill his own father?”
Orville shrugged, unhappy with the situation but not sure how to change it. “For the same reason Stasia had. Shelby objected to the marriage, and the only way past him was to eliminate him. And you know as well as I do that neither of them has a decent alibi. They say they were together, but no one else saw them, and they could both be lying.”
“I don’t like this,” she said. “Jonah obviously confessed just to get Stasia out of jail. It’s a misguided attempt to protect her.”
“But in that case,” Orville countered, “he would have confessed the moment I took Stasia in. Instead, he waited days to do it. Doesn’t that suggest something else was going on?”
Vera’s nose twitched as she thought that one over. “Okay, I don’t know why he waited, unless he was hoping something else would happen first, like the lawyer pulling some legal trick to free Stasia immediately. But I’m sure Jonah isn’t the killer.”
Orville patted the large book at the side of the desk. “Rules are rules, Vera. But the moment I get a better suspect, or a better confession, I’ll be happy to release Jonah.”
Vera leaned forward. “Listen, I went to Twilight Falls again. I’m sure there’s more to the story.”
“Of course you are.” He sighed. “What did you find out at the falls?”
“Well, I’m not sure yet, but I’m getting some ideas,” the fox said. “You know, it’s almost like we have too many clues pointing to Stasia. And haven’t they been awfully easy to find?”
“Tell that to the folks going through the trash pile,” he muttered.
“Oh, and speaking of clues, have you heard anything else from Dr. Broadhead? Did he find anything else on that knife, or anything on Muriel’s cashbox?”
“About the knife, not a lot. There was blood in the grain of the handle, and it does match the blood on the corner of the cashbox Muriel used, at least as far as species goes—”
“Wait, the blood matched?” Vera gave a little yip of excitement. “Orville, this is huge!”
“It is? All we know is that the figure everyone is calling a ghost seems to be short of money. And we’ve got basically no description. Remember, Muriel was certain the creature who came at her was wearing some sort of cloak.”
Vera stood up. “I’ve got to think about this. I bet I can put it all together. Do you still have that pile of junk they hauled out of the river?”
“Put all of what together? The pile’s over there.” He watched, mystified, as Vera bounded over and pulled the heap of black fabric and broken wood from the pile.
“Can I borrow this?” she asked, holding up the tangled mess.
“Why?” He regarded the detritus with puzzled disgust.
“I’ll tell you tomorrow! We need to go back to the falls!”
“Tomorrow? The Apple Blossom Thingy is tomorrow.”
The whole town was expected to put in an appearance for the charity event, and as a public official, that went double for Orville.
“Oh, drat!” Vera said, wrinkling her nose. “Well, maybe…just let me think…don’t let Jonah out, no matter what, okay?”
“Of course I’m not letting him out! Vera, what are you talking about?”
“See you later, Orville! Watch out for ghosts!”



Several hours later, Vera was snug in her little cottage, flipping through the biography of Auguste Lapin, pausing at the illustrations of his most famous tricks. There was the Castle in the Air, in which Lapin conjured the image of a glorious, stately stone tower hovering above the stage, and then climbed invisible steps to reach the gate. The biographer explained that Lapin was the first magician to use mirrors extensively in his show, with this trick being the best example of the innovative technique. Then there was the Disappearing Deer, in which Lapin placed a glamorously attired ruminant into a large cabinet, closed the door, and spun the whole thing about until it suddenly collapsed, revealing that the cabinet’s recent guest was completely missing, only to be rediscovered at the back of the theater! Because it never did to repeat a trick too often, this one was not done with mirrors, but rather meticulously arranged trapdoors and a tunnel. Lapin himself was quoted as saying, “Magic is ninety-nine percent preparation, and one percent outright lies.” Vera wished she could talk to the magician now, because she felt that she was currently trapped in some mirrored cabinet herself, with every clue reflecting back in ways that confused her rather than clarifying anything.
Vera always liked reading when she was working through a problem. She found that even the most random book or article could often ignite her thought process, like a spark from a new fire. It helped especially during an investigation. She had put all her notes in order, she had carefully flattened the fabric she’d rescued from the trash pile, she was learning interesting ideas from this biography, and a new theory was working its way through her brain.
She kept thinking about what Imogen had said to her about the disappearance of Shelby Atwater, and how she’d confirmed what Vera herself had noted: that while the otter was fighting the other creature, not one of the animals that witnessed the argument could describe his opponent. Vera also recalled the conversation she’d had with Gladys Honeysuckle about the mysterious creature that had been spotted in Shady Hollow, the same one who’d attacked Muriel Lodge. The ideas swirling in Vera’s brain began to coalesce into a preposterous but intriguing notion.
But in order to be sure, she had to interview Todd and Jimmy, the possums who had helped with the search after the otter’s disappearance. Imogen had mentioned that the pair were to be found most nights at the pub in Shady Hollow. Vera was not much of a drinker and therefore didn’t often consider the pub. However, it would be a mistake to overlook the establishment, as it was a source of town gossip and information. Night had fallen, so she bundled up against the cool air, and walked directly toward the river. As she went, she couldn’t help but glance into each shadowy alleyway and doorway. She did not believe in ghosts…but she did believe in evil.
She arrived at the Riverside Pub without incident. The bar was crowded with Shady Hollow residents, as well as many other creatures Vera didn’t recognize. The noise level was high: a small but rowdy band performed distinctly twangy music in one corner and all the pub’s customers were talking over the music, involved in lively discussion with their neighbors. The reporter made her way to an empty stool at the end of the bar and ordered a cider from the friendly bartender, a porcupine who never had any trouble settling minor brawls in his bar (the spikes had that effect). He was the only creature to pay any attention to the newcomer at all.
Vera sipped her cider and looked around. In one corner was a pool table, and the two creatures playing the game appeared to be possums. They also looked enough alike to be brothers. They had to be who she was looking for.
Slipping off her stool, the fox made her way through the crowd over to the pool table. She watched the game for a while before speaking as the players finished a round.
“Hi there,” she said as the two creatures set up the balls for a new game. “Would you happen to be Todd and Jimmy?”
“Who wants to know?” said the one possum grumpily.
“Vera Vixen, staff reporter for the Herald.”
“Oh!” The one who raised a paw when she said the name “Jimmy” brightened instantly. “Are you writing a story on us?”
“Well, I’d love to interview you about what happened at Twilight Falls and quote you in the paper.”
“Sure! What do you need to know?”
Vera asked a few basic questions to jog their memories and set the scene. Then she said, “This is very important. Which one of you found the knife wrapped in that cloth? Was it on the east bank or the west?”
Todd looked at Jimmy, and both made little pondering noises.
Finally, Todd said, “Yeah, I remember seeing it on the bank—that’d be the west bank. I almost moved past it. I remember that I heard something, like an owl call. I thought it was Horace with some news, but when I turned, no one was there. But I saw something white on the ground, so I picked it up.”
Vera suppressed a smile. This was exactly what she’d suspected.






Chapter 16
The day of the Apple Blossom Walk finally arrived. The dawn was as soft and pink as the blossoms adorning the trees of Cold Clay Orchards, and the air was already warming, promising a pleasant temperature so that everyone might wear their best outfits without having to hide them under fuzzy wraps or rain slickers. There were clouds, in fact, but only of the most picturesque, fluffiest type, traipsing through the high blue sky like lambs.
In all, Edith von Beaverpelt could not have received a better day if she’d ordered it from a catalog to be delivered to her doorstep. And yet, a pall still hung over the town, and Vera guessed that today’s event would be filled with gossip and whispering. A shame really, since the annual Apple Blossom Walk was for a legitimately good cause. In the woodlands, winters were rough. Without fail, some creatures found it a difficult season to survive. Food could be scarce (and expensive). Storms could destroy a house, whether it be a nest in the treetops or an underground den.
Thus, every spring, the community assessed the damage and took steps to correct it.
But this was hardly a typical spring, was it? Vera reflected on that fact while she sat in the parlor of the von Beaverpelt mansion. As part of her reporting, BW had “suggested” she shadow Edith for the day, so as to get those precious “slice of life” moments to put in the article. Vera knew that BW was really hoping for some revelation about Stasia’s situation. While she wasn’t in jail any longer, she wasn’t exactly the bright and beautiful beaver that Edith had hoped to present to the world later today.
As far as Vera could tell, Stasia moped about the house, upset and worried about Jonah.
“He didn’t do it,” Stasia insisted to anyone who would listen, which was primarily the attorney, Flint Lennox, who had taken up a post at the corner table and had a number of papers in front of him.
“You’re still here, Counselor?” Vera asked curiously. “I mean, with Stasia released, it doesn’t seem likely that your services are needed.”
“Released from jail is one thing, but there’s the matter of Miss von Beaverpelt’s distress during the time of her imprisonment. Not to mention the fact that the arrest cast a pall on her reputation. I’ll do whatever it takes to set Miss Esme’s mind—er, I mean, the minds of the whole family—at ease, and to restore Miss Stasia’s good name.”
Vera didn’t inform him that Stasia’s name hadn’t exactly been beloved before this. She just nodded and pretended that she didn’t notice the slipup about Esme. Goodness, who knew a waitress uniform could make such an impression? Or maybe it had simply been the fact that Esme barely had time for Flint. Some folk liked a challenge.
“I have an attorney,” Stasia said. “But what about poor Jonah? He won’t let me hire Mr. Lennox for him, and he won’t even ask Mr. Fallow to help!” Mr. Fallow, a rat who was an outstanding local lawyer, would have been Vera’s first choice if she ever got in trouble with the law.
