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			Author’s Note

			Cold Clay is a tale of woodland creatures, set in the village of Shady Hollow. From time to time the contemplative reader may pause to question the spatial mysteries that allow a mouse and a moose to frequent the same establishments, or wonder at the civility among foxes and rabbits, creatures so often placed at opposite posts on the spectrum of predator and prey. A skeptic with an eye for minutiae may even ask why a rat requires a visit to the haberdasher. In turn, we ask such skeptics to look to their own hat collections before passing judgment on another.

			We remind our gentle readers that this is a work of fiction, and the characters’ resemblance to real creatures is superficial indeed. If it assists with your quandary, we suggest you think of the characters merely as humans with particularly animalistic traits…and haven’t we all met such folk?

			With that guidance, we cordially invite you to return to Shady Hollow.

		

	
		
		
			Cast of Characters

			
				Vera Vixen: This cunning, foxy reporter has a nose for trouble and a desire to find out the truth, no matter where the path leads.

				Chief Theodore Meade: Bears make excellent law enforcers: big, brawny, and belligerent. But Chief Meade seems singularly uninterested in solving crime when he could be fishing.

				Deputy Orville Braun: This large brown bear is the more hardworking half of the Shady Hollow constabulary. He works by the book. But his book has half the pages ripped out.

				BW Stone: The cigar-chomping skunk of an editor of the Shady Hollow Herald. BW (“Everything in black and white!”) loves a good headline.

				Lenore Lee: A dark-as-night raven who opened the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books, and has a penchant for mysteries.

				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—but this time he is the gossip.

				Joe Elkin Jr.: Joe’s only son and his pride and joy. But Joe Junior’s childhood was less sunny than one might wish.

				Julia Elkin: Joe’s wife, who walked out on him years ago and was never heard from again.

				Octavia Grey: This striking mink is the town’s newest resident. She excels at etiquette and knows how to turn heads.

				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, a restaurant serving vegetarian dishes to die for.

				Howard Chitters: Once a humble accountant and now the de facto head of the sawmill, Chitters is an object lesson in how murder can shake up a routine.

				Esmeralda von Beaverpelt: The daughter of the town’s once-richest family is now a hardworking waitress at Joe’s Mug. Esme is good with numbers and even better with money.

				Anastasia von Beaverpelt: Esme’s snobby sister still hasn’t adjusted to the family’s changed circumstances. And everybody in town knows it.

				Edith von Beaverpelt: Widow, business owner, and philanthropist Edith loves her daughters and hates a scandal.

				Barry Greenfield: A senior reporter at the Herald, this old hare has seen it all, and he remembers it all, too.

				Lefty: A small-time criminal, this masked raccoon lives in the shadiest part of Shady Hollow. He’s got a heart of gold (just don’t ask where he got it).

				Ambrosius Heidegger: Professor of philosophy and general know-it-all. The owl is the smartest creature in the forest and never lets anyone forget it.
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			Chapter 1

			As might be expected from its name, the village of Shady Hollow is nestled deep in the woods, covering a wide valley between two mountains. What might be less expected is the fact that the village residents are all animals, representing many species and temperaments. Just how can a rabbit live and work alongside a fox? Why do a sparrow and a bear read the same newspaper? On a more practical level, where are the rabbit and fox working, and what is the headline on the paper?

			These are the sorts of questions a journalist asks. In her den, Vera Vixen was in fact asking herself exactly what the headline would be for the next issue of the Shady Hollow Herald and whether she could improve it. She loved the little town, but it usually was not the most exciting place in the world. Vera wasn’t sure she could handle looking at another headline like “Mirror Lake Beach Closes Early” or “Best Walking Paths in the Whispering Woods.” Those were not ledes to inspire.

			“There must be something worth writing about today,” she muttered. “I just have to find it.”

