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To all the cats and the humans who believe in them.






Acknowledgements

Thanks to Kari Richey and her daughter Reagen Richey for the fun and helpful information about 4-H, horse competitions, and horses in general. If I got anything wrong, it was on my end, not theirs. About Reagan: Reagan has been working with horses since she was six years old. The true grit and work ethics has paid off. The equestrian has proven to be a great gift and epic motivator.

Thanks also to the Northwest Independent Writers’ Association (NIWA) whose members answered all my silly questions with enthusiasm and grace.

Special thanks to my husband Jim who does the grocery shopping, much of the cooking, and sometimes even cleans the litter boxes so I can lock myself away and play in my mind palace. My writing would suffer without his subtle support.

Note from the author: The vigilante animal rights group portrayed in this story is purely fictitious and in no way reflects all the wonderful affiliations who are defending animals around the world. The rights of those who cannot speak for themselves are something we must all consider an important cause.



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

1: The Cove County Fair
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Camelia Collins stood on the little patio, breathing in the smell of fried onions, cotton candy, and horse. Though the fair didn’t officially open until the next day, the grounds were already buzzing with activity. Carnival workers were setting up the side stalls, concessions, games, and big rides while volunteers from the community arranged the exhibit halls. Judges mulled over last-minute entries in the various categories: art, photography, crafts, floral design, and foods. Youngsters from the 4-H led goats, lambs, ponies, and pigs from their stalls to the judging arena, hopeful for the big win.

Camelia hadn’t been to a county fair for ages. She and her mother had gone when she was a child, but as the city of Portland grew and the farms and ranches dwindled, so did the fairs nearby. Last time she’d attended, it wasn’t much more than a venue for concessions and sales—hot tubs, aluminum siding, vegetable slicers, and cell phone plans. Camelia had not been tempted to go again.

How different this was! The Cove County Fair, by the sea on the outskirts of little Ocean Cove, Oregon, felt just like the ones back in the day, the ones where chickens and livestock, amateur paintings, cakes, pies, and canned pickles were the stars. 

Tomorrow the place would be amok with bustling crowds, shouts, screams, and laughter; calliope music from the midway clashing against the zippy tunes from the stage show; and over it all, the droning loudspeaker announcing the day’s events. Even at Camelia’s age, she couldn’t help feeling a shiver of anticipation.

Once again, Camelia thanked the Powers That Be she had left the big city and made Ocean Cove her home. Camelia wasn’t the first person to pick up stakes and move to the coast, nor would she be the last, but she was among a unique demographic—those over seventy years of age. She may have been older than some, but she figured she still had plenty of good years ahead to enjoy her newfound lifestyle. 

Volunteering to help out at the Kitty City Cat Rescue booth fit right in with Camelia’s plans. Kitty City, Ocean Cove’s answer to a humane society for cats, offered both shelter for strays and adoption opportunities to the local public. The little rescue ran with no paid staff, if you didn’t count the tax accountant. It was a labor of love, and the booth at the county fair where they sold homemade pie by the whole or slice was their year’s biggest fundraiser. 

Camelia loved cats. She’d felt an affinity with the feline species for as far back as she could remember. She’d cared for many over the years, but now there was only the one, her dear tuxedo boy Blaze.

That’s not quite true, Camelia reminded herself, a chill icing down her back. There was another cat who traveled within her sphere. She couldn’t say lived, because the black cat with the emerald green eyes was no longer alive and hadn’t been for over a century. Soji was a ghost.

One of the first things Camelia had noticed when she moved to her new home was a huge river stone in the back yard engraved with the words, “Now Gone to her Tenth Life, Beloved Soji.” She was surprised but not shocked. A fitting tribute to a family cat, she’d assumed at the time. It was when Beloved Soji suddenly appeared in Camelia’s living room that she realized her property came with something more than she had bargained for. 

At first Camelia was frightened, but Soji had quickly convinced her with love blinks and paranormal purrs that, although not of this world, she was benign. Camelia, who had seen her share of unexplainable phenomena throughout her lifetime, came to accept Soji’s appearances and even took a bit of private pride in the fact her house was haunted by the fabled Ghost Cat of Ocean Cove.

But Camelia hadn’t seen Soji for quite some time, not since a thief had violated the gravestone and a cold-case murderer had been apprehended nearby. All the way through the investigation, Soji was paws-on, but once the killer was caught, her visits abruptly ceased. Had Soji fulfilled her mission and gone to the Rainbow Bridge? Though Camelia hoped Soji was at peace, she missed the odd little cat from beyond the veil.

“Camelia!” someone called from across the patio, bringing her out of her reverie. She turned to see a scrawny woman in a Hawaiian print muumuu rolling up in a red mobility scooter—Camelia’s friend and next door neighbor, Vera Whitcomb. 

Vera came to an abrupt stop, grinning like a cat. “I’m going to have to get me one of these things!” She patted the scooter’s red enamel frame and gave Camelia a wink. “Way better than that old walker. This is the most fun I’ve had in ages.”

Camelia smiled, noting the twinkle in Vera’s dark eyes. The crinkly gray hair was disordered but in a carefree way that made the old lady seem more devil-may-care than disheveled. 

“It looks good on you,” Camelia admitted. “Maybe I should rent one too. I had no idea a little county fair could be so big!”

“Ha-ha! Wouldn’t that be a hoot?” Vera giggled. “I can see us drag racing down the midway.”

Camelia laughed. Yes, she could picture it too.

“I’m going to take a run over to the horse barns.” Vera shot a look toward a row of low wooden buildings at the edge of the fairgrounds. “See if I can find Yui Smith. She’s got a pony in the competition, you know.”

“Oh?” Camelia knew her teenage neighbor was all about animals, especially the equine kind, so it came as no surprise she’d entered her horse in the contest. Spitfire? Lightning? She couldn’t remember its name. “When is she showing?”

“They haven’t told her yet. I’ll let you know. You going to be here all day?” She nodded at the colorful cat rescue booth where a girl in a blue apron was pinning pictures of available kitties to the back drape. Another sifted through plastic totes, pulling out baskets of hand-sewn cat toys. It was hard to believe that mess of bags and boxes would be transformed into an attractive and efficient shopping place anytime soon. 

"I need to go home and bake some pies for the sale tomorrow. That’s the big draw, so they tell me.”

“Yum! Put me down for half an apricot.”

“I sure will.” 

Vera made a sweeping circle and gunned away in the direction of the barns. “See ya!” she waved behind her.

Camelia smiled as she watched the woman zip down the lane, the skirts of her muumuu flapping in the wind. What a character, Camelia thought to herself, not for the first time.

Ocean Cove was full of characters. From the very first day Camelia arrived at Love Cottage, her new home, she began meeting them. The rich folks on the hill, husband from old money and wife from across the tracks; the young techie who’d recently taken over her mother’s antique shop as a second job; the couple who ran the general store in the center of town but lived on one of the bleakest bluffs Camelia had ever visited. Then there was Ellery, the artist. Of a similar age to Camelia, the two had hit it off at first sight.

Everybody knew everybody in the small, close-knit community, and for the most part, that was a good thing. Occasionally, however, that camaraderie became cloying, when someone ventured a bit too close into someone else’s business. Camelia frowned, remembering a recent run-in with one of the staff at the library who liked to point out people’s shortcomings, publicly and not at all in a librarian’s softened tone. Then there was that new boy Tycho Bane who worked at Al’s Garage. Pale skin, tattoos, and a sullen manner, she saw him everywhere she went and sometimes caught him staring. And she shouldn’t forget the people staying in the rental place across the street from her cottage—the landlord was usually so careful about choosing his guests, yet this newest group gave her the willies. 

“Well, I really should be getting home,” Camelia said to no one in particular. “Those pies aren’t going to bake themselves.”

But still she lingered. There was something about the prelude to a big event that fascinated her. As with rehearsals for a play, she found the behind-the-scenes activity to be equally as interesting as the show itself.

I’ll just take a little look around before I go, Camelia determined. Without overthinking it, she began to meander.

Camelia headed in no particular direction, following the whim of the paths that wove around the booths and little wooden structures. She strolled through a long building open at both ends where a pair of women were hanging big paintings of varying quality, then breezed by the barn that held poultry and rabbits.

“Phew!” she muttered as she passed. 

“Wait ’til the end of the show,” chuckled the middle-aged man in khaki coveralls who was mucking out the cages. 

“Miles,” Camelia said, realizing she knew him. “I didn’t know you were the... what should I call it?” Camelia considered. “Chicken concierge?”

Miles pulled off a long brown glove and shut the gate on a very fat, very fluffy Rhode Island Red. Leaning his arms across the top of the cage, he smiled. “That’s me, Ms. Collins. Miles-of-all-trades.”

Camelia could believe that. When she first moved into Love Cottage, she’d needed a gardener who could tame her wilderness of a yard. She got Miles Miller’s name from Vera, arranged an interview, and hired the lanky man with the wayward brown hair on the spot. He’d struck her as honest and trustworthy, though he could do with a bit more attention in the appearance department. His clothes were clean but old and always wrinkled. His face sported the stubble of a few days without a shave, though it never progressed to become a true beard. Still, many men who relied on physical labor for an income shared the same traits. A pair of dark, brooding eyes were overpowered by a quick, bright smile and easy manner. Camelia had liked him from the start. 

Camelia left the handyman to his labors and continued through the grounds, enjoying the air of pre-show excitement—around a grassy spot hung with fuchsia baskets and ringed by box bushes that smelled faintly of tomcat, past the ornate edifice that fronted the floral exhibits building, and finally on toward the midway. Ahead were the spires of the brightly colored tents and the golden peak of the merry-go-round. Above them, like a sideways crown, loomed the ring of the Ferris wheel.

“Oof,” Camelia exclaimed as her foot smashed into something hard and unforgiving. Peering down, she saw the culprit, a small set of metal steps jutting from a caravan right out into the pathway. Bending to rub her bruised toe, she felt a burst of annoyance at the obstacle, so rudely placed in the lane, but as she straightened again, she realized the blame was on her.

Somehow she had strayed between a row of trailers and the backsides of the display booths that ringed the causeway. This was a personal area, reserved for the folks who would be tending their wares. Coolers, camp stoves, and even a string of laundry flapping from a line marked it as private property. 

Her gaze turned back to the caravan, elaborately painted in gold, purple, and black. Curlicues framed a large image of a tiger. Unlike the rampant, seething beasts usually depicted for circuses and fairs, this tiger was sitting quietly—regal, wise, and watchful. Camelia was instantly drawn to the kind and solemn expression in the cat’s amber eyes.

“Lovely!” she exclaimed out loud.

Camelia’s habit of talking to herself was so ingrained in her persona, she didn’t even realize she’d spoken until she heard a strange sound. The sound came again, a sort of snuffle and grunt. She turned to see what might be making such a noise, and froze.

There she was, just as her portrait depicted her. Tall, statuesque, regal, gorgeous, and absolutely terrifying—the tiger!

Camelia stared at the commodious cage with its dangerous inhabitant. Her blood ran cold. She couldn’t get her voice to call for help. Her breath came in gasps, then it didn’t come at all.

The cat peered at Camelia, round pupils dilating. She took a step toward the fearful woman on paws the size of cantaloupes. Camelia knew what those soft-looking paws concealed—giant, razor-sharp talons that could rip open prey with a single swipe.

The tiger chuffed again, then gave a wide yawn, showing teeth as lethal as the claws. Camelia might have been enthralled by the beautiful beast if not for one thing—only a bare few feet lay between herself and the deadly predator, and the cage door stood open. 
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2: Tiger, Tiger
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Camelia felt the blood rush through her, hot, then cold. Her heartbeat pounded in her ears until that was all she could hear. She knew if the tiger moved even an inch closer, she’d fall down in a faint. But the cat stayed where she was, staring at Camelia with big, curious eyes.

Camelia found herself staring back. She had never been so close to a real tiger before, and though scared out of her wits, she was also fascinated by every detail of the beast. If I’m going to die, I might as well relish the utter beauty of my slayer. The thought came from out of the blue, but Camelia felt herself relax just a bit.

As she studied the tiger, she began to note the sinewy body and white hairs dotting the golden muzzle. The right ear was tattered at the tip like that of a street cat who had seen too many fights. The striped coat was sleek and healthy, but thin in places. The back flanks had the sunken look of muscle wasting that Camelia recognized from her own cats as they aged. This animal was old.

“I see you’ve met Tigre,” came a voice from behind and a little above.

Camelia’s impulse was to turn to look at the speaker, but she feared any movement might be her last. “Yes?” she hissed in a whisper.

“She won’t hurt you,” said the woman as if reading Camelia’s mind. “She’s a sweet old dear. Wouldn’t harm a soul.”

Footsteps descended from the caravan. Camelia snuck a quick glance to find a wire-thin woman with a broad smile and a twinkle in her eyes, as if she were amused by a personal joke. She stepped easily between Camelia and the tiger. Leaning on a carved wooden cane, she looked Camelia up and down. Then still smiling, she gently closed the cage gate and flipped the latch.

“Sorry, Tigre,” she crooned. “Go have a snack while I scrape this poor lady off the ceiling.”

Turning to Camelia, she said, “Apologies for the scare. Tigre likes to have the door to her house open, and since there wasn’t anyone around, I figured it’d be okay. How’d you find your way back here anyhow? You lost?”

Camelia pulled her gaze from the tiger to look at her rescuer. Dressed in puce shorts, a neon-orange tee shirt, and an antique black lace shawl, she rather resembled a storybook gypsy or a shabby queen. Her blonde-white hair, done up in a Gibson Girl bun with a spray of purple feathers sticking out the top, contrasted with a tanned face. The face itself was a map of lines and wrinkles, but kindly ones that come from a lifetime of good experiences. As Camelia looked closer, she adjusted her original impression of an older woman to a California forty.

“I... I was just sort of wandering. I’m with the cat rescue booth, but I thought I’d look around before everything got underway. I’m sorry—I didn’t realize where I was.” 

“No matter. You’re here now. Might as well have a cup of tea with me.”

Without further ado, the woman returned to the caravan and slipped inside. When Camelia didn’t move, she stuck her head out the door. “Come on,” she said. “We’ll have a little chat.”

Camelia gave a last wary glance at the tiger who had withdrawn to a plush bed in the corner of her cage and was gnawing on something that resembled a giant dog biscuit. Grasping the hand bar by the caravan door, she hoisted herself up the narrow stairs and stepped inside.

The interior of the caravan was as decorative as the outside and as eclectic as the woman who lived there. In the filtered half-light Camelia picked out an antique glass-fronted bookshelf filled with books, a Formica table with a horseshoe-shaped bench in paisley brocade, and a large—at least large for a trailer—statue of a tiger-rampant that looked to be Chinese. A flock of objects hung from the ceiling—glass birds, model planes, fairies, dragons, even a pterodactyl and a spaceship or two. As the vehicle shifted with her weight, the items tinkled like windchimes.

“Have a seat.” The woman tucked her cane into a cubby by the door. “Tea’ll be ready in a moment. I’m Alice.”

“I’m Camelia,” said Camelia as she gingerly lowered herself onto the edge of the brocade bench. 

Alice brought over a pair of mismatched mugs filled with steaming liquid, then slipped in opposite Camelia. Taking a cup with an elephant design and a big chip out of the base, she clinked it against the other.

“Cheers.”

“Cheers to you too,” Camelia replied for lack of anything better to say.

For a few minutes, the pair sat in silence. Exotic as it was, Camelia found the place comfortable. As for the woman Alice, Camelia had the strangest feeling they’d known each other from before. Before what? She couldn’t place it—at seventy, there was a lot to search back through. Or maybe it was another lifetime entirely. It could have been a dream for all Camelia knew, yet that feeling was also comfortable. 

She wasn’t sure what to make of that instant rapport, but she decided to run with it. Looking Alice in the eye, she grinned. 

“So you’ve got a tiger.”

○ ○ ○

Camelia and Alice the Tiger Woman talked for another hour. Their conversation covered not just what it was like to be a tiger mom but everything under the sun. Alice told Camelia about her youth spent in the vast prairies of Canada where the sky was bigger than the world. Camelia found herself confiding in Alice something she had never told anyone—that when she was young, she wanted to run away and join the circus. She would have done it too had not her dad come home with a new member of the family, a kitten who had been abandoned at his workplace. Camelia instantly fell in love with the straggly creature and had taken him under her wing. 

Alice showed Camelia around her caravan, opening doors and drawers, each revealing another treasure. It seemed Alice had traveled extensively and never left a place without a souvenir. Some were nostalgic junk—a felt flag from Saskatoon, a stuffed animal given her by an old beau—but others were valuable. Jewelry, antiques, even a few historical and cultural artifacts. Whether the items had been received as gifts, purchased, or stolen, Alice didn’t say.

After a perfectly relaxing time, Camelia bid the Tiger Lady goodbye and wandered back to the cat rescue booth to see if there was anything more she could do before she left for home. She still had hours of work ahead of her baking pies for tomorrow’s sale.

Camelia was just passing the floral building, the scent of the freesia and Oriental lilies wafting into the breeze from the open door, when she realized she was no longer wearing her scarf. With a jolt, she stopped and touched her neck, but sure enough, she felt only skin—the slinky silk accessory was gone.

Quickly she checked her blouse, pants, and even in her purse, hoping it had got stuck somewhere, but no luck. Reluctantly she admitted she must have lost it in her travels. But there was another possibility. She couldn’t recall taking it off. Had she forgotten?

“That’s all I need,” she grumbled to herself, allowing anger to cover a more worrisome emotion, fear. As with anyone her age, there was always a frisson of concern when the mind began to play tricks. 

She had two choices—give up the scarf and move on or retrace her steps in hopes it turned up along the way. She chose the latter. It was a nice piece, and she would be sad to lose it. 

Slowly she made her way back toward Alice’s caravan, scanning the ground as she went. When she came to the little lane with still no sign of the scarf, she hesitated. Tigre was in her cage, pacing and making snuffling sounds, but the gate was still tightly closed. The door to the caravan was open, however, so Camelia continued on.

As she approached, she could hear voices from inside. The voices were raised, and the tone, decidedly hostile. Camelia couldn’t discern the words, but she understood enough to know she shouldn’t interrupt. 

Maybe they’ll stop, she mused, hovering at the bottom step. But as she waited—one minute, three—the argument only became more heated. One voice was definitely Alice’s, but the other had turned to a low, muffled growl. Man or woman? She couldn’t be sure. It was none of her business, she reminded herself. A few hours ago, she hadn’t even known Alice existed.

The voices stopped abruptly. Camelia hoped it was over, but then, in one last burst of anger, she heard Alice shout, “Get out!”

The second person said something undistinguishable, and Alice shouted again, even louder, “Get! Out! And don’t come back!”

Camelia felt a rush of adrenaline. She didn’t want to be caught eavesdropping when Alice’s nemesis left. Without thought, she turned and scurried away as fast as she could manage. At the end of the lane, she paused to catch her breath. Gazing back, she wondered if she could get a glimpse of the person who was such a thorn in her new friend’s side, but the door was now closed and the lane empty. 

Then she saw something that gave her a start. Tigre, still pacing back and forth in her cage, had been joined by another. Mimicking the big cat’s nervous stride was a small black shadow. In perfect unison, the felines turned to and fro. Then the shadow trained a pair of glowing emerald eyes on Camelia. 

Soji the Ghost Cat had made her appearance at last. 
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3: Life and Baking
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After her close encounter with Alice and the mystery adversary, Camelia returned to the cat rescue booth. Promising to be back in the morning with pies for the sale, she gathered her things and headed home. She had a lot to think about. The sighting of the ghost cat was completely unexpected. Up until that moment, she hadn’t known Soji could travel so far. Only once before had the little feline spirit shown up anywhere but the Love Cottage property, and that time it turned out to be a forewarning of dire things to come. 

What was Soji doing at the fair? 

More specifically, what was Soji doing with the tiger? 

But these were questions Camelia couldn’t answer without additional information which, knowing the ghost cat, would not be forthcoming until she deemed the time was right. Meanwhile Camelia had work to do, so with a determined effort, she shoved her curiosity—and her misgivings—to the back of her mind and went on about the business of the pies.

First on her list was to check in with the head of the bake sale, her neighbor Nao Smith. After a quick look around for Soji, just in case the ghost had returned home, Camelia grabbed a light sweater and popped next door. The scent of baking wafted through the kitchen like friendly perfume. Blueberry, apple, and pumpkin pies sat cooling in the pantry. At the counter, Nao and her daughter Yui were hard at work mixing fruit and rolling dough for even more of the delectable desserts. 

Camelia watched for a moment, then gave a light knock on the screen door. 

“How’s it going?” she asked, stepping through without waiting for an invitation. “Looks like you’ve started a pie factory here. And it smells wonderful, all the way to my house.”

Nao wiped her forehead with the back of her hand, leaving a white streak of flour. “I’ll be happy never to see another pie for as long as I live.”

“You don’t mean that, Mom,” scoffed Yui. “We’re having pie for dessert tonight. Remember, we made that one special?” Yui detoured into the pantry, collected a small but especially beautiful pie, and waved it enticingly under her mother’s nose. “Loganberry, your favorite? Warmed and slathered with vanilla bean ice cream?” She put the pie back in its place apart. “Resistance is futile!”

Yui came to stand beside her mom. The seventeen-year-old was the taller of the two, but other than the age difference and the eyes, Nao’s being brown and Yui’s sparking electric blue, the faces were the same. Both sported black pixie bobs, Yui’s with the addition of a magenta streak running through her bangs and a braid sticking up at an odd angle from her crown. Though Yui wore the ragged jeans and cropped tee shirt of her generation while Nao was garbed in a pretty summer frock, their body language revealed the undeniable mother and daughter bond.

Camelia was glad to have such compatible neighbors. Moving from a big city where folks came and went, many without so much as a hello during their tenancy, the friendliness of little Ocean Cove was refreshing. The Smiths, the Browns, and dear Vera—who could ask for more?

She gave a little sigh, remembering that not all those on her block were as simpatico as the Smiths. Again, the new party that had taken the rental house across the street scudded across her mind like a dark cloud. Camelia couldn’t tell exactly how many there were—she estimated seven, mostly twenty-somethings but with a few older people as well. Their loud, strange music competed with the roar of the ocean far into the night, and the sound of cars coming and going, sometimes idling in the driveway for hours on end, disrupted her tranquility. The whole scenario seemed reminiscent of those city drug houses she had intended to escape by moving to the coast.

Not that the renters had done anything obviously wrong. Though standoffish, at least they were polite. Camelia knew that just because someone dressed eccentrically, in this case like a gang of goth celebrities, they weren’t necessarily so different from anyone else.

For a moment, Camelia eyed the squat, modern guesthouse through Nao’s kitchen window. All quiet, shades drawn, and only two vehicles in the drive at the moment, an old compact with the bumper held on by duct tape and an even older light blue van displaying a faded logo down its side. Where was everybody? Were they nocturnal, or just sleeping it off? Who would want to miss such a beautiful, sunny day at the beach?

“What do you think of this one, Mrs. Collins?”

Camelia turned to see Yui holding up a plump pie with a light brown lattice crust. “I made it myself.”

Camelia smiled. “It’s lovely, dear.”

“It won’t be long before she’ll be beating me out of the blue ribbon at the fair,” Nao complained, but with pride.

“I’m planning on it,” Yui teased. “Though just pies—no one could compete with your prizewinning cheesecake.”

“Looks like I’d better get baking if I’m going to catch up with you ladies,” Camelia observed.

“This is the last round,” said Nao. “Do you think it will be enough?”

Camelia scanned the pantry filled with luscious baked goods. “You’ve got more wares than most bakeries. Combined with the other offerings, it should be plenty.”

“We don’t want to run out the first day. The fair goes the whole of the Labor Day weekend, and the pies always bring in a lot of revenue for Kitty City.”

