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Author’s Note

Dear reader, though you may have ventured into this world a time or two before, we nevertheless wish to alert you that Twilight Falls is a work of most fanciful fiction. Therefore, certain events or characters may not fully conform to the rules of dull reality. If a bear and a mouse walking the same aisles of the local grocery (and indeed, the fact that they have a local grocery) strikes you as improbable … well, you may wish to take a moment to reorient yourself. For when you turn the page, you will enter a place where woodland creatures behave (and misbehave) in very human ways.

When you are ready, we once again welcome you to Shady Hollow …




Cast of Characters

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

Lenore Lee: This raven runs the town’s bookshop, Nevermore Books. Her sense of humor is as dark as her feathers.

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

Shelby Atwater: A mostly affable otter who runs a repair business, though he shows no interest in repairing a broken relationship with his son.

Jonah Atwater: He’s followed in his father’s pawprints … until he takes a sharp turn toward a forbidden romance.

Anastasia von Beaverpelt: This high-born beaver rarely thinks of anyone other than herself. Is the dalliance with Jonah real, or just a stunt for attention?

Isla Chitters: This mouse works as a maid in the von Beaverpelt home, and she knows what goes on behind closed doors.

Muriel Lodge: A hedgehog who’s come to Shady Hollow with a popcorn cart and delectable recipes. Has she also come with a score to settle?

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

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.

Arabella Boatwright: This rat runs the Mirror Lake Library, and she knows every secret on the shelves.

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, serving vegetarian dishes to die for.

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

Philomena Ambler: An officer of the law in a neighboring town who maintains order with a strong paw.

Imogen Marrick: A hawk who keeps a keen eye on the woods near Twilight Falls. But is she holding some information back?

Lefty: This masked raccoon lives in the shadiest part of Shady Hollow. Whatever the game is, Lefty always knows the score.




Chapter 1

An errant breeze snuck between the sash and the ledge of a window in Vera Vixen’s home, carrying with it the scent of freshly baked bread and rich coffee. Vera’s nose twitched, and she raised her head from her very comfortable pillow to get a better sniff.

Had a new restaurant somehow opened next door overnight? It seemed highly unlikely. First, Vera’s little den-like cottage was rather off the main streets of Shady Hollow, and second, as a reporter, she’d certainly have taken note of such an endeavor.

Vera had been born with inveterate curiosity, and she wasn’t about to let the mystery of this delicious scent go unsolved. She flung off her blanket (not without a little regret, for her bed was so squishy and soft, and the room was just cool enough to encourage one to burrow down for another few minutes) and got up.

After dressing in her favorite forest green housecoat, she walked over to the living room and opened the casement there, peering out to the front walk. Who should she see but her good friend Lenore standing outside, blowing over the top of a cup of coffee so all the steam wafted Vera’s way.

“What are you doing?” Vera asked the raven.

Lenore had a mischievous look in her eye as she said, “Ah, it worked then. I suspected that the coffee aroma would be far more effective than a bell to get you out of bed.”

Vera pointed to the coffee. “Is that from Joe’s?”

“Naturally.” Lenore then held up a box. “Got some pastries, too, but if you don’t hurry up and open that door, I’ll eat them all myself.”

Obviously, Vera could not permit such a travesty. She welcomed Lenore inside and then cleared a space at her dining table—which was also her work desk and thus was piled high with papers, journals, and books relevant to the numerous stories she was working on for the Shady Hollow Herald.

“Busy time?” Lenore asked, gesturing at the whirlwind of items Vera was forcibly relocating to the living room floor.

Vera responded with a shrug. “Lots of ideas and some day-to-day articles, but nothing that’s really caught my attention lately. In terms of a big story, I mean. Things have been pretty quiet.”

Lenore made herself comfortable at the table. With one black wing, she pushed a cup of coffee toward Vera, who took it gratefully. The coffee from Joe’s Mug was always fresh and strong, qualities she needed in the morning.

“So what’s in there?” Vera asked, nodding toward the paper box stamped with A SPECIAL TREAT FROM JOE’S MUG.

“You’re the star reporter. Why don’t you investigate?” Lenore teased.

