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Oberon the Irish wolfhound is off to Portland to smell all the things with canine companions wolfhound Orlaith and Boston terrier Starbuck, and, of course, his human, ancient Druid Atticus O'Sullivan. The first complication is an unmistakable sign of sinister agendas afoot: a squirrel atop the train. But an even more ominous situation is in store when the trio plus Atticus stumble across a murder upon arrival at the station. 

 

They recognize Detective Gabriela Ibarra, who's there to investigate. But they also recognize the body - or rather that the body is a doppelganger for Atticus himself. 

 

The police, hampered by human senses of smell and a decided lack of canine intuition, obviously can't handle this alone. Not with Atticus likely in danger. Oberon knows it's time to investigate once more - for justice! For gravy! And possibly greasy tacos! 

 

Alongside his faithful Druid, Oberon and the other loyal hounds navigate by nose through Portland to find a bear-shifter friend with intel, delicious clues at the victim's home, and more squirrels. Always more squirrels! 

 

But will our hungry band of heroes be able to identify the culprit before someone else is murdered? Will there be mystery meat in gravy as a reward or tragedy in store for the world's (or at least the Pacific Northwest's) greatest dog detective? 

 

Like its predecessor The Purloined Poodle, the latest Oberon's Meaty Mysteries novella, The Squirrel on the Train, is not to be missed by fans of Kevin Hearne's New York Times best-selling Iron Druid series.
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Squirrel, Interrupted

I do not understand why humans tend to fear clowns more than squirrels. Atticus says it’s probably all Stephen King’s fault, which doesn’t make much sense to me, but I’m sure he’s right. That still doesn’t explain why people are ignoring the mountains of evidence that squirrels have a sinister agenda and the ability—the agility!—to carry it out. They can climb trees and dang near anything else and circumvent the most sophisticated security systems. They’ve stolen my snacks and eaten them in front of me from the safety of a tree branch high above my head. That’s evidence of raw, unchained evil for you, right there.

Know how many clowns have done that to me? Zero. And if a clown wants to try anything, how fast is he going to move in those oversize clown shoes? Not fast enough, no sir. He certainly won’t be climbing a tree in them.

Whenever I try to convince Atticus that squirrels are most definitely involved in a shadowy plot to kill us all, though, he dismisses it and says, “I should have named you Mulder,” because apparently, I’ve crossed a line somewhere that makes me an unhinged conspiracy theorist.

But Orlaith believes me, and Starbuck too. Starbuck is starting to learn some words, and so far he has divided the world into <Yes food!> and <No squirrel!> demonstrating that he’s got a fine head on his shoulders, even if his ears are sort of batlike and his face is all smooshed in without a proper snout, like all Boston terriers.

I bring up the Looming Squirrel Peril because of what happened on the train to Portland. Atticus and I had met Starbuck in that city and adopted him after his human died, but we both wanted to go back and show Orlaith around. There were parks laid out all over it and some of them were bound to have rabbits hiding in them, and there was also that one pie bar that made some pretty fine chicken pot pies with a delicious gravy inside.

After we saved Jack the poodle and brought him back to Eugene, reuniting him with his human, Atticus thought maybe he should stop renting stuff and buy a vehicle to drive around in, since Orlaith couldn’t shift planes until after she’d dropped her litter. He bought an old truck that he said was a classic, a 1954 Chevrolet. He got it for cheap since it had a lot of rust damage, but he didn’t care about that. He called on Ferris, the iron elemental, to help him get rid of the rust and rebuild the steel where necessary. It was a few days’ work restoring it and painting it a shiny blue, and by the time he was done and asked us where we should go, we told him we wanted to go smell all the things in Portland.

“All the things?” he said.

<It’s a heroic quest, Atticus. At the end when we’re too tired to go on, Starbuck will say, “I may not be able to smell all the things, Mr. Oberon, but I can smell you!” and then the giant eagles will swoop down out of the volcanic ash and pick us up and fly us back home, which is really the first of like twenty million endings, and we’ll add forty million more in the director’s cut.>

Atticus said he’d never let me watch Lord of the Rings again, but then he added that the truck got terrible gas mileage and he didn’t want to drive it anywhere but Eugene and back, so that’s why we wound up taking the train and running across the path of the most diabolical squirrel in the world. At least the ride to Eugene was great. Orlaith and I stuck our heads out the window to sample all the scents of the Willamette, and Starbuck squeezed in between us and sneezed a lot.

