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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.
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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.
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