			As Vera prepared to leave her cozy home, she pulled a woolen scarf off a hook by the door and draped it about her shoulders, pleased with the way the deep evergreen color contrasted with her rich red fur. She adjusted the wire-rimmed glasses on her nose, tipped her felt hat to a slightly jauntier and more reporterish angle, and then stepped outside to greet the day.

			The early-autumn mornings were rather chilly now, and quite often a layer of fog would slip into town at night, slinking through the quiet streets and curling up around the great trees in the park. Early risers had to brave a clinging mist that hid the details of the world, making Shady Hollow seem like a dream of itself. But soon the sun would rise over the distant ridge and burn away the fog until the last ragged strips retreated into the woods as the town bustled into action and animals emerged from houses and dens to begin their work or play. On this day, the fog was behaving in the most picturesque way possible, and Vera smiled as she breathed in the cool air. Despite the calm, she felt a thrill of excitement that only an autumn morning can supply. Something about the brisk air and the golden tips of the tree branches warned of change to come. But what sort of change? Ah, that was the question!

			She trotted along the path toward the center of town, where the newspaper office could be found. When she crossed an intersection, a flurry of activity on the other end of Elm Street caught her eye. She paused for a longer look. A large covered cart stood parked in front of one of the empty buildings. Ferrets scurried about, carrying boxes and bags from the cart and nearly colliding with one another as they passed through the building’s narrow doorway.

			Vera’s interest was piqued. That building had been for rent for some time; its first-floor office had been looking lonely and drab on the otherwise busy street. Vera knew the upstairs was very large, but she’d never been inside. Someone must have taken out a lease on the place, and it must be a newcomer. A local would have mentioned it by now.

			“Excuse me,” Vera called, addressing the ferrets, who didn’t look away from their work. “Excuse me!” She trotted closer, pausing just short of the commotion.

			One ferret finally stopped, looking at her in alarm. “Hello, yes, what? We didn’t break anything! Promise! We have a no-break guarantee.”

			“I just wanted to know who’s moving in,” Vera explained.

			The ferret shook his dark head. “Can’t tell you. Sorry! We just move the freight.”

			“But who’s paying you? You must know that!” she said. “Where did the shipment come from?”

			“Freight moved upriver, ma’am,” the ferret said, shrugging to convey his complete lack of knowledge in the matter. “Payment in cash. Sorry! Watch that lamp!” The last direction was howled at another ferret who seemed about to lose control of a fancy blown-glass lamp. Vera’s interlocutor dashed past her to save the object from being smashed to a thousand pieces on the ground.

			Vera took the hint and didn’t ask anything further of the workers. She would have loved to hang about and peek at the belongings of the town’s newest resident for clues as to their identity, but now she had to get to the office. She couldn’t wait to see if she had scooped Gladys Honeysuckle, the town gossip.

			What would this new resident bring to Shady Hollow? Vera had learned that even in a small town, you just never know what could happen. Despite her annoyance with the current milquetoast headlines, Vera had no desire to revisit the shocking events of the summer and her own narrow escape from death. Never before had the residents endured the horror of not one but two murders. The investigation had temporarily shut down the sawmill—the town’s largest employer and the lifeblood of the local economy. Vera chased the story of the killings a little too eagerly, and she was lucky she was still alive to grouse about the latest lack of news.

			She paused on seeing a copy of the day’s paper on a stoop. “ ‘Summer’s Over for Mirror Lake Beach,’ ” she read out loud. “Called it.”

			A second later, she sighed. She should be happy. Things had returned to normal, at least outwardly. Creatures had resumed their routines, and gossip about regular life had recommenced. It was better to hear complaints about the neighbors’ decorating choices rather than whispers about murder and infidelity.

			“Something the matter, Miss Vixen?” a deep voice rumbled behind her.

			Vera turned to see Deputy Orville Braun standing there, looking quite professional in his uniform and cap, though with a rather unprofessional twinkle in his eye. She had to look up to catch the twinkle, since the brown bear was so tall in comparison to her.

			She smiled at him. “Nothing other than a little ennui.”

