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To my grandchildren, Luella, Dashiell, and Errol,

with love from Bama
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We fled this land in the year of 1540 from Great Fosters, England, during the reign of King Henry VIII for a simple reason. He had wreaked slaughter on our species with his unbound appetite for Castor meat and Castor fur. We were determined to seek a place where no human could harm us. And that place would remain secret. It would be the Secret of the Castors.

As it was written in The Book of Castors from the Castor Aquarius of Glendunny, in the year 1640, in celebration of the centennial of the vast pond of Glendunny.
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Prologue

The Blood Moon

And it came to pass, in the time when the shadow of the earth slides across the moon and the moon appears to bleed red light—yes, in that time, a young beaver kit stirred in his sleep. Deep in his lodge he heard in his dreams a strange new noise. It was not the watery sound of the currents passing slowly through the dam. Nor was it the explosive tail slap of a beaver fracturing the silence of this pond. It was, in fact, a waterless sound. Dry, scraping, and urgent.

Dunwattle’s eyes flew open. This is not a dream. This is real. But real what? The dry, splintering noise seemed to echo in his ears. Then before him, on the lovely soft pile of shredded bark that was his bed, something white—as white as the birch bark—began to move. There was a rustling, then a low gasping followed by the dry sound. Bones! Bones like ones he had never before seen. They were not animal—neither weasels nor beavers nor dreaded lynx. These were long bones for standing upright, and this thing was standing right at the end of his bed of shredded birch bark. A two-legs? Impossible!

Time slowed. A strange paralysis overtook poor Dunwattle. He simply could not move. He would not move. He could not scream. He could not even blink. But then he did. Blasted from his soft bed by fear, he hurled himself into the underwater tunnel and out into the stillness of the pond. He swam through the dark, murky waters as long as he could while holding his breath—which was a long time. And then he surfaced, cutting through a tangle of elodea weed. Away . . . away . . . That was all he could think as he swam furiously toward a dam . . . any dam!
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Chapter 1

First Swan

Elsinore, the mute swan of the Glendunny beaver pond, looked down from her perch atop the roof of the royal lodge of the Grand Aquarius, the commander in chief of the Castors and this pond. She saw stirrings beneath the carpet of the pond’s elodea weed. By my feathers! Someone’s swimming in my soup, she thought. For indeed it was a delicious variety of algae that was beginning to bloom this time of year, and she didn’t relish anyone tearing it apart. It lost its taste when torn. The swans called this particular kind of weed water moss, for it was slightly spongy and very succulent. But the carpet needed to be left undisturbed through the Blood Moon to attain its maximum succulence. All the beavers knew this and were respectful. So the swan wondered why at this hour, nearing the time when beavers would finally cease working, would one be swimming straight through the water moss. Shredding it! How offensive!

A nose poked up. Dunwattle! Why would Dunwattle do this? His parents, a lovely couple, would be furious. Elsinore knew that Dunwattle’s parents, Grizzmore and Berta, were part of the Chomp at Dam 3 on active maintenance duty. The winter had been rough, with ice floes wreaking damage to all of the eight dams, not to mention the earthquake in late fall that had caused major devastation to countless beaver lodges. If a beaver wasn’t repairing—wattling up one with clay, mud, and rock—that beaver was out harvesting new trees for lodge construction. This was the first time Dunwattle and his best friend, Locksley, had been left unattended. They were still young kits and would be for at least another two years. They were only halfway through their kit-hood. So why would Dunwattle be going off like this, and so fast? It appeared as if he were heading toward Dam 8, which was not on the repair schedule for several days.

Elsinore made soft tsk-tsking sounds of disapproval deep in her gullet. She did not gossip. She did not scold. That was not her role at the pond of Glendunny. She observed, she offered some counsel—although there was the new Grand Aquarius: that beaver rarely sought advice. Mister Know-It-All, she silently fumed. Had there ever been such a stupid know-it-all? Only stupid creatures pretended to know it all. And Elsinore knew that there were plenty of stupid creatures in all species.