“If he’s innocent, he won’t need a lawyer,” Edith said.
“I was innocent, Mama, and only Jonah’s confession got me out of a cell.”
“And why did he confess?” Edith shot back.
“For me, Mama. He wanted to help me!”
“Well, that’s awfully sweet of him,” Edith said, deep in her final preparations for the event. “Jonah Atwater can confess to whatever he likes, so long as it keeps you away from the clutches of the law, darling.”
At that point, the conversation devolved into Stasia sobbing and Edith throwing up her paws in frustration. Vera could see both sides of it. Folks liked to see justice done, true. But as a mother, Edith defined justice rather narrowly—whatever kept her family safe fit the bill.
Vera was only partially paying attention to Edith’s last-minute tasks for the Walk later. She jotted a few notes down and snapped the notebook closed. “I think I’ve got what I need, Edith. I’ll see you at the orchards this afternoon.”
“Will you be escorted by Chief Braun?” Edith asked.
“Er, we haven’t discussed it yet,” Vera replied. “I guess you’ll find out.”
“At least your beau can walk out of the police station,” Stasia wailed. “My poor Jonah.”
“Now, now,” Flint said soothingly. “Everything will work out.”
Vera sincerely hoped that was true, but she couldn’t say anything yet. She had too many loose ends to weave together before she could be certain of her theory.
When Vera left the mansion, she went directly to Nevermore Books, having promised Lenore a report on her most recent trip to the falls. The store was quiet, perhaps because folks were too focused on the big event to go shopping. Lenore suggested a quick stroll up and down Main Street.
“Will that be okay?” Vera asked.
Lenore assured her it would be fine. She rarely left the bookshop for so long, but Violet Chitters had proven to be quite reliable as a bookseller, and the raven did not feel pressured to be at Nevermore Books every second it was open. Vera was happy that her friend could take some time away every now and then. She worked so hard to make the bookstore a success.
“You’re quiet today,” Lenore muttered as they walked past shop windows and passed other residents.
“Just putting my thoughts in order,” Vera said.
Lenore did not press her further—a mark of true friendship. The raven just kept pace with the fox, waiting till Vera was ready to talk.
Then Vera recounted what she knew, what she suspected, and finally what she feared. Lenore nodded along, asking for clarification on some points but otherwise letting Vera sort through the clues in her mind.
When they reached the town hall, they circled the little park and started back along the other side of the street. As they passed the church where the players held their productions, Vera said, “Shelby helped out with the theater troupe.”
“Yes.” Lenore knew this, of course. But the comment wasn’t meant to be a revelation. Vera merely needed to put all the facts in a row, neatly, one by one.
“Multiple creatures mentioned that fact,” Vera continued. “And the director, Calliope, told me that Shelby even built whole sets, thanks to his knack for using tools, his ingenuity, and his past work with the old traveling shows.”
“A lifetime of experience,” Lenore summed up.
“And all that—over with. He goes over the falls, and that life is…poof! No getting it back.”
“You sound like me,” the raven noted with a caw.
“I’m just upset about it. This never should have happened!”
“If I’m understanding you correctly,” her friend said, “we do have an opportunity to see justice done for the crime that was committed. But we’ve got to play it very, very carefully.”
“Can I count on you to help?” Vera asked.
“I’ll do whatever it takes, but the most important part of your little trick is Orville. He’s going to be pretty angry if you hide the truth much longer, or if you get yourself into trouble.”
“I don’t think I’ll have to keep this a secret for long at all,” Vera said. “If I’m right, the culprit will be sticking very close to Shady Hollow today. They’ve got too big a stake in this to back away now.”
She lowered her voice as they passed the popcorn cart, which Muriel was pushing down the street in the opposite direction.
“Why, hello,” Lenore called out. “Where are you heading?”
“Cold Clay Orchards,” Muriel replied, huffing only slightly as she worked. “I was asked to make popcorn for the event. Seemed like a good idea at the time,” she added with a wry smile.
“I bet,” Vera said. “Oh, I hope you’re feeling better.”
“Better?” Muriel asked.
“Since the attack,” Vera added.
“Oh! That. Yes, I’m fine. I don’t scare easy.” Muriel bid them goodbye and continued to push the cart along.
“Okay,” Lenore muttered as the pair returned to the bookstore. “Let’s figure out exactly how we’re going to set up your trap…and who the bait will be!”






Chapter 17
The Apple Blossom Walk was an afternoon-to-evening event (or, in part-time bookseller Violet Chitters’s rather delightful phrasing: “an eveternoon event”). But Vera arrived early so that she could be seen asking lots of reporterish questions to the guests and so she could write up some notes for her article. When she got to the orchard, it was like walking into a fragrant cloud. The fruit trees were all heavily laden with blossoms, the breeze carrying the delicate scent to Vera’s nose. The cherries bore pale shell-colored puffballs. The peaches along the south row had blooms of a deeper pink. But the orchard was known for its apples, and the apple trees all displayed blankets of white and blush flowers, thousands upon thousands of them. Vera walked down one lane, enchanted as she took in the wash of color and scent. A few petals were already falling, waltzing with the wind as they floated slowly down to the new green grass.
Finally, she approached the main clearing, where a podium had been set up for a few little speeches, and tables were scattered under the blossoming branches, all bedecked with white linen tablecloths and bouquets of yet more blossoms.
Stasia was there, though her attitude was not exactly sunshiny. She wore a lilac-hued frock that appeared to be composed entirely of dramatically folded ruffles in tulle. Vera, sipping sparkling water from a delicately etched glass, speculated that at least three more outfits could be assembled just from the excess material.
“It’s sort of amazing, isn’t it?” Lenore whispered, appearing silently at Vera’s side. “That dress is what would happen if mushroom spores decided to go into fashion. A maitake masterpiece!”
Vera snorted with laughter and quickly turned it into a cough. “Lenore!” she chided. “Not while I’m drinking!”
“Sorry. I snagged a table in the shade. Want to get settled?”
The two friends made their way to the table, which was tucked away from the busy center of the party. It was a good vantage point to watch the crowd. Vera approved. She looked around casually. There was the popcorn cart under one tree, with Muriel serving up bags of hot, buttery popcorn almost as fast as she could fill them. Orville was there as well. The police chief was resplendent in his dress uniform, a navy-blue jacket and pants with shiny brass buttons. He carried his cap in one huge paw, greeting folks as he walked by them, and rather conspicuously avoiding the von Beaverpelts. There were also a not-insignificant number of beavers from out of town, invited by Edith weeks ago in the hope that one of them might be enticed to court Stasia. Stasia’s barely concealed disdain did more to warn them off than her recent incarceration did. Esme (off for the day) was working hard to smooth over the social cracks her sister made, proving that once a von Beaverpelt, always a von Beaverpelt.
While the event didn’t offer a meal exactly, there were plenty of snacks and treats to enjoy, and folks were encouraged to sit and catch up with neighbors. The attendees all mingled and strolled around the orchard while they waited for the “speech” portion of the festivities to begin. Shady Hollow was in general a casual sort of place, not given to fancy events. But after a long, cold winter, there was a real pleasure in gathering in the sunlight, thinking of longer, softer days to come. Many folks were seeing friends for the first time in months.
And this spring carried an extra burden. After the investigation, and the parade of suspects, and the ghost haunting the town, everyone wanted a simple afternoon in the sun.
Parson Dusty Conkers walked to the podium. The jackrabbit quickly got everyone’s attention and then smiled at the crowd. “How heartening to see so many folks here today. We’ve had a long winter, and even the spring’s been a bit colder than we’d like.” He skipped delicately around the matter of Shelby Atwater, not wanting to mar the mood or make the crowd forget the purpose of the day.
“A community is like a woven blanket,” he went on. “A big thing made up of many separate, individual threads. And yet, the whole is greater than the sum of its parts. You don’t see anyone reaching for a pile of threads to keep warm in winter, do you?”
A chuckle rippled through the audience.
Vera looked around and noticed the pink-frocked Stasia slipping away from the crowd, though not before casting a narrowed-eyed look toward Orville. Well, she probably wasn’t feeling too sociable today, and she must still be hurt that she’d been locked away in jail on such sketchy evidence. Sighing a little, Vera returned her attention to the podium.
Dusty said, “This blanket that is our community, it sometimes gets frayed, too. Sometimes we find a hole, or a weak spot in need of repair. A weakness in one spot affects the whole blanket. Yes, a hole here or there can be ignored. But when there are too many, the whole thing just falls apart.
“Now, I’ve personally seen some residents face the winter, and they haven’t always won. Ms. Varian had a tree blow down on their house during that last big blizzard. And even our own Mayor Windthrow watched as the riverbank crumbled and took out a whole room of the mayor’s mansion! All through town, there have been panes of glass broken, and a few bellies not fed fully. For those of you lucky enough to have gotten through the winter with no losses, are you aware of your good fortune?” Dusty looked around the crowd, his gaze catching first one, then another attendee. He said, raising his voice slightly, “Would you want to look a less fortunate neighbor in the eye and say nothing more than how sad! Why, I’m sure you wouldn’t! You’d offer to help in any way you could, knowing that our little community needs your support now and then, and you’d do it because you want to, not because you’re banking it against your own snowy day.”
Dusty made his point, and the crowd dutifully (even joyfully) dropped offerings in the collection box to repair the myriad of winter wounds to the town and its inhabitants.