			“Ennui? I’ve heard coffee and morning rolls can fix that,” Orville said. “I’d be honored if you would join me at Joe’s. I’ll escort you there safely,” he added.

			“No doubt!” Vera said with a laugh as they started walking down the street together. Not that there was any danger at the town’s favorite coffee shop. In fact, ever since Orville helped save Vera’s life not long ago, he’d shown a lot of concern for her safety, walking her home from work, seeing that she ate well during her recovery, buying her flowers to keep her spirits up…Or perhaps that was the result of the fact that they had started dating. Not more than the occasional dinner and evening stroll, but Vera had to admit that her feelings for Orville were growing by the day.

			They were taking things slowly, but Vera looked forward to their dinners. It was great fun to have someone to dress up for, and it put a spring in her step during the rest of the week. She had almost stopped looking over her shoulder wherever she went.

			When they reached Joe’s Mug at the corner of Main and Walnut, Orville held the door open for her.

			She walked in, waving to Joe, who stood behind the counter.

			“Look who’s here,” said the proprietor. Joe was a huge, genial moose who always had a smile for a visitor. “Miss Vixen, with none other than our good deputy.”

			“We just happened to meet on the sidewalk,” Vera said quickly, because it was rather early in the day.

			“And I imagine you both are feeling a bit peckish.” Joe nodded his huge head toward a booth, inviting them to sit.

			Vera slid into the booth, and Orville sat opposite her, both of them steadfastly ignoring the other morning customers, all of whom were quite aware of their budding romance.

			Only when Joe brought two mugs and a coffeepot did Vera glance around the café at her neighbors. Absolutely no one would believe that she and Orville had run into each other by accident. Whispers of an assignation would spread around Shady Hollow like wildfire. Yes, the residents needed something new to gossip about. Vera most definitely did not want that something to be Orville and her, but there was little she could do about it.

			“Couple of those morning rolls, too, please,” Orville told Joe. “The ones with the pecans.”

			“Coming right up, Deputy!” Joe gave a little salute and ambled away.

			“So…Deputy,” Vera said. She was behaving as if they barely knew each other, which was silly but instinctive. Constant scrutiny by one’s neighbors was one of the downsides of living in a small village. In the city, no one would have noticed if she and Orville went on dates every day, but here in Shady Hollow nothing was missed. “You must be enjoying the calm.”

			“I really can’t say that I am.” Orville glanced briefly out the window toward the street, which was slowly filling with folks on their way to work or school. “The chief is away, and someone has to mind the store. But there’s not much to mind. I knew I could leave the station to get a quick bite. It’s too early in the day for crime! Though not too early for fishing,” he added with only a trace of annoyance.

			Vera refrained from muttering about the chief slipping away from work to fish and smiled at her companion. If Orville wanted to maintain the illusion that Chief Meade ran the police department, who was she to say any differently? It was an open secret among the townsfolk. Still, she wondered at Orville’s patience with the chief. She hadn’t quite worked up the nerve to ask why he put up with Chief Meade’s lackadaisical efforts.

			The morning rolls Orville had requested arrived at the table, and Vera temporarily forgot her trail of thought as she pulled apart the delightfully sticky bread and nibbled away.

			“Do you know anything about the new tenant on Elm Street?” she asked after licking the toffee from her paws. “I saw the movers this morning.”

			Orville shook his head. “I noticed the for-rent sign had come down from the window a few weeks ago, but I thought perhaps Mr. Blakely had just given up for the rest of the year. It’s good news if someone leased the place. It’s too big and drafty to sit empty, and it made the street feel too quiet.”

			Vera knew that Orville had a uniquely safety-oriented view on town matters, and a vacant structure rarely looked safe.

			“It is a big space,” she agreed. “I wonder what the new business will be.”

			“Check the town hall’s records. All commercial ventures need to be registered and approved by the council.” Orville had been a cop in Shady Hollow long enough to know the rules.