“It’s not just the pies,” said Yui. “There’s the raffle and the catnip kickers sales as well.” She scooped a mixture of rhubarb and apple into a pie shell, then ran a finger around the rim of the empty bowl and stuck it in her mouth, an act that instantly transformed the trendy teen into a wayward little girl.

“I know, hon. I always worry. We want to bring in as much as we can. But you’re right. We’ve got it covered with new contributions each day.”

Yui crossed to the sink and washed her hands. Leaving the bowl to soak, she surveyed her work. “Mom says you’re going to be volunteering at the booth, Mrs. Collins.”

“I’ve put my name in for a shift tomorrow morning.”

Nao neatly flipped a crust over the fruit mixture, trimmed the edges, and crimped them with a fork. “Then are you and Ellery going to take in the fair?” 

Camelia didn’t know why the mention of Ellery Evans made her feel more like a young woman with a date than the septuagenarian matron she was—after all, Ellery was just a friend. But a special friend, she had to admit. The kind that only came along once in a blue moon.

“That’s our intention,” she replied glibly. “Has the town been gossiping again?”

“Just Vera. I ran into her at the market. Ellery told her he was looking forward to your rendezvous.”

“As am I,” Camelia admitted. 

Nao cut lacy patterns into the raw dough, then popped the pie in the hot oven. “You’ll have fun, I’m sure. The fair’s budget was boosted this year, so we should have more exhibits than ever.”

“Did you know there’s a lady with a tiger?” Camelia asked suddenly. 

Both Nao and Yui turned and stared. 

“Yes, it’s true. I was doing a bit of exploring around the grounds and sort of got lost in the caravans. That’s when I saw her. Her name is Tigre—the tiger, not her keeper.”

“That’s something new,” said Nao, turning back to the counter where she began to clean up. “Though I’m not sure I totally approve. I’ve never known the county fair to go in for such things.”

“It’s wrong to cage wild animals,” Yui huffed, throwing down her spatula, then picking it up again and putting it in the sink with the bowl.

“Usually I would agree with you,” said Camelia, “but Alice and I had a long talk. Apparently she rescued Tigre from a rather disreputable circus. The tiger had been part of an animal act since she was a kitten. She’s quite old now and has never known another life so letting her loose in the wild was out of the question. She will be going to a wildcat sanctuary next month, but until then she’s in Alice’s care.”

“I didn’t know people could keep tigers,” said Nao. “It doesn’t seem safe.”

“I don’t know the details, but I gather this is a special case. Alice really seems to love the cat, and Tigre has a cage fit for a queen.”

“A cage is a cage,” Yui mumbled as she helped her mother clean up.

“Pardon?”

“It’s still a cage, Mrs. Collins,” Yui grumbled. “And why bring the poor thing to a big public event in the first place? It isn’t right.” 

“I don’t know why, but Alice was very nice, and I’m sure she has a good reason. I plan to visit her again tomorrow. Maybe I’ll ask her.”

“Using animals for entertainment purposes is exploitism.”

“I don’t think that’s a word, dear,” her mother injected.

Yui’s brows knit, and her face went dark in what Camelia found a very teenage expression. “That’s what Dean calls it.”

“Who’s Dean?” both Camelia and Nao said at the same time.

Yui shrank into herself.

“Who is Dean?” Nao insisted.

“He’s a guy. One of the people from across the street. He’s into animal rights. They all are. That’s why they’re here. To protest things just like that—the imprisoning of this poor tiger.”

Camelia looked questioningly at Nao.

She shrugged, but her eyes remained serious. “First I’ve heard about it. When did you meet this Dean fellow?”

“It doesn’t matter, Mom. He knows what he’s talking about. He’s right, isn’t he? Animals shouldn’t be abused.”

“Well, of course they shouldn’t, but...”

Yui spun on her heel, threw the dish towel on the counter, and stalked from the room. As she left, she cast a black look back at her mother. “Dean said you’d never understand.”

“Teenagers,” Nao sighed apologetically. “One minute they’re little angels, and the next they morph into seething, vengeful monsters! I know it’s just a phase, but sometimes...” She shook her head.

Camelia, determined to stay out of the mother-daughter conflict, gave Nao a sympathetic smile. “Well, I’d better get back to my own baking or I’ll never be done in time. See you tomorrow?”

Nao sighed. “Yes, of course. I’ll pick you up at eight and we can take the pies down in the Highlander. Or if you’d rather drive yourself...”

“No, that’s perfect. I can catch a ride back with Ellery later on.”

As Camelia took her leave, departing through the screen door and down the wooden steps, she glanced back at Nao. Though the young mother was humming a little tune as she wiped up the crumbs and excess flour, Camelia thought she detected a certain sadness in Nao’s brown eyes.
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4: The People across the Street
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Once back in her own kitchen, Camelia gathered her ingredients—fresh peaches from the farmers’ market, cherries from the tree in a neighbor’s back yard, and blueberries from the freezer. Frozen fruit wasn’t optimum, but once she added lemon juice, coconut sugar, and a touch of allspice, those pies would be equally as scrumptious as the others. 

Unlike the Smiths, Camelia worked in solitary. She didn’t mind—she’d been on her own for a long time. Mr. Collins died years ago, and the couple had never had children. Sometimes Camelia regretted that decision, but this wasn’t one of them.

Yui Smith was a conundrum. But then aren’t all kids at that age? Camelia thought to herself. Raging hormones, new perspectives, and no hands-on experience to guide them. A clean slate, a lifetime ahead. What paths to take? What seas to navigate? Hopefully good instinct and helpful leadership from peers would show them a safe and productive path. But it’s so easy to be distracted by a cute boy or an alluring lifestyle. Camelia might be many decades removed from that troublesome time, but she remembered it well.

“So Yui’s been talking to the strange neighbors,” Camelia told Blaze who had padded into the kitchen to see if her actions had anything to do with his dinner. Once the cat saw they did not, he stalked back out again.

Who was this Dean fellow, this animal rights activist who had been bending Yui’s ear? Camelia was all for the rights of animals and believed wholeheartedly in treating them with compassion, care, and dignity. “All sentient beings have moral worth independent from their use for humans, and as such, should be afforded their most basic interests—food and water, a comfortable place to live, medical care, and a life free from fear and suffering...” She was familiar with the philosophy, and it made perfect sense to her. Some activists’ methods, however, were another story. The peaceful protests were alright, even necessary, but Camelia found violence, destruction of property, and general anarchy nearly as despicable as the actions they were fighting against. Hopefully Dean wasn’t that sort.

Camelia then had the strangest thought. Maybe it’s time to pay my new summer neighbors a friendly visit. 

A frisson of fretfulness tickled across her skin. Though Camelia wasn’t shy, she also didn’t consider herself bold, and confronting those mysterious people with their blackened hair and gothic dress would be stepping outside her comfort zone. On the other hand, what could it hurt to drop by and knock on the door? She wouldn’t need to go inside, and she could hightail it home if they seemed at all hostile. Maybe they were nice—she wouldn’t know unless she met them. And if they weren’t, so be it. It’s not like they would do her harm just for saying hello. 

I’ll think about it, she told herself, but first I need to bake some pies.

○ ○ ○

It was nearing sunset when Camelia finally finished her baking. Nine pies of various flavors sat lined up on the counter to cool. She studied them with pride—this was her first attempt at such a culinary challenge since she’d moved to Ocean Cove. She was happy to find her kitchen, though modest, had accommodated the work beautifully.

But now that she was done, it was time to consider her other project, visiting the people across the street. She’d rather hoped that the hours of cooking would have wiped away the crazy idea, that she might have forgotten about it or come up with a perfectly good reason why she shouldn’t bother. That hadn’t happened—in fact, just the opposite. Her innate curiosity had got hold of her. Now, more than ever, she felt compelled to meet Dean and the other animal advocates on their home turf.

With a sigh, she pulled off her apron and picked up one of the pies. She checked the mirror for wayward bits of flour caught in her hair, then feeling like a trooper going to battle, she stepped out onto her front porch.

There she paused for a moment to take in her little garden—a distraction or a last look before whatever was about to happen? She wasn’t sure. The roses, so profuse when she’d first moved in, were on their second bloom thanks to the ministrations of Miles the gardener, but the blossoms were smaller and the foliage leggy. The Shasta daisies and hollyhocks had given way to dahlias and sunflowers, but the fuchsias with their little lantern blossoms were still going strong in spite of the summer heat. Camelia smiled as she watched a hummingbird flit from one red bloom to the next, then zip away over the fence and out toward the blue of the sea.

From where she stood, Camelia had a lovely view of the ocean, though to see the cove itself, she would need to cross to the bluff and look down from there. She never tired of the scene and sent up a silent prayer of thanks to live in such a lovely environment. 

Then her eyes rolled around to the boxy guesthouse. Pursing her lips as if she were about to do a difficult and distasteful chore, she trundled down the steps to get on with her mission.

Just as Camelia stepped through her gate and onto the sidewalk, a car rolled up in front of the rental. Not just any car, Camelia noted—this was a black SUV with a green star on the side. It pulled up across the driveway, leaving no escape for the blue van and the beat-up compact. The tinted windows gave no clue as to what the driver might be doing. Then the door swung open and out leapt a lithe young man in a crisp, tan uniform.

“Jamie!” Camelia started walking toward him. “Have you come to pay me a visit?”

Though only in his early thirties, handsome James—Jamie—Gilroy was on his second stint as county sheriff and a shoo-in for a third. As a man who could balance authority with compassion, his popularity was spread across all demographics. He never forgot a face, or the info that went along with it. He attended every community gathering, led the Independence Day parade, and served as the celebrity judge for the annual barbeque competition. He spearheaded a program that linked prisoners with pit bulls and planned to start another that would set up qualified inmates to care for orphaned kittens as well. 

It was none of those attributes that had made Jamie one of Camelia’s favorite people, however. For her, it was the fact that he always treated her like an equal. 

People tended not to see past age. Once a person passed from youth, they became invisible—one’s opinion no longer mattered, and one’s likes and dislikes ceased to be of importance to the demographic polls. Though a few folks honored her as some wise old goddess—which was problematic in itself—most discounted her entirely. In a crowd, eyes glossed over her to linger on a younger, more attractive figure. On the street, no one aside from a friend gave her a second look.

Camelia didn’t really mind. It afforded her an anonymity that she found useful. But still, it was nice to be seen and heard by a member of the younger generation, and to be treated like a person, not a victim of time. 

Now, however, Jamie turned his blue gaze on Camelia as if she were a stranger. He had a squinty, somber look that let her know he was there on official business. But what could be amiss on her little dead end street? 

“Oh, Camelia,” Jamie said, giving a forced smile. “What are you up to with that pie?” 

She covered the rest of the distance between them. “I’m taking it to our new neighbors.” She nodded to the guesthouse with its drawn curtains. “I figured it was time we met, since they’re going to be here for a while.”

Jamie stared blankly at the pie, its white sugar sprinkles glittering like diamonds in the setting sunlight. Then he turned to Camelia. There was a sadness in his face, as if he had seen something tragic.

“What is it, Jamie? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing, at least not yet. But you might want to rethink your timing. I need to speak with the renters now.”

“Oh? Not a friendly chat then?” He didn’t reply, which was answer enough. “Are they in trouble?” Camelia lowered her voice to a whisper. “Have they done something illegal?”

“I really can’t talk about it. But no, it’s nothing like that. You’re not in any danger, if that’s what you’re asking. And I’m sure they would appreciate your hospitality—just maybe later.”

“Well, that’s reassuring.” Camelia hesitated. “No, it’s really not. Something’s up or you wouldn’t be here. Isn’t there anything you can tell me?”

Jamie slipped his thumbs into his utility belt and turned his gaze toward the west where the sunball blazed on the horizon like the primal star it was. 

“The man whose name is on the rental contract is Carson Hide, a known radical militant. He’s gone through a few incarnations, way back to the Weathermen and the SDS in the sixties. He’s old now—no offense, Camelia...”

“None taken. Yes, he must be about my age if he participated in the sixties political riots.”

“But even now, he’s not someone to dismiss. His followers call themselves the GARD—Grassroots Animal Rescue and Defense. If they’re here, they’ve got a purpose. There is no way this will be just a friendly little beach vacation for Hide.”

“There are a number of people staying in the place. I’ve seen them come and go. One is named Dean.”

“Bright red hair?”

“I don’t know. Yui Smith mentioned him. She seems to think he’s the bee’s knees.”

“That’s Hide’s grandson, who according to his rap sheet, seems intent on following in his grandpa’s footsteps.”

“Rap sheet? He’s a criminal?” Camelia thought of the far-away, slightly cross-eyed look Yui got when she spoke of the young man. Camelia knew that look—infatuation.

“No, not really. Just small stuff—the sort protesters acquire when they’re in it for the long haul. But I wouldn’t want my daughter to date him,” Jamie added.

“Just so,” mused Camelia. Tomorrow she would have a talk with Nao Smith. Whether her mother could dissuade the teenage Yui from seeing the boy was questionable, but at least Camelia could pass along the warning.

The sheriff straightened his back and gave a little grunt. “Now, I’d better get to it.”

“Of course. Thanks for the information.”

Camelia retraced her steps to her gate, but then turned back. 

“See you at the fair tomorrow?” she called out, but Sheriff James Jamie Gilroy had already begun toward the guesthouse. His fists were clenched, his stride determined, and his bearing very, very intense.
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5: Enter the Activists
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What a lovely day! Camelia thought to herself as she sat at a picnic table on the patio in front of the Kitty City Cat Rescue booth. Sunny but not too hot—just perfect for the opening of the Cove County Fair!

It had been a productive morning for the little shelter’s pie sales. They’d gone through several already, enough that Nao had run back home to whip up a few more.

Camelia smiled, thinking about the young woman with her nearly inexhaustible energy and unwavering optimism, but the smile faded. That morning as they drove to the fairgrounds, Camelia had related Sheriff Jamie’s information about Dean Hide, the fact that his grandfather was a known instigator and that Dean seemed to be headed in the same direction.

Nao took the news well. “I can’t say I’m surprised,” she said as they cruised down the highway, the Highlander filled with flats of pies and smelling like a bakery. 

“Then you’ll talk to Yui?” Camelia urged.

Nao considered. “I’m not sure. A parent telling a seventeen-year-old girl to stay away from a boy is like tossing a match into a pile of kindling.” She gave a laugh. “Especially with a headstrong one like Yui. She’d probably end up eloping with the guy just for spite.”

“I see what you mean.” 

Camelia recalled the rebelliousness of youth. Nao was a smart mother. She would monitor the situation and keep her daughter busy doing other things. Hopefully in a few weeks the tempting Dean would be gone, and the problem would solve itself.

An older man sat down on the bench beside Camelia. “There you are,” he announced, patting her hand. 

Camelia smiled. “Yes, right where I said I’d be, Ellery.” 

“And is that for me?” he asked, peeking under the napkin draped across a thick slice of blackberry pie. 

“I saved it for you. The blackberry was going fast, and you said it was your favorite.”

For a moment, Ellery beamed at Camelia. “Thank you, dear. I’m surprised you remembered.”

Camelia felt the start of a blush rise in her cheeks. “Oh, you know,” she demurred. “I retain random details but forget what I did yesterday.”

“That’s because the older we get, the more experiences we have to remember. The brain is wise enough to hold on to the important stuff and not fixate on the mundane.”

“And your choice of baked goods qualifies as ‘important stuff’?”

“Of course!” He picked up the plastic fork and took a big bite for emphasis.

Camelia started in on her own slice of French apple. As she relished the sweet fruit and buttery crumbles, she was also studying her companion.

Camelia had met Ellery Evans on the day of her arrival in Ocean Cove. Somehow he’d learned of her coming and slipped an invitation to his monthly soiree through her mail slot. A fine artist whose oil seascapes were both beautiful and haunting, Ellery had gone out of his way to make Camelia feel welcome in the new community. But the long-limbed man with the sweeping white hair had become more than a friend. From the moment they met, there was a connection. From there, the camaraderie had blossomed. Camelia had heard the kind-hearted gossip about a December marriage, but that wasn’t part of her plan. No one would ever take the place of the late Mr. Collins. She was quite content to keep Ellery as a friend, a dear one, but friend all the same. 

“Delicious!” Ellery exclaimed, bringing Camelia from her munching contemplation. He dabbed his mouth with the napkin. “What would you like to do next?”

Camelia thought about it. There were a myriad of possibilities—explore the exhibits, watch the pony shows and horse competitions, ride the rides on the Midway. She wanted to do it all, though she knew that was wishful thinking. It was mid-afternoon, and the busy hours working the cat rescue stall had taken its toll.

“Let me finish this cup of coffee,” she declared. “Then we can decide.”

She raised the paper cup to her lips and took a sip of the now-lukewarm liquid. “There is one thing,” she pondered. “Yesterday I met a woman with a tiger. I had a nice conversation with her, but I think I may have dropped my scarf while I was there. I’d like to go see if she has it.”

Throughout the morning, Camelia had thought about going after the scarf but kept putting it off. Her reluctance was  due to that overheard argument. Camelia disliked conflict—she’d seen enough of it in her life, both personal and social, to have much tolerance for it now. Still, it was unlikely the man would return after his stern telling-off. Camelia wanted the scarf, and with Ellery along for moral support, she decided this was the perfect time to get it.

“A tiger?” Ellery wasn’t sure he’d heard right. “You mean a real one?”

Camelia nodded, deciding not to mention the tensions and her reticence to go alone. “Yes, a real one. I’d never been so close to one before, especially without bars between us.”

Ellery spluttered in his cup. “What? No cage? Camelia, what did you do?”

“Me? Nothing. I was just looking...”

The scene came back to her, suddenly and vividly: the little alley behind the caravans; the open cage door; the face of the big cat, so beautiful and deadly. This time she viewed it as an outsider would—as Ellery was doing at that very moment—and found herself shaking.

“Alice said it wouldn’t hurt me,” Camelia defended, but her voice was weak and unconvincing. “And she closed the gate right away. She really was very nice about it.”

By this time, Ellery had collected himself enough to dispose of the empty plates in the refuse bin. He turned and held out his hand, an excited grin growing across his face.

“Okay, Camelia, let’s go see your tiger.”

○ ○ ○

The pair strolled through the grounds, stopping every so often to check out a stall or take in the sights. As they walked, Camelia filled Ellery in on her adventure with Alice and Tigre, though once more she omitted any mention of the later argument. She wasn’t sure what stopped her—it wasn’t like she’d been consciously trying to snoop. Still, she felt a little twinge of guilt. Nice people didn’t go around listening in on private conversations, no matter the circumstances. Best to put the incident aside as if it had never happened. 

Ellery was quiet throughout her narrative, his face unreadable, but at least he wasn’t expounding on her rash behavior, and Camelia found that comforting. She was excited to see Tigre again. With the fair now open, the big cat would surely be in her luxury “house” with the public making a grand fuss around her. Camelia wondered how Alice presented Tigre. Did she give a spiel? Did they do tricks together? Or was the wildcat merely on exhibition for people to view? The whole thing seemed iffy. Wild animals were notoriously afraid of glaring crowds, noisy children, and poking hands. Alice had explained that Tigre had been raised in a theatrical situation, but still, who would want to take that chance?

Camelia paused to glance around. “It’s up here.” She motioned to a group of caravans off to the side of the general public. “I sort of came on it by accident.”

Ellery followed her into the warren of trailers and camps, but slowly. If she had bothered to take note, she would have seen the doubtful look on his face, but Camelia was driven. The closer she got to her destination, the more eager she became.

The pair rounded the side of a large trailer with a magician’s logo painted across the side and stopped dead. There in the path was a ribbon of plastic tape strung between two uprights. A hand-painted sign hung from its center: “No Admittance-This Means You!”

“Hmm,” Ellery muttered, his utterance sounding very much like a sigh of relief. “Looks like we’ll have to go the front way, like regular people.” 

Camelia hesitated, then craned her neck to see down the path. “It’ll be fine. Alice invited me to come back and see her again. I’m sure she won’t mind.”

“But should we really...” Ellery began.

“It’s right around the next bend,” Camelia told him as she hunched under the tape, then held it up for him to follow. “And I want my scarf.”

After a brief reluctance, the tall artist ducked through as well. “Okay, but if we get in trouble,” he grumbled jokingly, “I’m putting the blame on you.”

“I take full responsibility,” Camelia agreed.

As Camelia moved along the grassy path, she noticed how quiet it seemed in the sheltered camp compared to the hubbub outside. The noise of the midway was muffled and far off, the happy screams and shouts blending into the background hum. Then she began to pick out a different sort of shouting. As she neared the purple caravan, the yelling grew louder—not the one-on-one arguing she’d heard before but an angry chant that throbbed like the snorting of pigs.

Alice came storming out of her trailer. When she saw Camelia and Ellery, her face cleared but only briefly.

“Oh, hey, Camelia. Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” Camelia replied, “but what’s going on? What’s all the commotion about?”

“It’s those dratted protesters!” Alice exclaimed, gesturing madly toward Tigre’s cage. A heavy purple drape now hung across the public side, leaving only the back open. “I’ve had to curtain off Tigre’s house, they’re making such a hullabaloo out there!”

Camelia peered into the shadowed cage. Tigre was asleep on her bed, one enormous paw draped over her head just as domestic cats are known to do. “She seems to be taking it well.”

“She is, but I’m not. Tigre’s deaf as a post and a little blind as well. But if those hoodlums get brave enough to startle her... well, let’s just say she wouldn’t be happy about it.”

Ellery, who had been standing in the background, stepped up with a little ahem.

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Camelia touched his shoulder lightly. “Alice, this is my friend, Ellery Evans. We’re doing the fair and wanted to come by. I think I may have dropped my scarf here yesterday. Have you seen it?”

Alice stretched out a ruddy hand. “Pleased to meet you, Ellery.” She turned to Camelia. “Your scarf? Blue and white? I remember you wearing it. I haven’t seen it, but truth be told, I wasn’t looking. We can check in a minute, but first I need to figure out what to do about these infernal demonstrators. Got any ideas?”

“No, not really. Find them something bigger and better to protest?” 

Alice sighed. “Not a bad plan. Maybe we could point them toward the rodeo riders. I’m sure they’ve got a hate for folks who rope bulls against their will.”

The three of them gave a laugh, but a strained one. There was no denying the group out front was targeting the tiger.

“Who are they?” asked Ellery.

“Animal rights picketers. I know this crowd. They travel around from place to place, picking on whoever they feel like at the moment. Trouble is, they don’t care who they hurt in the process. It’s more about getting publicity than making things right.”

“I bet they’re the same group that’s staying in the guesthouse across the street from me,” said Camelia. 

“Oh, lucky you!” Alice quipped sarcastically.

Camelia turned her face toward the noise though she could see nothing of its origin through the dark purple curtain. “They’re not bad neighbors, but I’ll be glad when they move on.”

“You and me both, sister!”

“Can the police do anything?” asked Ellery.

“I’ve called the cops and fair security. They should be able to take care of it eventually. The protesters have the right to gather peacefully, but the fairgrounds are technically private property, so if the owner says go, they have to comply.”

“And do they go when they’re told to?”

“There are two factions. A portion of them are true advocates, well-meaning, if misguided. But there are some real radical types who feel it’s their duty to take things a step further.” Alice gave a huff of disgust.

Camelia frowned. “What sort of steps?” 

“Well, let’s see. They’ve thrown eggs at the cage—that didn’t work too well since Tigre just ate them. Once they TPed it. Another time one of them set up a speaker under Tigre’s house and played loud music. Tigre couldn’t hear it, but the constant boom-boom-boom made her nervous, and a nervous tiger isn’t something I want to be dealing with on my own. I’ll be glad when this is over, and Tigre is safe in her new home. She’s going to the Great Cat Sanctuary,” Alice explained to Ellery.

