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For Helen




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?”




Chapter 2

The next morning came very quickly. Vera was ready for the trip, but she had to get to the dock to get her assignment and find out which students she was chaperoning. With the exception of the regular Shady Hollow High School teachers, who were actually responsible for the educational part of the trip, most of the adults volunteering were members of the community who were not familiar with the students. Once they arrived at Summers End, there would also be professors from the local university around, although they would be there to lecture, not to look after the students.

The trip was carefully planned so that they would have plenty of time to make the journey to the town of Summerhill, near the monument. Then, on the sixth of the month, they’d see the sun’s light shine through the site’s specifically laid out boulders into a long tunnel, where the sun would briefly illuminate a special stone. That moment marked the end of summer. Old traditions set that day as being exactly between the summer solstice and the autumn equinox, signaling the shift from the long, lazy days of high summer to the part of the season when crops ripened in earnest and folks had to begin thinking of the harvest.

Vera sighed with relief as she boarded the ferry with time to spare. There was a festive air on the boat as the students chattered with each other excitedly, and the chaperones gathered to get their assignments. The fox was pleased to see that Arabella Boatwright, the librarian from Mirror Lake, was in charge of the field trip’s chaperones. She was organized and had an air of authority that should work to keep the younger participants in line. Vera recognized only a few of the students. There was always a Chitters or two, from her friend Howard’s enormous family, as well as several of Ms. Boatwright’s nieces and nephews. Most of the others were strangers to her, although she had seen them around Shady Hollow at various events with their parents.

There were several other chaperones gathering around the librarian, who held an official-looking clipboard. Vera stood in line to receive her assignment. As she waited, she noticed Calliope Standish, the vole who served as director of the local theater group, the Shady Hollow Players. Just then, Calliope spotted her and waved excitedly.

Vera realized that another creature standing next to Callie was watching her—also a vole. Vera walked over to them both.

“Hi, Callie,” she said. “Who’s this?”

“Hello, Miss Vixen!” the younger vole said. “I’m Athena Standish, Calliope’s niece. It’s such a privilege to be mentored by you. I’m a big fan of your work.”

“Oh, it’s so nice to meet you at last, Athena,” Vera said. “Let’s sit and talk more about the mentorship once the ferry gets underway. First, I’ve got to get my assignment from Ms. Boatwright.”

Athena nodded and said she’d be with her aunt until then. Vera was pleased that the vole seemed so enthusiastic. Journalism favored those who weren’t afraid to step up and ask questions. While some might call this fine attribute “pushiness,” Vera preferred to think of it as “spunk.”

It didn’t take long to receive her list of names from Arabella, who also whispered some advice to the novice chaperones. “Doesn’t hurt to be a little scary at the beginning. You can be nice later. But you want everyone to know who’s in charge!”

Vera was in charge of four students: Joshua Chitters (mouse), Vick Sumner (stoat), Georgette Ashbridge (partridge), and CJ Mapleton (chipmunk). The students all responded quickly when she called their names, gathering in front of Vera.

“Hello, there,” she began. “My name’s Vera Vixen, and you can call me either Vera or Ms. Vixen.”

“We know who you are, Ms. Vixen!” Chitters piped up.

“And now I know who you are,” she responded, with mock severity. “So I expect that you will follow all the rules set by the grown-ups, and that if I ask you to do something, you’ll do it quickly and without argument. We’re going to a very important and special site, with lots of historical significance. You’ll have to be respectful, even if you’re excited to be there. I trust you are all excited?”

“Oh, yes!” Georgette said. “Summers End is unique and we’re really lucky to get to be there for the special sunrise. Our teacher said we’ll pick names the night before. One student will get to go into the monument tunnel first to be there when the sun hits the calendar stone, and I want to be the winner!”

“Well, maybe you will be,” Vera said. Clearly, the partridge was ready for the field trip.

“I’ve heard there’s just piles and piles of bones,” Vick said, his eyes gleaming.

“They aren’t in piles,” Joshua Chitters corrected. “They’ve been placed in ossuaries throughout the site, whether on the ground or in niches on the walls. Each species is kept separately.”

“Wow, I can see that you all have done the reading on the site,” said Vera. “And you’re correct. The bones are kept in ossuaries.”

“Still a lot of bones,” Vick said. “Maybe I’ll grab one as a souvenir.”

“No!” Georgette shrieked. “You’ll get a curse on you if you do that!”

“More importantly,” Vera added, “it’s against the law to take anything from the site. Not a bone, not a pebble, not a leaf. And I’ll have you and your things searched if I get even a hint that someone’s taken something. Got it?” She spoke to everyone but kept her gaze on Vick. This one would need watching. She was glad Arabella had given her the hint about being stern!