			Vera was annoyed by her own lapse in knowledge. “If it was approved, why didn’t the council say so?”

			“Oh, there’s a three-month window,” he explained. “Lets new owners get things started, you see. Shows the council the business is going to succeed. Or not. Either way, the votes aren’t a surprise.”

			“Ah.” That made Vera feel better.

			Just then, Joe ambled over and placed two bowls of warm applesauce on the table. “On the house. No better way to start an autumn morning,” he said in his low, rumbling voice.

			Vera inhaled the scented steam with delight. “Oh, that’s grand.” She prepared to take a bite of what she already knew would be a perfectly spiced spoonful. The tang of apples and the warmth of cinnamon and cloves made her sigh happily. “Made fresh. I can tell.”

			“Very first of the season,” Joe responded. “There will be a lot more coming. Timothy says the bulk of the harvest is just ripening now. I expect they’ll be busy this week up at Cold Clay.”

			The Leveritt family had managed Cold Clay Orchards for generations—which wasn’t saying much, because the Leveritts were rabbits. The orchards and berry patches had provided superior crops for many years. Vera hoped they’d continue to do so for decades more.

			“Tim told me he hired extra pickers this year,” Joe went on. “Planting all those new varieties paid off. He’s doing good business. He must be pleased with his crop.”

			Later Vera would recall Joe’s words with a shiver, because the orchards were about to reveal a most unexpected and unwelcome harvest.

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 2

			The owners of Cold Clay Orchards took their work seriously, and the orchards produced choice fruits from spring through the first snowfall. Early in the year, berries were plentiful and plump. In high summer, peaches and pears ripened and were turned into sweet delights in the oven. But in fall…well, that was when apples were in season. Glorious apples. Red, green, yellow! Sweet and tart, crisp and juicy.

			Fall was the busiest time at Cold Clay Orchards.

			That day, when the breeze turned cool and the air was scented with apples, a crew of about twenty apple pickers gathered for work. This was pleasant work if you could get it—staying outside all day in the bright sunshine instead of being cooped up inside. Most of the rabbits looked forward to the time when they could make extra money for something they already enjoyed doing.

			Timothy Leveritt was in charge of the harvest this autumn, just as he’d been for years. He made most of the day-to-day decisions regarding staffing, planting, and delivering products to customers. However, the orchard was a collective, owned equally by all the rabbits who worked there. Only a few were lucky enough to work at Cold Clay year-round, since fruit was most definitely a seasonal business.

			“All right, let’s get to work!” Timothy pointed to the pile of wooden baskets used for the apple harvest, then to the particular rows of trees. “I want half of you lot on the row with the Newton Reds, and the other half harvesting the Sunsets. Whichever team fills the most baskets by noon gets a bonus!”

			As the crew began to grab the baskets, Timothy said to a couple of the rabbits standing closest to him, “Peter and Ralph, you’re on special duty. That one tree at the end of the Sunset row needs to be dug up and replaced. It’s never thrived like the rest, and this year was worse than ever. I want it out of the ground and replaced so we can start fresh next season. Shovels and picks are by the trunk.”

			Peter and Ralph nodded smartly and headed to the far end of the long row of trees. Most limbs were heavy with apples. The skin of each fruit was a remarkable blend of red and a rosy orange, giving the Sunsets their name.

			“Can’t wait for the first pie made with these,” Ralph commented as they went. “I remember when Tim brought these saplings in. What—ten, eleven years ago now? No one had heard of a Sunset apple. Now they’re the top variety.”

			Peter nodded in agreement. He was a quiet creature by nature and had nothing to add to Ralph’s statement. It was pleasant in the dappled shade of the trees, and that was enough for him.

			Sadly, this particular day would end less pleasantly than it began. The two rabbits each took a shovel and began to dig around the roots of the ailing apple tree. The ground here was hard to work, the end of the row being less tended than other parts of the orchard.