In the sky, the spring light was just beginning to fail now, turning from gold to red to purple. Vera had been so busy with her reporting duties at the Apple Blossom Walk that she had managed to avoid Orville thus far. But it was time. She glanced toward Lenore, who gave her an encouraging nod.
Vera strolled over to where Orville sat near the edge of the clearing.
“Hi, Vera,” he said, sounding a bit hesitant. “Did you enjoy the Walk?”
“The trees are beautiful, of course, and I’m glad the town holds an event like this to help out. But it’s difficult to fully appreciate the day when we’ve got a suspect in jail for Shelby’s murder.”
“Look, I wish it didn’t have to be this way, but the fact remains that Jonah confessed.” Orville’s tone grew louder, and more stubborn. “His alibi is no better than Stasia’s was, and the evidence we gathered is compelling if circumstantial.”
She placed her paw over his and said softly. “Listen, Orville. I’m sorry that we fought before. I understand why you arrested Stasia, and I understand why you arrested Jonah. In fact, I should mention that when I visited the falls again, I noticed another piece of evidence, and it doesn’t look good for Jonah at all. Can we move away from the crowd a little bit?”
Vera gestured to the nearest alley between two rows of blossoming trees, and they proceeded down it, surrounded by fragrance and the bluish shadows of the trunks as the setting sun turned them impossibly long and slender.
“What did you discover?” Orville asked when they were out of earshot of most of the attendees. “I hope you didn’t put yourself in danger to do it!”
“How could I be in danger when Jonah is behind bars?”
“Wait, you think he really did do it?” he asked, startled. Nearby, the breeze ruffled some of the branches, sending a rain of pink petals down.
“If the clue I found means what I think it does,” Vera said, emphasizing each word carefully, “Jonah could be convicted of murder and spend the rest of his life in some dreary prison far away.”
“Then tell me what you’ve got.” Orville sounded tense. “I can’t ignore any evidence, especially when Jonah’s already offered his statement and confession.”
“I’ll do better than tell you,” Vera said, reaching into her satchel with one paw. “I’ll show you.”
She withdrew a wrapped object from the bag and offered it to Orville. But before he could take it in his own paws, something swooped out of the shadows and snatched it away!
Vera whirled around, spotting a furtive figure moving among the apple trees. She dropped Orville’s paw and pointed. “Look! It’s the ghost!”
She motioned to Orville to turn around, hoping that he could see what she saw—a cloaked and hooded figure retreating down the path.
Orville said, bewildered, “It’s the ghost, and they’ve got the evidence! Did Jonah break out of jail, or what?”
“Come on, we’ve got to catch them!” Vera shouted, hoping others would hear and follow. “That so-called ghost is the one responsible for Shelby going over the waterfall!”
The fox and the bear moved in unison toward the mysterious shape that was gliding away from them as if its paws didn’t need to touch the ground.
The creature was swathed in a dark cloak with a hood, and it was nearly impossible to determine what kind of animal it was. But Vera was positive that it was indeed the very same “ghost” that had been spotted around Shady Hollow, and she was determined to unmask it.
Orville motioned silently to Vera that he was going to go one way and that she should go the other. She realized that he wanted to head off the fleeing creature, who was moving faster and faster to get away from them. She nodded once and veered to the left, running as fast as she could through the labyrinth of fruit trees.
Suddenly, Lenore glided above her. “It’s heading toward the main track!” the raven called, loudly enough for many to hear. “I’ll keep following, but the leaves and blossoms are making it hard!”
Vera signaled that she understood. She kept a steady pace but never quite managed to close the distance between herself and the figure.
As she dodged between trees, she sensed a small presence next to her. Gladys!
The hummingbird said, “Hey, Vera, I just wanted to ask how things are going with you and Orville. I noticed you didn’t spend much time together at the event, and I just hope everything is going well…Oh, is this a bad time?” She seemed to finally notice that Vera wasn’t running for her health.
“That figure…ahead!” Vera gasped out. “Can you catch it?”
“Me? Oh, no, it’s way too far…Who is it?”
“The answer to everything! We need to catch them!”
Gladys zipped around, alarmed and excited all at once. “That’s the murderer! Oh, goodness! I can’t go terribly fast over distance, but I can alert others so they can join the chase. We’ll get them, Vera, don’t worry!” The hummingbird darted off before Vera could say anything more.
By now, most of the Apple Blossom Walk’s attendees had noticed that a chase of sorts was happening at the edge of the orchard, where the trees were thickest. They recognized the reporter, the police chief, and the gossipy hummingbird overhead. What was going on? Several birds took to the sky to follow Gladys, and the earthbound creatures began to follow Orville and Vera.
The orchard ended, and the figure took to the road that led to town. But Vera suspected its real goal was the riverbank.
“Check the docks!” Vera yelled to the various birds overhead. “Don’t let it get away!”
The hooded figure noticed the growing entourage behind it and stepped up its pace. Vera was almost upon it when it darted out toward the riverbank…and suddenly vanished into the murky shadows along the water’s edge.
Vera skidded to a halt at the edge of the river. Nuts! She had been so close!
Orville ran up beside her. “Where’d it go? Do you see it?”
“Lost it!” Vera told him as she looked frantically up and down the bank. She strained to see through the rippling waves, but the surface was opaque, hidden from view now that the light was gone.
“It’s got to be close,” Orville said. “Unless it jumped in and started swimming?” The bear waded into the shallows, prepared to go after any sign of the creature.
Just then, Gladys zipped in toward Vera’s side. “Lenore said the ghost just stole a boat!”
“Where?” Vera asked.
“Downriver! She’s trying to keep above it, but with evening here, the air gets cooler and it’s hard to find an updraft.”
“Okay, that means we need a boat, too. Gladys, fly to the main dock and find any skipper around!”
The hummingbird saluted with a wing and buzzed away.
Vera and Orville, now accompanied by the high-leaping Parson Dusty, Howard Chitters, and a few squirrels, continued to search along the banks, moving slowly toward the town docks.
Then someone shouted in the distance, “I got them! I got them!”
Vera looked around, hoping to see who had called.
“Come on! The voice came from there,” Orville said, pointing toward River Street.
Vera hoped to see the cloaked figure restrained and unhooded.
But as the group ran toward a cluster of folks on River Street, what they saw was the badger Mr. Unterwald standing on the sidewalk, with a firm grip on two creatures: Stasia and Jonah!






Chapter 18
Orville rushed up to the trio. “What is this?” he thundered. “Jonah is meant to be in jail!”
“I broke him out!” Stasia shouted back. “I spent enough time in that stupid police station. I saw where the spare keys were kept. And the Apple Blossom Walk was the perfect time to sneak over and do it, because the whole town was in the orchard.”
“You were running away?” Vera asked.
“What other choice do we have?” Jonah said miserably. “There’s no way we can stay here. Everyone thinks one of us committed the murder.”
Vera shook her head. “Jonah, no. We’re chasing the culprit right now! And you both should join us.”
“What!” Orville barked. “They both need to get behind bars again.”
“We haven’t got the time! Look!” Vera had just noticed the ferry approaching. Jonesy was going by on his usual route downriver. The fox waved her paws to get his attention. Jonesy nodded and maneuvered the ferry as close to the riverbank as he could. He lowered a rope ladder for his impromptu passengers. Orville helped first Vera onto the ferry and then each one of his neighbors as they joined in the chase. Vera was relieved that Jonesy had realized what was needed and not asked any time-consuming questions.
Everyone crowded in the bow of the ferry so that they could look for the escaping rowboat. Jonesy steered the craft away from the bank and back into the middle of the river as fast as he could. But by this point the rowboat was far ahead of them. Vera was frustrated. The hooded creature was getting away.
Just then, Lenore swooped down onto the deck of the ferry. “I can’t keep up,” she said, out of breath. “A south wind’s come up. Fighting the air up there plus following an unlit boat on the river at night…it’s impossible.”
“It’s okay, Lenore,” Vera said, recovering her optimism. “I’ve got a good hunch where our quarry is going.”
While the two were talking, Orville had been tracking the rowboat through a pair of binoculars that Jonesy had in the cabin, reporting on what he saw. He watched the figure row past the dock at Elm Grove (even with the help of the current, the ghost had to row hard to outpace Jonesy’s larger vessel). The next stop was Twilight Falls. That must be where the mysterious creature is headed, Vera thought. Everything was leading it back to the scene of the crime. Thanks to the otter’s skillful work, the ferry was making better time than the rowboat, so they were catching up as the whole group proceeded downriver. Orville kept the boat in his sights with the binoculars, but as they all neared the falls, everyone could see the boat and its occupant without assistance. The rowboat reached the dock at Twilight Falls, and the ferry was not far behind. As the hooded shape climbed out of the stolen craft, its dark cloak caught on something on the side of the boat, and the hood was yanked off its head.
Vera gasped. The hooded ghost was none other than Shelby Atwater.
Vera heard Orville’s sharp intake of breath, as he realized the same thing.
“He’s alive!” the bear muttered. “Was this whole thing staged?”
“Staged is a good word for it,” Vera replied. He was getting away again, this time moving into the trees hiding the path to the falls. But was he intending to stay on the lower part, or climb to the top?
Orville ordered Jonesy to let the whole search party off, even before mooring the boat.
As they disembarked, Imogen flew down and met them. She said to Orville, “I happened to notice the ferry, but it’s not the usual time. What’s going on?”
“You won’t believe it,” Orville said. Then he instructed everyone in the group that they should split up and search for Shelby, calling out the moment he was seen. “Half of you stay here at the bottom. Half go up the path. Lenore and Imogen, I’ve got a special task for you both.”