Vera was nothing if not a tenacious, dogged journalist. The box lid was no match for her curiosity, and within …

“Oooooh.” She gazed with delight at the contents. “What are these?”

“Pistachio morning buns with honey glaze,” Lenore announced. “Apparently, Joe Jr. was up four nights in a row making test batches before he finalized the recipe.”

“Such dedication!” Vera grabbed dishes and reverently placed one mountainous, golden-hued, and honey-dipped bun on each. A green icing ribbon spiraled up to the summit, hinting at the sweet, gooey nut layer within.

“Cheers!” The friends clinked coffee mugs and tucked into their repast.

“Mmmmm,” Vera said after a few minutes of blissful nibbling. “Delicious.”

“Joe’s always been good at finding seasonal ingredients,” Lenore agreed, reaching for her own coffee to wash down the rich treat. “It’s too early for fruits and such, but this just feels springy, doesn’t it?”

The fox agreed. “Now I’ll have a full stomach to face my day. I have a few interviews I need to conduct for the next edition’s articles. Plus, I said that I’d run up to the von Beaverpelt place to help Edith with the program for the Apple Blossom Walk. She says she likes my writing style, but I think she just wants to keep a paw on the news.”

Lenore just shook her head. “No need. The Apple Blossom Walk is the news this time of year.”

Every spring, Cold Clay Orchards held a big open-air tea party just when the apple trees burst into bloom. The whole town of Shady Hollow, and much of the surrounding woodland population, showed up. For a small donation, attendees got to walk amid the truly gorgeous boughs, and if they donated a little more, they got to bid on any number of auction items. The proceeds went to repairing winter-damaged buildings and homes, as well as feeding those creatures who were unable to provide for themselves. No one quite knew when the tradition of the Apple Blossom Walk had started, but it seemed that it would continue uninterrupted for a long time to come.

Vera was happy to volunteer her time to help out with the annual charity event. She did wish, however, that Edith von Beaverpelt didn’t insist on making her go all the way up to Maple Heights when the beaver could have simply sent the information to the Herald’s offices. But Edith was the chair of the event. As the titular head of the sawmill (the town’s most important employer), she held a lot of clout, even though she had almost nothing to do with the daily operations of the mill any longer.

“Ah,” Lenore murmured. “What a joy, to write copy for the program with Edith watching over your shoulder, correcting every little thing and reminding you of etiquette faux pas that normal folks never needed to learn. Well, it’s for a good cause. And I suppose she is still the grande dame of village affairs.”

“Er, maybe don’t say affairs,” Vera suggested, thinking about a few events in the town’s past that Edith would not appreciate being discussed.

The raven cawed, her amusement edged with just a tinge of schadenfreude (as ravens’ humor is wont to be). “I won’t mention that to her face.”

“Does that mean you’re coming with me?” Vera asked hopefully.

Lenore shook her head. “Sorry. Lots of work down at the bookstore. New shipment for spring coming upriver today or tomorrow. I’ve got to clear space to get ready! Oh, by the way, I saw the catalog from Bradley Marvel’s publisher.”

Vera braced herself. The famous thriller author had made an appearance in town last fall to promote a book. He ended up making such a pest of himself that Vera hoped she’d never see him again. “Oh? Don’t tell me he’s on another tour.”

“Not yet. It was just an announcement of his upcoming Percy Bannon thriller. You’ll never guess the title.” Lenore was clearly enjoying this, drawing out the punch line.

“I don’t know,” Vera said irritably. “The Marvelous Mr. Marvel: A Made-Up Memoir? Wolf Fall? A Canine’s Guide to Making a Fool of Yourself?”

“Way off. It’s called The Quick Dead Fox.”

Vera’s jaw dropped. “How dare he! That miserable hack writer!”

“Hey, you don’t know it’s referring to you.”

But Vera remembered her final encounter with Bradley Marvel, when she told him to get out of town, and she certainly did know. “I suppose you have to stock it,” she grumbled.

“He’s a big seller for me,” Lenore admitted. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t make faces at the cover every time you walk by the store.”

“Oh, I will,” Vera assured her. Then she paused. “Wait a second. Were the coffee and roll a way to make up for that news?”