Since time immemorial, swans and beavers had shared a complicated and fascinating coexistence. This relationship was mutually beneficial. The swans feasted on all the waterweed and delectable treats that the pond offered up, but the pond itself had been created by the beavers. Therefore, the swans returned the favor by providing updates on weather or strangers in the region. At least twice, often three times, a day, Elsinore would fly surveillance and report back to the Grand Aquarius.

He was now called the G. A. for short, instead of the traditional and more modest title, the C. A. That stood for the Castor Aquarius. In the past, the inhabitants of the pond would address this beaver more simply as “Guv’nor,” short for governor, or “Guv’ness,” if the leader was a female. But no longer. This particular beaver had arrived in his lofty position most literally by accident and refused to be addressed as Guv’nor, but only as “Your Highness.” Quite impressed this one was by royalty—human royalty: kings, queens, and all the gaudy nonsense that went along with them. Therefore, the Grand Aquarius sought what he called “treasures” and would commission Elsinore to scour the terrain for such items. In most beavers’ minds, these were hardly treasures at all. They were merely useless trinkets. Anything that sparkled or gleamed that might suggest precious gems or gold. For most beavers, treasures were never trinkets but useful items. Items like mid-growth saplings, which were highly valued and essential for wattling, the woven constructions made from slender branches and filled with mud and often small stones to seal tight a den or a dam. Now those were real treasures, as was the clay known as Great Red. When it was mixed with common mud, it made the best sealant to slather on the interior walls of a lodge.

In fact, what the G. A., His Highness, truly wanted were the castoffs from the humans, whom Castors called two-legs. In particular, the G. A. was drawn to the bits and pieces once owned by especially distinguished or royal two-legs. Gilded frames from pictures were a favorite, as he loved the gold gilt of the wood. Fancy bowls, plates, and dishes from which two-legs ate were other items that delighted him. In short, the Grand Aquarius wanted Elsinore to ransack palatial mansions that had either burned almost to the ground or had been abandoned over the course of hard times. More often the swan would occasionally fly over a particularly rich landfill—those didn’t contain priceless items from grand old mansions but simply castoffs. And of course, there were always dumpsters to which bright shiny things occasionally found their way. These would do, as His Highness never knew the difference.

On one flight, Elsinore had found several golden paper crowns. They all had a picture on the front: what looked like a human food with the words “Burger King.” More pieces of nonsense for the G. A.’s lodge, which had quickly become a tawdry affair and very unbeaverlike. He adored the paper crowns. Elsinore had found a whole bagful of them, so he could wear a fresh one every few days. She had also found some old broken costume tiaras made for little girl two-legs, after a shop in Shropshire had been flooded. She neglected to tell the G. A. that only little girl royals, princesses, wore tiaras. He wouldn’t care, as long as it was shiny and regal in appearance.

The G. A.’s chambers were not lined, as most lodges, with lovely Scotch pine limbs woven together and wattled up to make a cozy chamber for reading or sleeping or studying the water tables. The G. A. did not do much studying. He couldn’t be bothered with it. And yet, it was very important for beavers to monitor the water tables of the pond, as they were crucial to the pond’s survival. When water was low it meant there was a leak and they quickly had to find it. An S&P, or Search and Plug team, was specially trained for this. If it was not a leak but caused by evaporation from lack of rain, then another stream had to be found and its water flow diverted into the pond.

In addition to all the gewgaws that Elsinore had picked up for this lodge, the G. A. now had a servant too. He had heard about how royal households had staffs: butlers, footmen, and so on. He had no idea what these servants did. But a half-blind old beaver named Hobbs was brought in to keep things tidy and announce all visitors.

Further duties for Hobbs came to include those of a valet. There was little for Hobbs to do as a valet, since the G. A. had few clothes so far. There were the paper crowns that he changed often so as not to wear them out and the shreds of a velvet cloak that Elsinore had spied on a particularly stinky trash heap miles away, all the way in England, not Scotland, where the Glendunny pond was. Hobbs was a kindly creature and seemed to have infinite patience with the vain old slob. It most likely helped that Hobbs was also half-deaf.