The group scattered, while the birds remained behind to hear Orville’s request.
Vera started up the cliffside path, along with the frantic pair of Stasia and Jonah. After a few moments, Orville caught up, moving at a rapid pace.
“This changes everything!” Orville said to Vera in a low voice. “There was no murder! The whole thing was a setup!”
Vera had kept her theory about this state of affairs to herself until she was sure of her facts. But even early on she had thought that there was something fishy about the way that Shelby had been pushed over the falls and then completely disappeared. Who was the other creature, Shelby’s so-called attacker, and where was the body?
Instead of saying “I told you so,” Vera merely nodded. “I’ll explain it all in a bit,” she promised.
After all, Orville still had to apprehend Shelby Atwater and formally dismiss the charge against Jonah. She knew that the younger otter had only confessed to save his beloved Anastasia.
“Tell me something,” Orville said, his breath laboring a bit on the steep path.
“Okay. Shelby was responsible for nearly everything that happened here at the falls that day. But I’m afraid that Jonah’s surprise confession and your subsequent arrest turned Shelby’s brain. He never wanted his own son to be a suspect. And if we don’t find Shelby soon, there might be another death. This time a real one!”






Chapter 19
Vera and the others climbed as fast as they could. Jonah and Stasia were at the vanguard, Jonah propelled by the revelation that his father was very much alive.
“This might all be another trick,” Orville grunted as they ran up the path. “He could have gone into the trees down near the dock and just circled around to get back to the boat.”
“Maybe, in which case Jonesy will notice,” Vera said. “But I’m pretty sure that Shelby’s done playing tricks.”
When the little group reached the top, they didn’t even need to look around, because there was Shelby, standing in the rushing water, facing them.
“Don’t come any closer!” he shouted.
Jonah ignored that order completely and rushed to the bank. “Dad! What’s going on?”
“Jonah?” Shelby gasped.
With a start, Vera realized that Shelby didn’t know who was in the search party, and he naturally assumed that Jonah was still locked up, since there was no way anyone could have predicted Stasia’s plan to break Jonah out.
The fox also stepped forward, stopping a bit farther from the bank. “Shelby, come back to the shore and talk to us. What could you possibly want out there in the middle of the river?”
He snarled at her. “You! Vixen, always poking around with your little news stories and your so-called evidence. What’s the meaning of this?” He hurled the object he’d stolen in the orchard, and it landed on the bank in the dirt where she stood. Vera bent to pick it up.
“A Magical Life: The Biography of Auguste Lapin,” Orville read aloud as he gazed at the title over Vera’s shoulder. “How is a book crucial evidence?”
“Shelby knows what it means,” Vera said. “Don’t you, Shelby?”
“Well, I don’t know what it could mean,” Stasia interjected, baffled and upset. “What’s a book about an old-time magician got to do with a fake murder?”
Vera held up the book so everyone could see it. She said, “Because Shelby worked with this old-time magician back when he was young, and he learned a lot of tricks from Auguste Lapin. Including ways to disappear, and how to trick an audience into looking the wrong way.”
“The murder was a stage trick?” Unterwald asked, his eyes wide.
“Yes. Shelby found a way to appear to plunge down the falls, and then he created a false trail of clues to point to Stasia as the murderer,” Vera said. “But when Jonah confessed to the crime in order to save Stasia, Shelby lost control of the little play he was directing.”
Indeed, Vera guessed that it was more than that. Jonah’s arrest had snapped Shelby out of his fantasy. He had done all this work with the intent to drive Stasia away so his son wouldn’t marry her, and yet Jonah still did everything he could to defend her. That must have hit Shelby hard, in a way that words didn’t. The realization that he was willing to destroy Stasia’s life and the lives of two families and, indeed, the whole community, just because of his “principles” had finally unmoored him. Now he was standing at the edge, literally and figuratively.
The wrong move would mean death.
“It’s all over now,” Shelby said, his expression bleak rather than angry as he looked over the gathered creatures. “So it’s time for my last act.”
He took a few steps closer to the edge of the falls, moving into the deepest, swiftest part of the river.
The others all shouted for him to stop, Orville’s voice rising above the rest. Mr. Unterwald looked ready to pounce on the otter to prevent a tragedy, but Vera quietly advised caution. The worst thing now would be to startle Shelby into acting rashly.
Vera spoke in her most soothing tone. “Shelby, you can’t do this. Think of your son, think of all your friends and colleagues in town. When I was interviewing folks, you know what I heard, over and over? How much everyone likes you. How much fun you were. How you helped out when anyone was in a tough spot.”
“They didn’t know me,” Shelby returned, not persuaded in the slightest. “I didn’t even know myself. That I could stoop as low as I did. That I let myself rip my son’s life apart…no one will want me for a neighbor after that.” He looked toward the rushing water at the edge, and deliberately moved closer.
Jonah gave a little yelp of alarm. “Dad, no! Please don’t! It was horrible when I lost you before…when I thought you died the first time. All they could bring out of the river was a hat!”
“I planted that hat,” Shelby mumbled, ashamed. “I flung it out so folks would find it.”
Jonah just shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. I love you! Yes, we fought, and yes, I’m angry about what you did, what you tried to do to Stasia. But I know you wish you could undo what you did. Please, Dad. Come back. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Shelby told his son. “More than anything. That’s why I’m going to…go away now. I don’t deserve your love. And you’ll be able to build your own life soon enough. Without me. It’s for the best.”
He took one more step.
Jonah ran to the bank, but Stasia moved in front of him.
“I think you’re forgetting something,” she announced.
Shelby looked suspiciously at the beaver. “What’s that?”
Orville gave Vera a worried look, but she gestured that he shouldn’t try to interrupt yet. Vera could tell that Stasia was deliberately trying to draw Shelby back from the brink by making him think of something, anything other than the final plunge down the falls. It was the sort of thing Lenore would do…which made Vera wonder where the raven was all this time.
“I lost my own father,” Stasia said. “Wasn’t that long ago, and it wasn’t exactly a peaceful ending.”
Shelby looked askance at her, because he already knew that. The whole town knew that. Stasia did not look concerned in the least, but Vera noticed how tightly she was clutching at Jonah’s paw. Despite her nonchalant words, she was incredibly tense.
“What I’m saying is that if you take your one-way trip down the falls, you haven’t really changed at all. I know what it’s like to lose a father, especially when I never got the chance to say goodbye properly. I didn’t lose him through an illness, or after a good long life. He was there, and then he wasn’t. Would you do that to Jonah?”
“It’s not the same,” Shelby objected, though with less conviction.
“Of course not. My dad didn’t choose to die. You know what I miss most? Having coffee with him. When I was little, I didn’t like coffee, but I wanted to drink it because that’s what grown-ups did. So my dad would warm up some milk and add just a little coffee, and we’d sit there at the table together, him drinking from his big mug, and me from my little cup with the flowers on it that I got for my birthday. I still have it.” Her wistful smile faded. “But I don’t have my dad. And that’s how it will be for the rest of my life. So tell me, Mr. Atwater, do you really intend to deprive Jonah of the one thing he can never, ever get back?”
Shelby opened his mouth to reply, but nothing came out. He looked to the edge of the falls, then to his son, then back again.
Shelby stood still for a long moment, while the others collectively held their breath, fearful that even Stasia’s final plea would fail to get through to him.
Stasia tapped one hind paw on the ground. “Or don’t you have the guts?”
This challenge made him straighten up and frown at her. “Of course I do!”
“Then best get out,” she told him, with more gentleness in her tone that Vera would have thought her capable of. “Get out before you do something everyone will regret.”
Then he sighed, his shoulders sagging. “All right,” he said softly. “Let’s go.”
Vera exhaled as Shelby turned away from the deadly precipice where the water rushed smooth and dark over the edge into nothingness. Thank goodness Stasia somehow knew how to get through to Shelby!
But as the otter lifted one back paw to step through the river, he slipped on something—a slippery weed, a slimy rock—hidden below. He tumbled, splashing down into the current, he flailed all his limbs in a desperate attempt to grab hold of a solid object.
“No!” Jonah shouted, rushing into the water, only to be held back by Mr. Unterwald.
“It’s too dangerous, you’ll fall, too!” the badger warned.
“But it’s Dad!” Jonah twisted, trying to escape.
Stasia was screaming her throat raw, her outward confidence evaporating in an instant. “Save him! Somebody do something!”
Shelby was rolling and tumbling toward the edge, his paws wheeling out of the water as he tried to fight the current.
“Now!” Orville bellowed suddenly, aiming his command toward the precipice.
Vera had no idea what he meant, but before she could question it, she saw two birds rising up on either side of the water. Lenore and Imogen were using their claws to hold something between them. A net!
Shelby crashed headlong into it and clutched at the ropes for dear life. The birds struggled with the additional weight but managed to fly forward, away from the edge, dragging the netted otter along in the water.
Imogen swung around to Lenore’s side of the river, slowly bringing the net and Shelby to the bank, where Mr. Unterwald and Orville pulled him safely out of the river.
There Shelby lay huddled in the net, panting for breath. Jonah fell down next to him, protectively spreading his own body over his father’s. Stasia meanwhile began to untangle the lines from Shelby’s limbs, working quickly to free him, all the while telling Shelby that he was all right, and it was all over.
Vera let out a sigh of relief when she realized it was finally over. Lenore settled beside her, looking rather ragged, her normally sleek feathers ruffled and mussed up. The raven immediately began preening, since her feathers were so important for keeping her warm.