“Just joking,” Vick muttered.

“How reassuring to hear. Now why don’t you all get settled for the trip upriver. It’s a long one, so make yourselves comfy. And don’t get in trouble!”

The students wandered off, so Vera looked around for Calliope and Athena.

“Nice to see you again, Callie,” Vera said to the older vole. “No plays to direct now?” The most recent one had been Ah, Wilderness! performed this past spring.

“The Players always take a break in summer,” Callie explained. “We’ll get started on rehearsals for The Lion in Winter shortly after I get back from this trip. I do love chaperoning! It keeps me young to see all the students, and with Thena along as your shadow, it will be an even better time.”

“I’ve always known that I want to be a journalist,” Athena said eagerly. “A real journalist who breaks big stories, like you do, Ms. Vixen.”

“Call me Vera,” the fox told her kindly.

“And everyone calls me Thena,” said the vole.

“If I remember your application correctly, you write for the college paper.”

Thena nodded. “Yup. Not that it’s very hard-hitting news. But you have to start somewhere.”

“That’s true,” Vera agreed. “My first jobs weren’t glamorous, either. But I learned a lot, and I hope you’ll learn something this week, too.”

“Oh, I know I will!”

Just then, Vera saw Vick throwing something into the water off the side of the ferry. She sighed. “Excuse me, won’t you?” she said to the others before hurrying off. It was going to be a busy week indeed.

[image: ]

On the afternoon of the next day, the boat docked near Summerhill, the town nearest the monument. The chaperones all led their charges down the gangplank and onto the path into town.

“Come on, everyone!” Arabella called. “Follow me to our lodgings, and then you’ll have some free time before dinner.”

The long procession of students and adults made their way to the heart of Summerhill. It was a quaint place, with a high street of shops and restaurants to serve the many tourists who visited. Because this was a school outing, the whole group had rooms at an inn called Rosewood Lodge. It was situated a short distance from the town itself, on the end of its own street called Rose Lane. Rosewood Lodge looked rather like an overgrown cabin crossed with a ski chalet. The building was two stories, made of whitewashed boards with an overhanging roof to keep out rain and snow. Baskets of pink geraniums hung from big iron hooks next to every door, while ivy climbed up the pillars and crept across the walls. The doors to all the rooms on the ground floor opened directly to the outside, and the upper rooms to a long common outdoor walkway that also served as a sort of shared balcony.

“Nightmare,” Lenore muttered, as she strolled next to Vera.

“What is?”

“The layout! With outside doors, we’ll have students sneaking out of their rooms the moment we turn our backs. There’s no way to corral them.”

Vera chuckled. “Well, then we just have to wear them out during the day so they’re too tired to even think of sneaking out at night.”

“You don’t spend much time around young folks, do you?” Lenore cawed loudly to get her charges to follow her to their assigned rooms, and Vera did the same with her little group.

Both Vera and her group had rooms on the ground floor, which would help. Further, it turned out that Vera would be sharing her room with Calliope and Athena, so there would be extra eyes on all the restless youth. Good!

Lenore’s group was on the upper floor, and soon the whole place was crawling with excited students dashing in and out of their friends’ rooms, trying to decide which ones were the best (despite them all being virtually identical). Vera liked Rosewood Lodge. It was no-frills but homey, and everything was kept scrupulously clean by the Rosewoods, a squirrel couple who looked over the crowd with unfazed expressions.

“Come on,” Vera said to her mentee. “Let’s interview the caretakers and see if there’s anything interesting to learn.”

They walked over to one of the squirrels (his wife had dashed off to help with some luggage). He introduced himself as Gerald Rosewood. “Gerry will do,” he added.

“Worked here long?” Vera asked.

“Practically my whole life,” he said. “My grandparents started the place, and now my wife and I live over at the caretaker’s cottage there.” He pointed to an adorable house off to the side, sheltered by huge trees and surrounded by a cottage garden full of roses. “Not exactly an ivory tower, but I’ll take it!”

“Is it always this full of students?” Thena asked, pulling out her own notebook and pencil.

“Off and on. Busy week now because of the Summers End Day happening tomorrow. The younger student groups thin out as school begins in the fall and the weather gets worse. But we’ve always got a few college students and off-season tourists. Some researchers, too, though the regular professors who work here during dig season like to stay at the fancier place on Summer Street.” He looked away as he said the last bit.

“Which one is that?” asked Vera.