Despite the bizarre behavior of the Grand Aquarius, Elsinore did not complain, nor did she try to correct this behavior. If the pond was happy, she was happy. For now, the G. A. seemed perfectly harmless. The Glendunny pond was finally placid after the violent earthquake in the late fall. Most of the damage from the earthquake had been mended, and there were no longer any aftershock tremors that had followed for several weeks. Things had grown quiet. And most important, the dams were holding. The algae and the pondweed were flourishing. Soon the water lilies would be in bloom and it would be heaven on earth, or as the Castors called heaven, the Great Pond.

Elsinore felt it was useless to point out that it was somewhat silly for the G. A. to have changed his title from Castor Aquarius, which had served his predecessors for over a thousand years. In changing it to Grand Aquarius, he had swapped his species name for a two-bit adjective. However, she had learned through the years how to pick her battles. Yes, Elsinore might be called mute, simply because she was less vocal than members of other species of swans, but in spite of this she knew a lot of words. She read widely and studied history. Creatures often thought swans were vain because of their grace and beauty, but they hadn’t met His Royal Highness the G. A. His vanity was monumental, even though he was just a chunky, furry, leather-tailed creature like the rest of his species. The most conceited animal on earth—so unlike the rest of the Castors. But how had this happened? Before he became His Highness, he had been simply Oscar, Oscar of Was Meadow. What had happened? How could this change of character be explained? Elsinore often mused. And where was that young beaver kit Dunwattle heading at this time of the night, so close to dawn?
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Chapter 2

Clear Water

Dunwattle was nearing Dam 8. Through the murky waters, he could see with his transparent eyelids an old turtle feasting on lily pad roots, and he could hear the croak of wood frogs. He slipped out of the sluggish waters of the pond and scrambled up the steep wall of the dam. Then flinging himself over the top, he slid down the other side. He knew this territory. It was where the elders would first take the kits to learn wattling. He knew that a short distance from here was a stream that ran into a wide creek fringed with willows, where warblers sang in the morning. Should he wait for daylight? It would be safer. Beavers slept most of the day while working through the nights. Dawn was fast approaching, so there would be no lynx lurking about. Lynx were primarily nocturnal. He could not help but think of his grandmother, who had fallen prey to a curse of lynx. Wanda the Wattler, she’d been called.

Wanda’s skills were unsurpassable. She could weave together any kind of branches to form the warp of an interior lodge wall. And what a perfect Grand Aquarius she would have made! A calm, steadfast leader. Her end had been a gruesome one that only creatures as vicious as lynx could deliver. A mere scattering of her teeth and very few bones were all that was left. Dunwattle remembered his mum weeping inconsolably as she kept whispering, “Oh, my poor mother. And those teeth. Her lovely incisors! She was born to whittle and wattle.”

What was he born to do? Dunwattle was only halfway through his kit-hood, and those bones he saw on the shredded bark of his cozy bed were not incisors. They were bones, the bones of a two-leg—a two-leg that had risen from the dead. A ghost. A sligh haint was the old Castor phrase. He couldn’t wait around. Lynx or not, if a haint got you . . . He didn’t want to think about it! Would it matter that it was just a haint of a two-leg? Was that a lesser violation of the laws of the pond? It was forbidden that a beaver ever be seen by or in the presence of a two-leg—ghost or not. Oh, he couldn’t bear to think of it. Once over the dam, he looked around a bit and then bolted for the stream. The water level was up from the snowmelt, and he easily swam down it.