“That was incredible,” Vera told her friend. “How were you two ready for that?”
“Orville was worried someone would fall again,” Lenore explained as she worked to restore her glossy appearance. “So he had Jonesy bring him a net from the ferry. He’s got it in case a passenger should go overboard.”
An equally mussed Imogen joined them and added, “I wasn’t sure that we’d be able to lift a creature up if they actually went over the falls but thank goodness we were able to catch Shelby before that point and bring him out of danger.”
“Good work,” Vera congratulated them both. She was still a little stunned by how quickly everything had happened.
While they were talking, Orville and Mr. Unterwald had managed to get Shelby to a standing position. Jonah took his coat off and put it around his shivering, shaken father to warm him up. “There you go, Dad,” he said. “No more diving tonight, okay?”
“Jonesy has towels and blankets on the ferry,” Stasia said. “We ought to get back there as soon as we can. And maybe later we can whip up one of those hot toddies you think are so great, Mr. Atwater.” She jabbed one paw into his chest. “And don’t ever do something like that again!”
Shelby nodded, too overwhelmed to reply.
The exhausted group made their way back down to the forest floor, taking the steep path and its many sharp turns slowly in the darkness. As they reached the lower part of the falls, the welcoming lights of the ferry beckoned them toward the dock. The glimmer reflected on the rippling water, shedding a glow that promised safe passage. The rest of the searchers were already aboard (Imogen had flown down to give word of Shelby’s successful capture), and even the stolen rowboat was now tethered to the ferry with a long rope.
Shelby was escorted onto the ferry between bear and badger. Jonah and Stasia walked close behind, leaving Vera and Lenore to observe the scene.
“Shelby, you’re alive!” Jonesy marveled, watching with an open jaw as his fellow otter boarded.
“Sort of,” Shelby responded, with only the faintest trace of a smile.
When everyone was safely aboard, Jonesy looked to Orville. “Where to?”
“Home, Jonesy,” the bear replied. “We’ve got to get back to Shady Hollow.”






Chapter 20
The entire group returned to Shady Hollow, physically and emotionally worn out from the ordeal. The ride was uncomfortably quiet, since Shelby had been cuffed to Orville (to avoid any sneaky escape attempts from the magician), and the two were sitting across from Jonah and Stasia, whose paws were also close together—in fact, clasped tight.
“I can’t believe you did that, Dad,” Jonah would say every once in a while, though each time with a slightly different emphasis, suggesting he was working his way through a whole range of emotions.
Meanwhile, Stasia kept her paws entwined with Jonah’s, making it very clear that she had no intention of giving up her status as his intended, even after the night’s shocking revelations. Vera was heartened by that—Jonah needed the support.
The other creatures who’d joined the impromptu posse sat quietly, murmuring among themselves. Vera caught snatches of their conversations from time to time but gleaned only that everyone was somewhat stunned by events…though relieved to know that this time at least, there was no actual murderer in their midst.
A small crowd had gathered by the dock in Shady Hollow, and more than one voice rose in astonishment at the return of Shelby Atwater. Gladys Honeysuckle darted forward, exclaiming, “Back from the dead! Oh, my stars!”
“Everyone stay back, please!” Orville said, using his bulk to encourage the onlookers to withdraw a bit, allowing space on the dock for the passengers to disembark. Jonah walked next to his father, while Stasia used her ruffly presence to obscure most of the view between the crowd and Shelby.
“What happened?”
“Shelby, where’ve you been?”
“So was there a murder or not?”
“Vera, are you writing the story?”
Questions poured out, the last one directed at her by an anxious squirrel.
“I’ll be working on it” was all Vera could say as she was swept past.
Orville escorted Shelby directly to the police station. Vera followed, ushering Jonah and Stasia along. And the crowd followed them, still curious and eager for tidbits.
Lenore did her best to get the others to return to their homes as quietly as possible. Outside the police station doors, she said, “The gossip will be raging soon enough, but let’s give the families a little time to understand what happened.”
“I don’t understand what happened, and I was there,” Mr. Unterwald grumbled. But eventually, everyone dispersed into the soft spring night. Barry Greenfield threw a look to Vera as he left, wordlessly hinting that she’d better write up something fast, or BW would have her head.
Inside, Orville sat Shelby down in the visitor’s chair. He unlocked his own cuff and popped it onto the wooden arm. “Well, Mr. Atwater, I’d say it’s time for an explanation.”
Vera flipped to a fresh page in her notebook.
Lenore entered the station, making sure the door closed behind her.
Shelby barely glanced up from the floor. He muttered, “Sounds like the reporter has it all figured out.”
“All right, Vera,” the chief said. “Why don’t you start? What made you realize that not only was there no murder, but that Shelby himself was behind it all?”
Vera looked around the room, finding everyone’s attention on her. “Well, from the very beginning, I felt that something was missing in this case.”
“Yeah. A body,” Lenore said.
“That was troubling,” Vera agreed. “While it was perfectly plausible that a body could be swept downstream to the wider river and lost, I found it difficult to accept that with dozens of folks actively searching along the banks, no one would have seen anything. But at the time, I couldn’t imagine any other possibility, certainly not a deliberate deception.”
“So what made you start thinking along those lines?” Stasia asked.
“The first thing that made me really suspicious was the arrival of the stolen knife, wrapped in your embroidered pawkerchief. It was just too glaring a clue, too obviously pointing at you as the killer. And when you pair that with the message Chief Braun received saying A von Beaverpelt is your murderer, I knew someone wanted you to take the fall…so to speak. But I couldn’t think of who that would be.”
“Because the creature I’d argued with earlier was supposedly dead.” Stasia sighed. “Wow. I felt like Shelby really goaded me into those last few spats. Now I know he did.”
“I admit I wanted folks to notice,” Shelby said from his seat. “Though it wasn’t exactly hard to rile you up.”
Stasia (who did have a reputation for being opinionated) merely sniffed. “Suppose so.”
“But what made you suspect Shelby?” Orville asked Vera. “We all thought he was the one creature beyond suspicion.”
“It was a little thing. I kept running into mentions of your experience with the theater,” Vera said directly to Shelby. “You did work backstage for the local acting troupe, building sets and running lights and curtains and whatnot. Everyone from the director, Calliope, to even a casual fan like Lefty mentioned how helpful and skilled you were. But Jonah also told me that you loved the stage as a youngster, that you traveled with a troupe. I looked in the archives for any mention of it. Only found a few, but I saw a picture, with pencil sketches of many of the performers. They weren’t actors—not really. Instead, they made up a variety show. Dancers, acrobats, comedians…and magicians. Shelby, you worked for the great Auguste Lapin in his last years, when his fame was past its peak, but he still knew everything there was to know about magic. And you learned a lot of tricks from him. Practical tips by the dozen, I’m sure. But also the theories of magic. And a core part of stage magic is misdirection.”
Shelby gave her a thin smile. “Go on, Miss Vixen.”
“Throughout the whole investigation, I couldn’t get the initial murder scene out of my head. And for the first few days, who could? It was shocking, dramatic. Very few creatures have ever witnessed violence, let alone a violent death. But then, we didn’t see a death, did we? We all saw a carefully scripted and directed illusion designed to make everyone believe they saw something that never actually happened. Not only did you not die, there was never even a struggle at the top of the falls.”
“But we did see it!” Orville objected, his brow furrowed. “The two figures! Even if Shelby planned it, there had to be an accomplice.”
Vera shook her head. “The best magic tricks work by allowing the audience to trick themselves. We were all sure we saw two figures, and when one fell, we all focused on the falling creature—the one we knew was Shelby. He was in great danger, plunging down the falls! Who wouldn’t look? That was the intention, wasn’t it, Shelby?”
The otter gave a little shrug, the muscles under his coat shimmying as he moved. “You got it. I wanted everyone to see.”
“Yes, you wanted everyone to see you falling…so that no one would look above and realize that the second figure had vanished. Because it was never there. The next day, the search team found a tangled heap of black silk and sticks. Detritus from the falls and the river, we all thought. Until I let it dry and tried to untangle it. I realized it wasn’t clothing or even a fishing net. It was a stage prop—a carefully designed construction that you manipulated like a puppet to make it appear that you were fighting another creature. And the outline I saw once I could unfold it looked very much like a beaver.”
“I practiced it a lot,” he noted, as if they were discussing a role in a play. “Lapin had designed a trick called the Castle in the Air, and part of it depended on a prop like the one I used. Except Lapin’s was a tall tower of stone-gray silk with these long poles.”
“Sort of like a marionette?” Lenore asked.
“Very much so. I could control the prop from a trapdoor under the stage and make the tower vanish by snapping the poles together and pulling the whole thing down at just the right moment when Lapin was doing a flashy move onstage. Later, I got the notion to alter the trick to be a creature.”
“Very clever,” Vera said. “But to ensure the illusion would work, you deliberately chose to have it all play out at sunset, when the light was horizontal and waning and the mist from the falls made it terribly difficult to see things clearly. It was masterful stage direction. Or misdirection, I should say. As you ‘fell’ into the water and went over the falls, you collapsed the puppet so the bundle of silk would go over the falls with you. I saw how light it was, and how little room it took up when bundled. You hoped that the froth below would conceal it and then the current would take it underwater and downstream, while you rappelled into the cave behind the falls, thanks to the thin rope you’d tied around yourself and anchored to the tree on the bank above.”
“Wait, what?” Jonah gasped.