Lenore put on an innocent expression, which is no small feat for a raven. “Goodness, what a thing to say. The coffee and roll were a gift from one friend to another … not to mention that you brought me that slice of pie last week.”

Since Vera’s pique was blunted by the pistachio filling now lining her tummy, she allowed the point.

After breakfast, Vera saw Lenore on her way. She washed up the plates, changed from her comfy housecoat to an outfit more suited to actually being outside, and left her home, heading to Maple Heights, where the imposing von Beaverpelt mansion sat on the highest hill.

The day was sunny and the wind playful, so Vera decided to view the errand to Maple Heights as an adventure rather than a burden. Sunshine always lifted the fox’s mood, and the delicious pistachio bun didn’t hurt, either.

As the reporter trotted down the street, she concentrated on enjoying the warmth on her fur and the sweetness of various blooming flowers in the air. Maple Heights, the swankiest neighborhood in Shady Hollow, was not all that far from Vera’s small cottage, at least not as the crow flies. However, Vera was not a crow, and the von Beaverpelt house was set high up and back from the road. It also featured a winding walkway that meant it took nearly twice as long to traverse the lawn. When Vera got to the front door, she stopped to catch her breath and admire the view. The mansion was symmetrical and stately, with columns on either side of the front door and flowering bushes flanking the walk. Vera tried to imagine what it would be like to live in such an enormous place, but after a moment, she decided she preferred the coziness of her little cottage, which had one important advantage over any other house in town: it was Vera-sized.

Vera lifted the heavy gold knocker on the front door of the mansion and waited. Not long after, the door was opened by a mouse in a neatly pressed maid’s uniform. She was clearly a member of the Chitters clan, but Vera wasn’t sure which one. She smiled and said, “Have we met? I think I’ve seen you at your parents’ home once or twice.”

“At the dinner party for the solstice celebration, I think it was,” the maid confirmed. “I’m Isla Chitters. Please do come in.”

“I’m here to see Mrs. von Beaverpelt,” Vera explained. “I have an appointment at half past nine.”

The mouse nodded and then replied, “If you’ll follow me to the drawing room. I’ll let her know that you’re here.”

The fox followed Isla down the hallway lined with ornate pictures of von Beaverpelt ancestors. Vera had been to the estate before, but she noticed something new each time. What she wouldn’t give for a whole day to snoop around! Isla opened a set of double doors that led to the drawing room and stood aside for Vera to enter.

The couches and chairs were covered in deep burgundy crushed velvet, and the rug that lay on the polished wood floor had an intricate design. Vera perched on the edge of one of the fancy sofas. She was afraid to really settle in, lest she leave an indelible mark. Then, as she looked around her, admiring the rich furnishings, Vera noticed that some of the upholstered chairs had begun to look a little shabby. When she glanced down at the luxurious rug under her paws, she saw a hole in the edge of it. Odd! Edith and her daughters were consumed with having only the best and making sure that the rest of Shady Hollow knew it. Vera had suspected the family was still having financial difficulties following the death of Reginald von Beaverpelt, the patriarch and former owner of the sawmill. True, the mill was being expertly managed by Howard Chitters, but the von Beaverpelt finances had taken a blow because of Reginald’s extracurricular activities. With the mill’s income once again flowing into the correct flumes, it meant less profit was available to the owners. Therefore Edith and her daughters were having to make some changes to their standard of living.

After only a short wait, Edith von Beaverpelt swept into the drawing room. She was dressed in a flowered gown that looked simple, but which benefited from superior fabric and stitching, putting it above what most folks in town could afford. However, the dress was from several seasons ago, when square necklines were on trend. (Vera was not terribly into fashion herself, but she made a point to read the whole paper every day, and that of course included the style column.)

“Good morning, Vera,” the matronly beaver greeted her, gracious as always. “It was so good of you to come. Will this room be adequate for you to work? The light is sufficient?”

“Certainly,” Vera said. The two were not exactly friends, but Edith von Beaverpelt had come to respect Vera’s abilities and did not underestimate her. In turn, Vera had to admire how Edith endured the extremely difficult circumstances surrounding the death of her husband, and how she had come out of it with surprising grace.