“Why do you display her at all?” asked Camelia. “Why not just sit back and wait until she can go to the refuge?”

“Long story, but it boils down to the fact that a private person isn’t allowed to house a wild animal. The only way I can keep her until her installation at Great Cat is to license her as an exhibit. We’ve been tiptoeing between fairs and expos all summer, trying to stay under the radar.”

Camelia began to make her way around the cage toward the front where the crowd was gathered. Ellery and Alice followed. As she peered out from the shadows at the small but angry mob, she was surprised to see that most of them were dressed in costume. Their black robes and anarchist beaks were nothing if not imposing. The signs they sported showing ghastly pictures of abused animals seemed to have nothing to do with this pampered old tiger. Didn’t they know this cat was being saved by Alice, not tortured? Didn’t they realize that if not for her, the cat’s life would be at an end?

But this crowd didn’t seem to care about facts. They might have started out wanting to save lives and change policy, but they had become something else along the way. By their angry growls and mocking cries, Camelia sensed these people were dangerous.

The blip of a siren edged its way through the lanes, coming closer. The vehicle pulled up, and a foursome of police jumped out and took positions. As they were joined by the fair’s hired security guards, the protesters turned from the tiger cage to confront the line of blue and black.

“It’s time to go home, guys,” said a burly cop who had no need of a bullhorn to be heard. 

A stooped figure broke from the crowd and stepped toward the speaker. The elderly white man pulled off his hood and glowered at the troops with eyes of raw iron.

“That must be Carson Hide,” Camelia whispered. “He’s the leader.”

Ellery gave Camelia a quizzical glance before returning full attention to the tense scene unfolding in front of the cat cage.

“We have the right to peaceful protest,” Carson said, his voice full and confident, as if he had recited those words a thousand times before.

“Yeah, no, sorry. Not this time. Come on Carson, you know better than to bring your fight onto private property. Now, we don’t want to cause a fuss...”

“Go ahead! Arrest us,” someone called out from the ranks.

There was a loud boom, a firecracker. Another whizzed toward the police line, followed by a water balloon that burst at the officer’s booted feet. Then came a rain of water-filled balloons. Whether by accident or prudent design, none of them hit the officers. The stoic police held their ground, and Camelia even noted smiles on a few ruddy faces.

“You trying to get arrested?” boomed the chief—no smiles there. “Keep it up, and we can oblige.”

The barrage ceased. Carson shot his tribe a black look. “That won’t be necessary. We’ll leave peaceably. But we will be back. 

“No animals in cages!” he shouted, raising a fist in the air as he began to walk away.

“No animals in cages! No animals in cages!” the others echoed, their own fists shooting up, reflecting their leader’s.

“Alright, alright,” the chief grumbled. “Move along now.”

The chant continued as the group began to disband, going off in twos and threes. Some remained in costume while others shed their robes and hoods in the heat of the day.

Camelia watched a pair who lingered nearby. One pulled off his mask with a grunt, then shook out an abundance of bright red hair—Dean Hide? His companion followed suit, revealing a cute if rather disheveled pixie bob, black with magenta streaks. Even before she turned her face against the sun, Camelia recognized Yui Smith.
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6: Encounter at Second Dinner
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Sweet Yui Smith. It looked as if she was doing a bit more than merely conversing with the boy next door. Camelia was certain her mother knew nothing of this further development in her relationship with the flame-haired Dean. Should she tell her? Yui’s actions, though questionable, weren’t outright hurtful, illegal, or a danger to herself or others. It was one thing to pass on a bit of advice from the sheriff but quite another to full-on out the girl. That was tattling, and Camelia believed that nice people really shouldn’t be tattle-tales.

“Are you still thinking about the tiger?” Ellery asked.

Camelia glanced over at the man sitting beside her holding a corn dog on a stick. “The tiger?” she mused. “In a way.” 

After the incident with the protesters, the pair had resumed their perusal of the county fair. They hit the crafts department and photography upstairs in the loft, but of special interest was the food exhibit. Jars of prizewinning pickles, fruits, and condiments were lined up on shelves, their blue, red, and white satin ribbons ashine. Tables of iced cakes, cheesecakes, cupcakes, muffins, cookies, candies, and sweets filled cases in the center of the room. Each delicacy was perfect save for one small slice where the judges had taken their sample. In the center of the displays was a round table with a special wooden case. It held only one item, a perfectly browned, perfectly molded baked cheesecake. Pinned alongside was a big purple rosette with three satin streamers, the grand prize. The calligraphed card read Lemon-Lavender Cheesecake, Nao Smith.

Viewing all the scrumptious goodies had made the couple hungry, and since it was nearing dinnertime, they stopped at a stand with a bright red awning and ordered the anything-but-healthy supper of corn dogs and Cokes, which they took to a little table off to the side.

“I’m not sure why the fair invited a wild animal to begin with,” Ellery commented between bites.

“Oh, is this the first time they’ve done that?”

“First I’ve heard of it, and I’ve been a county fair goer ever since I moved here.” He took a sip of Coke. “I don’t approve of those protesters’ methods, but I do sympathize. I don’t like seeing wild animals cooped up in little cages.”

“Neither do I, but Tigre is special. She’s been a show cat all her life.”

“I know. But it just invites trouble if you ask me. Why couldn’t the sanctuary take the tiger right away? Or if not, why didn’t Alice just keep her someplace quiet and out of the public eye?”

“You heard her,” Camelia replied. “Something to do with licensing. But I agree the Cove County Fair seems a strange choice of swan songs.”

“She must have guessed the protesters would be here. She mentioned they’d had run-ins before. A strange group,” he mused. “Some of them seemed perfectly willing to pack up and leave once they’d had their say, while others...” He rolled his eyes. 

Camelia hadn’t told Ellery about seeing Yui in the crowd, though she wasn’t sure why. She thought about telling him now, but his mind had turned to other subjects.

“Well, that was good.” Ellery wiped yellow mustard off his mouth, crumpled the napkin into a ball, and tossed it at the garbage can. It hit the rim and bounced off onto the ground. As he went to retrieve it, Camelia gently folded her own napkin around the wooden stick, finished her drink, and carried both items to the can.

“Where next?” asked Ellery. “The stage show is about to begin. Or the midway—we could throw all caution to the wind and ride the Crazy Mouse.”

“I’m more of a Ferris wheel girl myself. And I would like to do it, but maybe tomorrow. I think I’ve had enough for today.”

“Tired?”

“Not so much tired as weary of the crowds. The noise is getting to me. I can’t remember when I last spent this much time among so many of my fellow human beings.”

Ellery put his arm around Camelia’s shoulders. “Then home?”

“Maybe not just yet. How about a nightcap? Somewhere quiet,” she added.

“Sounds good. Wherever you’d like to go.”

Camelia and Ellery started toward the gate at a leisurely pace, discussing the town’s sparse options for an after-dinner drink, when Camelia spied a couple heading the same direction. Ellery saw them too and called out. 

The couple turned and smiled at the artist. Greta and Rue White lived on the bluff. Rue gardened and baked things while Greta worked on cars or the tiny do-nothing machines she built as a hobby. Together they owned the hardware store in Linder Square where one could get full-sized aluminum troughs, genuine printed oilcloth, and nails by the pound.

Greta was dressed in her usual no-nonsense Dockers and a tee shirt that read Pride 2002 in faded rainbow colors. The outfit was loose and comfortable befitting her stocky stature, and the hues accentuated her newly bleached stubble of hair. Rue, with a somewhat more svelte figure, must have decided a day at the fair was a good opportunity to sport one of her vintage dresses. This one, a red checked gingham outfit, could have doubled as a tablecloth in a pinch, but Rue wore it well.

Ellery and Camelia caught up to the pair. “Are you channeling I Love Lucy?” Ellery teased Rue.

Rue did a little spin, not at all insulted by his comment. “I was thinking Donna Reed, but Lucy’s fine too.”

“You on your way out?” Greta asked in her abrupt manner.

“We’re going for a nightcap,” said Camelia. “I’ve been here since early this morning, and I’m ready to be somewhere more serene.”

“I don’t know about serene,” said Greta, “but we’re headed for dinner at the Sea Dog. Meeting Jamie and Lacy there. Love it if you came too.”

Camelia looked at Ellery. “We’ve just eaten, I’m afraid.”

“What? Here? Couldn’t have been much of a dinner if you got it here.”

“Corn dogs,” Ellery sheepishly admitted. “I could actually do with a bit more. What about you, Camelia?”

“I wouldn’t mind a salad, something green.”

“The Sea Dog Caesar Special!” Rue announced. “The best salad in town.”

Ellery looked at his companion. “What do you think, Camelia?”

“It sounds good to me, but the Sea Dog gets pretty rowdy on a Friday, what with all the kids. Do you think we could eat in the bar?”

“Sure!” said Greta.

Rue giggled with anticipation at the mention of the cocktail lounge. It was common knowledge Rue enjoyed a few drinks from time to time, though she was one of those lucky people who knew when to stop.

“See you there,” Ellery said.

The couples waved goodbye and went to their separate cars, looking forward to the good food and friendly atmosphere of Ocean Cove’s best seaside eatery.

○ ○ ○

When they arrived at the restaurant, first Greta and Rue, then Ellery and Camelia, Sheriff James Jaimie Gilroy and his girlfriend Lacy were already present. Whether the Whites had called ahead or Jamie was telepathic, they had chosen the large booth at the end of the cocktail lounge and were busy sipping martinis. The place was everything Camelia had hoped for—dark, quiet, and comfortable. Fairy lights twinkled among the fishnets that decorated the ceiling, giving off a friendly glow. The clientele who occupied the little tables conversed in lowered tones.

“Hey, Camelia, Ellery.” Jamie stood in greeting, reaching out to shake hands with the older man.

“We’ve come to crash your party,” said Camelia. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Of course not,” Lacy tittered, her martini already taking effect. “The more the merrier.”

Lacy Hayes had changed her appearance since the last time Camelia had seen her. Gone was the forties-style faux-red curls, replaced with a soft, shoulder-length do in light brown, probably her natural color. Her makeup was subdued from the red lips and blue eyelids style she’d previously worn. Her clothing too, a simple green dress with an empire waist, had grown less outlandish. Lacy had recently inherited her mother’s antique shop in town, and it looked as if stepping into the role of business owner may have had a sobering effect on the young woman whose previous line of work had been professional computer nerd.

It took a little jostling to squeeze everyone around the oddly angled corner table, but eventually they were situated. Camelia noted there weren’t any menus, but that was par for the course at the Sea Dog—its regulars knew the fare by heart and already had their favorites picked out. 

“Josh brought drinks, but we haven’t ordered yet.” Jaimie beckoned to a server in a black apron and jeans. “Does everyone know what they want?”

The server, a handsome twenty-something with curly black hair and well-developed biceps bulging beneath his white dress shirt, finished talking with someone at the bar and strode over. “How are you all this evening?” he asked, his tone light but sincere, as if he truly cared about their wellbeing.

“Good, Josh,” said Jamie, who made it part of his business as sheriff to know everybody in town. “How are the classes going?”

The young man gave a winning smile fit for a fashion model. “Good, thanks. At this rate I’ll get my degree... oh... sometime in the 2030s.”

“One foot in front of the other,” said Greta. “You’ll get there, son.”

Then the group got down to the business of ordering—appetizers, soups, meals, and a few more drinks. Josh left for the kitchen, giving everyone the chance to do a little catch-up. It wasn’t long, however, before he returned with a tray stacked with plates. He placed each dish in front of its corresponding person with the flair of a true restaurateur, then stood back, a satisfied grin on his face.

“Can I get you anything else?”

Answered with a chorus of no thank you’s and a few mumbles from those who had already begun to eat, he skipped off to help a couple who had just come in.

“Mmmm,” Rue crooned. “This has got to be the most scrumptious clam chowder in all of Oregon!”

“Razor clams,” Greta mumbled through her bite of grilled salmon. “They’ve got the best flavor.”

Camelia eyed her Caesar salad, rich with anchovy dressing and grated parmesan cheese. She wished now she’d forgone that corn dog which, though fun at the time, wasn’t sitting well on her stomach. Pushing the salad aside after only a few bites, she leaned back and began listening to the others rehash their day at the fair.

Jamie had taken Lacy on the Tilt-a-Whirl, and she’d nearly thrown up. Greta had been especially interested in the pig barn, so Rue went off on her own to enjoy a less pungent exhibit. Ellery relayed his impressions of the art display.

“A lot of it is amateurish, but there were a few really superb works. The watercolor of the old mill was outstanding and deserved the first place win. And the oil painting of fields at night that won in its class! Excellent!”

“You didn’t enter anything of your own?” Lacy asked the artist.

“I used to—there is a professional category—but I stopped...”

“He felt bad about always winning the grand prize,” Greta filled in.

Ellery blushed. “Let’s just say, I decided I’d earned enough rosettes for the time being. Although they are a nice plus when I’m trying to sell a piece.”

Camelia found her mind wandering. She wanted desperately to ask Jamie about yesterday’s visit with Carson Hide, but it wasn’t the time or place. The sheriff had been evasive about the reason for his call, but the tone had been official. An assessment of the activist’s intentions? A warning not to stir up trouble? She’d watched through her window—Jamie had been in there for over twenty minutes.

And then there was that recent insurgence implemented by the GARD. Jamie hadn’t been there, but he must know about it, being the law in the land.

“Did any of you see the protest at the tiger cage today?” she blurted before she could stop herself.

The table went silent.

“What protest?” asked Rue.

“What tiger?” put in Lacy.

Greta frowned, as much in the dark as her wife, but Jamie got it and looked away. 

Ellery gave Camelia a glare, then sighed in surrender. When Camelia had something on her mind, she was never shy about putting it out there. “Someone’s exhibiting a live tiger at the fair this year,” he explained

“What?” Greta exclaimed. “I never saw it.”

“She’s sort of tucked away in the back,” said Camelia. “But the animal rights activists found her anyway and tried to kick up a stink. The police had to come to drive them off. Thankfully Tigre is deaf and wasn’t upset by their noise.”

“Tigre?” Greta laughed. “Good name for a tiger. But I don’t remember the fair ever having such a thing before. Surely the board can’t think it’s a good idea.”

Camelia was about to go into her spiel about how Tigre was a special case and on her way to the Great Cat Sanctuary when she saw something that stopped her dead—or to be more precise, someone. Sitting at the bar was a young man of indeterminate age. He could have been in his late teens or all the way up to a youthful thirty. His face was shadowed under a flat-billed baseball cap, the sort that had more to do with a statement than a sports team. He wore a leather jacket in spite of the summer heat, tight black pants, and motorcycle boots, but the parts not covered by clothing, the hands and jawline, were blue with tattoos. Though she couldn’t see his eyes, he seemed to be staring straight at her.

Camelia hadn’t noticed him come in, but she recognized him instantly—she’d been seeing him everywhere she went lately and had begun to wonder half humorously if he was stalking her. At first, she’d thought it was her imagination—after all, Ocean Cove was a small town, and people were bound to run into each other on occasion—but when she caught sight of him three times in one day, she started to question. Then she spotted him driving up her street. Since Love Cottage was smack dab on the end of a dead end, her suspicions that his presence might be intentional were confirmed.

Camelia quickly looked away, then cautiously returned her gaze. The man was concentrating on his drink now. Again she pondered whether she was making too much of coincidence. But this was more than chance, she was certain of it.

She nudged Jamie. “Do you know the person sitting at the bar?” she asked softly, for his ears alone.

Jamie looked at Camelia, then at the man. “That’s Tycho Bane. He started working at Al’s garage a few months back. Why?”

“Is he... is he okay?”

Jamie shrugged. “As far as I can tell. No police record and no complaints. Just because someone’s got a lot of tats doesn’t mean they’re evil, Camelia.”

“It’s not that,” she bristled.

Jamie scrutinized the septuagenarian, noting the distress in her expression. “Has something happened? Something you want to tell me about?”

Tycho Bane was staring at their table again. Camelia lowered her eyes. “No, of course not,” she said weakly. “Ellery, would you mind taking me home now?”

Ellery looked at her in surprise. “Uh, sure. If you’re ready...”

“You haven’t finished your salad,” said Greta. “Want Josh to bring you a box?”

“No, I don’t think so. I had a corn dog at the fair, and it’s not sitting right. Nothing serious. I just want to get home.”

The group exchanged goodbyes, and Ellery escorted Camelia to his car. At the door, she turned and gazed once more at Tycho Bane. He’d removed his cap, revealing a bald head almost entirely covered with inked designs, but more startling were his eyes. Even from across the room, their odd pink color reflected red like blood.
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7: Sabotage

[image: image]


When the sun broke through the kitchen window the following morning, bathing the old-fashioned breakfast nook with golden splendor, Camelia couldn’t recall why she had been so troubled the night before. It was absolutely ridiculous to think that poor tattooed man-boy was stalking her—just her city paranoia cropping up again. Why would anyone go after her, a seventy-something widow of limited means? Tired out from a very long day and a little nauseated after eating strange fair food, she’d been overly sensitive. Camelia pushed aside the fact that it wasn’t the first time she’d caught Tycho lurking suspiciously nearby.

Ellery had dropped her off at home, offering to come in if she was still feeling queasy, but she’d declined. Thanking him for the wonderful day, she explained she just wanted to be by herself, take an antacid, and go to bed. Once in the house, she’d felt instantly better. After a short conversation with Blaze that culminated in a snack for the tuxie and a cup of chamomile tea for Camelia, she’d collapsed on the couch where she slept peacefully until around midnight.

She was awakened by a weight on her chest, but when she pried her eyes open to look, there was nothing there.

“Soji?” she said, groggy with sleep.

But even as she spoke, the pressure lifted, leaving no trace of ghost cat or anything else. A bit disappointed, she’d picked herself up and moved into the bedroom where she resumed her night’s slumber without another thought. Now Camelia felt refreshed and ready for her day, which was good because this one was bound to be even more arduous than the last.

Her shift wasn’t until the afternoon which gave her time to do a few things first. She thought about taking a morning constitutional on the beach, a practice she tried to keep up often as possible, but decided against it. Since her cottage was perched on top of a bluff, getting to sea level meant a long trek down a set of winding wooden stairs. It wasn’t the down part that got to the septuagenarian but the subsequent assent. Her beach walks usually ended with a nap, and that was something she couldn’t afford today. No, she’d get plenty of exercise later on, first at Kitty City and then cruising the grounds with Ellery that evening. She didn’t want to be too tired to take in a bit more of the fair with the artist by her side.

Saturday promised big attendance and a busy session at the cat shelter booth. They had nearly sold out of pies yesterday, but more would be coming, a donation from Lydia Linder, one of Ocean Cove’s wealthy elite. Mrs. Linder didn’t bake, but she had a good community spirit and was intent on doing what she could for the little rescue by sending a special-order truckload from the bakery. Camelia wasn’t sorry to miss that delivery, micromanaged by the matron herself. 

Larry and Lydia Linder lived in a grand mansion on the hill above Camelia. Lydia, daughter of a local farmer, was a newbie to Ocean Cove compared to her husband whose forefathers had settled in the 1880s and brought the railroad with them. But Lydia’s humble beginnings didn’t stop her from playing the lady of the manor to the fullest degree. Thankfully she considered caring for her community one of the obligations of someone in her privileged position.

Camelia didn’t know what Lydia had meant by a truckload of baked goods—Toyota truck? Mack Truck? Knowing Lydia, it could be anything.

“What do you think, Blaze?” Camelia asked the black and white cat who had finished his breakfast and was now batting a sparkly ball across the kitchen floor. Blaze, though a senior like Camelia, still retained a kittenish lust for life. He interrupted his game only long enough to give her a love blink, then went back to his bat and chase.

Camelia translated his non-verbal communication to mean it was time to get up off her behind and begin her busy day.

○ ○ ○

Business at the Kitty City booth indeed proved to be everything Camelia had expected, keeping her running for most of the afternoon. Lydia Linder’s bakery van had arrived that morning before the fair opened with a load of pies, tarts, and other delicacies. As expected, Lydia had overseen the transfer, giving orders and making sure everyone knew who was footing the bill. She’d even brought a small printed sign naming her and her husband as donors, which was to be posted front and center on the counter beside the napkins and plastic forks.

By the time Camelia arrived for her shift, the inventory was already much diminished. There was still plenty for the rest of the day, but at the rate they were going, tomorrow would need restocking once again. When she didn’t see Nao Smith in the booth, she guessed the baker was home, whipping up a new supply.

It seemed like everyone she knew had decided to come to the fair. Greta and Rue were back for a second round and bought half a pumpkin pie. Mr. and Mrs. Linder, looking natty in their pricey walking attire, dropped by to see how things were going. Sheriff James Jamie Gilroy was off doing police work, but his deputy Stardust Huckleberry a.k.a Huck dropped in for a snack. Since the beefy girl with the slicked back blonde hair, the wide toothy smile, and the perfectly manicured nails was in uniform, Camelia guessed she was on duty. 

At five o’clock, Ellery showed up with his cousin Kelley Murphy. Buying a slice of apple crisp for each of them and one for Camelia, the trio sat under the maple tree and enjoyed their fare.

“I’d think you would be sick of pie by now, Camelia,” Kelley commented.

“Not really.” 

She studied the man, so much like Ellery, yet so different. Kelley had been the victim of a vicious attack a few months before and sustained a concussion. The weeks in hospital had wasted him, and though the features were the same, his face was drawn, and there was a haunted look in his eyes, even there in the sunny ambiance of the fair. 

“The trick is not to nibble,” Camelia hurried on when she realized she’d been staring. “There are tons of samples, slices that were cut wrong and the like, but I’ve managed to stay away from them. This is only my second piece since the booth opened.”

“Such restraint!” Ellery commented. “I couldn’t do it myself.”

Kelley jostled elbows with his cousin. “I know you couldn’t!” Kelley turned to Camelia. “You should have seen Ellery at the family dinners. He’d scarf up everything on his plate and still have room for pie. With seconds!”

Camelia glanced at the spare artist. “That’s hard to imagine.”

“I have a good metabolism,” Ellery explained. “But to be honest, I did change my diet once I got older. Less pie and lots more vegetables. That probably has something to do with it.”

“So what are you boys up to now?” Camelia asked.

“I’m not sure.” Ellery glanced at Kelley. “How are you doing? Are you up for more?” 

“I’d like to see the horse competition. Sitting down in the bleachers sounds just about my speed. After that I should probably go home. I don’t want to overdo it. This is my first big outing since the accident,” Kelley explained to Camelia. “It’s great to be out, but I am getting weary.”

“That’s natural. It will take time to get back in shape,” said Ellery.

“If ever,” Kelley mumbled.

Camelia put a hand on Kelley’s knee and nearly recoiled when she felt the knot of uncushioned bone. “You will,” she reassured. “Just keep at it. Don’t give up.”

“Never give up,” Ellery reiterated.

Kelley forced a wan smile but made no comment.

“Horse barn it is then.” Ellery got to his feet and held out a hand for his cousin. “When do you get off, Camelia?”

“I can leave anytime.” She glanced at the line of folks waiting to purchase pies. “But I’d like to keep working a bit longer, through the dinnertime rush.”

“A couple of hours? That would give me time to get Kelley home and come back.”

“Sounds good.” Camelia rose and took the empty paper plates to the garbage barrel before Ellery could do a repeat of his dubious basketball skills with the refuse. “It’s nice to see you, Kelley. I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

Camelia watched as Ellery and his cousin made for the parking lot. Kelley walked like a man in pain. The assault on the poor man had occurred in Camelia’s garden, and though she had nothing whatsoever to do with it, she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of responsibility. Again she thought of the ghost cat, whose gravestone had been the focus of the attacker’s attention. They’d been sure something was buried there besides a century-old cat. And maybe there was. The mysterious lockbox and its key had still never been recovered, though Camelia suspected it had been hidden somewhere drier than the coastal-damp moss covering the Soji stone.