“She’s right. For the trick to work, I needed to actually fall over the edge. But I had a rope around my waist. It was just the right length to let me swing past the water and into the cave.”
“You could have died!” Jonah told him, ignoring the fact that everyone assumed he had.
“That was the biggest risk,” Shelby said. “Yeah, rappelling into the cave, but also that someone would notice a rope going from that big tree above into the river. But I thought there were pretty good odds that no one would. After all, everyone was looking below at the pool and the river beyond, assuming I’d fallen all the way down the falls, not just halfway.”
Orville shook his head. “Well, of course, since it was common knowledge that it was impossible to get into that cave at all, except in winter.”
“You know, magicians rely on common knowledge for a lot of tricks. Lapin sure did,” Shelby said with a faint, sad smile, as if remembering days long gone. “The fact is that folk often say something’s impossible when all they mean is that it’s extremely difficult. However, I was motivated.”
Vera had to admit to herself that he was right about that. Hate was a powerful motivator.
Shelby went on. “I hid in that cave until it was dark and only a few creatures were left. But they couldn’t cover all the ground, and they were looking away from the falls. So I used the rope to shimmy down the rest of the way from the cave, landing safely in the pool at night. Then I snuck back up to the top on the falls using the path and cut that rope.”
“A few days ago, I saw the end of it wrapped around the tree,” Vera said. “You should have removed all of it. The moaning sound everyone heard came from the rope rubbing against the tree branch when your weight pulled the other end. I realized that, but only a long while afterward.”
“I remember everyone commenting on that,” Orville said. “But I didn’t think it had any special meaning.”
“I would have unwound the rest of the rope, but the hawk kept circling,” Shelby told them. “And once I made my way back to town, I figured that it wouldn’t matter anymore, because Stasia had been arrested. No one would be examining the scene any longer.”
“All this from a little bit of rope and a bundle of black silk,” Orville marveled.
“Yup,” Vera said. “And it almost worked. When it washed up miles away, no one would ever dream of connecting the bundle of fabric with what we had all seen on the edge of the falls.”
“What made you look at it?” Shelby asked.
Vera sighed. “I was desperate for clues, so I went poking through that pile of garbage because there was nothing else. Of course, soon we were flush with clues…false clues. You planted the knife by the riverbank for the possums to find. You even imitated a bird call so that Jimmy would turn around and not miss it!”
“He was tired,” Shelby explained. “And I needed him to notice it right then.”
“And the pawkerchief with Stasia’s initials on it, of course,” Vera continued. “And you arranged for the anonymous note to be sent to the police station. You did everything you could to point Orville toward her. You wanted her to go to jail to make it impossible for her and Jonah to be together.”
Shelby’s expression tightened. “He just wouldn’t listen when I told him the relationship wasn’t a good idea. It wasn’t natural! At least, that’s what I thought back then.”
“So you carefully orchestrated a fake murder,” Vera said, appalled all over again.
“I didn’t know what else to do! He wouldn’t listen to me, and I had to think of some way to make him not want to be with her. He liked her, but blood is thicker than water. So if Jonah thought Anastasia killed me, he’d see the light! He’d leave off that ridiculous romance and walk away.”
“But they were together when it happened, which you couldn’t plan for,” Vera said. “So you had to resort to casting enough blame on Stasia to get her arrested. If she went to jail, they couldn’t be together.”
“Yeah. But Jonah wasn’t going to let that happen. Instead,” said Orville, “he came to me and confessed to the crime in order to make sure that Stasia would go free.”
“Why would you do that, Jonah? You were innocent!” Shelby sounded truly perplexed as he stared at his son.
“Dad, do you still not get it?” Jonah returned, eyes wide. “I did it because that’s the only way I could help Stasia.”
“I know, I know. But when it happened…I just couldn’t imagine why.” Shelby shook his head. “You really do love her.”
Vera felt a tiny bit of sympathy for Shelby at last. It had to be difficult to readjust your thinking, even if the previous thinking was horrible. But it did seem that Shelby was coming around.
“The knife you planted at the scene,” she asked, getting back to the topic. “Did you steal it from the von Beaverpelt house?”
Shelby nodded, hanging his head again. “Yes. During one of the first jobs I did at the mansion, I was left alone in the kitchen, and I saw the knives. Twenty or more, just sitting there. So when I was putting together the plan, I returned one afternoon when both Edith and her daughters were out. I told the maid I had a part for the sink, and it would only take a minute. She let me in. And I nicked the knife. Then I asked the maid not to mention the visit because I felt bad that I didn’t do the sink repair properly the first time. She said she quite understood. And she was kept so busy, probably she wouldn’t have mentioned it anyway.”
“Did you steal the pawkerchief at the same time?”
“No. Jonah came home for dinner one evening, and when he emptied out his pockets, I noticed he had it among his things. I saw the initials and knew it was hers.”
“I got a dozen of them for a birthday gift a few years ago, all embroidered with my initials,” Stasia explained. “Whenever one got too dirty, I just moved on to the next. And I’m sure I lost more than one.”
“I swiped it from Jonah’s things,” Shelby said. “Not even as part of a plan—I didn’t have a plan then. I just didn’t like that he was carrying a token like that.”
“What about the attack on Muriel, near the popcorn cart?” Orville asked.
“That was just plain bad luck,” Shelby said with a sigh. “I had to move around town at night, and I wore the hooded cloak as an extra measure. I couldn’t risk anyone seeing my face. But it was pretty quiet that night and I needed to adjust the cloak, so I took the hood off for a moment. Then Muriel walked out from behind the cart and caught me standing there. I reacted so fast I didn’t even really know what I was doing. Luckily, she was tough. Huffed and hunkered down, so that I couldn’t hurt her too badly. I’m glad for that. It really was unexpected.”
Vera believed him, and she said, “Muriel seems fine. She assumed it was a robbery attempt.”
“Of course she thought I had been lying in wait just to steal the cashbox. So I got lucky again. She didn’t know my face, and she assumed a different reason for my attack. She’s new in town and we barely knew each other. A local would have been a different matter. I don’t know what I would have done.”
“Let’s be glad we’ll never find out,” Orville declared. “As it is, we thought we had a murder and an attempted murder. What we have instead…well, I don’t even know what laws you broke, Shelby. I just know you did something very wrong.”
Shelby squeezed his eyes shut. “I know. I was just so consumed with winning my argument with Jonah, I didn’t think about what it would mean to actually lose him. And when he went to jail in her place, I knew I’d created a trap I’d never escape. You’d best let me find a way to rot in jail till the day I die, Chief. It’ll be easier that way.”
“No, Dad,” Jonah said instantly, crouching down by his father’s side. “Don’t ever say that. You made a mistake. A big mistake, sure…”
“Huge mistake,” Stasia murmured.
“But mistakes can be fixed!”
“How do I fix this, son?” Shelby asked, his eyes hollow with remorse. “How can I possibly fix this?”






Chapter 21
Shelby broke down in tears at that point, and Jonah wrapped his father in an embrace. After a moment, Stasia put a gentle paw on Shelby’s shoulder.
The others knew it was best to let the somber trio be alone for a while, so Orville ushered Vera and Lenore to the opposite corner of the room, where Meade’s old desk still sat.
“What am I supposed to do about this?” he whispered, eyes widened in worry. “The Big Book of Policing has nothing to say about fake murder setups and false accusations. It’s not designed for nuance!”
“You have to charge him with something,” Lenore said.
“I know. He’s done this weirdly elaborate and awful thing. It’s cost the police department hours of investigative time, not to mention he’s incriminated an innocent creature. But would we categorize what he’s done as fraud? Conspiracy? What?”
Vera had been thinking. “What about consulting with Officer Ambler from Highbank?” she asked. “I only met her once, but she struck me as being very sharp. She might have a good idea about how to handle it.” During Vera’s investigation of a previous murder, the bobcat had impressed her as being a practical and fair-minded individual.
Orville looked pleased with this idea. “That could work. I used to talk things over with Meade, but now that he’s retired, it’s just me here. I really ought to hire a deputy when things calm down.”
“I don’t know how much more excitement I can handle.” Vera sighed. “What a day. Are you going to keep Shelby in jail overnight?”
“I think I should, if only to make sure he doesn’t do anything foolish to himself. But I hope I can find a solution soon. I’m going to send a wingmail to Ambler right now.”
Vera left him to it. She had enough on her plate, considering that she had a story to write before she could sleep tonight.
But on her way home, she spotted a familiar figure in the street.
“Muriel!” she called.
The hedgehog looked back quizzically and waited for Vera to catch up. “Quite the evening it turned out to be! I hope the next Apple Blossom Walk isn’t like that.”
“Me too. Listen, Muriel, I’m sure you’ve heard the gist of what happened. But I need to know something from you. When we were all in the park by the town hall, I saw you look at Shelby like you hated him. But he’s just confessed everything, and it was clear when he talked about attacking you the other night, that it was pure chance and that he barely knew you!”
“True enough,” Muriel replied. “I’ve barely exchanged any words with him.”
“Then why’d you look at him that way?”
“I have to tell you, Vera, I heard every word of that argument between him and Jonah and Stasia. All that harping about otters marrying only otters, and beavers sticking with beavers…It’s drivel. Pure nonsense. I don’t hold with such closed-mindedness, and I’m surprised that’s not obvious.”
“So your reaction was to what he said, not who he was?”
“Precisely. My own grandmother could have spouted that dreck, and I’d have given her the same treatment.”