Edith requested Isla bring tea, and then she and Vera got down to business, discussing the details of the Apple Blossom Walk and what would need to appear in the program and some of the advertisements. Edith showed her several examples of previous programs, pointing out which bits had been most effective at getting creatures to donate to the cause. Vera dutifully wrote up all the relevant information in her reporter’s notebook and then drafted the event’s program, reading out the final version for Edith’s approval.

Once the task had been taken care of, Edith thanked Vera for her time and rose to see her out. But as soon as Edith opened the doors to the drawing room, the fox heard a great deal of high-pitched giggling and a low voice murmuring in response.

Vera’s ears perked up. Edith had clearly also heard the noises, and she looked distinctly annoyed as she swept into the hallway to locate the source, Vera following in her wake.




Chapter 2

It didn’t take long to discover the origin of the sounds. In a small alcove off the central hallway that more or less divided the house, Anastasia von Beaverpelt appeared to be in a rather intimate conversation with another creature who looked vaguely familiar. Anastasia was leaning forward, her gaze locked on her interlocutor’s face.

Vera narrowed her eyes, trying to place him. He was an otter, wearing a tool belt, loose-fitting work clothes, and a cap that proclaimed him to be an employee of Atwater & Son. Oh, right, Vera thought. She often walked down River Street, where she’d seen the wooden sign for Atwater & Son hanging above the door of a clapboard structure. Vera hadn’t yet needed to employ the business herself, but Lenore had occasionally used them for small repair jobs around the bookstore. They were a fix-it-all business, available to do small household repairs and some plumbing. This particular otter was obviously the “Son.” He was standing very close to Stasia, whispering in her ear. Whatever he was saying had resulted in the coy giggling that had so irritated Edith.

“Anastasia von Beaverpelt!” snapped the elder beaver. “How many times have I talked to you about this? What in the world do you think you are doing? Mr. Atwater is supposed to be fixing the kitchen sink. Why are you bothering him?”

“I’m not bothering him,” Stasia objected. “Am I bothering you, Jonah?”

“Oh, no, Stas … I mean, er, she’s no bother, Mrs. von B. We were just … er …” Jonah Atwater trailed off, looking sheepish (inasmuch as it is possible for an otter to look sheepish), and he didn’t meet Edith’s eyes as he spoke.

“I believe you remember where the kitchen is, Mr. Atwater,” she said, the command clear in her tone.

“Sure do, Mrs. von B,” he mumbled, stepping away from Stasia and nodding at both Edith and Vera before heading in the direction of the kitchen. Vera noticed how Stasia tracked his every step.

In contrast to the chastened behavior of the otter, Anastasia looked quite pleased with herself, even exuberant. “Anything you want to tell me, Mother dear?” she goaded.

“Indeed!” Edith went on, glaring at Stasia. “I can’t fathom how you waltz about as though nothing has changed. I wish you’d pitch in a little. Instead, I find you distracting the help, so that he can’t perform the tasks he has been contracted to do! This is not an acceptable situation, now, is it?” Edith’s voice had shifted to the resonant tone of a creature who had sat on boards and committees precisely because she knew how to speak in a way that made nearly everyone listening think that the only sensible course of action was to do exactly what she had just said.

“Um, I’ll leave you both to your discussion,” Vera murmured, not wishing to get in the middle of this family squabble. Curiosity was all well and good, but there were limits.

Edith looked startled, and Vera realized the beaver had been so upset that she’d actually forgotten about Vera’s presence for a moment. That explained the outburst—normally Edith would rather die than air family matters in front of others.

Edith pulled herself together and said, “Let me see you out, Ms. Vixen.” Then she glared at her daughter, adding, “We’ll have a nice long talk later, darling.”

“Oh, can’t wait.” Stasia blew her mother a kiss and skipped upstairs. Her mother’s disapproval had no evident effect on her, even when it came to a relationship with the “help.” After all, it was pretty obvious that Stasia and Jonah were closer than employer and employee.

The young romantic’s mother had also reached this conclusion. She sighed and shook her head but said no more. She escorted the fox to the front door with a set expression of long suffering on her face.