A scream abruptly brought Camelia from her musing. Something was happening in the booth, but she couldn’t see what it was through the crowd. The customer line, previously so straight and proper, had morphed into a milling mob. Whatever had elicited the scream was also alarming the onlookers.

“Get help!” someone shouted. 

“Get Miles!” yelled someone else. Camelia recognized the voice as Paloma, one of the cat rescue volunteers. 

A bellow of laughter broke through the pandemonium, followed by another. As Camelia rushed forward, she felt a drop of water hit her face. The drop quickly became a shower and then a downpour as she moved closer to the booth.

People were covering their heads and dashing backward. The crowd parted to reveal Paloma behind the counter soaked from head to toe. A big girl with a ruddy complexion and long, ruddy brown hair, she now resembled a wet Newfoundland hound. Her expression was a mixture of shock, annoyance, and amusement.

Jets of water spouted up from the ground like fountains. Nancy, the second volunteer in the booth, had already fled and wasn’t stopping as she made off down the lane, leaving a trail of dribbles as she went.

“Camelia, quick! Find Miles. The sprinkler system’s gone on and everything’s getting ruined!”

Camelia retrieved her phone from her bag and dialed, thankful she had her gardener’s number in her directory. There were advantages to her occasional forgetfulness, such as a necessity to make lists, back up work, and as in this case, keep her contacts updated.

“There’s no answer!” Camelia groaned. 

“Call the fair office. Maybe they can patch you through.”

Paloma tossed a plastic sheet over the display and ran out of the deluge, shaking herself in a dog-like action. 

“Really, it feels sort of nice,” she commented. “Washes off all the sticky from the heat. Thank goodness the pies are in the case or we’d be in big trouble. But the catnip toys will need to go in a drier. I tried to cover the flyers, but I doubt I was in time. I’m afraid Lydia’s sign will be ruined.”

Camelia wasn’t sure whether Paloma was being humorous, but then the operator picked up and she forgot all about it.

“This is Camelia Collins at the Kitty City booth!” she rushed. “Someone’s turned on the sprinkler system and we’re getting soaked! Can you get a message to Miles?”

Camelia listened for a minute, then sighed. “Yes, I understand. But is there someone else you can send? Now!”

After a pause, Camelia disconnected and turned to Paloma. “Miles can’t be reached but they’re relaying the message. Hopefully it will get to him. Soon!” Camelia harrumphed. “I don’t know who I was talking to, but she didn’t seem at all concerned. She said it was a nice day for it.”

“She’s not the one who is losing sales,” Paloma grumbled.

“So what do we do now?”

Paloma gazed around at the diminishing dinner crowd. “It looks like our customers are retreating. And Nancy’s gone too,” Paloma observed. “Should we just grab stuff and get it out of the wet?”

Camelia contemplated the spritely fountains as they rained down upon the cat toys, business cards, flyers, and anything else not safe in the case. The plastic sheet had already fallen away, and Lydia’s donation card was now nothing but inky tears. 

“I think it’s too late for that. Everything’s already soaked through. We’ve got more stuff in the plastic totes, so once we mop up and restock the promotional material, we can carry on.”

“First they have to turn off the water.” Paloma dried her face with a wad of napkins from a nearby picnic table. “Where is Miles when you need him?”

Camelia peered at the scene of devastation. “Is it my imagination, or are the geysers getting smaller.”

“No, look! It’s stopping!”

Sure enough, the spray diminished to a gurgle and then cut off completely.

“Thank goodness!” Paloma gave a genuine smile. “Well, that was fun.”

“Do you want to go home and change?” Camelia asked.

“It’s a hot day. I’ll dry soon enough.” She turned to what was left of the crowd. “Okay, that little surprise show is over and we still have lots of pie. All good, eh?” 

There was a round of laughter and encouragement, plus offers to help clean up. Miles appeared with an armload of towels.

“Sorry about that,” the mild mannered handyman explained with a sheepish grin. “I was on a break. Here, let me get this cleaned up for you.”

Without hesitation, he slogged through the wet grass and began toweling up the surfaces. From his pack he produced a battery-run dryer, and fifteen minutes later, aside from the ground which he could do nothing about, things were looking nearly back to normal again.

Camelia scrounged up a new handful of the rescue’s pamphlets from the tote as Miles put the finishing touches on blow-drying the holder.

“What do you think happened?” Camelia asked him.

Miles shook his head. “The sprinkler’s on a timer, so it shouldn’t have gone off. Something screwed up. I’ll find out.”

He handed her the dry holder, but as she tucked the flyers in the little plexiglass slot, she had the feeling they might never know.
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8: The View
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“Did it rain?” Ellery asked innocently when he arrived to pick up Camelia from the cat rescue booth. “And what happened to the catnip kickers? I was going to buy one for Fred.”

“Fred?” Camelia hung her apron on a hook attached to the canopy and gathered her things. “Who’s Fred?”

“Kelley’s got himself a cat. Or I should probably say the cat got him. Fred’s been hanging out on Kelley’s back porch for a while now—off and on at first, then just on. Finally Kelley started letting him inside, and once Fred got in, he never wanted to leave again.”

“He wasn’t somebody’s cat?”

“Kelley asked around the neighborhood and put a note up at the Humane Society, the vet’s, and Kitty City. Nobody stepped up.” Ellery peered at the booth once more. “But don’t tell me you sold out all the toys in just two hours.”

“We had a little disaster. The sprinkler system was set off by accident, and everything got wet. The kickers are currently in Paloma’s dryer at home. Hopefully that won’t do away with too much of the catnip smell.”

As Camelia and Ellery wandered down the lane going nowhere in particular, Camelia described the impromptu dousing. She laughed about it now, but she still wondered in the back of her mind how it could have happened. Sprinkler timers didn’t just go wonky for no reason. More likely there was a human hand behind the debacle, a malicious human hand intent on sabotage. Her thoughts immediately went to Carson Hide and his animal activists. What complaint they could have against the little cat rescue who did nothing but good for its feline friends was beyond Camelia’s imaginings, but who knew with fanatics?

“What would you like to do?” Ellery posed when Camelia finished her tale of watery woe. 

“We’ve seen the exhibit halls,” she mused. “That leaves the animal barns, the horse arena, and the midway.”

“They’ve finished with the pony competitions for the day. Kelley and I caught the last one.”

Camelia glanced over at the artist. “Oh? How was it?”

“Fun, exciting.” Ellery smiled, then sobered. “There was a bit of a kerfuffle though. One of the riders was disqualified right before she was about to start. I don’t know what happened, but she was quite shaken up about it. Yui Smith, your neighbor.”

“Yui?” Camelia exclaimed. “Why would Yui be disqualified?”

“I’ve no idea. They announced it on the loudspeaker but gave no details.”

“Oh, poor girl! I bet she’s devastated.”

Ellery nodded. “She certainly looked it. I did overhear someone say she has another chance tomorrow though. Maybe better luck then.”

Camelia decided she’d give Nao a call later and see if there was anything she could do. A nice gesture or a flimsy excuse to assuage her curiosity? Camelia wasn’t sure.

“That leaves chickens and rabbits, the goats and pigs, and the Shetland ponies,” Ellery mused, back to the subject of what to do next. “Or would you want to try the tiger lady again, see if she found your scarf?”

Camelia considered. “No, I think I’ll write that one off. It wasn’t anything special, and she said she hadn’t seen it. She would have noticed in a place that size.” Camelia’s eyes squinted into an ocular frown. “Plus I really don’t want to take the chance of running into those protesters again.”

“I don’t think they’d come back, do you? After the police kicked them out?”

“I don’t know. But I’d rather do something fun.”

They peered at the mass of glowing, colored lights just beginning to show like a magical city against the twilight sky. 

In unison the pair exclaimed, “The midway!” 

○ ○ ○

Time ceased to matter as Ellery and Camelia wandered the midway. The dry grass crunched under their feet, and the smell of popcorn and fried Mars bars tantalized their senses. Surrounded by the hypnotic lights and colors, the booths, and the rides, they reveled in the neon and flash.

Ellery tried his hand at throwing a baseball at a stack of old-fashioned milk bottles. His visions of winning the giant teddy bear for Camelia were dashed quickly though—even when he did manage to hit a bottle, it did little more than give a teasing wobble. 

Camelia wanted to play Whack-a-Mole, not because she disliked the small rodents, but because it was so often used as a metaphor. Since she’d never tried the game before, she thought it a good opportunity. She and Ellery took their sides and started whacking down the little painted heads with the foamy mallets. When the finish bell rang, their scores were tied and each received a plush mole, one red and one blue, which they immediately passed on to the first children they saw.

“I’m not sure of the appeal,” Camelia commented as they continued down the lane. “It seems needlessly cruel.”

“You have to think of it in terms of life and not furry little creatures. Sometimes it seems like problems crop up faster than we can solve them.”

“Like when you just figure out one thing and another comes along?”

“Exactly,” Ellery agreed. 

“Maybe we should play it again,” Camelia suggested. “Looking at it that way, I can think of a whole lot of issues I’d like to whack with a mallet!” 

But instead of indulging her aggressions, Camelia decided she would rather rise above—literally—and the couple headed for the Ferris wheel. After buying their tickets and waiting in line, they were finally seated in one of the little gondolas, and a few minutes later, began climbing up to the sky like birds in flight. 

“This is amazing!” Camelia cried into the wind that blew past her face like a tame sirocco.

“Not afraid of heights then?” Ellery gripped the bar of the two-seater carriage that paused precariously at the apex of the Ferris wheel.

“Not really,” Camelia answered. “And you?”

“I’m okay—long as I keep my eye on the horizon and don’t look down.”

Camelia glanced at her companion. “Oh, I’m sorry, dear. You do look rather pale. I wouldn’t have made you come along if I’d known it would bother you.”

Ellery sank back against the hard wooden seat with a sigh. “I never used to be acrophobic. Back when I was younger, I could climb anything with never a twinge of anxiety. But then...” 

His voice trailed off. Camelia waited, not wanting to push him. Since she’d met Ellery Evans, he had always been reluctant to speak of his past. If he were about to break his silence, she dared not do anything to distract him.

Her patience paid off. After a time, he began, hushed and low, as if he were talking to himself.

“There was an incident, a long time ago now, where I ended up on the rooftop of a tall building. I was there for quite some time. The way I’d got up there was...” He sighed again. “No longer an option, and the only other way down was, well, straight down. I considered it... not jumping,” he added quickly when he saw the look of shock on Camelia’s face, “but the building was old. There were ledges and pipes, a few balconies. I thought if I could do it carefully, I might be okay.”

“And did you?” Camelia asked when Ellery stalled.

“I did. I made it about four stories with another four to go when I ran into a difficult spot. The pipes were rotten and the next balcony a full two floors below. I wasn’t sure I could make it. I remember vividly trying to gauge the jump when without warning, the world upended.”

“Vertigo,” said Camelia. 

Ellery grunted. “It felt like I’d been thrown into a tunnel, and it was moving, rolling. I lost my footing and fell. Thankfully I landed on that balcony. The sliding door wasn’t locked, so I slipped through the room without the occupant knowing. I really didn’t think about it again until the next time I was up some height. It all came back to me—the dizziness, the sensation of falling. I’ve had trouble with heights ever since.”

Camelia stared at the man, unsure what to say. He must have known how odd his story would seem, yet he recited it as if things like that happened to everyone. He had hinted before at a secret—or at least private—past, but this was the first time he’d confided anything specific. Though her head spun with questions, she decided to play it safe and bring them up another time, when they weren’t balancing on top of the world.

“Um, wow! I’m sorry. You should have said something.”

“It’s better now. I knew you wanted to ride. And it’s good for me to face my fears, right?”

Camelia harrumphed. She wasn’t so sure about that. In her opinion, sometimes it was better to avoid one’s fears, especially if the fear arose from something dangerous.

“Besides, I wouldn’t want to miss this view,” he added with forced cheer.

“So you’re fine with this?”

“Perfectly fine,” he replied, much too quickly.

Okay, if you say so, Camelia thought to herself. 

“And what a view it is!” she remarked, staring out across the landscape feeling as if she were an eagle in flight. 

The wheel cranked to a rocking stop as the operator let on another fare. Though the sun had slipped beneath the sea horizon, brilliant slashes of orange and red still lit up the sky. To the north, the town of Ocean Cove twinkled like a pile of diamonds—a small pile, but beautiful just the same. Beyond them were vast patches of dark—fields, forests, and hills. Then far away, another shimmer of lights, the next town over. Closer at hand, Camelia could see the entire fairgrounds, laid out in a glittering grid. On the midway, the colors dazzled like a glass-filled kaleidoscope, and farther out, the more subtle sight of lanterns hanging along the lanes and in between the buildings.

Suddenly Camelia saw something else flash among the golden glow, a pulse of red and blue creeping toward the center of the grounds.

“Look!” she exclaimed to Ellery, but he’d seen it too and was leaning forward, as if to get a better view.

“Trouble,” he grumbled, watching the slow progress of the emergency vehicle.

“There’s some more!” Camelia pointed toward the main entrance, where two additional strobes had appeared.

“Must be some sort of crisis. Not a fire though, or we would see it. Probably someone having a heart attack. People with a condition tend to get carried away at things like this and overdo.”

“But so many cars?” Camelia was beginning to get a bad feeling about the scene playing out below. “Wouldn’t a single ambulance suffice if it was a health issue?”

Ellery didn’t answer, instead commenting, “I wish this thing would get moving again. It’s been stuck here for a long time, don’t you think?”

As if he’d been heard, the wheel cranked on again, and the carriage began the slow descent to the bottom. Camelia’s attention was on the three flashing vehicles, now converging on a single point. 

“No!” she cried as they traveled downward, leaving the grand panorama behind. 

The emergency vehicles slipped from her sight, but not before she recognized their destination.
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9: Death on the Midway
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“Let us off!” Camelia screamed as their coach neared the bottom of its cycle. She leaned forward and yelled again, “Hey, we need to get off! Stop the wheel!”

The young operator at the controls gave her a blank stare as the carriage passed by to begin its trip up to the top once more.

Camelia rose from the bench, causing the carriage to rock back and forth in a threatening way. “Noooo!” she cried in disappointment and frustration.

Ellery grabbed her wrist. “Hold on!” he shouted. “There’s nothing we can do until we come back around again. I think you got his attention.”

Camelia hesitated, then sank back onto the hard wooden bench. As she gripped the safety bar, her knuckles went white.

“What’s wrong with you?” hissed Ellery. “You could have got us killed.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. But we need to get off this blasted thing. Didn’t you see where those emergency vehicles were headed?”

“Sorry, dear,” he quipped, “but I was too busy trying to keep you from jumping off the wheel.” 

“It’s Alice’s caravan! They’re going to Alice’s, I’m sure of it!”

“Oh, Camelia, how can you tell in the dark? It could be anywhere around there.” 

“No, it’s Alice’s. Look!”

As the wheel reached its peak, they could again see the flashing red and blue. The area itself was shadowed, but to either side were lanterns designating the lanes and strings of colored lights within the booths themselves. 

“I guess it could be,” Ellery muttered. “But then again...”

“Do you think Tigre got out of her cage? Or the protesters came back and did something awful?”

“Really, Camelia...”

The wheel continued to turn, slowly as if taunting the distraught woman.

“I need to get off of this machine,” she said under her breath.

“You’re not the only one.” Ellery shuddered. “What a place to be stuck with a crazy lady!” he grumbled under his breath.

Before the carriage was even halfway to the ground, Camelia began yelling again. She also waved both arms as Ellery held her by the waist to keep her from pitching forward to her death. This time she’d caught the operator’s full attention. The wheel slowed, nearly imperceptibly at first, then began an agonizing crawl toward the platform.

The boy looked at Camelia with slightly crossed eyes under a wayward fringe of blue hair. “Your ride’s not over yet, ma’am.”

“Yes it is,” barked Camelia. “Let us out. Now!”

The kid flinched under the lash of her tongue. “Whatever,” he mumbled as he unlocked the safety bar.

Before he’d even pulled it aside, Camelia was up and gone. Ellery followed, apologizing to the boy as he descended the steps to the ground. When his feet touched the dry satiny grass, he gave a grunt of relief. The only reason he’d braved the Ferris wheel was to please Camelia.

“Well, that blew up in my face,” he said to himself.

Camelia had paused to get her bearings. “Pardon?”

“Nothing.”

“Then come on. We’ve got to get to Alice’s place.”

Without waiting for a response, Camelia started off down the lane at a near run. After a brief hesitation, Ellery sprinted after her. Weaving in and out of the bustling crowds, Camelia located the private lane leading behind the trailers and booths. She ducked under the No Admittance sign and headed for the purple caravan. As she came around the corner, she was stopped by a stone-faced policewoman.

“Can’t go in there,” the officer commanded, holding out a muscled arm for emphasis.

“What’s... happened...?” Camelia panted, out of breath from her dash.

“Everything’s under control, ma’am,” she said in that aggravatingly noncommittal way that police use with the uninitiated.

“I saw the cars from the Ferris wheel. Is it Alice? Is it the tiger? Please, if something’s wrong, I need to know.”

Just then, another group of lookie-loos pushed around the corner, followed by a woman with a microphone and a man lugging a news camera and a bag full of equipment. 

The woman stuck the microphone in the policewoman’s face. “Pacific Coast News, covering the Cove County Fair. We saw police and emergency vehicles entering the area. Can you tell us what’s going on here?”

“Uh, no, not really,” the officer stuttered. “It’s being taken care of.”

“Well, that’s quite a vague answer, Officer...” The news lady peered at her badge. “Officer Caldwell. What is it that’s ‘being taken care of’? Is it safe to come to the fair?” She turned full-face to the camera. “Our viewers want to know...”

As the reporter bombarded the policewoman with more questions, Camelia saw her chance. She ducked around the crowd and began down the lane. 

“Hey, you... Wait!” the cop called after her.

Camelia glanced back but kept on going. She felt bad disobeying an official order, but desperate times called for unconventional measures. She needed to see if Alice was alright. The closer she drew to the purple caravan, the more certain she became that she was not.

Sure enough, the vehicles, two police cars and an ambulance, were congregated around Tigre’s cage. The air was alive with radio crackle and shouts of command. She wasn’t the only one who had made it past the official barrier. Small groups were scattered throughout the area, all making their own contribution to the noise factor: screams, cries, and a few heartbroken sobs.

Camelia stopped short. She looked around for Ellery, but the artist wasn’t there. She knew she should wait for him to catch up, but something was driving her. Discreetly, she pushed closer to the scene. She nearly made it to the tiger cage when someone grasped her by the shoulders. She looked up to find the kindly face of Miles, the handyman.

“You don’t want to do that, Mrs. Collins,” he said sympathetically.

“Why? Why not?”

“It’s not pretty.”

For a moment, Camelia stood, compliant, then she pushed him away. “No, I’ve got to see. Is it Tigre? Have they done something to the tiger?”

Camelia didn’t wait for an answer but slipped the rest of the way through the crowd until she was near enough to peer into the tiger cage where a huddle of persons in white paper suits were bending over Tigre’s plush bed. 

Not the bed, Camelia realized with a start. Something on the bed. It couldn’t be the tiger—the forensics team leaned too close for it to be anything that big. No, the victim would be human, a person, but who?

Camelia had the strongest feeling she knew, but she refused to accept it. Then one of the white-clad team stood aside and her suspicions were confirmed. In the split second before the cover was pulled over the dead face, Camelia saw. It was the keeper of the old tiger, Alice.

Camelia crumpled, nearly losing her balance. She felt hurt, kicked-in-the-stomach hurt, falling-on-her-face hurt. It was a private pain, not so much as one would feel at the loss of a friend, but more the loss of someone that could have been a friend. Now that would never be.

Then she recoiled once more. If it was Alice on the cat bed, where was Tigre? Had Tigre killed Alice, turned upon her keeper in a fit of primal rage and done the unthinkable? Had the cat been taken away to be disposed of as a maneater?

No, that just couldn’t be. Tigre was sweet—Alice had said so. But Alice could have miscalculated the animal’s breaking point when she brought her to the fair.

“Hey,” a voice crashed into Camelia’s thoughts. “What are you doing? Get away from that cage. This is a crime scene.”

Camelia backed off as if she’d been burnt. “Where’s Tigre?” she whispered, but the officer didn’t respond. Maybe he hadn’t heard her. Maybe he had other things on his mind. 

An explosion of raucous noises burst from nearby. Camelia whirled to the radio sound. 

“...Tiger on the loose... Need backup... Search team.... Animal services... Uh, whoever handles wild animals around here... Don’t have a flipping clue...” 

So Tigre had escaped! For a moment, Camelia was glad. Then her joy faltered. Once the posse caught up with her, they’d most likely shoot her. 

“Oh, goodness!” Camelia cried out loud. The blood drained from her face, and she knew she was about to faint.

“Camelia!”

“Ellery!” she grasped the lithe artist’s arm. “It’s Alice. Someone’s... Something’s...”

“Yes I know. She’s dead and her tiger is missing.”

Camelia recovered some of her equilibrium. “Really? How...?”

“Sharee, the reporter, is a friend. If you hadn’t been in such a hurry to view the gruesome sights, she would have told you too.”

Camelia should have guessed. In the little village of Ocean Cove, Ellery knew everyone.

“How did it happen? Was it Tigre...?”

“Did the tiger kill Alice? No, it was a human culprit, but that’s all I found out. The cat got away. They’re looking for it now.”

“Do you think they’ll hurt her?” 

Camelia’s eyes were filling with tears, and Ellery found himself looking away. “Come on, let’s get out of here. I don’t know about you, but I could use a drink!”

Camelia hesitated, then admitted Ellery was right. There was nothing she could do to help the situation, and in fact her presence, along with all the other spectators, was a distraction to the police effort. If someone killed Alice, then they had their work cut out for them without having to herd voyeurs as well. 

“Alright, yes,” Camelia conceded. “I think I want to go home.”

Keeping an arm around Camelia, Ellery began to guide her away. As Camelia glanced back at the sorrowful scene, she noticed three things. 

A face jumped out of the crowd on the other side of the cat cage—Dean Hide.

Behind Dean stood someone even more familiar, Yui Smith.

And within the tiger cage itself, seated like a sphinx next to the shrouded form of the murder victim, was a misty white shape. Blazing red eyes stared straight at Camelia. Then the vision shifted. The white turned to black and the red gaze to green. The shape solidified into that of the black cat Soji, the Ghost Cat of Ocean Cove.
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10: Ghostly Witness
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Camelia sat in the dark, Blaze curled in her lap, but as she petted his sleek fur, she was thinking of another cat, the one she had witnessed in Tigre’s cage next to the dead person.

“Alice,” Camelia said out loud. “Her name is Alice.”

Camelia purposely used the word, is, as opposed to the accepted was for those that had passed. To her mind, a person continued to be someone, even after death. To take that away seemed cruel.

Dead people are too soon forgotten, Camelia reflected, defined by their deaths instead of their lives. Alice was now destined to be remembered, not as the unique person who saved a tiger but as the woman who was killed at the Cove County Fair.

Blaze gave a little meow, and Camelia realized her petting had become more enthusiastic than he preferred.

“Sorry, dear,” she told the cat. “Just thinking of things I’d rather not be thinking about.”

Ellery had brought Camelia straight home after the discovery of the body in the tiger cage. They said little on the drive, and even less once they arrived. She gave him a heartfelt thanks, muttered some quickly forgotten cliché about seeing him in the morning, and ducked inside, closing the door behind her without a second thought. She presumed he’d driven away, back to his own place—she couldn’t worry about that now. Aside from Alice and the tiger, there was only one thing on her mind.

“Soji,” she intoned into the darkness. There must have been a reason for the ghost cat’s presence at the fairgrounds. If only said ghost would come and explain it to her... but there was no reply.