			A half hour or so brought progress; the rabbits had dug themselves into a pit of sorts surrounding the large root ball of the apple tree. They took a break, feeling the heat of the sun on their fur.

			“What I wouldn’t give for a cool cider right now,” Ralph said.

			Peter nodded in wholehearted agreement, then sighed and picked up his shovel once more.

			He stopped working abruptly when his shovel struck something hard. He looked down and saw something white at his feet. Bending down, he brushed dirt away from the object. This wasn’t a tree root or a stone. It was…

			“Is that a bone?” Ralph asked, having noticed Peter’s work.

			“Think so,” Peter said, brushing away yet more dirt. “Quite a big one, too.” He popped his head out of the hole and looked around. All the other workers were still down at the opposite end of the row, climbing ladders and tossing apples into baskets, happily going about the day’s work.

			Ralph followed the line of the bone and started digging at one end. His shovel struck something, too, and he shortly uncovered another bit of pale bone. He said, in a troubled tone, “We’d better get Leveritt over here to see. And then send someone to fetch the police.”

		

	
		
		
			Chapter 3

			Orville and Vera had just stepped outside onto the street after breakfast when a harried-looking rabbit bounded up the road toward them.

			“Deputy! Deputy!” The rabbit skidded to a halt, panting.

			“What’s wrong?” Orville asked, looking in the direction the rabbit had come.

			“You’ve got to see, sir. Up at the orchards. Follow me!”

			Vera’s ears perked up, sensing a story. “I’m joining you,” she announced to Orville.

			“We don’t even know what’s happened,” the bear replied. “Could be dangerous.”

			“Well, it will be less dangerous with a deputy of the law by my side,” Vera countered.

			On their way over to Cold Clay Orchards—the messenger had already run ahead of them—they speculated about what the problem could be.

			“He sounded so upset,” Vera noted. “They must have found something bad to have run for the law.”

			“Or they’re just trying to prevent something worse,” said Orville. “Maybe they found a drunk vagrant on the orchard property—that’s happened a time or two. Or one of the workers stole another’s lunch bucket.”

			But Vera doubted it was something so simple. The panic in the rabbit’s eyes suggested something worse.

			“Whatever it is, Vera, remember that I’m the one they called. You can observe from a distance, but don’t interfere. Understand?”

			“Of course!” Vera nodded her head vigorously. She knew better than to step on Orville’s toes while he was working. She hated when other folks did it to her.

			The orchard was in an uproar when the pair arrived. The apple pickers were standing in clusters, pulling at their ears in that way rabbits do when they’re nervous. They were whispering and pointing at a pile of disturbed earth. Vera recognized Timothy Leveritt, who had rushed over to Orville the moment he saw the deputy.

			“Hey there, Deputy,” Timothy said, eyes darting between both Orville and Vera. “Could you please step over here?” He indicated the loose dirt.

			Orville and then Vera moved to the hole to look at an extremely large skeleton, which Ralph was now patiently exposing with a trowel and a whisk broom.

			“That’s not good,” Orville grunted.

			Murmurs began anew among the observers. Timothy put a stop to the mumbling with some quick orders: “Ralph, why don’t you stop digging and step away from the, er—the bones. Let the deputy examine things. Everyone else, get back to work. Those apples won’t pick themselves.”

			The crew moved away, although slowly, backing up as a group, as if they each didn’t want to miss anything. They went back to the trees they had been picking, but no one started their work again. They merely stared at the site of the grisly discovery from a farther, safer distance. The sounds of muttering and speculation drifted toward Orville and Vera on the light breeze. Vera looked up at the sky, where puffed clouds appeared in the deep, startlingly clear blue. It was entirely too beautiful a day for such a sad event.

			Orville climbed down into the hole, peering closely at the exposed bones.

			“What do you think?” Vera called. She was itching to jump down there, too, but she knew Orville wouldn’t take kindly to being crowded.

			The bear looked up at her. “This is going to take a while. I should get someone out here to look at the skeleton.”