“Thanks so much for helping with the event, Vera. It’s important for the community, and I do find myself rather stretched lately,” Edith von Beaverpelt said, clearly trying to regain her composure. “I’m sure that this year’s Apple Blossom Walk will be a rousing success.”

“As you say, ma’am, the community needs it. And there’s plenty of time to remind folks to attend, and to bring donations.”

Vera said her own goodbyes, and then, no sooner had the heavy front door closed after her, she heard Edith shriek, “Stasia! Come down here right now!”

Leaving the domestic storm behind, Vera headed down the path from the mansion, relieved to have escaped. She’d once been on the receiving end of Edith’s wrath, and it was not a pleasant experience, though Vera had weathered it well enough. Without a doubt, Stasia was going to catch an earful from her mother. But would a talking-to affect Stasia’s feelings for her new beau at all? Unlikely. Stasia had grown up getting everything she ever wanted. And if she wanted a romance with a particular creature, only a fool would get in her way.

Funny how creatures reacted to change, Vera reflected, thinking of her first encounters with Stasia and her twin sister, when they had both considered themselves heiresses with no cares at all. But after losing their father, learning about a slew of secrets lurking in Shady Hollow, and facing a future where the von Beaverpelt mansion was not the center of attention, they must have been shaken out of their small world. Yet, despite all that, Stasia was going about her daily routine as if absolutely nothing had changed. She was a creature of leisure, and she clearly planned to stay that way. By contrast, her sister, Esme, had chosen quite a different direction. To the initial horror of their mother, Esme had gotten a job at Joe’s Mug, earning both a paycheck and the respect of a lot of townsfolk who didn’t think she’d last more than three shifts. Confounding expectations, Esme thrived, quickly becoming an integral part of the diner’s staff as well as the community at large.

As for Edith herself, she must miss her husband, even if the marriage had had its share of problems. Based on what Vera had seen, Edith had gotten rid of the full-time cook and housekeeper, and kept only one maid, Isla, who answered the door and served tea to guests. The household certainly was no longer throwing the large parties the town was used to hearing about.

Vera decided to put the von Beaverpelt clan out of her mind in favor of concentrating on her own relationship. She made her way to the police station, which sat on Main Street very close to the center of town, with a dual motive. She would check in with Orville, and also see if any new crimes had been committed. It was important for Vera to submit her regular crime column for the Herald on time.

The fox made a quick detour by Joe’s Mug to get coffee and a pastry for Orville. While she’d been lucky enough to have Lenore provide breakfast, Orville had probably skipped his meal in order to get to the station early. He had been elected chief of police last year, and immediately following the race, his former boss, Chief Meade, decided to retire. (The former chief was far more passionate about fishing than he was about pursuing criminals, so his retirement could be viewed as more of a recognition of his true vocation.)

This left Orville as the sole officer on Shady Hollow’s police force. That wasn’t much of a problem, to be frank. Shady Hollow was a peaceful place, by and large, and since Orville had taken office, crime had further declined (whether this was just happenstance or the result of his sheer size and low growl, no one could say for sure). Still, Orville had talked about hiring a deputy just so he wouldn’t have to always be on call, but he hadn’t yet done so. Vera decided a reminder was in order.

The reporter popped into Joe’s just ahead of the lunch rush. At the counter, she saw the spitting image of Anastasia, but this creature was dressed in her nicely starched server’s uniform, a blue dress with a white apron. Esme, of course.

“Morning, Esme!” Vera called as she entered. “I just saw your better half.”

Esmeralda von Beaverpelt laughed as she swapped a carafe of fresh coffee for an empty that she slid over to the far side of the counter. “Surprised Stasia’s up before noon!”

“Oh, Stasia was awake all right. Seemed to be getting along very well with that handsome young otter working on repairs.”

Esme rolled her eyes. “How loud did Mommy scream when she got wind of that little scene? One does not consort with the help, you know,” she recited in a high tone reminiscent of her mother’s. Then she reverted to her own voice. “I assume you were up there to help with one of her endless charity functions.”

“Yes, the Apple Blossom Walk.”