Again Camelia thought back to her first days at Love Cottage. When she purchased her little house by the sea, she had no idea it came with a roommate. Then she discovered the gravestone in her back garden and began to hear the tales. Ocean Cove had its very own paranormal legend, that of Soji, the ghostly feline who was believed to haunt the place where she died—Camelia’s new home! 

It was said that after Soji passed away in the early twentieth century, she had appeared to several people as a white amorphous cat-form. There were even a few early photographs, now safely housed at the Ocean Cove Museum in Linder Square. But over the years, the sightings became fewer, then after World War II, they disappeared altogether. Now only a few thrill seekers and ghost hunters remembered the seventh black kitten of a seventh black kitten—Soji.

That’s not quite true, Camelia mused. Camelia’s neighbor Vera swore she had seen Soji when she was a child. Needless to say, no one believed the youngster at the time, and soon she stopped believing it herself. But Vera had grown up to have what people called a sixth sense. Camelia took her fanciful story as truth.

Soji’s appearances to Camelia had been nothing so subtle. The cat had come, announced herself, and told Camelia she was there to stay. Camelia had seen her, touched her, and oddest of all, talked with her in perfectly understandable English. Soji was real. There was no doubt in Camelia’s mind.

But the ghost cat hadn’t visited Camelia for nearly two months. There had been no nighttime presences, no little ghost feet padding across the hardwood floors, no soft mews to announce her coming. Camelia thought she’d caught sight of Soji in the tiger’s cage once before, but she hadn’t been sure. Then tonight, there she was. What could it mean? What tie did she have with the tiger keeper? Alice wasn’t even from the area. What was it that had summoned the long-dead feline to the newly-departed human’s side?

Though Soji usually manifested herself to Camelia alone, she was able to appear on a broader band. One time, she had shocked the locals by materializing in Linder Square Park. Had other people been able to see her in the cage? Camelia wondered. She doubted it—you’d think at least one person would have remarked upon seeing a ghost.

Camelia gently displaced Blaze from her lap and stood. Her bones ached. She wasn’t used to working long hours on her feet as she had done the last two days at the Kitty City booth. And it wasn’t over yet, she reminded herself. Tomorrow was another day. Or was it? Would they cancel the fair in the aftermath of the tragedy? She doubted it. As appalling as the murder was, the promise of fun and excitement, to say nothing of the livelihoods of the vendors and show organizers, depended on the four-day event. The show must go on, Camelia reminded herself.

But that was tomorrow—tonight she needed to locate Soji. She knew the flaw in that plan, that she could only find the ghost if the ghost wanted to be found, but Camelia was desperate. In shock from Alice’s death, she needed to do more than sit on the couch and run dire scenarios in her mind.

Giving a cat-like stretch to help relieve her stiffness, she took her phone from the coffee table and clicked on the flashlight app. “If I were a ghost cat, where would I be?” she asked herself. Blaze gave a little purrumph, but that was the extent of his response.

Camelia made her way into the kitchen, glancing the beam across the linoleum floor, but no darker shadows or wisps of mist showed up in her scrutinizing pass. She traveled the light over the old fashioned breakfast nook and up the counters, across the cabinets, all the way to the ceiling. Camelia had never known Soji to hover in mid-air, but who knew what she was capable of? Passing the light from corner to corner, all Camelia discovered were a few cobwebs and a moth who had met its demise in the overhead light fixture.

Camelia moved back through the living room, this time checking the fireplace with its mantle, tilework, and hearth; the bookshelves filled with books and knickknacks; the side tables, both the top and underneath; and one of Blaze’s favorite hangouts, the window ledge behind the plant stand. As the light created long shadows that moved as Camelia moved, she thought she caught a glimpse of a spark, but it turned out to be a shard of glitter from a spangled housewarming card displayed there.

Next she went into her bedroom, neat and tidy aside from the unmade bed. The dresser with its beveled mirrors, the chest of drawers. The bottom drawer had been left open. Would she find a black cat curled up in her sweaters and skirts? It was just the sort of place a ghost cat—or a real one, for that matter—might enjoy, but the spot was empty with not even a telltale round dent where someone might have been at another time. 

Getting down on her knees—no easy feat, though rising again would be even more of a chore—she checked under the bed. “I really must dust,” was all she said as she hefted herself upright again.

That left only the bathroom. She couldn’t quite imagine the lovely Soji would choose to manifest herself on the toilet or in the sink, but who knew?

The bathroom was a bust, and Camelia’s enthusiasm was waning. She knew in the back of her mind that if Soji were there, she would have shown herself. The exercise of the search had been just that—exercise. She had two choices now—continue looking outside in the garden, the guesthouse, maybe even the gravestone itself, or let it drop. Go to bed, get some sleep. Hopefully her options would be clearer in the morning.

She had no sooner sat back down on the couch and turned off the flashlight when a loud brrrring shocked Camelia from her contemplation. The cellphone flared bright white once again. Partly annoyed and partly surprised, she swept it up from the coffee table and clicked on the speaker.

“Yes?”

“Hey, Camelia, It’s Greta. How you doing?”

“Fine...?” Camelia offered. Greta was an affable person but not the type to call out of the blue at eleven p.m. “What’s up?” Not more bad news, Camelia prayed. Bad news was known for traveling at night.

“Just wanted to see if you’re okay. Ellery called us, told us about what happened at the fair.”

“That must have been horrible for you,” said another, softer voice, “knowing the woman like you did.”

“Ellery told us about that too. That’s Rue, by the way, on speaker with me.”

Ah, Camelia said to herself. I should have known word of a murder would shoot across the community like gunfire.

“Yes, it was pretty awful,” Camelia conceded. “I’m still trying to understand it.”

“The tiger’s missing,” said Greta, not one to mince words when there was a point to be made. “Are they sure it wasn’t the cat that killed her?”

“I think so. Of course the police didn’t tell me anything directly. I just sort of overheard...”

“But now it’s loose in the community,” Rue whispered ominously. “Doesn’t that scare you?”

“Yeah,” Greta added. “We got an alert on our phones not to go outside. Not that I’m worried out here where we live.”

Camelia pictured their little house on the moorlands, imagining it might be just the secluded sort of place a lost tiger would go, but she kept the thought to herself.

“I don’t know, Gee,” Rue countered to her partner. “It’s not going to want to hang around in town, is it?”

“Probably would want to stay near where it was,” Greta retorted.

“With all that ruckus going on? I doubt it. I’m sorry sweetie, but the whole thing freaks me out.”

Greta gave a laugh. “Oh, Rue dear, you’re such a weenie.” 

Much as Camelia appreciated her friends calling in to check on her, she wasn’t up for what was quickly becoming an internal deliberation between the married couple, nor did she have any desire to chime in. The fact was, she had other things to do, such as concentrate on locating the ghost cat.

“Do you think it realizes its keeper is dead?” Rue was asking.

“Who can say?” replied Greta, then her voice sank into a mock whisper. “Maybe it saw the whole thing. Maybe it knows who the killer is.”

Camelia’s attention jumped back to the conversation. Greta had said it sarcastically, teasing her paranoid wife, but Camelia couldn’t help but wonder. Could Tigre, in fact, have been a witness to Alice’s murder?

Camelia couldn’t talk to the tiger directly, but she knew someone who could. What if Greta’s quip were actually truth? What if Tigre had seen the whole thing? And what if Soji could find out from Tigre who killed Alice? 
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11: Secrets, Questions, and Lies
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Camelia finally went to bed when the clock struck midnight. Soji had not appeared and as she lay contemplating ghost cats and tigers and death on the midway, she couldn’t help but wonder if she were crazy. All those things, real or imaginary, were out of her control. The ghost cat, having already proven her capricious nature, did only as she pleased. The tiger would be found and recaptured by the proper authorities. The police were handling the murder. She needed to let it all go. 

The next morning after a call from Paloma that the fair would be business as usual, Camelia drove her own car to the fairgrounds. Normally the beauty of the green fields, the bits of coastal forest, and the never-ending sea would make her heart leap with joy, but on this trip she saw only the road ahead. 

She assumed the police would have closed off the crime scene and were now doing their best to gather evidence, but until Alice’s killer was apprehended, he could be anywhere—not a pleasant thought. 

As for Tigre, Camelia was worried. Who knew what would happen to the tiger once caught? Without Alice to advocate for her, would the cat still be sent to Great Cat Sanctuary, or would she be harmed by people who didn’t understand her? That would be heartbreaking. On the other hand, the thought of a tiger, no matter how friendly, running around the neighborhood was nearly as disturbing as that of the murderer.

There was one more detail Camelia had previously pushed out of her mind—the identity of Alice’s killer. Who could have wanted the woman dead? Camelia didn’t know Alice well enough to speculate on possible past enemies, but she did know Hide’s activists had been unfriendly. A few of the masked advocates had been downright hostile. Could one of them have taken it a step further, indulging in violence? And if so, might he have abducted the tiger as well?

Of course it might not be a man at all, Camelia admitted. She acknowledged her inclination toward male murderers but knew in reality, anyone could be driven to extreme measures under the right set of circumstances. Even she had felt that hatred well up in her heart once or twice in her seventy years. She hadn’t been inclined to act upon it; still, the experience had shown her such powerful emotions had a will of their own.

Then another face crossed her mind—that of the tattooed, albinistic Tycho Bane. It made no sense—he may have been cropping up on Camelia’s radar for reasons unknown, but where was the connection to Alice? Camelia tried to shake it off, but the image lingered. Until she discovered what Bane was up to, anything seemed possible.

Camelia pulled into the parking field at the fairgrounds and switched off the ignition, but then she hesitated. The fair, which had begun with such fun and innocence, had taken on a darker feel. Would people still come? Would they trust to bring their children to a place that harbored death and fear? 

And what of her own trepidation, which she could feel like a veneer of slime crawling across her skin? For a moment, she thought about turning right back around and going home until the nightmare was over and the crimes had been resolved, but it wasn’t in her nature to run away. 

She straightened her shoulders, grabbed her things, and got out of the car. “The show must go on!” she declared to herself one more time.

There were a good number of people in the lane as Camelia made her way toward the cat rescue booth, but it was nothing like it would be an hour later when the place opened to the public. Again Camelia wondered if attendance would be down because of the murder. Maybe it will be up, she laughed. People do love a good mystery. 

Camelia turned along the walk. Nao Smith was already busy behind the counter, setting out the pies in their glass case. She looked perky in her little summer dress. On her head, she wore a sparkly cat ear headband.

“Hi there,” Nao greeted. “I’m glad you made it. I wondered if you would. I heard you had a scare last night.”

Camelia ducked into the shade of the canopy and set her bag under the table out of sight. Taking a cat-print apron from the canopy hook, she tied it with a bow at the back.

“I’m okay. Sad, of course. But I really didn’t know Alice—the woman who died.”

“It’s horrible. To have something like that happen right here in our community. Why couldn’t they have dealt with their hostilities on their own turf instead of bringing it to Ocean Cove?”

Camelia began to help with pies. “Then you think whoever did it is from out of town?”

“Of course. Don’t you? I mean, here we are, surrounded by strangers. The dead woman was a stranger as well. No one from around here even knew her before the fair began.”

Camelia wondered if that were true. Alice hadn’t mentioned having friends in the area, but that didn’t mean anything. Even so, friends wouldn’t be out to kill her, would they?

“I see we got the kickers back from Paloma.” Camelia moved to a basket filled with catnip toys and began organizing them in an attractive presentation. “Did they fare alright in the dryer?”

“This is a batch I had at home. Paloma hasn’t checked in yet, but I think they dried out fine.”

“How’s Yui doing?” Camelia offered gently. Since she hadn’t got a chance the night before to express her condolences on whatever had cost Yui her place in the horse show, she decided to mention it now.

“She’s okay. I assume you’re talking about what happened yesterday at the competition.” 

Camelia nodded. “Ellery and Kelley were there. Ellery said she had some... trouble. That they wouldn’t let her ride?”

“It was all a big misunderstanding.” Nao gave an exasperated huff. “Someone called the board and accused her of cheating. It was a lie, of course. Yui doesn’t need to cheat to win. She’s an excellent rider.”

“How cruel! Do they know who did it?”

“Unfortunately, no. The complaint was delivered anonymously. The board didn’t believe it but were obliged to check it out anyway. She was quickly vindicated, but it cost her the round. She’ll be in today’s round though, so she still has a chance to win.”

“Wish her luck for me,” Camelia said with honest affection. Then she remembered the last time she’d seen the girl—with Dean Hide at the murder site. What were they doing there? Were they merely onlookers, like the others who had gravitated to that scene of horror, or was it something more? 

Camelia kicked herself for thinking Yui Smith could have had anything to do with Alice’s murder, but Dean was another matter. Maybe it had been an accident. Maybe, like the proclamations on so many of their banners, they were trying to free the tiger, and Alice caught them. Then maybe she slipped and hit her head. Not reporting the accident that caused her death was a crime, but not murder. But Camelia was getting ahead of herself... again. The immediate question was whether to tell Nao she’d seen her daughter at the crime scene. 

“You look pensive.”

Camelia glanced up to see Nao studying her with concern and decided not to worry the young mother with possibilities and iffy scenarios. “Do you think people will be scared off by the threat of a loose tiger?” Camelia asked instead.

“The tiger’s been sighted up in the foothills. They doubt it will turn back to town now. There’s a team out after it.”

Camelia felt relieved. “I hope they don’t hurt her.”

“They’re professionals. They have tranquilizer guns and everything.”

Camelia poured herself a cup of coffee from the industrial-sized coffee maker the rescue had rented for the event and went to stand by Nao. Absentmindedly she straightened the display of adoptable cat photos.

“I hope everything works out,” she sighed, fearing things might never be the same again. Looking back over her life—all the sunny summertimes she’d gone to fairs, festivals, and bazaars—none of them had ended in murder.

○ ○ ○

The instant the fair opened its gates, the rescue booth was swamped. Nao, Camelia, and Nancy, who had returned after recovering from her dousing the day before, were kept busy serving coffee, tea, and many, many slices of pie. When someone inquired about a cat, Camelia would take them out to the picnic tables where they could go through the cat book at their leisure. A few asked why the cats weren’t there at the fair, but most were savvy enough to know how stressful the raucous public event would have been for the shy felines.

The noon hour brought even more folks, and by the time one o’clock rolled around, Camelia was ready for a break. She had signed up to work until two, but her replacement, a much younger volunteer, had come in early and was raring to go. 

“Are you sure you don’t need me?” Camelia asked, even as she was shedding her apron and tossing the vinyl gloves in the trash. 

“No, we’ll be fine,” Nao assured. “You go on home. Tomorrow’s another day.”

“Not home yet. I’m meeting Vera at two.”

“Oh?” Nao smiled at the thought of their quirky neighbor. “That should be fun.”

“I’m hoping she doesn’t get too carried away with touring every single thing there is to see.” Camelia sighed. “She’s rented that scooter, but I’ll still be on foot.”

Coming around to the front of the booth, Camelia asked once more, “Is there anything you’d like me to do before I go? I still have an hour.”

“Actually there is one thing, if you really don’t mind.” Nao glared at an overflowing garbage can that was beginning to attract yellow jackets. “Do you think you could find Miles? That can is disgusting. I’ve tried calling but it just goes to voicemail.”

“Sure. He likes to eat his lunch in the floral department among all the flowers. Maybe he’s still there.”

“Thanks.” Nao shook her head. “He’s usually so prompt about trash removal. But I suppose he’s got his reasons.”

Camelia headed off. She took a back path through the gardens, ending up at the big green building with the elaborate gold-trimmed façade. She paused at the entranceway as the clean, fresh scent of hundreds of cut flowers assailed her with their glorious perfume. The place was packed with horticultural enthusiasts and anthophiles checking out the various arrangements and single blossoms displayed on the linen-draped tables. To the right of the door sat a large lady in a flowered dress, flowered hat, and flowered apron. She had her head down and seemed to be napping.

“Florence?” Camelia said softly, then repeated a little louder, “Florence. Are you awake?”

The woman came to with a snuffle. “What? Oh, Camelia. I must have dozed off. At home, I usually lie down for a nap after lunch.” She stood, blinked a few times, and straightened her dress and hat. “What can I do for you, dear?”

“I’m looking for Miles. Have you seen him?”

Florence laughed. “I’m afraid I haven’t seen anything for the last little while. Let’s go ask Jean.”

Florence wove through the crowd with Camelia in tow to the reception table where pamphlets for various floral societies were laid out and the grand prize trophies displayed. Behind the table sat a thin, reedy man, his hands clasped before him. He looked up at the pair with bright brown eyes and a gracious smile.

“Camelia is looking for Miles the handyman. Has he been in?”

Jean cocked his head. “No, now that you mention it, I don’t think he has. Funny, he usually drops in to eat his lunch over by the dahlia exhibit. He likes the dinnerplate dahlias,” Jean explained to Camelia. “The Penhill Watermelon and the Hercules are his favorites, I believe. Did you know the dahlia is the national flower of Mexico? The tubers were grown as a food crop all the way back to the Aztec empire. Would you like to see them? They are spectacular.”

Jean began to rise from his chair.

“I’m sure they are,” Camelia replied quickly, “but right now I need to find Miles. “

Jean sunk back down, trying to cover his disappointment. “Yes, do come back. The Penhill is over six inches in diameter! Nearly a world record setter and grown right here in our little burg.”

“If you see him, could you tell him to check in with the Kitty City booth?”

“Yes, of course,” said Florence. 

“I’m sure he’ll drop by at some point,” Jean said confidently.

Camelia promised to return to see the gigantic flower, then slipped away before Jean could give her any further lessons on the history of the dahlia. 

Once outside, she tried to think where else she could search for the wayward handyman but decided, since he could be just about anywhere, the best approach was to keep her eye open as she went about her own business. She had one other thing she wanted to do before she met Vera.

What is it about a crime scene that lures people as surely as catnip attracts cats? Camelia marveled as she approached the little crowd that gathered near Tigre’s cage, laying down flowers, candles, and stuffed animals. Crime scene tape had been strung six feet out from the cage itself, and for the most part, people were obeying the black and yellow command not to cross. The curtain had been pulled around the front and sides, so there really was nothing to see—still it was the site of tragedy, and the electric horror of the place held its own fascination.

Camelia didn’t linger but took the path around back to the caravans. She slipped past the No Admittance sign and proceeded to Alice’s purple trailer. She was surprised no one stopped her, but the way was clear. Everyone out selling their wares, performing their tricks, and doing whatever it is they do to make their money, she imagined. Even so, she didn’t linger.

The back side of the tiger cage had not been curtained, but the crime scene tape continued all the way around, marking it clearly as prohibited. For a moment, Camelia stared in. The big bed where she had last seen Alice—and Soji, for that matter—was gone, and so were Tigre’s food bowl and water trough, but everything else looked the same—the tree trunk scratching post, deeply marred by giant claws; the various jumbo cat toys strewn around the floor. The gate was shut but not locked, and Camelia thought about taking a closer perusal but decided against it. She really didn’t want to break the law or mess up the crime scene. Besides, that wasn’t what she had come for.

Why had she come, Camelia suddenly wondered? What did she expect to find that the police hadn’t already discovered? Still, there she was. She might as well give a look. 

She turned her attention to the caravan. Another strip of police tape had been strung across the steps, signifying the trailer was also off limits. I may not be able to get into the trailer, she thought to herself, but nowhere does it say I can’t peek through a window.

Camelia moved toward the caravan and immediately saw the problem. Though she was a tall woman, the windows were too high for her to reach. The only one she could get to was the two-by-two square in the front door. Glancing both ways and feeling very guilty, she leaned across the police tape which was strung at shoulder height. Still unable to see anything, she pushed closer. As she moved, she felt something slip across her arm. She’d accidentally dislodged the tape which now hung impotently to the side.

Just as she was wondering if she should try to reaffix it, she heard voices coming up the pathway. Without thinking, she rushed up the steps and grabbed the doorknob. It turned easily and the door opened a crack. The voices were getting louder—they sounded angry. Pulling the door wider, she slipped inside.

Heart racing, Camelia huddled by the window, watching for the hostiles to go by. She hoped it wasn’t the police coming to check their security, because they’d surely notice the displaced tape. If they caught her in the trailer, she would be in big trouble. But would police officers be arguing like that? She didn’t think so.

Two men loomed into her view. One wore a hoodie putting his face in shadow but by the stooped swagger, Camelia thought it might be Carson Hide. She’d only seen him once, and then dressed in costume, but the slightly stilted gait and the hunched posture couldn’t be disguised by a set of robes. 

The men paused directly in front of the tiger cage, though neither seemed to pay any attention to it. The debate was turning angry, and Camelia wondered if they would come to blows.

What was Hide doing there? And who was the other man? Positioned behind Hide as he was, she couldn’t see him clearly. Then the quarrel cut off. Hide turned and stared at the trailer... at her! She pulled away from the glass and flattened herself against the wall. As much as she didn’t want the police to find her, she was even more afraid of being confronted by Carson Hide.

After a long minute, the voices took up again, but this time getting softer, moving away. Camelia snuck a peek and saw the men receding down the path and around the corner. 

Camelia breathed a sigh of relief. She wasn’t used to doing things that made her nervous, and she didn’t like the feeling. Hand on the doorknob, she was ready to rectify the situation posthaste.

Then she hesitated. “I’m here now,” she announced out loud. “Can’t hurt to take a little look-see.”

If she was trying to convince herself, it worked. The hand withdrew, and she turned into the room, curiosity urging her on.

Alice’s living space looked the same as it had during their visit, the looming tiger statue, the winged bric-a-brac hanging from the ceiling, furnishings crammed with knickknacks and oddments. Camelia moved to the little counter by the mini-sink. The water was still on as confirmed by a slow but consistent drip. Camelia cranked the faucet, but the drip continued, most likely a worn washer and really not her problem. She picked up a cheap ceramic unicorn with a glittered horn, something Alice might have got at a fair like this one. Next to it was a pale yellow cat-shaped paper weight. Camelia ran her fingers across the smooth glaze. She flipped it over to find the mark she’d expected—Rookwood, old and probably quite valuable. Next was a horse made of pipe cleaners, something a child might create, and a dried-up crust of a sandwich.

Camelia turned to face the Formica table where she and Alice had so recently sat talking about all sorts of things and nothing at all. It had been a sweet moment of time—Camelia thought she might have found a new friend. But now this. Over before it had begun. Camelia crumpled with the weight of the sorrow.

Catching herself, she pulled her eyes from the cozy space and looked toward the sleeping area. Should she go in? Invade Alice’s most private sanctum? She wouldn’t be the first, she reminded herself. The police would have been all over it, looking for clues. But they had the law on their side where she did not. Besides she wouldn’t recognize a clue if it jumped out and bit her. 

No, much as her little curiosity devil might tell her otherwise, she shouldn’t go there, shouldn’t be in the trailer at all. Moving to the door, she peeked outside to make sure the coast was clear. It was.

Pulling the door ajar just a crack, she was caught off guard by a shaft of sunlight that blazed into her dim-adapted eyes. Blinking, she drew away. As her sight readjusted, she noticed something she hadn’t seen before. 

The sunbeam from the doorway shot straight across the room, highlighting a spot on the bench at the far side of the table. For a moment, she imagined a dark shape within the shaft, a cat shape. 

“Soji?” she gasped. “Is it you?”

She stepped toward the wavering form, but as she passed in front of the beam, casting her own shadow, the shape disappeared. The murky gloom held no more surprises though she continued to watch for a very long time.
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12: Sightings
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“Sorry I’m late.” Camelia hurried up to the woman on the shiny red scooter. “Have you been waiting long?”

“Nope. I just got here myself.” Vera frowned. “What have you been doing, dear? You seem out of breath.”