This narrow stream, he realized, led to one of the shunting canals in a spider’s web of watercourses. These watercourses were used for transporting the trees that the Chompers felled for building their dams and lodges. Within a few minutes he himself had been shunted into such a canal! At the start he had to swim against the current to get away from Glendunny, but he was a strong swimmer. A better swimmer than a walker, actually. So he swam, dodging floating logs of all sorts. But he was nimble in the water. He loved the sound of the stream’s rush, the bubbling tumult of a rapid. The tickle of the water as he feathered his webbed hind feet to avoid the logs or a rock.

Dawn was just breaking as he reached the source of these canals—the River Albyn that would lead him into the Tweed. Soon he heard the loud clamor of a river rapid. He would have to figure out the flanks of the rapid and swim toward the side where the current would not be hard against him. Although he and Locksley had only begun their lessons in water dynamics under Castor Elwyn, he had already learned a lot. Castor Elwyn said that he was one of his best pupils ever. It was the only thing he had ever done better than Locksley, who was a top student in everything, from chomping trees and stripping bark to weaving and wattling.

The water turned white and frothy with the turbulence of the rapids. Take the rapids at a slant, the voice of Castor Elwyn rang in his head. Once across he then swam for all his might toward the calm spot near the edge of the river. Not completely calm, but what Castor Elwyn called the path of least resistance. The calm would allow him to escape the current that might pull him back toward those bones of the haint. If he stayed in the calm, he could swim away from all that . . . from the bones that had mysteriously emerged in front of him, materialized in the darkest and deepest part of the night, on that night of the Blood Moon.

He began to feel the change as he swam. He didn’t have to work so hard now. His heart did not beat as rapidly as it had from fear and exertion. Dawn was truly breaking now and casting a shimmer of pink over the now-smooth surface of the river. He ducked under, free of the drag of the water. Swimming free of the bones. He had young lungs, but they were good lungs. He could swim for almost a quarter of an hour beneath the surface, holding his breath. “Try for a half quarter: an eighth,” his father often said. Dunwattle was not sure what a quarter of a single hour was, let alone an eighth. He had not learned that yet. But the last time he tried, his father had shouted, “You did it! Son, you did it!” And he knew when he was fully grown-up he would be able to swim much longer under the surface.

It took him a bit of time to realize how different the river was from the pond of Glendunny. There was no murk, nor mud. No slime of pond scum or underwater tree stumps. No tangles of pondweed or the slime of elodea vines undulating in dreary brownish water. This water was translucent. He swam through reflections of clouds and blue sky. Then as the sun poured its light, it seemed as if there were a liquid rainbow, turning this underwater landscape into one radiant with colors. He became adept at seeking out the back eddies that swirled against the prevailing current and gave him a boost in the direction he wanted to go. And there was only one way he wanted to go: away. Away from the ghostly haint.
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Chapter 3

The Strangeness of Oscar of Was Meadow and Other Matters

But now Elsinore was troubled. Why was little Dunwattle, a gentle soul if there ever was one, taking off like this? She couldn’t follow him, not now. Her duty at this time of the day was to fly in a somewhat tight circumference of the pond to report on any predators. Thugs of the forest. There were all sorts of fangs out there ready to attack Chomps of beavers: wolverines, cougars, brown bears, perhaps even wolves. But no one was quite sure if a wolf population still existed. There were rumors of Rar Wolves in the cedar forest. Rar Wolves were an ancient species of wolves. They were enormous and fearless. It was said they could take down a full-grown bear.

However, oddly enough, the most savage creatures of all were the smallest: the lynx. A cousin of the bobcat but far more vicious, these creatures with their black tufted ear tips and long deadly fangs were brutal and efficient killers. Some said their oddly translucent green eyes could hypnotize their victims. Bewitched in that gaze of light—the luma, they called it—the prey would become instantly paralyzed, totally incapable of movement. Many who had escaped this light said it was as if a curse had been cast upon them. And so indeed, a group of lynx came to be called a “curse” by creatures of the woodlands. And a curse of lynx could shred a beaver in a matter of minutes. Such had been the fate of the G. A.’s predecessor, Wanda the Wattler, Dunwattle’s grandmother. She was murdered by a curse of lynx shortly before she was to “Take Lodge,” the expression for when a new leader, their Castor Aquarius, was elected.