“Called Aster House. Big tall place with lots of gables and whatnot. Can’t miss it. They do have a very nice dining room,” he added, with professional courtesy, “if you want more elevated fare than we make here.”

“I’m sure what you serve is great,” Vera said. “Our organizer mentioned that everyone likes the food. And students are rather harsh critics.”

“Simple but filling,” Gerry said proudly. “My wife is the chef.”

“Looking forward to it.” Vera turned to Thena. “Since my charges officially have a few hours of leisure, want to explore the town with me? I always think it’s important to get the lay of the land before writing an article.”

Thena beamed. “I’d love to!”

So fox and vole walked from the lodging house back onto the main thoroughfare.

Summer Street ran perpendicular to the river, with the docks on the east end, just visible from their vantage point. All along the way, buildings nestled next to each other. Most were shops or businesses of some sort, with a few private homes sprinkled in between, though it appeared most residents lived on the numerous side streets, which were tree lined and comfortably shaded with sunny spots that could support a cottage garden or a plot for vegetables to grow.

There was a general store, a pharmacy, a small bank … typical businesses. But Summerhill supported a higher than usual number of shops and restaurants as well, thanks to all the visitors who came to see the monument. Vera and Lenore passed a bustling pub, a tearoom, a bakery, and a candy shop. Among all these were shops that sold gifts and souvenirs: postcards, drawings, and pottery with depictions of Summers End, books about the site, and seemingly endless items emblazoned with the name Summers End or a picture of the monument. Vera spotted a tea tray with a painted scene of the monument at dawn, and Thena tried on a hat embroidered with the words Summers End Is Endless Fun.

“Ooh, that’s an interesting-looking shop,” Thena said, pointing to a storefront that was just off the main street and set back a bit from the sidewalk.

Interesting is one word for it, Vera thought. The clapboard face was painted purple, spangled with yellow stars. A round wooden sign painted to look like the full moon had been attached to the fence, and read:


ROXANNA’S SPIRITUAL SHOPPE



“Got an extra p and e at the end,” Vera said dryly. “Must be special.”

“There’s an occult shop near the university,” Thena replied. “I get all my teas there. Wonder if this one has any.”

Before the pair could even cross the street and venture in, they saw a small group of figures leave the boutique bearing shopping bags and laughing. A pika wearing a black hat (complete with the distinctive cone shape and wide brim) followed them out and waved cheerily, calling, “Good luck, and thank you for coming!”

A porcupine was walking along the sidewalk as the group moved away, and she made a face at the proprietor of the shop. “The hat’s a bit much, don’t you think, Ms. Cobb? It’s bad enough you charge folks for nonsense, but to do it in costume? Hmpf!”

The pika stamped her back paw on the stoop and glared back at the porcupine. “If you’re so certain, Professor, why not come in and see what the stars have in store for you?”

“Ha! As if I’d waste the money, you charlatan! There’s only one expert on stars in this town, and it’s sure not you!”

“Too bad you’re not an expert on manners!” With that retort, the pika whirled around and retreated into the shop in a decidedly dramatic way. Meanwhile, the porcupine continued on, huffing loudly. She went straight toward Vera and Thena, who actually had to hop backward to avoid getting brushed with her spines.

“Excuse me,” the porcupine muttered, not sounding like she meant it.

Vera decided that the owner of the shoppe might have a point about the porcupine’s expertise in manners. “Come on, Thena. Let’s keep exploring.”

Thankfully, their path took them in the opposite direction of the cranky creature. In general the mood of the town was friendly and welcoming, and the summer sun beamed down, broken up only by a few fluffy clouds. They bought some nut brittle from a vendor working from a small, wheeled cart under a massive oak, and walked on, nibbling the sweet and salty treat.

“Oh, look! That must be Aster House,” Thena said, pointing to an impressive multistoried, white-painted structure stacked with gables and chimneys and crusted over with decorative details under the eaves. It was set back slightly from the street, allowing a small garden to flourish between the sidewalk and the wide porch. The front doors were open, and they could hear the sounds of creatures talking inside. With the wistfulness of a student on a budget, Thena added, “It’s the fanciest place to stay in town. I wonder what the rooms are like.”

Just then, an owl strode out of the doorway, exclaiming angrily and gesturing with his wings. “Total idiocy!” he squawked. “If I have to listen to one more word from that pathetic excuse for a scholar …! Research, she calls it. I’ve seen better research in my compost pile. Mining old ditties and badly metered poems is not research, it’s fraud!”

He was voicing these complaints to his companion, whom Vera had first overlooked because he was as low to the ground as one could get. Then he cleared the porch and elevated his upper body, and Vera saw that he was a lizard.