			“What was it? What sort of creature, I mean?”

			“Can’t tell. Something big. Bear, maybe,” he added with a shiver. “Whatever it was, this creature has certainly lain here undisturbed for a long time. It’s not recent.”

			“So that’s…good?” If a large creature had gone missing near Shady Hollow, everyone would have heard about it. So it made sense that these bones had been here awhile. But why were they here at all, instead of, say, in the cemetery?

			“Vera, ask Tim to send someone to fetch Dr. Broadhead, please. He’s in town today, luckily.”

			She turned away from the scene to seek out Timothy Leveritt. He immediately pulled aside one of his workers, a sleek brown rabbit named Dahlia, and passed on the message.

			“Tell her to come right back,” Vera added. “Don’t let her talk to anyone in town besides the doctor. Try to keep the rest of your workers here, too. I’m sure Deputy Orville will want to speak to everyone.” In reality, Vera didn’t want news of the discovery to spread before she could at least write up a short article about it. She flipped to a fresh page in her notebook and started writing her impressions of the scene.

			Orville’s first step was to cordon off the hole with a rope supplied by the orchard’s workers. There were rabbits everywhere, and he didn’t want any creature disturbing the evidence.

			“Maybe the animal died of natural causes and a loved one buried them here in the orchard for some unknown reason,” Vera suggested from where she stood at the edge of the wide hole. A large skull lay partially revealed. She squinted but couldn’t tell to what creature it might have belonged.

			“Maybe.” Orville sounded distant. “We can’t make guesses until we have more evidence. The Big Book of Policing is very clear about that.” Orville was referring to a large dog-eared tome that sat in the police station and stayed generally undisturbed until times of crisis.

			“What’s it say about finding bones?” she asked.

			“To not disturb them.” Orville looked up at her. “I don’t remember what it says about dealing with nosy reporters. How about you step away from the scene, Vera? Please. This is probably just an old body that’s been here for decades.”

			With a huff, Vera retreated to a shady spot under an apple tree on the other side of the grassy row. Unlike the police bear, she was hoping the story would be just a bit more interesting than old, unidentifiable bones. She felt a spark of excitement when she considered the possibilities of the story she could write. She was no doctor, but she had eyes, and she was fairly certain that she had seen signs of damage to the skeleton’s skull before she had been so quickly banished.

			The sun rose higher, warming the air. Vera interviewed all the workers she could, writing down their reactions to the discovery in her notebook.

			There was a flurry of activity among the spectators as Dr. Broadhead arrived. He was a long copper-colored adder possessed of keen intelligence and the sort of gaze that made most creatures a bit nervous. Though the snake was well known for his excellent work and certainly was a civilized creature, there was a little something off-putting about him. Vera thought it was the fact that a snake’s facial expressions just didn’t look right. You could never tell if a snake was happy or angry or…hungry.

			“They sssaid I wasss requesssted.” Dr. Broadhead slithered through the grass toward the deputy, who was now standing just next to the grave.

			“We found bones. Very large bones.” Orville pointed to the hole. “I need to know whatever you can tell me about them.”

			The medical examiner nodded at Orville but said nothing more. He merely made his way under the rope marking the section as off-limits to nonofficial folks—not a difficult task for a snake—and approached the skeleton. Vera edged forward, giving in to her desire to see what was happening.

			Dr. Broadhead slid over the many exposed bones and coiled his tail around several, assessing their size and density. He made little hissing sounds—“Yesss,” “Interesssting,” and “Sssingular”—as he worked. When he got to the skull, he threaded one eye socket with his tail and held the whole thing aloft, peering at it with unblinking black eyes.

			After this careful observation, he put the skull down gently and returned to Orville.

			“What was it? A bear?”

			Dr. Broadhead swayed side to side. “No. A perusssal of the bone sssizesss isss definitive. There isss only one creature in the woodlandsss with a femur larger than the mighty brown bear’sss. That creature isss the moossse.”
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