“Oh.” Vera shook her head. “I was so sure that it had to be a personal vendetta, or something like that.”
“Goodness, I hope you weren’t thinking I was the killer!” Muriel said with a laugh.
“Not…exactly. Though you were awfully coy later, too. After Shelby attacked you and you gave your statement at the police station, why did you avoid telling Orville where you came from? As you said, it didn’t have anything to do with the motive for the attack.”
Muriel sighed. “Sometimes it’s just nice to have a secret. To know just one thing that no one else does. I wasn’t really concerned about folks finding out but being mysterious can be fun. I’m sorry if I led Chief Braun a trifle astray in his investigation…or you in yours.”
“It all turned out fine,” Vera assured her. “So where are you from? I’m not writing it down anywhere, just asking.”
“Passaway Bay, out east. I ran a popcorn shop on the boardwalk there, but for personal reasons, I decided to leave and find a new place to live. I’ve always been intrigued by the mountains and the woods. Maybe because it’s so different from the sea. I was used to looking out and seeing a whole expanse of water and sky. Here, you just see trees, and more trees, and yet more trees, then a mountaintop in the distance. Very different.”
“Well, we’re glad you came,” Vera told her with a smile. “We didn’t know how much we wanted gourmet popcorn until you showed up!”



The next day, Vera was working at the newspaper office when a squirrel from the messenger service found her. “Message from Orville Braun! He’d like you to come to the station immediately!”
Naturally, Vera obeyed the summons, though she couldn’t imagine what had occurred. But when she got to the station, she was pleasantly surprised to see none other than Officer Philomena Ambler there.
“Vera,” the bobcat purred, a friendly light in her eyes. “Nice to see you.”
“It’s lovely to see you, too, Phil, but how’d you get here so fast?”
Orville said, “As it happened, when Officer Ambler—”
“Phil,” his colleague corrected, picking up a cup of coffee from Joe’s. (Vera surmised that Orville had treated Phil to a snack en route from the docks to the station.)
“When Phil got my wingmail, she had already been planning to come downriver for another matter.”
“No trouble at all to stop by Shady Hollow,” Phil continued. “And of course I’m happy to help in any way I can.”
Between them, Vera and Orville supplied their guest with a summary of everything that had happened since Shelby’s spectacular plunge down the falls, including the false arrest of Anastasia von Beaverpelt. Orville stressed the amount of time that he worked to solve the case and didn’t leave out the contributions of a number of volunteers who also gave hours and hours to help solve a murder that had never actually occurred. Vera chimed in with relevant notes about the townsfolk and helped Phil understand the complexity of the situation.
At the end, the bobcat sat back and considered, sipping her coffee thoughtfully. “I’m not going to pretend that this is easy,” she said at last. “If this had happened in Highbank, there would already be two camps of folks, the ones demanding I throw the book at such a suspect, and those wailing over the money spent but understanding that charges might not be appropriate.”
Orville nodded at her words. “Naturally, I’m relieved that there wasn’t a real murder after all, but I can’t let Shelby go without any kind of punishment. What he did was wrong. Valuable police time wasted! Lots of panic around town. And he tricked me into arresting Stasia von Beaverpelt even though she was completely innocent. He framed her for his own murder, which shows malicious intent.”
“But we also have to say he showed remorse afterward,” Vera said. “And both Jonah and Stasia have been adamant that they don’t want Shelby to face any kind of charge that would lead to extended time in prison. And I think their opinions must count for more than the average citizen’s in this case.”
“Well. Well,” Phil said after a few minutes of mulling over the facts. “I concur that you can’t just let him go free. I wouldn’t charge him with anything that would result in jail time, but he has to truly realize that what he did was wrong. More than that, the town has to know that you’ve chosen the best option for justice. Have you considered assigning him community service?”
“That’s a great idea!” Orville said, brightening.
“Can you do that?” Vera asked. She’d never even considered it as an option.
“Sure can,” Orville said. “Town law says I can assign community service for any crime, though when the founders wrote it, I’m sure they were thinking of vandalism or destruction of property, that sort of thing. But there’s nothing stopping me from assigning something to Shelby. It would have to be something big, though, to acknowledge the seriousness of what he did.”
Vera was already mentally going through the various town projects that still needed to be done. That was one benefit of regular attendance at town hall meetings, which her job required.
“The millpond needs to be dredged and cleaned,” she said. “That would be the perfect job for an otter. And then the residents would really see the results of his efforts, so they’d feel there was a benefit to the community equal to the expense the community bore in terms of Orville’s salary and the volunteers’ time.”
“Sounds like you’ve got a sensible solution,” Phil said. “And the work might be good for your would-be victim, too. Give him something to occupy his mind. Basically, I’ve found that it’s almost always better to help folks be better on their own. Let them come to it instead of driving them toward it.”
The police bear looked as if a great weight had been lifted from his shoulders. “You’ve been a huge help, Phil. Can we buy you lunch as a thank-you?”
“I’d like that very much,” the bobcat replied. “I think I’ve got just enough time before I need to catch the next ferry.”
So Orville and Vera walked their guest out of the police station and down the street to Joe’s. There, Orville ordered a bowl of cream of mushroom soup, while Phil decided on the biscuits and gravy. Vera went for her reliable standby of a grilled cheese. Esme kept the coffee coming, and she had a smile for everyone in the diner.
While they ate, the two law enforcement officers chatted about their respective beats and all the strange things that had happened in the course of keeping order in a small town. To Vera’s delight, Orville even asked if Phil knew of anyone who was considering a career as a deputy. Vera felt that things were finally getting back to normal in Shady Hollow (a feeling no doubt helped by the quantity of cheese she’d just consumed). Afterward, they walked Phil back to the docks and waved goodbye as she stepped onto the ferry.
Orville whistled as they headed to the police station. “What a good idea of Phil’s,” he said. “Service to Shady Hollow is the perfect solution. It’ll allow Shelby to atone for his actions.”
“I hope Shelby agrees,” Vera said.
“We’re about to find out.” When they got inside, Orville went directly to the cell where Shelby was still in custody. Vera trailed along, already compiling events into a news story in her head.
When he saw Orville, the prisoner jumped up off the cot in the corner of his cell and came to the bars. “Chief? Made a decision yet? What’s going on?”
“I’m not going to sentence you to any jail time, Shelby,” the police bear said. “But your actions will have consequences. This is a civilized society. You can’t fake your own death and incriminate an innocent creature.”
“I know. It was stupid of me.” Shelby hung his head.
“Quite. Now, to compensate for all the official resources you wasted, I’m going to require that you complete a community service project.”
Shelby looked up, confused but hopeful. Vera gave him an encouraging nod.
“The millpond has to be dredged and cleaned,” Orville went on. “There are all kinds of debris in it that should be removed, and the sawmill needs a clean millpond to work efficiently, so the project is an important one. If you agree to this and complete the task, it’ll go some of the way to balancing the ledger. What do you think?”
“I appreciate your generosity, Chief Braun,” Shelby responded, nodding. “I’ll take on the project, no problem. Sounds like some underwater work, and I’m great at that. I owe it to Shady Hollow, considering what I put you and a lot of others through. It won’t help me repay Jonah, of course…but that’s not your business. I’ll have to figure that out on my own.”
Orville took the ring of keys that hung from his belt and unlocked Shelby’s cell.
“Shelby Atwater,” he said formally, “you are free to go, but I expect you to check in with Howard Chitters at the sawmill tomorrow about the particulars of your community service. He will oversee your work, and if you don’t show up, I will hear about it.”
The otter shook paws with the police bear and walked out of the cell. “Thank you, Chief Braun. I won’t let you down.”
“It’s your son Jonah whose esteem you need to earn back. I suggest you put all your efforts toward that.”
“I will, I will. Miss Vixen,” he added, coming up to her, “I bet you’re a big part of this idea.”
“Not at all,” she said. “In fact, it came from Officer Ambler of Highbank. It’s a good thing we’ve got so many folks around the woodland willing to help out a neighbor.”
Shelby left the station in a daze. Orville watched him go with a measure of relief.
“That’s done,” he said. “I don’t like keeping folks under lock and key, no matter what they’ve done.”
“It’s part of the job,” Vera said.
“Doesn’t mean I have to like it.” Orville looked at her. “You suggested I talk to Phil. You really are the reason this is working out so well.”
“It does make me happy when I suggest something and it works,” she said.
“And I do like to see you happy, Vera.”
She warmed at the words. “Well, I was going to suggest heading back to Joe’s to grab a little treat, but that seems superfluous now.”
“Nonsense. Let’s go.”
They strolled down the street at an easy pace, the kind of easy pace one can enjoy when there are no crimes to solve, and one can simply appreciate a spring day. At the diner, Orville held the door open for her.
“Afternoon, Joe,” Orville called out when he saw the friendly moose behind the counter. “You got any of those pistachio buns left?”
“I got one,” Joe told him. “I know you all were just in here, but I ask everyone every time, so…how’s your day going, Chief?”
“You know,” Orville said thoughtfully, giving Vera a smile, “it’s been pretty good.”
She smiled back, saying, “And I think tomorrow will be, too.”






Epilogue
LATE SUMMER
When all the events surrounding that dreadful day at Twilight Falls had finally been resolved, thanks to the combined efforts of Orville Braun, chief of police, and Vera Vixen, intrepid reporter, the whole community was ready to celebrate. And what better way to put the past behind them than a wedding? Jonah had formally proposed to Stasia at a very romantic picnic at Mirror Lake, and she had said yes. The couple did not want to wait too long, so the ceremony was planned for the end of the summer.