Elsinore’s meandering thoughts were interrupted by a knocking that reverberated up through the drying chamber of the royal lodge. Oh, flutternuts! thought the swan. What does he want now? He should be out working alongside the other beavers. Setting an example of the industry, hard work that made a beaver a beaver. Diligence was part of their character. Not to mention that there was plenty of work to do since the earthquake. How could a Grand Aquarius build team spirit without working alongside those he ruled? Winter had left a lot of damage. Snowmelt from the mountains would be flooding the pond soon. The Chomps of wattlers for mud plastering would be working through the nights and well into daylight as the new logs and limbs were brought in. So what did that old fool, the G. A., want? And what was that young fool Dunwattle up to? For every old fool, there’s a young fool, Elsinore thought to herself. She gave a sharp rap with her foot. The signal that she was occupied with “royal business.” That was the only excuse she could offer. She was studying a map for her next foraging trip to seek the regal delights that the G. A. relished. And she’d had a sudden thought and wanted to write it down.

Writing for Elsinore was a way of exploring an idea. It helped her sort things out. And she needed to do some sorting out, for she was deeply perplexed about the change in Oscar of Was Meadow. A modest chap with a gentle manner and straightforward way of thinking. Perhaps not the brightest in the Avalinda line of Castor Aquariuses. But kind and dependable. When did this drastic change in his character occur? That was what Elsinore wanted to determine. The time of the change. What phase had the moon been in? What was the water level of the pond? What waterweeds had been blooming? Had a contaminant seeped in directly beneath New Fosters, where the Aquarius lodge stood?

Elsinore stretched her long neck and reached for a diary she kept wedged in between the memoirs of some of her predecessors. It was placed between volumes one and two of From Damned to Angel: The Story of Byatta, First Swan of Great Fosters.

Elsinore’s diary was actually an old account ledger that she had picked up at a dump several years before. No enticing title, just a rather raggedy red cloth cover with the faded letters “ACCOUNT BOOK.” If one opened it, they would not see exactly blank pages but pages with a column format that had a grid of lines for entering numbers. Now after ten years or so, the pages had been written across with actual words and very few numbers, in Elsinore’s small but sweeping script. The script would be unintelligible to anyone else, for she wrote in a special language and special alphabet reserved exclusively for swans. The secret language was only for writing and not speaking.
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As she wrote these never-spoken words, their twig-ish letters seemed to whisper in her brain.

It has come to me that the G. A. has not always been the pretentious, ridiculous beaver he is now. For the first month of his position as Aquarius, he had none of these airs. He was not the brightest leader we’ve ever had, but who would have ever suspected this vain creature? I am trying to pinpoint when the change came. Therefore, I am reconstructing the events. Wanda the Wattler was elected to the office during the Maple Moons. She had not officially Taken Lodge yet when she was murdered by a curse of lynx. But there had been one glorious moon first, when the leaves fall from the maple trees and an orangey-red glow the waters of our pond in a tawny glow. Then inexplicably the murder. Oscar of Was Meadow was appointed next, as he had the second-most votes after Wanda. Of course, the beaver who receives the second-most votes is kept a secret. Such is the procedure for succession if a C. A. dies before Taking Lodge. Oscar of Was Meadow was that beaver and served throughout the rest of the Maple Moons. But just as ice began to form, the earthquake happened, and I believe that is when Oscar’s peculiar behavior began. He had been such a simple fellow. What could have happened? Did he receive a blow to the head? Large trees were uprooted, rocks had fallen, several dams had collapsed. It had been absolute havoc. A colony of newborn beaver kits had been smothered in a mudslide. And a frail, elderly beaver had been smacked by a giant tree and left flat as his tail.

But Oscar was left without a scratch. So I don’t think the earthquake would explain it. Oscar is always slow in his ways. But then the quake happened, and this dull, tedious beaver became foolish . . . dare I say fatuous with his ideas. Complete delusions of grandeur.