“Nothing,” Camelia snapped in between gasps, reminding herself of a wayward child who knew she’d been naughty. She gave a short laugh. “If you must know, I was sleuthing, but can we talk about that later? Right now, we need to get to the horse barn for Yui’s competition. Didn’t you say it begins at two?”

“That’s right, but they’re running late. When I went by, they were still judging the ponies, so you’ve got plenty of time to tell me your tale on the way over.”

Vera was looking especially natty in a floral caftan of crimson and gold that matched her little scooter. The fragile woman had a penchant for loose clothing that billowed about her spare figure. The out-of-date fashion wouldn’t work on everyone, but Vera wore it well.

Vera Whitcomb had been the first person to greet Camelia when she moved to Ocean Cove and quickly rose from neighbor to best friend status. Vera was good company: quick-witted, intelligent, and possessing an uncanny empathy that had got her the reputation of a mind reader. Now, rarely a day went by without the two meeting for tea or lunch or a chat across the fence. It’s nice to get out of the neighborhood though, do something different, Camelia thought. The new location had already revealed an aspect of Vera she would never have known otherwise—the woman had a fondness for speed.

“Hold up,” Camelia called as Vera zipped out in front of her. “Does that thing have a slow button?”

Vera swung the motorized vehicle around in an elegant donut and returned to Camelia’s side. “Ha-ha,” she chuckled. “I don’t really know. So far, I haven’t needed one.”

“Well, you’ll need it now if you want to hear about what I discovered while I was searching Alice’s caravan.”

That got the woman’s attention. “You what? You searched the murder victim’s place? Isn’t that off limits?”

“It is.” Camelia smirked as the two set out at a more leisurely pace toward the show corrals. “But the police tape was down...” Camelia omitted the part about her dislodging it herself when she was sneaking and peeking. “And the door was unlocked. I mean, what could it hurt?”

“But it’s a crime scene,” Vera pressed, wide eyes expressing something between reproach and admiration. “Couldn’t you get in trouble?” 

“The tiger cage is the actual scene of crime,” Camelia corrected. “Besides, no one was around. And I didn’t touch anything... much.”

Vera gave a hearty laugh. “Sometimes I wonder about your sanity, Camelia. But I must say, you’ve got spunk.”

“Spunk? Is that what it is? I thought it was stupidity, or maybe just gall.”

“That too.” Vera laughed again.

Caught behind a family who was taking up the width of the pathway, Vera gave a little beep of her horn. The folks moved aside, smiling at the old lady as she scooted by with a wave. Camelia shuffled behind her, her turn to admire Vera’s own audacity. 

“Did you find any clues as to the identity of the County Fair Killer?” Vera asked once past the group.

“The what?”

“The County Fair Killer. That’s what the news people are calling him.”

“Accurate but not very original, is my thought,” Camelia commented. 

“So go ahead, tell me everything.”

“There’s really nothing to tell, aside from the fact Alice had the biggest collection of unrelated items I’ve ever seen in such a small place. But then...” She paused. “Just as I was leaving...” 

Camelia hesitated. Did she really want to mention her Soji sighting? She wasn’t even sure it had been real. A twist of the light, a flicker of shadow, and wishful thinking could easily have produced the same effect. But Camelia revealed everything concerning the ghost cat with Vera. Without someone to share those unlikely experiences, she might have thought she was going insane. 

Vera pulled to a halt, still waiting for Camelia to finish. Camelia leaned toward the seated woman and whispered, “I think I might have seen Soji.”

Vera frowned. “How? Where? Wait—what do you mean, you might have seen her?”

“When I was in Alice’s caravan, just as I was leaving, there was a shaft of sunlight. It was really bright, stabbing me in the eye, as a matter of fact. But that’s when I saw her, sitting at the table. Then she was gone.”

“That does sound like our Soji,” Vera mused. 

She started back up at a reasonable pace. For a while the two traveled in silence, weaving through the crowd that had gathered to see the stage show. Camelia caught a glimpse of a man on a unicycle twirling plates on the end of a pole while circus music blasted from the speakers.

Once past the noise, Vera stopped again. “If you did see Soji,” she mused, “there has to be a reason. You haven’t had a sighting since that... trouble.”

Camelia thought back to that past horrifying incident... Another killer, another death. Soji had appeared several times while the search for the murderer was going on, but since then, nothing. Until yesterday.

“But I did,” Camelia said slowly.

“Did what?”

“I did see her. She was sitting next to Alice’s body in the tiger cage.”

“She what? Oh, sister, that must mean something. You’re in it now, I’d wager.”

Vera gave Camelia a wink and scooted off toward the show corral, leaving Camelia to wander in her dust.

○ ○ ○

The place smelled of horse and straw, and Camelia found it comforting—a scent she remembered from childhood. She felt glad there were still a few things resistant to change.

She and Vera had found a spot on the wooden bleachers where Vera could pull up in her scooter without having to scale the steps. Some things have changed, Camelia amended, and for the better. Allowing wheelchair and scooter access was something never dreamt of when she was growing up.

As Vera predicted, the competition hadn’t started yet. The big corral was empty. A young man was raking the arena while another was setting up hurdles. 

Camelia felt a rush of excitement. “I haven’t seen a horse contest for ages,” she said to her companion. 

“Can’t miss them if you’re a resident of Ocean Cove.”

The men had finished their housekeeping, and the riders were beginning to file in. Camelia peered at the little group, all lined up in quiet anticipation. At first, she couldn’t pick out her young neighbor among the brightly clad and helmeted contestants, but then she caught a glimpse of long black bangs with a magenta streak that matched her costume. 

“Is Yui good?” 

Vera nodded. “She’s excellent. She won in her category for three years in a row, but now that she’s turned seventeen, she’s graduated to a higher classification. She’ll be up against riders with more experience this time. Still, I bet she holds her own. She’s got the confidence of a lion.”

Camelia chuckled. “Yes, I’ve noticed.”

As they waited for the show to start, Camelia gazed around at the audience. Happy people of all types and ages were doing much the same as she, searching for familiar faces among the spectators. Then Camelia caught sight of a face that was all too familiar to her, and not in a good way. 

She stiffened.

“What is it?” Vera asked, immediately aware of Camelia’s tension.

“It’s Tycho Bane—there, across the other side in the second row.”

“The boy from the gas station with all those lovely tattoos?”

“I don’t know about lovely, but yes. That’s him. I seem to be seeing him everywhere. I actually have to wonder if he’s stalking me.”

“Don’t be silly,” Vera began, then faltered. “Really? Stalking?”

“Oh, I don’t know. Maybe it’s my city imagination getting the better of me.”

Just then, Tycho turned his head and looked directly at Camelia, dispelling any notion that he wasn’t aware of her presence. Quickly Camelia looked away. When she turned back, Tycho Bane was gone.

The crew withdrew from the ring as a man in a gem-studded cowboy hat with a jacket to match stepped up. Holding a microphone, he began to announce the competition. After thanking the sponsors and making a big fuss over the horse clubs represented, he stepped over to a box at the side and called the first name. 

A rider in a green costume broke from the line and entered the ring. A countdown was played, then at the bell, horse and rider sprang forward, taking each jump with such style and grace it seemed to Camelia as if they were flying. Only on the last hurdle did the horse shy—nothing much, but enough to elicit a groan from the audience. The green rider finished with a bow to the box, then walked his horse from the ring. As he departed, Camelia could see his head hang and his body slump. He knew he had forfeited the prize.

Two more riders presented after the green boy. Both did well, according to the oohs and ahhs from the crowd. Camelia was especially impressed by a rider on a bay Arabian whose performance seemed flawless. She would be some serious competition for Yui Smith.

Then, as if the announcer had been reading Camelia’s mind, he called, “Number twelve, Yui Fairlight Smith on Wildfire.”

All eyes turned expectantly to the gate, waiting for horse and rider to enter the ring, but the area was empty. The announcer looked perplexed, waited another few seconds, then called the name again.

Restless onlookers had begun to rise to get a better view. The hum of their exchanges grew.

“What’s happening?” hissed Vera. “I can’t see.”

“I don’t know. Yui isn’t coming out.” Camelia stood, peering at the riders in the holding area. “She’s not even in the lineup anymore, but... Where would she have gone?”

Camelia panned the barn. As her gaze swept a small paddock to the far side of the ring, she saw the girl leaning down from Wildfire talking to a policeman. Another officer was holding the horse’s reins. It was obvious Yui was upset, waving her arms in a melodramatic shrug. She pulled off her helmet and threw it to the ground. The officers stood by, unmoved by her tantrum. 

Slowly Yui dismounted, signaling to a young girl who was standing on the sidelines. The girl rushed up, and taking the reins from the cop, led Wildfire away. Similarly, with an officer to each side, Yui was escorted down the tunnel and out of the barn.

Suddenly Camelia noticed something small and black scampering after the distraught girl—a cat! For a moment, she wondered if it was Soji in her solid form. But that was unlikely. The barn housed a colony of community cats—it was no stretch of the imagination that one of them could be black.

Just when Camelia had convinced herself it was one of the ferals, the black cat turned ghostly white and vanished into thin air.
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13: Dreams Asunder

[image: image]


“I’ve got to call Nao!” exclaimed Camelia. “Now!” 

She giggled at the homonyms, but it was nervous laughter, the type that comes bubbling up through anxiety.

“Come on. Let’s get out of here, see if we can find out where they’re taking Yui.” Vera revved up her scooter and headed for the exit. Camelia followed, but this time there was no lagging in her hurried step.

The contestant’s entrance through which Yui and the officers had disappeared was on the opposite side of the barn from the admittance gate. Vera and Camelia sped around the big building as fast as they could muster, but they were too late. All they caught was the rear end of a police cruiser receding down the lane. Camelia thought she saw Yui turn and stare back at her, but through the tinted windows she couldn’t be sure. 

Yui was gone, but Soji might still remain. 

“Where are you going?” Vera asked as Camelia started toward the tunnel. 

“I need to check something. I thought I saw...”

She didn’t bother to finish her sentence. In the glow of the late summer sunshine, the idea now seemed ludicrous.

Camelia slowed as she approached the cavernous portal, but she didn’t stop. Moving into the shadows, she felt the temperature plunge. Straw crunched beneath her feet, letting off a sweet and slightly pungent aroma. At the far end of the way was a bright spot, the competition ring, but the tunnel itself was empty.

Quietly she crouched to the ground. “Soji?” she whispered into the dark. “Soji,” she called again, tuning her ears for the least little sound that might be cat feet scuffing through the hay.

Then she heard it! She held her breath as the sound came closer. Her eyes were adjusting to the gloom, and she could see movement, a cat shadow heading her way.

“Soji!” she exclaimed, but that was a mistake. The shock of her voice startled the feline, and he dashed by her in a streak of orange. Not Soji but one of the ferals.

Camelia cast her gaze around the tunnel one more time, but a rider was coming through, and she didn’t want to get in their way. Returning to Vera, she shrugged.

“You saw the ghost cat again?” 

Camelia nodded. “Following Yui and her official escorts. No sign of her now, though.”

“It means something, Camelia. You know it, and I know it. Soji has something she wants to tell you.”

Camelia rolled her eyes. “Well, if that’s the case, she should hang around long enough to impart the information. This game of hide and seek isn’t doing either of us any good.”

The pair began back toward the Kitty City booth. Camelia rang Nao as they walked but the call went to voicemail.

“Why do you suppose the police want to talk to our Yui?” Vera said as she spun along.

Camelia could think of two reasons, her connection with the GARD and her presence at the crime scene. But lots of people were at the scene of crime at the same time as Yui and Dean. Camelia had been there herself. They couldn’t possibly think little Yui capable of murder.

Before Camelia had a chance to reply, Paloma came running up to them. Her face was flushed, and she was out of breath.

“Have you heard?” she panted. “Nao’s daughter has been arrested for killing that tiger lady!”

Camelia gasped, and Vera let out a little yelp. 

“No way!” and “That can’t be!” they expounded in unison.

“Well, not really arrested. At least not yet.”

“We saw the police take her out of the horse competition,” said Vera.

“Where’s Nao?” Camelia asked.

“She went to the station to be with her daughter. Of course she did, Camelia. What else could she have done?”

The threesome walked back to the booth. Camelia didn’t know Paloma well, but she didn’t need to be her BFF to see she was at her wit’s end.

“Calm down, dear. I’m sure it will be alright. They probably just want to question her to find out if she saw anything when she was at the murder site. But we were all there, several people. I imagine the police will want to speak to everyone eventually. It doesn’t mean she’s a suspect.”

Paloma stopped and looked up at the taller woman. “Really?”

“Really, Paloma. Besides, there’s nothing we can do about it at the moment, so we need to concentrate on the booth. With Nao gone, we’re a person down. I can stay for an hour or so, at least until we hear back from Nao.”

“Oh, that would be so helpful. You’re right about the booth being our first responsibility. I’m worried about Yui, that’s all.”

“We all are. Now go on. We have a line. I’ll be with you shortly.”

Camelia turned to Vera. “So much for our time at the fair,” she sighed.

“It may have been short, but it’s been exhilarating. We got to see our neighbor dragged away by the police, and you had a Soji sighting. More fun than a barrel of monkeys!”

“Anyone ever mention you have a strange idea of fun?”

“Why, as a matter of fact, they have.” Vera gave a wink. “But you’d better get yourself to work before your girl there has a heart attack.”

“What about you?” Camelia asked Vera as she stepped into the booth and began putting on her apron. “Are you going to look around some more or go home?”

Vera turned her head from side to side, taking in the colorful booths and the enthusiastic mob. “I think I’ll keep looking. I’ve got another hour before I have to turn in Shadowfax here.”

“Shadowfax? You’ve named your scooter?”

“Of course. How else could I get him to obey my instructions if I didn’t know his name?”

“It’s a he?”

Vera laughed. “Ho, Shadowfax!” she cried as she pulled out into the lane, narrowly missing a herd of children concerned only with their giant heads of blue cotton candy.

Camelia waved goodbye, then stepped up to the sales counter. “What can I get you?” she asked the first person in line.

○ ○ ○

It hadn’t been part of Camelia’s plans to put in a second shift at the cat rescue booth, but what else could she do? Nancy had gone home, and without Nao, Paloma was alone. She’d put in a call to see if there was someone else who could help out but had yet to hear back. Sunday of Labor Day weekend, a lot of people had taken the chance to get away, a final trip before school started and the seasons changed.

“I’m going to try calling Nao again,” Paloma told Camelia when they had finally served all the folks wanting pie and cat adoption info. “To make sure she’s okay. And I need to know if she’ll be back to close up tonight. She’s got the keys to the cashbox.”

Paloma sat down on a plastic lawn chair and took her phone out of her apron pocket. Just as she put it to her ear, it started to ring. Paloma nearly fell out of her seat in surprise. Looking at the caller, she said. “It’s Tiki, from the rescue. I’ve got to take this.”

There were still no patrons, so Camelia decided if Paloma wasn’t able to call Nao, she would do it herself. She’d resisted, having called twice before and left messages, but curiosity overcame her.

The phone had barely rung when she heard the soft voice of her neighbor. “Hello, Camelia. I was just about to call you.”

“Oh, my dear. Are you okay? Is Yui alright? Vera and I were at the horse show. We saw her leave...”

“With the police. Yes, I know.” Nao sighed. “But it’s all over now and we’re home. There was a misunderstanding, something about Yui being part of that horrid activist gang—which she’s not! It took a while for them to get it through their heads, but they finally let her go. Imagine! Thinking my daughter was a terrorist!” Nao huffed. “It makes me mad as a wet cat.”

“I’m so sorry. The police are just doing their job though, trying to find out who murdered Alice.”

“Well, it wasn’t Yui!”

“Of course not, but maybe they thought she might know something useful.”

“Why would she?” Nao spat.

“I’m glad you were able to set them straight,” Camelia fudged. No point in telling the distraught mother that her sweet child had in fact participated in GARD activity—at least not unless she had to. Hopefully Yui would be more careful in the future.

“Is there anything I can do?” Camelia asked. 

“How’s Paloma? I left her in the lurch at the booth.”

“I’m here helping out until she finds someone else to come.” Camelia glanced at Paloma who was smiling as she hung up her phone. She caught Camelia’s eye and nodded enthusiastically. “Which it looks like she’s done,” Camelia finished up. “Do you think you’ll be back for closing?”

“Yes, I...”

There was a pause on the line. “Hold on a minute.”

Before she could reply, Camelia heard shouting in the background. She couldn’t make out the words, but they sounded angry. 

“Wait! No! Yui! Don’t you dare...!” Nao called out, then to Camelia she exclaimed, “Yui just took off on her horse! She’s really mad about missing out on the competition today. She got bumped from the one yesterday too. Today was her chance to make it up, and look what happened!” 

Nao broke down in tears. “Camelia, what should I do? Should I go after her? Call the police?”

“I wouldn’t do anything drastic, Nao. She’s probably just riding off the steam. She’ll come back—she’s a smart girl. Maybe in the meantime, you could talk to the horse commission or whoever is in charge and explain what happened, see if she could make it up somehow. There’s still one more day of the fair.”

“Do you think they’d make an exception?”

“It can’t hurt to ask.”

“You’re right.” Camelia heard Nao take a big breath and let it out again. “Thank you, Camelia. I appreciate your levelheadedness. It’s hard being the mother of a teenager sometimes. And you’re right about Yui, too. Of course she’ll come back. I just hope she’ll be okay...” 

“Did she say where she was going?”

Nao was silent for a long time. “Well, that’s just it. But I don’t think she’d really do it. It was just the anger talking—you know how dramatic teens can be.”

There was a hint of hysteria in Nao’s wavering tone that made Camelia wonder. “Why? What did she tell you?” 

Again the hesitation.

“Nao, what is it?”

“Do you think I should be worried? Should I call Aiden? He’s out on a plumbing job but he’d come straight home if he thought our little girl was in danger. I hate to bother him when he’s working, and I already called once about the police thing and...”

Nao was talking faster and faster. Camelia was getting a bad feeling. “Stop!”

Nao ceased mid-sentence.

Slowly, carefully, and enunciating each word, Camelia commanded, “Tell me what she said.”

“Well, it couldn’t be... She wouldn’t...”

“Just tell me!” 

Camelia was instantly embarrassed by her outburst. “I’m sorry, but please...” 

“It was the last thing Yui said before she slammed out of here and jumped on Wildfire.” Nao paused. 

It took all the restraint Camelia could muster not to push her once more, but she did it. Finally in a near whisper, Nao confirmed her wildest fears. 

“Yui said she was going to find the tiger.”
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14: Sunset over the Pacific
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“Yui Smith has gone to look for the tiger?”

Ellery stopped dead, his face filling with concern.

Camelia turned toward the west, toward the great Pacific Ocean. The sun was edging near the horizon, lost in the cover of clouds that were beginning to gather there. Red rays shot up to the heavens. Camelia wasn’t sure whether it seemed glorious or menacing—maybe a little of both. A portent of things to come, or just the sunset doing its night thing?

When the volunteer showed up to take over for her at the Kitty City booth, Camelia had come straight home, but even though she was tired almost to the point of exhaustion, she couldn’t sit still. She called Ellery and asked if he’d like to join her for a walk along the beach. He agreed, and together they climbed down the long set of steps from the bluff by Love Cottage to the shoreline. It was worth it, Camelia thought to herself, though she wondered if she would feel the same when she made that long hike back up.

“I doubt she was serious,” said Camelia. “Just acting out after missing her chance for a blue ribbon and being questioned by the police.”

“You’re probably right. I hope you are,” Ellery added.

“Nao alerted Jamie just the same. He got hold of the tiger search team. They’ll keep an eye out for her and send her back if she comes across their radar.”

“Do they know where it is, the tiger?”

“I don’t think so, though someone said they saw her in the foothills. Whether it was a tiger they saw, or a cougar or bear, who knows? It might have been a big dog, for that matter. I’d bet Tigre knows how not to be seen.”

“Cats are good at that, aren’t they?”

“That they are.”

Camelia and Ellery started walking along the beach. Even in summer, the temperature cooled off quickly as the sun went down, and Camelia tucked her scarf tighter around her neck.

“There is something,” she began.

Ellery knew enough not to interrupt.

“About Yui,” Camelia continued, shoving her hands in her pockets. “I know why the police wanted to question her.”

“Okay, I’ll bite. Why did the police want to question Yui Smith?”

Camelia laughed. “I don’t mean to be coy—I’m just trying to figure. Sometimes it seems important, and others, I feel like I’m overreacting, making too much of nothing. I don’t know, Ellery. And then of course it really is none of my business.”

“Why don’t you go ahead and tell me, and we can work it out together.”

Camelia stooped to pick up an agate and showed it to Ellery.

“They’re getting scarce, you know,” she said thoughtfully. “When I was a kid, they were everywhere. My mum and I would comb the beach and pick up hundreds. Well, maybe not hundreds, but a lot. I kept them in a jar by my bed. When I moved to Ocean Cove, I gave them away, to the little boy next door who loved rocks. He wanted to be a geologist when he grew up. I thought it made sense...”

Camelia heaved a sigh. “Yui has ties to the GARD, and I think she and Dean might have had something to do with Alice’s murder.”

It took Ellery a moment to jump subjects, then his face morphed from a genial smile to a grimace.

“What?”

“Maybe not the murder directly, but what if they were there with the activist group, and they were trying to free the tiger? What if something happened—an accident possibly? They would still be responsible, but they wouldn’t be murderers, per se.”

“Okay, hold on a minute. I don’t even know what you’re talking about. Yui and who? Did what?” He took her arm and guided her up the shore to a driftwood log. “Sit down and tell me from the beginning.”

Camelia did as she was told, collapsing onto the smooth wood. “Ellery, what do you know about the GARD?”

“The acronym stands for Grassroots Animal Rescue and Defense, but besides that, not much. I’d never heard of them until the protest outside the tiger cage the other day, but I looked them up on the internet. Evidently they’re known for working outside the law and doing bizarre stunts to garner attention.” He shook his head. “I respect the organizations that truly fight for animal’s rights, but these violent offshoots... They’re not helping anyone.”

“I agree with you. But did I mention that the GARD are staying across the street from me? In the rental.” She waved toward the bluff where the boxy guesthouse could just be seen peeking over the edge. “Their leader is the notorious terrorist, Carson Hide. Dean is his grandson.”

Camelia slipped off her sandals and pushed her toes into the black sand, silky and still warm from the day.

“What do you think makes Ocean Cove’s sand black?” she queried vaguely.

“It’s the basalt fragments from an ancient lava flow. Now go on, please. What about this Dean?”

“Our Yui seems to have taken up with him. Her mother thinks it’s just a casual association, but I know there’s more to it. During the protest, I saw her with him. She was wearing one of those black robes and throwing stuff at the police right along with the others.”

“Yui Smith was at the protest? Why didn’t you tell me?”

Camelia was silent. “I suppose it’s because I didn’t want it to be true. But then when I saw them again at the tiger cage after Alice was killed... I didn’t put it together right away, but what if... What if...”

Camelia couldn’t get past that first fatal phrase so Ellery did it for her.

“What if the GARD decided to mess with the tiger or even set her free? By their reputation, it’s something they might do. What if their plans went wrong—say, Alice tried to stop them, and in the process, got hurt? And what if—now here’s the clincher—what if Yui Smith was there when it happened?”

“Yes! Exactly! It’s sort of a leap, but that would explain why the police brought her in, and also why she went looking for Tigre. Maybe she feels guilty for her part in letting the big cat go.”

“You’re right about one thing, Camelia.”

“What’s that?”

Ellery took her hand. “It’s a leap.”

“Oh.” Camelia folded in on herself. The soft breeze was intensifying, bringing with it the night’s chill.

“Here’s what you know for a fact,” began the ever-practical Ellery. “Correct me if I’m wrong. Yui has struck up a—shall we call it a friendship? with Dean Hide, a full-fledged member of GARD. She participated in the protest at the tiger cage. After the murder, she was at the cage again. But so were a lot of other people. It doesn’t make her complicit.”

