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			Author’s Note

			Season’s Greetings, dear reader! Welcome to Shady Hollow, a place where rabbits and raptors, squirrels and snakes live together in harmony…well, most of the time. And, speaking of time: there is perhaps no better time to visit the Hollow than during the holidays, when nights are long, dark, and cold but the homes and the hearts of the residents glow with warmth and happiness…again, with a few exceptions.

			The holiday season is filled with magic, and what’s more magical than the fact that, in this cozy village, squirrels have bank accounts, foxes chat with mice, and the local grocer’s aisles accommodate all customers—from tiny shrew to burly bear? Indeed, if you find yourself puzzled by how such things are possible, take a breath, call the puzzlement wonder, and read on…

		

	
		
		
			
			Chapter 1

			When Vera Vixen stepped outside her cozy den on that cold winter morning, her paws sank into three inches of newly fallen snow. Luckily she was bundled up in an toasty-warm green jacket (on top of her natural red coat) and an ivory-knit beret and scarf to keep her head and neck warm. No mere snowfall could keep her from enjoying this day, especially since the morning was starting with coffee—glorious coffee.

			Vera had arranged to meet her best friend, Lenore, before the whole of Shady Hollow gathered for the day’s big event: the harvesting of the holiday tree. The fox traipsed happily through the fresh snow, delighting in the sparkling sunlit path before her. The snow had draped the town in a lovely blanket of white, bedecking the roofs of the buildings and creating a layer of frosting on each tree branch.

			The thought of frosting naturally brought up a desire for a frosted cinnamon roll, and Vera unconsciously made a little gnawing sound. Good thing she didn’t have to walk very far on her empty stomach.

			Turning onto Main Street, Vera passed several storefronts, their windows already opened and alight for the day’s business. The hardware store displayed shovels and sleds, the florist’s window featured a spectacular arrangement of red and white chrysanthemums, and even the police station sported festive evergreen boughs around its doorway.

			At the corner of Main and Walnut, Vera inhaled deeply, for scents of coffee and spices were emanating from a low, unassuming building: Joe’s Mug. The humble coffee shop was the true hub of the town, beloved by all, and a great source for both food and friendship.

			
			Vera opened the door and was greeted by a wave of warm air and the cheerful buzz of conversation from the dozen patrons already seated.

			Behind the counter of the shop stood a huge moose. (All moose are huge to the average forest dweller, but this one was legitimately massive.) This was Joe himself, the proprietor, who bellowed a greeting to Vera and pointed to a booth in a corner of the shop.

			“Lenore beat you here,” he said. “Take a seat. Coffee’s coming.”

			Vera smiled back and headed to join her friend. Along the way, she noted several extra touches made to the restaurant in anticipation of the coming holiday—boughs of evergreen and ivy hung over several booths, and clusters of pine cones decorated the tables. The winter solstice—the shortest day and the longest, darkest night—was cause for major celebration in Shady Hollow.

			And who knows more about all things dark than a raven?

			Lenore Lee, the raven who owned the town’s sole bookshop, Nevermore Books, was seated comfortably in the booth with a mug of steaming coffee in front of her. She waved a wing at Vera, saying, “I got here early so we’d be able to sit; place will fill up fast before the walk to the tree.”

			“Good, then I can get lots of quotes for my article.” Vera was a reporter with the Shady Hollow Herald, and she’d been assigned to write up a piece covering the day’s festivities. Her boss, BW Stone, had given very specific instructions.

			“Make it sweet and sappy. Folks eat that stuff up this time of year,” the skunk had said.

			“Sweet and sappy?” Vera had retorted. “Am I writing an article or baking a cake?”

			
			“Just do it, Vixen. It’s not good, but it’s the best we’ve got. I hate all this touchy-feely joy-to-the-world business. Think folk buy newspapers with the headline ‘All Is Well’? They don’t! What I wouldn’t give for a big, juicy scandal right now. That sells papers.”

			“Well, maybe someone will get stabbed with a pine needle and you can print ‘Deadly Danger Lurks in Forest.’ ”

			“Wouldn’t that be nice,” BW had mused, smiling wistfully.

			Vera doubted BW would get his wish. The woodlands were generally a peaceful and harmonious place, with only a few crimes here and there, which were always solved swiftly (sometimes by Vera herself, though she shared credit with the many friends and neighbors who helped).

			Just then, a mink walked up with a coffee mug and placed it in front of Vera.

			“Thanks, Lucy,” Vera said, watching as the server expertly poured just the right amount of coffee from a carafe in her paw. The scent of cardamom wafted up thanks to the whole pods Joe added to the beans for his winter brew.

			“I don’t suppose there are any cinnamon rolls left?” Vera asked. They tended to sell out fast.

			Lucy winked. “Joe put a couple aside just for you two. Won’t be a minute.”

			After Lucy left, Vera turned to her friend. “My very first tree walk! How exciting. I’m a little surprised that you’re coming along, considering this is your busiest time of year.”

			
			The raven took a sip of coffee, then replied, “It’s fine, since everyone will be out for the tree walk and not shopping in town. Besides, it’s tradition, and traditions are important.”

			Vera pulled out her reporter’s notebook. “Tell me more about that, so I can include it in the article as an opener.”

			“Oh, Shady Hollow always puts a gigantic pine tree in the town square, and everyone contributes to decorating it. On solstice night, we gather to celebrate the turning of the year and the eventual return of the light.”

			“What do you contribute?”

			“A garland,” Lenore replied. “All year, I put aside used books that I can’t sell—ones too raggedy or with mildewed pages, you know. I make the pages into a paper chain to go around the tree. This year it’s more than a hundred feet long, mostly thanks to an old encyclopedia set that Professor Heidegger pawned off on me. He said he got a better one. I assume he meant he got
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