“Goodness, van Hoote! What’s the fuss? It’s not as if you’ve never heard Professor Lee’s theories before.” The lizard, who Vera was almost certain was a bearded dragon, seemed amused by his companion’s pique.

The owl was still complaining: “Her so-called theories demean the whole field of archaeology. Perhaps all of academia! She ought to be thrown out, and yet here she is, basking in getting tenure.”

“A worthy achievement to bask in,” the lizard replied (and lizards know all about basking).

The two approached the sidewalk as they were speaking, and soon Vera and Thena would have been forced to step aside to let them through. But then the owl recovered his manners and offered a courtly bow. “Do excuse our somewhat hasty progress, ladies. I didn’t intend to be rude and knock you down!”

“We’re both quite nimble,” Vera said with a smile. “I take it that you are professors here to study Summers End?”

“Yes, we’re among the few,” the owl confirmed. “You’ll meet the others soon if you wander the streets long enough. Earlier, I was just talking to Professor Chesley. She’s an archaeoastronomer studying the layout of the site and its relation to the stars.”

“Um, would she happen to be a porcupine?” Vera asked.

“Indeed she is!” the owl said, looking surprised.

“I think we did meet her,” Thena said. “Well, sort of. She almost stepped on me.”

The lizard gave a snort. “She does tend to only look up.” By his wry tone, it seemed that he guessed it was not inattention that caused the near accident, but he wasn’t going to call out a fellow professor when she wasn’t there to defend herself.

“And what do you study?” Vera asked them both.

The owl proclaimed, “Professor Augustus van Hoote, at your service. Ancient languages are my specialty. And my colleague here is Professor Isaiah Ford, archaeologist nonpareil!”

“Pleased to make your acquaintance,” the lizard said, with his head making a bobbing motion that approximated a bow. “Are you with this week’s school group?”

“Yes, up from Shady Hollow,” Vera told them.

“Ah!” van Hoote said, fluttering his wings. “Do you know Ambrosius Heidegger?”

“Oh, yes indeed,” Vera said. “He’s helped me in my own work on several occasions.”

“Wonderful! He’s my cousin, in fact, as well as a colleague. What is your work? Are you a scholar?”

“Miss Vixen is a journalist,” Athena interjected eagerly. “A very good one. And I’m shadowing her this week as part of my student internship!”

“Then we shall see you both at the site, I’m sure,” Ford replied. “A significant date to be here. The sunrise should be most illuminating.”

“In every sense of the word!” van Hoote chimed in with a chuckle. “I hope to make a great advance in my own studies when I see the sun hit the calendar stone at the back of the chamber.”

“You wouldn’t advance in your studies if the sun hit you full in the face,” a new voice interjected.

Without anyone noticing, another creature had joined the group. A raven with glossy feathers and a furious expression, who must have just come out of the inn.

Van Hoote whirled to meet the challenge. “Oh, shut your beak, Lee. Prancing around with your make-believe sources and shoddy scholarship …”

“It’s called qualitative research and it’s real enough for the committee—”

“Committee-schmitty!” van Hoote interrupted with a snort. “Publicity-chasing hacks, the lot of them.”

“You didn’t say that when they granted you tenure,” the raven pointed out.

“A different time, my dear.”

“Very different,” she agreed, with a sly grin. “So long ago that it’s amazing that anyone still remembers. Soon you won’t be teaching ancient languages, you’ll be part of the curriculum!”

“Why you—” The owl lunged toward the raven, but the lizard slid his bulk between them, faster than Vera would have thought him capable of moving.

“Now, now,” he said. “This is no way to behave in public. What will the good folk visiting Summerhill think of us?”

The raven broke away first, tossing her head and preening a few feathers in a show of disdain. “I’m just stating facts.”

“Facts! As if!” van Hoote grumbled but seemed to give up the fight.

The raven turned to Vera and Thena with a now-polite smile. “Goodness, what a scene to wander into. I trust our spirited little discussion hasn’t given you the wrong idea about academia.”

“You certainly all seem passionate,” Thena murmured. “What do you study, Professor?”

The raven was just about to reply when Vera heard a familiar voice beside her.

“Oh no!” Lenore said in dismay. “Don’t tell me you’re here!”

The other raven looked just as disgusted. “Of course I’m here. It’s my job. What’s your excuse, Lenore?”

“Wait!” Vera said. “You two know each other?”

“All too well,” Lenore practically spat out. “This is none other than big-time fancy university professor Ligeia Lee … my sister.”
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