“Then you think I’m overreacting?”

Ellery shrugged. “There’s something else we know about Yui. That she’s a smart young woman. She’s passionate about animals, which would explain why she might get caught up in an animal rights demonstration, but setting a tiger free in a community? No way. And violence? Think about it. The Yui we know would never stand for it, let alone participate in it.”

Camelia straightened and sighed. “You’re right. So right. Let’s go back now. Maybe she’s home already and all my worry will have been for nothing.”

Camelia stood, held out a hand to Ellery, and helped him to his feet. Together they strode back along the beach, neither saying another word. As they reached the stairs, Camelia glanced up at the bluff above. There on the top step was a black shadow shaped like a cat.

○ ○ ○

Full twilight had fallen by the time Camelia and Ellery made it from the beach to the bluff by way of the long stairs. Collapsing on the lookout bench, Camelia patted the wooden seat next to her.

“Come sit for a moment.” She gazed at the remnants of the day, a scattering of red-gold striation where the sky hit the sea. “I’m not quite ready to step back into real life yet.”

Ellery did as he was bid, glad of the respite. “I swear that climb gets longer every time I do it!” he remarked. 

Camelia gave his arm a friendly nudge. “You need to keep in shape. Use it or lose it, they say.”

“Who are ‘they’?” he grumbled. “Young twenty-somethings with rock-hard abs and not an extra ounce of fat?”

“You don’t have much in the way of extra fat yourself,” she said to the spare man with his long legs and swimmer’s body.

“The six-pack went by the wayside decades ago,” he confessed. “The life of an artist can be quite sedentary. I do stand while I’m painting, but the sketches are done sitting down, and so is some of the preliminary work.”

“Not to mention binge-watching that sci-fi series you’re so invested in.”

“That’s research,” Ellery defended.

“For seascapes? I don’t see how.”

“The cinematography gives me new ideas for perspective and composition.”

“And the space chases and alien invasions? What do they have to do with painting?”

“Nothing,” he said with a satisfied grin. “Those are just for fun.”

“I’d rather read a book,” Camelia scoffed. “Make pictures with my own imagination.”

“That works too. Whatever gets you thinking about something beyond your own back yard.”

“Speaking of my back yard...” Camelia turned at the sound of hoofbeats and then a car pulling up to the Smith’s yellow house. “It looks like the prodigal daughter has returned.” Camelia gave a sigh of relief, then frowned. “Who’s that with her?”

A man was getting out of the car. He walked to the front door while Yui took her horse around to the barn.

“That’s Scott Whitcomb, Vera’s son. He’s on the tiger search crew. He’s a veterinarian. The team must be back for the night.”

“Do you think they found Tigre?” 

Camelia didn’t wait for an answer but got to her feet and began across the street to the Smith house. Nao had come to the door, Aiden by her side. Scott was talking to them gently. Abruptly Nao buckled into her husband’s arms with a little sob.

Adrenaline surged through Camelia as she rushed faster. Then she paused. If something terrible had happened, would Nao want her barging in on her grief?

But it was too late. Nao, resuming her composure, had already seen her and was waving furiously. 

“She’s back!” she cried. “Yui’s back!”

Camelia closed the gap between them. “Then everything’s okay?”

“Better than okay. Scotty has just been telling me. He was able to calm her down. She’s putting Wildfire away now, but when she comes in, I have the best news! You were right, Camelia. I called the 4-H Horse Advisory, and they’re going to let her ride in a special event tomorrow. She still has a chance to win the ribbon!”

“She’ll be excited to hear that,” the man said. “Hello Camelia. I don’t think we’ve met, but I’ve heard a lot about you. I’m Scott.”

“Yes, of course. I’ve seen you a few times across the fence going to Vera’s. It’s nice to finally meet you in person.” 

Camelia studied the young man who was the apple of her neighbor’s eye. He was edging on forty, but in spite of a gray streak in his ebony hair, his friendly face seemed untainted by age. Maybe that was what came from a lifetime helping animals, though Camelia had also heard the other side of the story, the depression that plagued some veterinarians constantly faced with a world that felt little compassion for the planet’s other occupants.

“Well, I’d better be going,” said Scott. “Early rising tomorrow and back on the hunt.”

“Then you didn’t find Tigre,” Camelia said with disappointment.

Scott gave her a funny look. “The tiger? No. Not a sign. We figure that sighting was false. We’re going to try a different quadrant.”

“What if you don’t find her?” Camelia posed. “I mean, never find her at all?”

“She’ll be found. We’re just hoping it happens before she gets hungry and goes after someone’s livestock. We’ve got some professional trackers meeting us tomorrow. We’ll find her, Camelia. Don’t worry.”

“You won’t hurt her, will you?”

Scott’s face clouded. “Not if I have anything to say about it.”

There was a round of goodbyes, and Scott left for his car. Nao gave Camelia a look of utter exaltation.

“I can’t tell you how relieved I am to have our daughter back. She’s gotten in a huff before—many times—but she’s never stormed off on Wildfire like that. I don’t know what got into her.”

“Maybe you can talk to her about it now that she’s calmed down.”

“I’m reserving judgment until she actually comes in. I know she’ll be happy about the contest tomorrow. I’ll lead with that and go from there. But I’m being rude, Camelia. Would you and Ellery like to come in?”

Camelia glanced with surprise at the man now standing behind her. For a moment, she’d forgotten all about him.

“No, I’m the one who’s being rude,” said Camelia, “bothering you in the middle of your family crisis.”

“Ex-crisis, thankfully.”

“Yes, very thankfully. Well, we’ll leave you to it. Come on, Ellery, you can walk me home.”

Nao put her hand on the doorknob. “Goodnight then, and Camelia, thanks for everything.”

Aiden echoed the farewell in a mumble. 

Camelia smiled. “I’m not sure what I did, but you’re welcome.”

Walking Camelia home only meant traversing the few feet to the next house down, but Ellery took the job seriously, escorting her right up to her front door.

“All’s well that ends well,” he said as they stood on the porch, surrounded by the scent of the climbing roses that twined up the columns and along the roofline.

Camelia dug her keys out of her vest, then peered at him. In the shadows, she could see little of his expression, but she could visualize it anyway: calm, peaceful, friendly.

She, herself, felt anything but calm. “It hasn’t ended yet. There’s still a tiger to find, to say nothing of a killer. So many questions and no answers!”

“I suppose. But Yui is home safe. Take the win for what it is and get some rest. The other stuff will still be there for you to fuss over in the morning.”

“You’re right. I do need some sleep. That walk took more out of me that I’d realized.”

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow. Breakfast at my place, ten a.m.” 

He turned and descended the steps, but as he started down the walk, he stumbled on a vine in the pathway. Looking back, he called out. “You really should leave your porch light on when you’re going to be out after dark, Camelia. I think I just got tackled by an octopus!”

“It’s probably just the wisteria. Good night now. Try not to bump into any other wayward sea creatures.”

Camelia concentrated on getting the key into the lock in the dark. Ellery was correct about the need of a light, but there was one problem. She distinctly recalled the last thing she did before leaving the house was to flick the porch light switch to the on position.
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15: Visitation
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The porch light, the one that attracted such a profusion of coastal moths and flying night insects, had been on. Camelia made sure of it when she went for her walk in case she and Ellery stayed to watch the sunset. She’d also switched on the desk lamp and the overhead light in the kitchen for Blaze to eat his snack. Now those were off as well. Even the little plug-in night light and the clock with its red bar numerals were dark. The room was pitch black.

She took a cautious step across the threshold, flicking the wall switch, then trying the lamp on the side table, both with no result. Had the electricity gone out? The Ocean Cove grid could be unreliable. She’d been warned about intermittent blackouts, but they usually occurred in the winter during the storms. She had yet to experience one herself.

Camelia closed the front door behind her and was greeted with an ominous silence. No gurgle from the water heater, no refrigerator hum. It was so quiet she could hear the pound of the surf on the shore as it crashed with a heart-like rhythm, a living entity all its own.

Camelia tossed off her jacket and peered out the window. Nao’s lights were on, as were Vera’s. So were the streetlights on the road. Whatever phenomenon was depriving Love Cottage of current, it was on her end, not theirs.

Camelia sighed, supposing that meant a trip to the circuit box at the back of the house. She hadn’t had occasion to bother with such things since her initial tour with the real estate agent, and at that time she had other, more interesting aspects of the cottage on her mind. She’d never been good at determining which of the little switches had decided to turn itself off, but if she flicked enough of them, she could usually track down the culprit. 

She reached into her vest pocket for her phone with its handy flashlight app and grunted. “That’s right, you ninny,” she whispered in reproach. “You thought it would be a nice idea not to take your phone to the beach. You thought you wouldn’t need it. You thought Ellery would have his if anything came up.” She harrumphed again. “So much for what you thought.” 

As she stood in the dark trying to remember where she had left the darned thing, she heard the familiar sound of claws clicking on the hardwood floor.

“Blaze, sweetheart...” she began, but stopped abruptly when there came another set of pawsteps following the first. 

Camelia experienced a moment of odd lightheadedness. “Soji?” she breathed into the gloom. The ghost cat usually announced herself with a small mew, a promise she had made to Camelia to help minimize the shock of her ghostly manifestations, but there had been no such cry. Maybe Camelia was wrong. Maybe it wasn’t Soji at all.

Then there was a sound that made her forget about little cat feet. The clacking of claws, yes, but louder, deeper, slower. 

Camelia froze in place. Somewhere in her ancestral memory, she knew that sound, knew it and feared it with every fiber of her body. But it couldn’t be... 

Could it? 

She heard a snuffle, horse-like but not. Then something heavy dropped to the floor with an oof.

The silence imploded in Camelia’s ears. She strained to see but to no avail, shadows blending into one impenetrable texture.

Suddenly there was a light. Camelia gasped with surprise as Soji materialized on the back of the sofa, the white misty form of her ghost self. The cat blinked red eyes innocently then gave a small mew.

“I come,” Soji said nonchalantly. “I brrring one to meet you.”

Camelia didn’t move. By the ghost light, she could see her fears were well founded. Lying out on the floor in front of the fireplace hearth was a tiger. The big cat mirrored Soji’s blinks with her huge green eyes, then gave a sound of her own, something between a grunt and a vocalized yawn.

Camelia’s mind was racing, calculating whether she could make it out the door before the tiger sprang on her with deadly intent. She doubted it, especially since her muscles had frozen in fright. A tear slipped down her cheek, then another, rivulets through the wrinkles of her face. 

She was so scared, yet at the same time, so in awe of this magical creature. The tiger was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. The sleek stripes and whorls, the muscular torso, the huge tail which tapped time to some unheard beat. Most spectacular of all was the face, a face that showed her age but also her wisdom. Her eyes were soft—she seemed to mean no harm. But what did Camelia know of wildcats? The tiger’s passive demeanor might well stem from her assurance that she was in charge. Or contemplation of a Camelia dinner...?

Soji rose, stretched, and leapt onto the mantelpiece. With a whomp that made Camelia jump, the fireplace sprang to life, the fire bathing the room with its flickering, honeyed glow. The tiger lay her head on her paws, relishing the warmth. 

Soji took her solid form, black and soft as any normal cat. “At last,” she intoned in her furry, not-quite-real voice.

“What...” was all Camelia could manage.

“I rrreach out many times, but you not answer.”

“You... reach out? You mean all those sightings? That really was you?”

“Who else?”

“I... I’m sorry. I didn’t know what you wanted.” Camelia paused, eying the tiger. “What do you want?”

“Tielle not hurrrt you,” said Soji. “She is lost. She needs us. She is sad for the death of her cohabitor and angry as well. You will help?”

“I don’t know what to say,” Camelia stammered. “How could I possibly...”

Tigre’s eyes dilated, and she gave a low growl.

“Of course I’ll help,” Camelia quickly blurted. 

The tiger’s eyes returned to normal.

“Can she understand me?” Camelia whispered to the ghost cat.

“What do you think?” Soji grumbled. “That only human species can communicate with others?”

“I really don’t know. You’re the only non-human who’s ever spoken to me.” Blaze, who had taken up his spot on the couch cushion, meowed in protest. “With words, I mean, dear,” she added to the tuxie.

Soji took in this bit of information. “I see,” she said finally. “Then I translate.”

Soji hopped down to the hearth and nuzzled Tigre’s big, soft ear while Camelia waited in the gloom. The minutes stretched, and she felt herself getting a cramp in her leg from standing in one position for so long.

“I don’t mean to break into your private conversation, but would it be alright if I sat down?”

All three cats looked at Camelia. Then Soji laughed. “So true, Tielle, so true.”

“What’s so funny? And who’s Tielle?”

“Tielle is this one’s chosen name.” Her eyes caressed the big cat. “She does not know how humans stand on only two legs at all. Yes, sit. As I told, she not hurt you.”

“I know that’s what you said, but, well... She is so grand!”

Soji whispered to Tielle, then turned back to Camelia. “She appreciates the compliment. She likes you. Now I tell you what she wants you to do.”

Camelia sank thankfully into the chair nearest her and farthest from the tiger. She was glad Tigre—Tielle—felt friendly toward her but wasn’t about to take any unnecessary chances that the big cat might change her mind.

Soji and Tielle commiserated a few minutes longer while Camelia watched the firelight dance across their feline forms. Then Soji stepped away from the tiger and hopped back up to the mantlepiece.

“Here it is: What is done cannot be undone. There is only one road now, revenge. Those words are of Tielle.”

“The tiger wants me to take revenge?” 

Soji gave a very human-like nod. 

“On the person that killed Alice?”

Again the nod.

“What sort of revenge? I’m not exactly the avenging angel type.”

“Tielle suggests kill.”

Camelia gasped. “I’m sorry but that’s not going to happen. People don’t just go around killing people.” Soji gave her a quizzical look. “Well, some of them do, but not me. There has to be another way.”

Tielle chuffed a snort, and Soji responded with a snuffle of her own.

To Camelia, she said, “Revenge comes in many flavors.” 

Camelia thought about it. “What if revenge were exposing the person who killed Alice and seeing to it they were put away for life?”

After a short exchange between big and little cat, Tielle stretched her black lips into a satisfied grin.

“She likes that idea?” Camelia asked.

“Yesss. Herself has spent much time in such jails. She believes it a satisfactory, and ironic, punishment.”

“So that just means we need to catch the killer.” Camelia frowned. “But how do I do that when no one knows who it is?”

“Not problem,” Soji said smugly. “Tielle knows. She was there. She saw everything.”

○ ○ ○

Camelia leapt up in excitement, forgetting all about her mistrust of the wildcat.

“Who? Who killed Alice?”

“Maybe not so simple. Tielle knows only the look-like.”

“She doesn’t know his name? Well, she wouldn’t, would she?” Camelia slumped back down into the chair. “But maybe I can figure it out. Tell me what she saw.”

Soji and Tielle communicated, then Soji began, her voice low and gravelly, as if the tiger were talking through her.

“It happens when the Protector brings fresh water.”

“The Protector? Is that Alice?”

Soji shook out of her trance and gave Camelia an unbelieving stare. “Of course. Who other?”

“I’m sorry. Please go on.” 

“The door to my house is open,” Soji took up again in the funny raspy voice. “A male comes unbidden. I sleep but wake to fighting. First, the male shouts. Then Protector shouts. Then the male , then Protector. Then the male...”

“I get the picture,” Camelia broke in. “What happened to make them stop shouting at each other?”

Soji glared at Camelia, resenting the interruption. “The male pushes Protector hard against the climbing box. Protector’s head hits the sharp edge. The male leaps on her and bashes the head against the box more times until life has gone. He stands, looming like a great ape. I am aroused by the smell of blood and death. I rise to smite the male, but he runs. I pursue but he shelters where I cannot follow. I hear humans. Instinct bids me to flee. Soji finds me, lost and alone, and brings me to you.”

“Tell me about the male... the man. What did he look like? What was he wearing?”

“Male,” Soji said, back to her usual purr. “Like a human man.”

“I’m afraid that doesn’t give me much to go on. Is there anything else?”

“About two times higher than Tielle. Body not like elephant but not like gazelle either.”

“Not fat or skinny,” Camelia translated. “Go on.”

“Fur was black. Body coverings, white. Paw coverings, black.”

“Front or back paws—I mean, hands or feet?”

“Both.”

A man, six foot tall, medium build, black hair, wearing gloves and black shoes. The clothing was inconsequential since he could change it on a whim. Still, an all-white outfit would have stood out in a crowd. If the police could get photos, or better yet, a video of people at the fair that day, it might be a lead. 

“Anything else?”

Soji wrinkled her nose. “He smelled.”

“Smelled of what?”

“Spoiled meat and fruit. Alcohol, anger, and fear.”

Camelia tried to put those scents together to draw a conclusion, but failed. An angry alcoholic with a penchant for fruit? Anger seemed reasonable since he’d just killed someone, and so did fear, but spoiled meat? No, she wasn’t all that good with smells herself.

“Will you?” Soji purred.

“Hmmm?” Camelia replied, still ruminating on what the ghost cat had told her.

“Wrrreak vengeance?”

Camelia looked at Soji, sitting tall on the mantlepiece, and at the tiger, reclining cat-like in front of the fire. Such a glorious being! 

“Of course I...” 

Camelia stopped midsentence, adrenaline shooting through her system. The room seemed to shift, turn upside-down, then settle again. She heard a click and a gurgle as the water heater started up. The refrigerator began to hum, and from the kitchen came a ding from the microwave. With a heart-stopping flash, the lights were on again—every single light in the house! 

Camelia blinked, momentarily blinded. The first thing she saw when her vision cleared was the torn five-pound bag of kibble lying in the kitchen doorway, bits strewn across the hardwood floor like brown hail. Then other things began to draw her attention: Blaze curled up on the sofa, casually licking a paw; Tielle laid out in front of the fireplace like a great beast.

The ghost cat was nowhere to be seen. 
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16: Cat Hunt
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A tiger in her living room? What had she been thinking? What spell had she been under to imagine anything about that scenario was okay?

Camelia lunged for the front door, jumped through, then slammed it behind her. She stood for a moment on the porch, now fully lit by the overhead lamp. She was panting, giddy. Her mind was whirling. There was a tiger in her living room. What should she do next?

Camelia peered through the window, just to make sure she hadn’t dreamed it. No, Tielle was still there, but now she was pacing. That wasn’t good, was it? There was no sign of Blaze. Oh, no! What if she’s hurt him? But he must have gone somewhere else—somewhere safe, she prayed. She had no time to lose. There was a tiger in her living room.

Without her phone, she did the only thing she could think of—she ran next door to Vera’s. Maybe Scott would still be there. He was on the tiger search team—he’d know what to do. And if not, she could use Vera’s phone to call the police.

“What?” Vera grumbled as she answered Camelia’s fretful banging. “Oh, Camelia,” she exclaimed when she saw her friend’s state. “What’s wrong?”

Camelia leaned against the door jamb, panting as if she had jogged a mile instead of just up the street a few yards. 

“Tiger,” she gasped.

“Huh?”

“Tiger,” Camelia repeated with a little more force.

Scott pushed in beside his mom. “What’s going on, Mum? I thought I heard...”

Camelia reached out a limp hand and pawed the young man. “Ti-ger!” This time she managed to enunciate the syllables into a coherent word. “The tiger is in my house!”

Both Vera and Scott stood dumbfounded, then Scott jumped into action. Taking Camelia’s arm, he guided her to the sofa. “Get her a drink,” he told Vera. To Camelia he said softly, “Sit down here and tell me. Are you okay?”

Camelia sat, thankful of the cushions underneath her that were possibly the only thing keeping her from melting into the floor and disappearing forever. “I’m fine—just...” She rolled her eyes. “Just a little overwhelmed. Tielle—the tiger that escaped from the fairgrounds—she’s in my...”

“That’s crazy,” said Vera as she brought Camelia a cup of dark red tea. “What have you been smoking...”

Scott shot his mother a look. “Let Camelia tell it, Mum. That tiger has to be somewhere. If she’s here, it could be the best thing for her.”

He turned back to Camelia, who was clutching her tea mug like a lifeline. “Did you see the tiger?”

“Yes. Oh, yes.” 

She thought back to the long discourse she’d had with Soji translating for Tielle. She knew she couldn’t tell him about that—it would seem absurd. It seemed absurd to her now. How could she have spent all that time conversing with a tiger as if it were something she did every day? She’d felt no fear—that was the ghost cat’s doing. Or maybe she really was crazy—always a possibility. 

“By the fireplace. At least she was. You should be able to see her through the window.”

Scott was already on the move. He had his phone out and was shrugging on a jacket. 

“Blaze is in there too. Don’t let her hurt him.”

“Her cat,” Vera explained. 

“He’s a black and white tuxie. Please watch for him. I don’t know what I’d do if he were lost.”

“You stay here,” Scott commanded, but he needn’t have—Camelia had no intention of going anywhere near her place until the big cat was safely gone.

“Be careful, Scotty!” said Vera as he headed for the door.

“Always, Mum. Be right back.”

Vera and Camelia watched Scott through the kitchen window as he moved cautiously between the houses and climbed onto the porch. After only a swift glance, he tiptoed back down again, stepped into the street, and dialed someone on his phone. He talked fast and agitatedly, listened for a fleeting moment, then dropped the phone to his side, though he didn’t put it away.

Vera ran to the door and opened it a crack. “Is it there? The tiger?”

“Oh yeah,” Scott exclaimed. “She’s there alright. Doesn’t seem to be doing any damage. Camelia, do you have any idea how she got in?”

Camelia shook her head. The ghost cat let her in so we could have a heart-to-heart, would produce more questions than answers.

“If she got in, she could get out again. You’d better stay inside until we get her corralled. The team is on their way.” 

They didn’t have to wait long before cars, vans, and emergency vehicles began to arrive. No one put on sirens—they had been warned to keep total silence. Vehicle doors were left open or closed softly; the usual crackle of radios was put on mute. Camelia knew Tielle would sense them, no matter how quiet they were, but hopefully their caution would help reassure her they meant no harm.

Vera and Camelia had taken up at the kitchen window again, this time drawing over chairs to watch more comfortably.

“Just like an action movie, eh?” Vera joked, but her face conveyed a very real worry.

Camelia put a hand over hers. “He’ll be alright. Those people know what they’re doing. They’ve done it before.”

“But Scotty hasn’t. He takes care of cats and dogs and sometimes livestock or a raccoon.”

“They won’t take any chances. Try to relax, if you can.”

“He did care for a wounded cougar once,” Vera said optimistically. “But it was already under sedation when it got to him.”

“Still, that’s something. He seems to be a smart boy. And he’s confident he can do this.”

Vera nodded and fell silent. Camelia turned back to the scene outside and let her be. 

After what seemed like hours but was probably twenty minutes at the most, the team gathered on Camelia’s porch. Two men brandishing rifle-like equipment that Camelia assumed to be the tranquilizer guns stood to either side. Another man in a bulletproof vest stepped between them.

Slowly he cracked the door. Before he could get it more than a few inches, out flew a small streak of black and white. Camelia knew that streak and leapt from her chair. 

She hurried to Vera’s front hall and rushed outside in spite of Scott’s warning. “Blaze! Here! Treat!”

The cat paused mid-stride, turning his face toward Camelia. She crouched to her knees and held out her hand. 

“Blaze, treat.” She felt bad about lying, having no such delicacy, but he was trained to come to the word, and this was an emergency. 

Blaze wavered, then turned and tore up the steps and into Camelia’s waiting arms. He sniffed around for his treat but didn’t seem upset by the fact it wasn’t there. He had faith.

Camelia stumbled to her feet and ducked back into the house with the cat in her grasp. “Vera, do you happen to have a piece of lunch meat handy?”