Gentle knocks reverberated up from the ceiling of the G. A. lodge to the roof where Elsinore’s nest was. “Hobbs here, Elsinore. His Highness is eager for your opinion on the royal lounging slippers you brought him. Might they be worn as a royal nightcap when he is not wearing the crown?”

“Oh yes, of course . . . er . . . Tell him that Charles the Second often wore his slippers on his head. Nothing better for a good night’s sleep—even during the day, as you beavers do.”

Elsinore clamped her eyes shut. The things I have to deal with!
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Chapter 4

The Flash

Dunwattle was unsure how long he had been traveling. But the sun was now setting, and he had left quite a bit before dawn. Even though the current had been against him part of the way, he must have covered a lot of distance. Time perhaps for a rest. He was hungry and pondweed did not thrive in rivers. Nor were there any sticks floating about. He would have to go onto the land and find a few slim branches and tender trees to gnaw. Maybe some woody shrubs as an appetizer.

Dunwattle wasn’t really inclined to emerge from the water. After all, it had been drilled into all the Castors of Glendunny that their pond and their dams were secrets never to be revealed. If two-legs ever found them, they were doomed. They were safe where they were, where the two-legs never came.

Why they never came to Glendunny, no one really knew. It was never explained to them in the school lodge. “They just don’t!” Castor Feltch said. Feltchie, as the kits called her, was a snappish old beaver and the teacher of scumology, a complicated subject that focused on all the varieties of pondweed that could flourish in a healthy pond. “Muck is my business,” she would often say. “And keeping this pond in tip-top health is my passion.” But it seemed keeping the pond secret was everyone’s passion, and yet they were never really told why. The only reason given was that two-legs were dangerous and never came to Glendunny. But why wouldn’t the two-legs come? If a kit asked such a question, and only kits did, they were scolded severely. Sometimes they could even be punished—not allowed to participate in certain festivals, such as the spring moons creek run festivals. Or not allowed eat the scrumptious fiddlehead ferns and the baby ones that were just beginning to unfurl. In fact, that first month of the spring moons was called the Month of the Callow Ferns. And it was followed by the Month of the Tender Bark. Such feasting they would have! And of course, the water dancing was the best part. But naughty beaver kits would be “logged.” And to be logged was the worst: a kit would have to sit on a log and watch while his mates danced in celebration of the high waters.

A dancer would find a rhythm in the depths of the pond or the current of a river—then they would slap their tail to the beat and invite another beaver to join the dance. Then more and more beavers would swim out to where the two beavers had started the swirling water dance and join in. All except for the kits who had broken some rule. Many of these rules had to do with the secret history of the pond. And the gravest of all these rules was that of vysculf: no beaver was ever to be seen by a two-leg. The penalty for such a violation was expulsion from the pond, or worse. Some even whispered that the punishment was actually execution, by a curse of lynx. But it seemed to be just a rumor. For the death of Wanda the Wattler had certainly not been a punishment.

The Castorium made the rules, the laws that had been created almost four centuries ago. But the elders of the Castorium would never answer questions about why a beaver could never be seen by a two-leg. It was all part of the history of the pond. The reason had come to be called the Secret of Glendunny. It drove Dunwattle’s best friend, Locksley, crazy. “How can they expect us to obey these rules if we don’t know why they are there?” he would fume. Locksley was always pushing. Always asking why. Ahh, Locksley, Dunwattle thought. He missed him already. More than once a Castor had told Locksley he was too curious for his own good. It would make Dunwattle shiver when they said that, but it didn’t seem to deter his friend.

And now he himself was possibly guilty of breaking that biggest rule of all. He could tell he was far from the pond. The water was somehow very different. Strange and slightly alien. There was not a trace of those streams and rivers that fed the pond of Glendunny.

And this seemed to put an edge to his hunger. I’m starving! Dunwattle thought. He poked his head out
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