Edith von Beaverpelt had come around and agreed to give Stasia away (her father not being available due to his untimely death). Edith told all and sundry that she had thought hard about her class prejudices and decided that it would be a good thing to welcome a hardworking otter into the family…even if he wasn’t to the manor born. She realized that Jonah Atwater was brave and honest, and that he loved her daughter. That was enough for any mother.
Stasia was planning to wear the same dress that Edith had worn to marry Reginald von Beaverpelt. Only a few alterations were necessary. She had also begged her sister, Esme, to stand up for her, and Esme had agreed on the condition that she could choose her own dress. Not being a fool, Esme had no intention of wearing whatever hideous costume Stasia would choose.
The couple had decided to keep the ceremony and the subsequent reception relatively simple. The wedding itself would be held in the “eveternoon” at the edge of the millpond in Shady Hollow, and then afterward, guests were invited to the von Beaverpelt mansion for some drinks and hors d’oeuvres and to dance away the night.
Vera had decided on a flowy dress patterned with lilies for the occasion. It was fancier than her usual garb, but today was a celebration, and she wanted to look her best. She took one final look at herself in the mirror on her dressing table, when she heard a knock on her front door. Orville was here. Vera’s heart sped up, and she went to answer the summons.
“Why, hello,” she said coyly when she opened the door.
His eyes lit up when he saw Vera, and she knew that all her primping had been worth it. He held out his paw, and she took it, closing her front door behind her. She had been looking forward to this wedding ever since the date had been announced and Orville had asked her to accompany him.
Rows of wooden chairs borrowed from local households had been set up on the shore of the millpond, which, thanks to Shelby, was now completely dredged and back to its old glory. In front of the chairs, a trellis under which the bride and groom were to stand was festooned with wildflowers.
The summer day had been sunny, but the late afternoon brought a light cool breeze. There were several local otters in fancy dress standing by to lead Orville and Vera to their seats. Although Orville and Vera were acquainted with both Stasia and Jonah, they opted to sit on the groom’s side.
As Vera and Orville settled in their seats, the fox looked around at her neighbors, friends, and colleagues arriving for the wedding ceremony. All the creatures were dressed in their best, and there was a lot of excited chatter and giggling among the crowd.
The ceremony itself was timed to take place just before sunset. Parson Dusty, in a dapper blue-and-white-striped suit, his long ears smoothed down, took his place at the center near the trellis in the front. The noise died down when he lifted his paws to get everyone’s attention.
He was joined by the groom, Jonah Atwater, and Jonah’s cousin Rory, whom he’d asked to stand up with him. Both otters wore suits with yellow roses on their lapels.
Vera heard the bridal march played by the musicians who had been hired for the occasion, and all the spectators rose from their seats and turned to face the bride and her mother. Since it had first been her mother’s, Stasia’s wedding dress was old-fashioned, with a sweetheart neckline and puffy lace sleeves. The bride had a veil covering her face, and she was carrying a small bouquet of yellow roses. Her mother was wearing a pale lilac gown with a small corsage pinned to the bodice. Both beavers moved with great dignity down the aisle to where Jonah, Rory, and Parson Dusty waited.
Just for a moment, Vera found herself daydreaming. She pictured herself walking down the aisle in place of Stasia and standing beside Orville. The fox did not feel quite ready for marriage yet, but it was fun to think about. She saw Orville in her future, and perhaps someday they would grow old together.
Someday.
As Jonah stepped forward to take Stasia’s paw, he leaned over and whispered something to her. The couple turned toward the gathered audience. This was not typical behavior. Vera leaned forward, wondering what they’d planned.
Jonah said, “This is a bit embarrassing. I think I’ve left the ring in the wrong jacket.”
There were several gasps, but then Shelby stood up from his seat in the front row. He hadn’t felt like he deserved to be in the wedding party, considering his past actions. Now he patted down the pocket of his own suit.
“Just a minute, just a minute,” Shelby called. “Remember how we kept getting our jackets confused—we’re just the same size. Yes, here it is!” He pulled a ring from a pocket and held it aloft.
“Bring it up here, please?” Jonah asked.
Shelby hurried forward and placed the ring in his son’s paw. But as he turned to take his seat again, Stasia reached forward to stop him.
“Why don’t you stand by Rory, sir? To fill out the groom’s side of the party?”
“Oh, I can’t,” Shelby muttered. “It’s not right.”
“Today our families are becoming one,” Stasia said firmly. “And after all, standing up through the ceremony isn’t going to kill you.”
Shelby’s eyes narrowed as he looked at them both. “You planned this.”
Jonah grinned. “You’re not the only one capable of a little misdirection.”
“Ahem,” the parson said from his position. “Were we intending to have a wedding today?”
“Oh, yes!” they all said. Shelby joined his relatives up front, and the couple took their places in front of Parson Dusty.
He gave a brief sermon (which was brief, since he respected that most folks had not come for the preaching, but for the buffet). Dusty touched on the universal power of love to bring creatures together and congratulated the happy couple on finding each other. The rings were duly offered and accepted.
Then Dusty performed the old woodland ceremony of wrapping a ribbon around the couple’s entwined paws, and when he tied the yellow satin into a bow, he gave a happy whoop and shouted, “I now pronounce you officially married! Let the rest of your life together begin with a kiss!”
The music swelled and Stasia and Jonah, paws clasped together, kissed, and then walked back down the aisle, both of them beaming. Everyone cheered, and Esme swiped at her eyes with a crisp new (unmonogrammed) pawkerchief.
Since the reception was to be held at the von Beaverpelt mansion, everyone knew that the food and drink would be of the highest quality. There was some wrestling among the guests so that certain creatures could be the first ones to show up at the party. Vera and Orville, however, were not in a hurry, and took their time strolling through town and up the slope to the mansion. It was not far, and the weather was perfect.
When the couple arrived, signs directed the guests to go around the back of the house to the garden. Everything was at peak bloom, and the air was fragrant with roses. The garden was decorated in fine style. There was a large banner proclaiming CONGRATULATIONS, JONAH AND ANASTASIA! and tables and chairs were dotted all over the grass. The tables were draped with white linen, and vases of yellow roses sat at the center of each one.
But of course, the buffet commanded the most attention, and Vera’s tummy rumbled the moment she smelled all the delicious aromas. Trays of vegetable kabobs and sautéed mushrooms! Crackers and bowls of hummus and other dips! Grilled watermelon, bowls of raspberries and cream! To say nothing of the tarts! Oh, it was marvelous.
But the surprise feature was Muriel’s popcorn cart, which she had pushed all the way up the hill (with help) for the occasion. She’d invented a special recipe as well, and all the guests lined up for servings of popcorn coated in a delicately crunchy, pink-tinted sugar glaze with hints of strawberry flavor.
“Secnnn’ helpnn’,” Lefty explained to anyone who would listen, his mouth sticky and his paws full. “ ’Ssoooooo goo’!” (The reader may be interested to know that he had at least six helpings.)
Upon this glowing review, Vera went to get some of the special recipe herself. Muriel gave her a pleased smile as she worked, and Vera told her that the popcorn cart was going to be the new “it” accessory at all the upcoming weddings.
The party quickly rose in volume. Orville stood in line for two glasses of champagne, while Vera hit the buffet and prepared two plates of goodies for herself and her date. They met at an empty table at the edge of the garden. Esme stopped by to say hello, looking very elegant in a simple plum-colored gown.
She politely refused Orville’s invitation to sit down at their table. “I’ve got to make the rounds and speak to all of the relatives,” the beaver bridesmaid explained. “Mama will never forgive me if I miss anyone.”
“Plus, I see you’ve got a date here,” Vera noted slyly.
Esme looked toward a table where a certain lawyer was waiting. “Yes, well,” she said. “Even after the whole mess was solved and Stasia’s name was cleared, Flint just seemed to find reasons to visit from the city, and write to me, and send little gifts…”
“I’m glad that worked out,” Vera said, smiling.
When Esme left, Orville muttered, “You don’t think his courtship was counted in his billable hours, do you?”
“Maybe the first lunch. But that creature was smitten the moment he saw Esme. Didn’t have a chance.”
Then they saw Shelby Atwater performing some card tricks for the little ones, dazzling them with his uncanny ability to always guess the right card (and make the cards seem to fly through the air).
“I have to say, Shelby’s come around,” Orville said. “I wasn’t sure he could change. He always was such a stubborn old fool.”
Vera nodded. “True. But there’s a certain type of stubborn old fool who loves proving folks wrong. So he had an incentive. And there were those who loved him enough to help as he worked to change.”
Her gaze drifted back to Jonah and Anastasia, who were just walking to the cleared stone terrace that would serve as the dance floor.
“Attention, everyone!” Dusty called out. “Raise a glass and a cheer for Anastasia and Jonah’s first dance as a married couple!”
The guests’ cheers and applause nearly drowned out the band, but the couple at the center of the floor only had eyes for each other. It is always a little awkward to dance alone when everyone is watching, and yes, they might have been a trifle out of step once or twice. But judging by Stasia’s radiant smile and Jonah’s happy grin, they were doing just fine.
When their dance ended, everyone applauded once more, and then Dusty invited all the guests to come to the dance floor. The band started a much livelier tune. Geoffrey and Ben Eastwood were quick to answer the call, soon followed by Esme and Flint, and then a slew of others.
Orville stood up and offered Vera his paw. “Shall we?”
Vera put her paw in his and smiled. “Yes, I think we shall.”
The End
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