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About the Author

Juneau Black is the pen name of authors Jocelyn Cole and Sharon Nagel. They share a love of excellent bookshops, fine cheeses, and a good murder (in fictional form only). Though they are two separate people, if you ask either one a question about her childhood, you are likely to get the same answer. This is a little unnerving for any number of reasons.
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Author’s Note

You have picked up this book out of a sense of curiosity, or perhaps even a sense of wonder. What is this world of Shady Hollow? A place in the deep woods, surrounded by mountains and shot through with rivers, with little towns throughout where you may find foxes and bears, mice and birds, squirrels and deer all living together in a civilized manner … except for the murders, of course.

How does this world work? How does a moose run a coffee shop, how does a raven run a bookstore? How do a sparrow and a snake pass each other on the street with good cheer? How does an elk fit into a chair in a rabbit’s home so they can play a friendly game of cards?

Our only advice is to let such mundane matters go. From the moment you open these pages, you are invited to step away from your world and into a new one.

So welcome, dear reader, to Shady Hollow.





Cast of Characters

Vera Vixen: A foxy reporter who chases down stories—and criminals—in pursuit of truth. She also chases down coffee and treats, in pursuit of deliciousness. She finds both at Summers End.

Lenore Lee: Vera’s good friend, a raven who leaves her beloved bookshop for the chance to see Summers End and winds up confronting more of her past than she expected.

Athena Standish: Thena shadows Vera to learn the ropes of journalism. But this clever vole is also very interested in murder.

Gerry Rosewood: The proprietor of the lodge nearest the historic site of Summers End, this squirrel has seen pretty much everyone and everything over the years.

Cora Rosewood: Gerry’s partner in business and life, Cora cooks up meals for all the guests, and possibly cooks up some other mischief as well.

Chief Lawrence C. Buckthorn: This deer keeps the peace in the sleepy town of Summerhill, but is he up to the task of solving a murder?

Deputy Titus Poole: A bad-tempered wolverine who seems to hold a special malevolence for certain nosy reporters. Does he have a secret to hide?

Emmeline Greenleaf: A white rabbit who runs the Bronze Feather, an antiques shop that offers rare goods other stores just can’t match.

Roxanna Cobb: As the owner of a shop offering divinations and fortune-telling, this pika sometimes clashes with the more skeptical professors. Did one argument go too far?

Lefty: A masked raccoon who’s got his paws in a number of petty schemes and is willing to share what he knows … for a price.

THE ACADEMICS

Ridley Durham: A bighorn sheep in charge of the Summers End archaeological dig. The ram views it as his personal domain, and he rules with an iron hoof.

Augustus van Hoote: Not just an expert in ancient languages, he’s also a cousin to Shady Hollow’s own Professor Heidegger, and perhaps has an even bigger ego.

Isaiah Ford: A bearded dragon with a penchant for antiquities and little patience for fools.

Ligeia Lee: A professor who uses qualitative methods to fight with her colleagues, and her wickedly sharp wit to fight with her sister, Lenore.

Keats Loring: A peacock who wields poetry like a weapon. For someone with so many accolades, why does his work seem so slight?

Adelaide Chesley: A porcupine and an archaeoastronomer who’s so busy watching the stars, she never watches her back. With all those spines, maybe she doesn’t need to.
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Chapter 1

A fine summer day is a gift. And not just any gift, but the sort of gift that is given for no reason, for no special occasion, not out of any sense of obligation. It is a gift that surprises and delights the recipient. That stunning blue sky? Better than jewels. The warm breeze rustling the leaves and pushing the grasses into waves? A marvel. The golden disk of the sun moving along its track like a queen progressing through court? A treasure to be cherished, for there will be days ahead that will not be so warm nor so gentle.

Vera Vixen was not typically in such a poetic frame of mind, but as she sat in her living room, rocking in the chair near the (unlit) fireplace with her front door open wide, she wanted to appreciate both the glory of summer and the fact that she was in complete solitude, a state she couldn’t expect to achieve again for quite a while.

For the fox had done something that many others would never dream of doing, a thing not for the faint of heart or weak of spirit.

She’d agreed to chaperone a school group.

Specifically, she’d agreed to join the upper class of Shady Hollow High School on their annual field trip, a weeklong excursion, held just before the fall term started. This year, the students were going to Summers End, a famous prehistoric monument near a town two days’ journey upriver. Vera had recently read about it but had yet to see it for herself. Her best friend, Lenore, the proprietor of the town’s bookstore, Nevermore Books, had waxed euphoric when the site was chosen for the school’s trip, and she persuaded Vera to join her among the chaperones.

“Are you sure?” Vera had asked, rather surprised that the raven would want to hover over a crowd of raucous, restless young creatures.

“It’ll be fun. There are several chaperones in addition to the teachers, so it’s not like we’re roped to the little beasts all the time. And Summers End is absolutely incredible. You have to see it to truly experience the power of it.”

“Are you just saying that because it’s essentially a big grave?” Vera was simplifying the situation, but it was true that Summers End was a burial site, and Lenore was quite interested in all things macabre.

“It’s so much more than that!” her friend protested. “And this trip is special, because we’ll be able to be at the site on the actual day of Summers End! The one morning of the year that the whole monument was designed around. Lots of folk will never get a chance to see the sunrise there. These students don’t know how lucky they are!”

So Vera signed up along with Lenore. While initially skeptical, she was looking forward to it now.