<Yes food!> Starbuck said, which meant he was happy. Or hungry. If I’m being honest, sometimes those things smoosh together into the same thing with us hounds.

The train station didn’t smell particularly good. I’m not sure any train station, anywhere, is super-duper fragrant in the positive sense. If you want to make your nose happy, train stations are unlikely to make your top five million list. I mean, there’s a lot of urine, and that’s interesting, no doubt—don’t get me started on fire hydrants!—but it’s not what you seek out if you’re in search of something pleasant. It should smell like food if it wants to impress me, but instead it smells like mothballs and cleaning products and this stuff Atticus says is an unholy body spray marketed to teenage boys.

Atticus bought two business class tickets for himself and planned to smuggle us on the train since hounds of our size just aren’t allowed. The train bosses said you have to be Chihuahua class and fit under the seat to travel with your humans, but luckily Atticus didn’t much care for that rule. He cast camouflage on us and told us to be quiet while boarding, and we all agreed just before we saw a squirrel on top of the train car and promptly forgot our promise. We got to woofin’ and that squirrel chittered once and looked around for us, his tail swishing while the rest of him stood still.

Atticus’ mental voice shouted loud in my head: Stop that right now! And he must have done the same to Orlaith and Starbuck, because they stopped barking too.

<But there’s a squirrel, Atticus—> I began.

<No squirrel!> Starbuck added, and Orlaith started to say something too, but Atticus didn’t let us get any further.

The squirrel isn’t hurting anything, but your barking is hurting our chances of getting on this train without any trouble. He was looking around like all the other humans in the station, pretending he didn’t know where the barking came from. Forget about the squirrel.

When Atticus gets like that, his voice all commanding and tense, the thing to do is back up and be patient with your explanation. It works better than bulling forward because then he just gets angrier and won’t listen.

<Okay, okay. I know the squirrel isn’t hurting anything right this second, Atticus, but it’s only rational to assume that he is here to assassinate us.>

That’s not rational at all.

<It’s our duty to protect you and protect this train from whatever he’s planning. We must defy the devil.>

Oberon, there’s no way that squirrel can derail the train or do any other damage to it. We’ll be fine. And if the squirrel tries to ride along, you know what will happen?

<What?>

He’ll be blown away by the wind. There’s nothing to hold on to up there. If he’s dumb enough to stay on the train, physics will take care of him.

<Oh, death by physics! That sounds like justice to me,> Orlaith said.

<No squirrel!> Starbuck agreed.

<Physics is usually how people die in space, isn’t it, Atticus? Unless an alien eats you or explodes out of your chest or brain weevils lay eggs in your skull or a pathogen escapes from the lab due to poor quarantine procedures—>

Right. You can enjoy imagining the many possible deaths of the squirrel once we’re aboard. I need you all to be very quiet for the entire trip. Talk to me mentally all you want, but no barks or growls of any kind. Just ignore that squirrel. Leave him to physics, all right?

We agreed and got on board with no more fuss, though we saw some people point at the squirrel and say, “Aww, how cute!” as if the squirrel didn’t want them all dead. They wouldn’t have said that if a clown had been staring down at them from the top of the train, would they? Nope. They would have retreated to a bunker and laid down suppressing fire before lobbing some grenades at it.

I heard Orlaith jump up into the seat next to Atticus and curl up as best as she could. I laid down on the floor and Starbuck laid down on top of me, sphinx-style, after much circling around and trying to figure out where I was. The people who sat across the aisle from us had no idea we were there. Above us, we heard the squirrel skittering around.

I’ll take the camouflage off you once we’re well underway and they can’t throw us off the train, Atticus said. I won’t be able to maintain camouflage for very long in any case. You’ll need to remain quiet the whole
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