“Ooooh, I’m looking forward to that!” Esme’s face took on an excited expression. “Joe Jr. and I think we’ve got a real special treat for that event. We’ve been testing out a bunch of new recipes.”

“If it’s anything like those pistachio buns, I’d say you’re right. Speaking of …” Vera remembered her mission and managed to procure a couple of buns and a large coffee for Orville. In a rare display of self-denial, she did not get anything for herself, as she had already consumed quite a bit of coffee and tea so far that day. She took the bag from Esme and made her way to the police station.

Orville’s place of employment was a small and surprisingly welcoming brick building on Main Street. The oaks towering above it were just getting their first leaves of the year, a bright gold-green that would quickly deepen to a true green as spring turned into summer and the leaves grew larger. When she arrived, she found Orville almost hidden behind an enormous stack of papers. She noticed that the office coffeepot was empty (just as well, in light of how rarely it got rinsed out). Decent coffee from Joe’s would be well received by the new chief of police.

“Morning, Orville,” she said, lifting up the bag. “I’ve got a deal for you. How about you tell me what’s on the blotter, and in return, I’ll let you have these special spring pistachio buns.”

“Pistachio?” Orville asked, with the sort of wistfulness that implied he had not just skipped breakfast, but the whole previous day’s meals as well. (The reader may be reassured he had not.)

“With honey,” Vera added, perching the bag on a not-quite-as-tall stack of papers. “Oh, and I got coffee as well.”

“Ohh, coffee.” He shook his head slowly. “I’d love to take the deal, Vera, but I can’t.” He looked very serious.

“Can’t?” she asked in concern. “Whyever not?”

“It just wouldn’t be fair,” he replied. “’Cause the fact of the matter is … the crime blotter’s totally empty.”

That was when she caught the twinkle in his eye.

Vera snorted as she placed the coffee on the desk. “You had me for a second there.”

Orville grinned, but he was already delving into the bag for the rolls and therefore didn’t bother to answer in words.

She waited patiently while he chomped down on the first roll and drank half the coffee. Then she said, “Truly nothing? Not even one of Lefty’s schemes?”

“Dull as tombs around here,” Orville said happily. “I think Lefty took Rhonda for a vacation upriver somewhere, hence the lack of petty theft. But even so, no vandalism, no neighbors tussling, no delinquents protesting by defacing school property or whatever it is they do to rebel against authority.”

“Sounds boring,” Vera commented.

“Sounds wonderful. I don’t like using the jail cells if I don’t have to, and the fact that things have been quiet around here all winter long tells me that we’re doing something right in Shady Hollow. No town wants to be known as ‘that place with all the murders’ and the fact is, last autumn was rough on folks. We’re not used to that much violence.”

“You’ve got a point,” Vera conceded. “It’s one of those ironies that when headlines are good, it means something else is getting bad. But with Chief Braun patrolling our streets, every mouse and muskrat can sleep safely!”

“Flatterer.” Orville made quick work of the second bun. Then he said, “Actually, with things so calm here, I thought I might take a day off. Have you ever been to Twilight Falls?”

“No,” Vera said, her ears perking up. “I’ve heard of it, of course, and seen a few paintings and sketches. It’s supposed to be the tallest waterfall in the area, right?”

“That’s the one. It’s a perfect day trip if you catch the morning ferry. We could go the day after tomorrow. What do you say? I’ll pack a picnic basket and we’ll meet at the ferry dock at seven.”

“I’d love to. I just have to clear it with BW.” Her boss at the newspaper, BW Stone, preferred it when everyone was working all the time, but even he had to admit that there just wasn’t much to print lately. A week ago, an article on the front page breathlessly reported on whether the snow in the last snow pile would melt earlier or later than last year. Not exactly riveting (though some folks down at the Riverside Pub did have a few friendly wagers on the result). “I’m sure he’ll let me go. And hey, maybe I’ll see something amazing and end up writing an article after all.”

Orville shook his head and admonished her with, “No way. This is a day off, Vera. Leave your notebook at home, because nothing newsworthy is going to happen.”

His comment was uttered with the utmost sincerity and with the best intentions.

And like so many comments of this nature, it would turn out to be untrue.
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