After getting up from her chair, Vera walked to the door and pulled a straw hat with a wide brim off its hook. She set it on her head, then grabbed her trusty bag and headed outside. She didn’t lock the door, of course. Shady Hollow was not the sort of community where folks locked their doors.

She strolled through the streets on her way to the offices of the Shady Hollow Herald, where she worked as a reporter. Vera wanted to make sure everything was squared away before she left on the trip. A week was an almost unimaginably long time for a reporter to be gone from her beat!

Practically the moment she walked in, a black-and-white head popped out of the editor’s office. “Vixen! Get up here!”

She rolled her eyes but did as directed. BW Stone ran the paper with an eye on the bottom line, and he rarely overlooked the potential for a good story. When Vera stepped into his smoke-filled office, she waved a paw in front of her snout and said, “Morning, boss. Want to talk about the Summers End story?”

The skunk gave her a level look. “I’m still not sure that there’s any story to be had, Vixen. It’s all well and good for you to gallivant off for a week, but what if a big story breaks here? And meanwhile you’re poking around old rocks and tunnels from centuries ago. Talk about old news!”

“Don’t worry, BW,” she told him. “If a story breaks—which it won’t—you’ve got other great reporters to cover it. Why, Barry Greenfield can write a feature news story in his sleep.”

“Hmpf.” (This is what BW said when he knew a thing was true.)

Vera went on. “Besides, I bet a lot of folks will enjoy an article on Summers End. I’m going to talk to the scholars working on the site and the townsfolk nearby to get some good info. Plus, remember that I’ll have a university student shadowing me for the whole trip. That’s important, too … mentoring the next generation and all that.”

BW puffed on his cigar, then said, “I suppose. The feel-good stories do all right. But what I wouldn’t give for some tragic accident or horrible crime.”

“Boss!”

“For the headlines, Vixen. I’m not a monster. Remember, more papers selling means more work for reporters. I’m just looking out for everyone, aren’t I?” he said, sounding wounded and sorely put-upon.

“We don’t need tragedies, BW. We need curiosity,” Vera told him. “A story about … I don’t know, a boating contest … can be just as gripping as a murder. It’s all in the way it’s written.”

He harrumphed again. “Spoken like a true reporter. But let me tell you, Vixen, that sales go up when bad things go down. Like clockwork!”

“Well, don’t look to me for any dirt on bad things. All the bodies I’ll be reporting on have been dead for at least a millennium. I doubt I can reveal anything new about them.”

“Just come back with a great article, Vixen. And your little shadow, too. If I publish their first byline in the Herald, at least the family will buy some extra copies.”

She left BW sitting morosely in his cloud of smoke and went to her own desk. It was easy enough to tidy the few papers left there. She covered her typewriter with a cloth to keep the dust off.

“Whole week, Vera?” a voice said near her. “Careful, you might never want to come back to work.”

She turned to see an older gray rabbit standing next to her desk in a worn waistcoat with a stack of papers in his paws. “Fat chance, Barry. Besides, this isn’t a vacation. I’m chaperoning the students and I’ll be writing a story on Summers End.”

“I went there once, when I was young,” Barry said, his normally sardonic tone softening for a moment. “I don’t remember all the details, but I remember waking up before dawn to go and see the sun rise. It was all gray and misty—bad luck, huh?—but I stuck around after all my siblings left to go back to the lodge. The sun broke through for about three minutes, just long enough to hit the stones around the hill so that the mist was striped in sun and shadow, and the hill rose up like it was an island in the sea. I’ll never forget that.”

Vera noted that the plain-spoken reporter got awfully flowery when it came to the famous site. It must really be something. Aloud, she said, “Were you there on the day of Summers End, when the sun shone into the monument itself?”

“Unfortunately, we were a couple weeks too early for that. Anyway, as a leveret I’d have been too scared to go into a burial mound with bones everywhere. There’s a host of spooky stories about the place, you know. Ancient spirits of those sacrificed on the altar! Filmy ghosts floating through the mists to haunt the tourists!”

“Did you feel haunted?” Vera teased.

“Not a bit,” Barry retorted. Then he hesitated. “But I did feel …” He shook himself, his ears flopping. “Eh, never mind. It’s the sort of place you’ve got to see for yourself. Have fun, Vera. See you next week!”

She bade goodbye to Barry and left the newspaper office, turning toward the bookstore.

Nevermore Books stood at one end of Walnut Street, a tall, narrow building that had once been a grain silo but now stored something much more enticing: books. Vera walked in, finding the place silent.

“Lenore?” she called. “You here?”

A cloud of black wings fluttered down from an upper floor, using the open space in the middle for a clear flight. Lenore landed with nary a bump. “Hey there, all ready for the trip?”

“I’m packed,” Vera said. “But I wanted to know if there was anything else I should get before we board the ferry upriver. It’s going to be hard to think once we’re surrounded by students!”

“Have you got a book for the journey?” Lenore asked shrewdly. “That’s all you really need.”

“I’ve got my notebook, the history of Summers End you sold me earlier this year, and that collection of short stories that won all the awards.”

“Then you’re set. I’ll meet you at the ferry dock at eight sharp tomorrow. With luck, we won’t lose too many young ones overboard before we get there.”

Lenore’s humor tended toward the dark and dry.

Vera laughed. “See you tomorrow. We’re going to have a great time.”

“Yup. Ancient tomb, rowdy students … what could go wrong?”
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