Vera scrounged a bit of sliced chicken, and Blaze eagerly chomped the fare, though he refused to leave Camelia’s arms, insisting he be fed on her lap as she sat on the couch with a tea towel draped across her. Vera didn’t mind. She liked cats though she had none of her own. Maybe we can rectify that, Camelia thought to herself as the fragile woman in her blue house dress sat beside her petting Blaze with soft determination.

Both women had silently decided that watching the blow-by-blow happenings next door was needlessly stressful. Some of the team had entered the house while others remained on watch outside. The police had set up roadblocks on the street and gone around to warn the neighbors to stay in their homes. An ambulance crouched quietly by in case its services were required, the crew drinking coffee as they waited.

When Vera’s phone tinkled out the first bars of Stayin’ Alive, Camelia jumped, nearly upsetting the plate on her lap, not to mention poor Blaze. Vera, who had been holding the instrument in her hand since the whole thing started, slapped it to her ear.

“Yes?” she answered eagerly.

She listened for a moment. Camelia couldn’t hear the conversation—only the drone of a man’s voice—but Vera’s eyes were getting bigger and bigger. Every so often, she would punctuate the one-sided conversation with an Oh!

Vera put the phone down and turned to Camelia.

“There’s been a development,” she said in an utter deadpan.

Camelia waited. If it was bad news, she didn’t want to hear.

“The tiger has escaped into your back garden. They are pursuing it there.”

Camelia considered. “Does that mean I can go home?”

“Apparently not. Scotty said for you to stay put. He doubts you’ll be able to get back in for a few hours. They don’t want to spook the cat into traveling farther afield. But you’re more than welcome to stay here. You and Blazie.” 

She ran her free hand down Blaze’s back, eliciting a rolling purr. “I’ve got a guest room if you want to go to bed—I just need to clear off my sewing projects and a few bags of yarn. I’m sure we could fix up something as a litter box.”

“A few hours?” Camelia sighed.

“I’m afraid so. Of course you might get lucky if they catch her sooner. But you look beat. I’ll go fix your room.”

“No,” said Camelia. “Please don’t bother. I think I’ll go to the B&B. They have full facilities for cats. And to be honest, I don’t think I could rest with all that going on right next door.”

“I understand. It is a little like living in the middle of a suspense film. Are you sure?”

“I’m sure. Thanks anyway. Could I use your phone? Mine’s in the house...”

Vera looked at the phone, then reluctantly passed it to Camelia. “Try not to be too long, dear. In case Scotty calls again.”
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17: Terror in the Night
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Camelia pulled into the parking lot of the Aurora Pay-n-Stay Motel a few miles outside of town. The place was a relic, a holdover from the sixties when the city fathers had thought the area would grow. It had, but not in the way they expected. The construction of a new highway struck inland, completely missing the little burg of Ocean Cove.

As she stared up at the grim green and gray four-story building with its wrought-iron balconies running across the front of each floor, she sighed. She wished she could have got a room at the pleasant bed and breakfast, but they were full up. Unless she wanted to wait out the tiger hunt at Vera’s or go even farther afield, this was it. The place had kitchen suites and allowed cats without an extra fee, so that was in her favor.

She’d had a little trouble convincing the police they should let her go, but they had no real reason to keep her, so utilizing her senior-citizen charm, she convinced them it would be in their best interests to have one less person underfoot as they carried out their delicate and dangerous assignment. She’d put Blaze in the cat carrier she kept in her car just in case, and headed to the motel by way of the convenience store. At the store, she picked up two cans of gourmet organic cat food, a bag of treats, a microwave dinner, a candy bar, two bottles of water—one for her and one for Blaze—and a disposable litter pan. 

“We’d best get it over with,” Camelia said to Blaze who seemed to be sleeping. “You stay here. I’ll be right back,” she told the cat unnecessarily, since he was trapped in a tiny cage and had no say in the matter.

Camelia ducked into the motel office, gave her information to the spotty boy behind the counter, and was back at the car in record time. Moving it closer to the elevator, she grabbed Blaze and the bag of groceries and headed upstairs. The boy had put her on the top floor. “For the view,” he’d offered politely. She couldn’t care a fig about the view at that point, but she thanked him anyway. 

As she stepped from the elevator, she paused, making a conscious effort to gaze out at the scenery. Beyond the parking lot, a few scattered lights shone within a band of darkness. Beyond was an even darker dark—the sea. At a midway point, the tiny red dot of a fishing boat bobbed on the horizon. More black stretched away above, spangled with stars. It’s actually quite beautiful, Camelia registered through her mental haze, in a minimalist way. 

A meow brought Camelia from her thoughts. She turned her back to the expanse and unlocked the door with an old fashioned brass key on a diamond-shaped fob. As she pushed inside, the door gave way, and she stumbled. She managed to catch herself, but lost hold of the grocery bag in her haste. The bag hit the ground with a clatter, and the items went every which way. 

“Oh bother!” she cried, watching the cat cans roll out the door onto the balcony and the water bottles head spiraling into the room. The litterbox hit sideways, ripping the cellophane cover and spewing litter pellets in six directions, both inside and out. The candy bar skittered under the desk and out of sight.

For a moment, Camelia stood and stared at the flotsam. With barely enough energy to have made it that far, how was she going to clean up the mess?

She took a deep breath, pursed her lips, and figuratively kicked herself in the behind. “Looks like it’ll be just a bit longer,” she told Blaze as she carted his carrier into the bathroom and shut the door. He took the news well, or at least quietly.

Camelia retrieved the cans and bottles and put them on the side table, then picked up the litter tray and went to shut the door. The bottom grated noisily against the little pellets stuck in the threshold, finally crunching to a stop about six inches from the jamb. She pushed at it a few times and got it an inch or so closer, but it was a futile gesture. To get it to close all the way, she’d need to clean up.

Wondering what else could go wrong and thinking of that Whack-a-Mole game she and Ellery had played with such innocent abandon, she went to the kitchen in search of a broom. She was busy rummaging through the closets and cupboards when there came a loud knock on the door to the adjacent room.

At first, Camelia thought nothing of it, more concerned with the fact the motel didn’t seem to provide any cleaning equipment, but when the knocks began to grow in intensity, Camelia groaned. 

That’s all I need, some drunken rendezvous... She glanced at the clock. At one o’clock in the morning!

The banging continued, vicious and insistent, though the neighbor didn’t seem to be answering. 

Give it up and go away so I can get some rest, Camelia sent telepathically through the thin wall.

No such luck, but the door finally opened and the murmur of conversation ensued. 

It took only a few moments for the exchange to escalate into a heated argument. As Camelia could no longer ignore it, she began to listen. She only caught a few words... You thought you could hide from me, eh? followed by a dispute about money. The ultimatum, Pay up! was repeated in no uncertain terms. 

Pay up what? The motel bill? A gambling debt? A lady of the night? A trip to Mars? In her exhausted state, Camelia’s imagination ran wild.

Then she heard something that snapped her back to reality. She crept across the room, trying to keep her shoes from crunching on litter, and stood behind the open door where she could hear every word.

“You don’t want the world to know what you did,” the man repeated, an older-sounding voice.

A muffled reply came from inside the room. “...told you I’d get you the money. You just gotta take my word.”

“I can’t wait any longer. I’m leaving town tomorrow night. And I’m not going without what you owe me.”

The man in the room laughed. He sounded young but Camelia couldn’t be sure. “Owe you? Call it what it is. You’re a blackmailer, Carson—no more, no less.”

Carson? Carson Hide, the terrorist? That would be a grand coincidence, but how many Carson’s were there in Ocean Cove? She knew of only the one.

“And you, kid,” Carson spat, his words loud and clear, “You’re the notorious County Fair Killer. Unless you want me to make an anonymous call to the police, you’d better come up with that cash.”

Camelia gasped and staggered against the door jamb. The murderer? Here? And Carson Hide was blackmailing him? 

“Shhh!” hissed Carson. “Did you hear that?”

Camelia froze, realizing her movements had given her away. 

“Someone’s there!” said the younger man. “Someone’s been listening.”

“Let me inside!” growled Carson. “We can finish this in private.”

“There’s nothing to finish. Now you get out of here.”

“Not a chance. Not without my money!”

It seemed the talk was over as Camelia began to hear more vicious sounds. The scuffle quickly accelerated into a wrestling match and an all-out fist fight. Camelia recoiled as the blows came faster and harder, punctuated with grunts and swears. Though she could see nothing of the conflict, she could visualize it all too clearly in her mind.

The fighters tumbled out onto the balcony, ricocheting from the door to the wall to the railing with a force that shook the frame of the old building. The scrape of their boots on the textured walkway, moving back and forth as the two knocked each other about, seemed to go on and on.

Then all sounds ceased. Camelia prayed it was over, but a strangled cry and the nauseating whump of a vicious whack hitting home told her otherwise. The blow elicited a scream that made her blood run cold. The scream peaked, then receded as if moving away. Abruptly it cut off with the thud of something heavy striking the ground four floors below. After that, complete silence.

Camelia’s heart pounded so loudly she was sure whoever remained on the balcony would hear it. The events echoed in her ears and kept replaying themselves, as if they were on an infinite loop: the murderer fighting the blackmailer; the pair locked in combat, unheedful of their precarious location; one man shoving the other across the walk, punching him mercilessly. Over the railing he goes. Someone lying in the motel parking lot, injured or dead. Was it the killer or the blackmailer?

In a burst of action, Camelia shoved her full weight against the door, not caring anymore if she were overheard. Kicking the litter away with her foot, she slammed it shut and set the chain lock. Then she sank to her knees, all the fight gone out of her. She wished she had her cell phone, but it was back at her house, back in tiger territory. Her eye shot to the motel phone. Press nine to call out—press zero for the operator—press the first telephone number you remember, and maybe someone somewhere would answer. She knew about motel phones from past experience. This time of night, even if she could follow all the call-out directions, she doubted anyone would pick up. Still, she had to try.

Just as she was about to rise, her door reverberated with a tattoo of thunderous bangs. Stifling a scream, she hunkered back down on the carpet and covered her ears. 

“You in there!” a voice hissed, the younger man—the murderer! “I know who you are. I saw you come in. You’d better not tell anyone about this, you hear me?”

There was a crash as Camelia’s window shattered, sending shards of glass exploding around her. A sliver grazed her arm, and she cried out.

As her shriek wavered into a whimper, she found herself surrounded by silence. Was the ordeal over? Had the killer gone?

Then she heard a footstep.

She glanced up as a head appeared in the space where the window had been. She could only see a dark silhouette against the walkway glow—a man in a long-billed baseball cap. The face turned this way and that, as if searching for her. 

He said in a barely audible whisper, “Camelia Collins, I know where you live.”

○ ○ ○

Camelia wasn’t sure how long she crouched there, folded in upon herself, waiting for the man to come crashing through the door by which she sat; waiting for him to climb through the broken window; waiting for him to kill her. She’d heard his footsteps diminish down the balcony walk, then pound down the stairs, but that didn’t soothe her anxiety. In her world of terror, anything could happen, and all the possibilities were bad. When the sound of yelling voices reached her ears, then a rapid knock, she could do nothing but cringe in fright.

“Mrs. Collins,” came a young man’s voice. “Are you in there?”

Though Camelia recognized this voice as different from the killer’s, in fact it sounded very much like the boy from the motel office, she remained frozen. It could be a trick. It could be the murderer impersonating the boy. The boy could be in on it... Camelia understood somewhere in her logical brain that she was being ridiculous, but she couldn’t stop herself—terror had taken over, and logic didn’t stand a chance.

She heard a rattle at her ear level, the key fitting in the lock. The door pushed open a crack, then stopped when it came up against the chain.

“She’s got the door guard set,” said the boy.

“Means she’s still in the room,” came another voice, a quiet, even tone that Camelia recognized instantly.

For a millisecond, her paranoia considered whether James Jamie Gilroy could also be in on the conspiracy to do her harm, but that was too much. The fear bubble burst apart, and she gasped with relief. The sheriff would make everything alright.

Well, maybe not everything—Camelia was fairly sure that Carson Hide’s fall had not done him any favors. As sirens zeroed in on their position, along with blips from police cruisers, she knew things would not be right until this killer was caught and caged.

“Jamie...” she croaked, finding her voice dry and crackling.

“Camelia! Are you hurt? Can you let me in?”

“Yes, no... I mean yes.” Brushing shards of glass from her clothing, she struggled to rise. That was no easy feat for the septuagenarian at the best of times, but after sitting for several minutes paralyzed by fright, it took everything she had not to cry out in pain. 

“Camelia?”

“I’m okay. Just give me a moment.”

With the aid of the doorknob, she pulled herself up the rest of the way and undid the chain. She flung the door open and collapsed into Jamie’s arms.

The sheriff helped Camelia across the room to the bed, and she sank into it gratefully. Had she ever felt anything so calming? She might just go to sleep and never wake up.

As that thought crossed her mind, she jerked into full consciousness. Never waking up was too close to the killer’s threats, and that scared her more than anything.

Jamie was heading for the door again.

“Jamie,” she cried after him. “Don’t leave me.”

He turned, his face reflecting concern underneath the mask of grim authority. “I’m not. But you’re hurt. I’m getting a paramedic. I’ll be right back—promise.”

He walked out onto the balcony, barked a few orders into the melee below, then returned to sit by Camelia on the bed.

“Someone’s going to come take a look at that.” He gestured to a bleeding cut on Camelia’s forearm.

She looked down in surprise. “How...”

“It’s probably from the glass when the window broke. Here.” He grabbed a wad of tissues from the nightstand and handed them to her. “Put pressure on it. The medic will be here shortly.”

Jamie cast a glance at the devastation in the room. Kitty litter mixed with shards of glass, various groceries still strewn about, a crushed water bottle oozing liquid into the mix and turning the litter black. “So can you tell me what happened here?”

Camelia rarely cried. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had occasion for tears aside from funerals and the odd Hallmark commercial. But now she broke down. Sobbing like a child, she buried her face in the pillow and let it all go. The shock of being threatened; the horror of the murders; the rage at injustice done to Alice and her lovely tiger. 

“I’m sorry,” she blubbered. “I’m so, so sorry. I should have told you sooner. Then maybe none of this would have happened.”

Jamie was kind. He held her hand and waited for the fit to pass. Then in his quiet, rolling voice, he said, “Why don’t you tell me now?”
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18: Threats and Invitations
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Camelia arrived home the next morning just as the first light of dawn was beginning to promise a new day. Astronomical twilight, followed by nautical twilight, civil twilight, and then finally the true day. The only reason Camelia knew these details was because she had written a paper on it in grade school, all those many years ago. Why she recalled it now was a mystery.

She’d told Jamie everything. Every. Little. Thing. She would probably have mentioned the forms of twilight dawn if he’d given her a chance, but the sheriff was a good interviewer and managed to steer her back to the pertinent points. 

Meeting Alice and Tigre. Yui and Dean at the tiger protest. Yui and Dean at the murder scene. The men arguing outside Alice’s caravan, men she now believed to be Carson Hide and the murderer. When Jamie asked where she’d been to overhear such a dispute, she willingly confessed to crossing the crime scene boundaries to hide out in Alice’s trailer. Jamie took it well and didn’t immediately send her to jail for interfering with a police investigation.

Camelia had gone through every step, every second of last evening’s debacle at the motel, from the moment she dropped her groceries to the conflict, the fall, the threats, right up to when Jamie came to save her. 

“Do you think he meant it?” she’d asked. “Am I in danger?”

“I doubt it,” the sheriff had replied. “Probably the heat of the moment. If he’s smart, he’ll be hightailing it as far from Ocean Cove as he can get.”

At the time, Camelia took Jamie’s kindly assurance without question, but now as she pulled up in her driveway, she wondered. Had the sheriff just said that to make her feel better? Might the killer be lurking nearby, ready to retaliate for her spilling her guts to Jamie after he told her not to? She found she was too exhausted to care.

“Do your worst,” she challenged the invisible villain as she got out of her car. 

Hauling herself and her cat up onto the porch, she put the key in the lock, then turned and surveyed the scene. The blue transparency of the pre-dawn light painted everything with an airbrush-like mist, but nothing was moving. A lone police car was parked in front of the guesthouse, presumably bringing the news of the dead Carson Hide. A few tendrils of crime scene tape from the previous night’s tiger chase hung from her fence. Tielle had been captured and was on her way to Great Cat Sanctuary where she could live out the rest of her tiger life in the closest she would ever come to a wilderness habitat. Jamie had made a point of assuring Camelia that, of all the things that might concern her, the tiger wasn’t one of them.

Blaze gave an urgent meow. Camelia finished unlocking the door, slipped inside, and set the alarm. Now that she was safely home, nobody was going to mess with her serenity—she would make sure of it!

Blaze dashed from the carrier the moment the gate was sprung and headed for the kitchen where he began to gobble up the bits of kibble that were strewn across the floor. Camelia viewed the untidy scene with displeasure, then shrugged. If a broken bag of cat food was the only mess made by a tiger loose in the house, she could count herself lucky. Cautiously she sniffed the air, but the only scents that greeted her were the oranges in her potpourri bowl on the coffee table and the faint tang of cleaner from the bathroom. Thankfully Tielle had not been inclined to do her business in the house!

Camelia watched Blaze inhale kibble and decided that was as good a way as any to clean it up. She rinsed and refilled his water dish, gave him a bowl of wet food in case he got tired of being a vacuum cleaner, and made herself a cup of chamomile tea. For a time, she stood watching the sky lighten, then went into the bathroom, shed her clothes—the ones she’d been wearing since too early the day before—and stepped into the shower, where she stayed for a very long time.

○ ○ ○

Camelia woke to the sound of a ringing phone. At first, she couldn’t remember where it was, but then she recalled leaving it on the dresser when she’d readied herself for her walk with Ellery. That seemed ages ago now, so much had happened since. She felt a pang of lost innocence as it all came back to her like a dream one recalls, bit by bit, until the whole bizarre story is revealed. 

“Yes?” she said, a bit more abruptly than she had meant to.

“Hello, Camelia,” said Ellery. “Are you on your way yet?”

Camelia hesitated. Just out of bed and still in her nightclothes, she wasn’t on her way anywhere. Then she remembered. “Breakfast!”

“Omlette a la Ellery. It’s all ready to go but I didn’t want to start cooking until you were here.” There was a pause. “You sound distant. Did you forget?”

“Not exactly. I’m still at home.”

Camelia checked the clock on the nightstand and moaned—nearly ten! After her horrific night with only a few hours’ sleep, she was in no mood to be social, even if the company was a dear friend.

“Look, Ellery, I’m sorry but I’m just not going to make it. Something happened—you’ll probably hear about it soon enough. I was up most of the night and need... I need...”

She couldn’t finish. Words weren’t fitting together right. She moved back to the bed and fell among the pillows, the phone dropping from her hand. She could still hear the poor man talking as she stared up at the ceiling. With great effort, she picked the instrument up again. “I’ll tell you later, I promise. ‘Bye.”

“Camelia, wait! Are you...?”

She clicked the off button and tossed the phone onto the comforter. “Sorry, Ellery,” she said to the four walls. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise...”

Throwing the covers over herself, she was about to go back to sleep when she heard a tiny, muffled mew, the announcement of the ghost cat Soji. Her eyes popped open to see something wiggling down by her feet. The tickle of cat fur ascended along her thigh, then her torso, then her arm and shoulder. She lifted the blanket to see a pair of emerald eyes blinking out at her.

Soji gave a shake of her head, fanning her whiskers as she jumped from under the sheets. She stepped onto Camelia’s chest, put her face up to Camelia’s, and gave her nose a boop. 

Camelia ran her hand down the cat’s silky back, eliciting a flurry of tiny sparks that rose up into the curtained room. For a few moments, Soji purred with enjoyment, then she pulled back and stared up at Camelia.

“Not finished, you,” Soji intoned. “More yet to be done.”

“Oh, Soji,” Camelia whimpered. “I told the police everything I could about the killer. I don’t know what else I can do.”

“Mad man is still free,” Soji spat. “Humans in danger. You in danger. Must stop him before he gets you.”

Soji tensed, then sprang toward the window, turning from black to ghostly white. She sailed right through the drapery and disappeared, but her voice echoed back from beyond: “Remember your purromise—vengeance must be.”

○ ○ ○

Vengeance could wait, Camelia thought to herself once the ghost cat had departed. All Camelia cared about was sleep. Unfortunately for her, it was Labor Day Monday and no one else was sleeping in. She was too soon awakened by another phone call—Miles the handyman a.k.a. her gardener who had been confronted by Ellery about the wayward wisteria and wondered when he should come prune. She harrumphed a response and buried the phone underneath a pillow. The next call was from Nao to let her know Yui was doing her make-up ride that afternoon at four, and the call after that was Vera wanting to hash over the tiger chase and impart the town gossip that Carson Hide had been killed. 

“I know,” Camelia told her. “I was there.”

“Whaaaa...?”

That stopped her, Camelia thought to herself, then felt bad. Vera was a good friend, one who had housed her and cared for her when her own home was fraught with danger. She deserved respect, no matter how foul Camelia’s mood.

“I’m sorry, dear,” she said. “I’m still in bed. Late night, or I should say early morning. I used to be able to keep those long hours without a hint of an issue, but not anymore. I think I could still sleep for a week.”

As much as Vera wanted the full story, she held herself back. “I’ll let you go then. You can tell me later at the wrap party. You are going to make it to the party, right?”

“Yes, I’m planning on it. I’ve promised to help out at the rescue booth, and I want to see Yui ride at four.”

“The fair closes at five. Everyone’s set to meet on the patio a little after six. It’s a potluck. I’m bringing mimosas,” Vera said proudly.

“We’ll probably need them by then!” Camelia joked. “But make mine a virgin.”

“Well, you get some rest and I’ll see you later. Let me know if you need a ride.”

Camelia smiled as she rung off. She was beginning to feel a bit more like herself. The horror of the night was fading, relegating itself to the past, where it could stay, as far as she was concerned. 

The phone rang once more. She answered without thinking. 

“What did you forget, Vera?” 

There was silence on the line. Then a muffled voice said, “This isn’t Vera.”

Camelia stopped dead. In spite of the warmth of the room, she went cold, as if she’d been doused with ice water from head to toe.

“Who is this?”

“You know who it is,” the mystery voice replied.

Camelia pulled the phone from her face and stared at the caller, but it was only a number—no name. 

She put it on speaker, wondering if she knew how to record the conversation and realizing she did not.

“What do you want?”

“Just to clarify what I told you last night. Don’t tell anyone about what happened.” 

“The police already know everything,” Camelia spat. “They’re smarter than you give them credit for. They’ll catch you. Now leave me alone!”

Again the silence, then Camelia heard a sound that made her blood run even colder. A sob? Could it be that this ruthless murderer was experiencing his own turmoil?

The sob cut off in a sound something like a growl. “I broke the window, but it could have been your head. Don’t forget that.”

The caller hung up before she could say anything more that might one-up his last word. She instantly punched star-five-seven to trace the number but not surprisingly it was restricted. She wasn’t going to let this creep get away with threatening her though. The next number she dialed was Jamie’s.

"This is Gilroy, how can I help...?”

Camelia didn’t wait for the sheriff to finish but blurted, “I just got a call from the killer! I tried to trace it but couldn’t. Can you do it?”

“Wait, who is this?”

“It’s Camelia—sorry, Jamie, I’m a bit distraught. I don’t like being threatened by thugs.”

“No, no one does. I’m sorry this is happening to you. Yes, I’d be very interested to have someone take a look at your phone.”

“Do you want me to bring it to your office?” Camelia asked. She was wide awake now and knew there would be no more rest for her until she got this straightened out.

“No need,” said Jamie. There was a knock on the front door. “I’m already here.”
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19: Resistance
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Camelia tossed on a bathrobe and ran to her front door. She threw it open to find a very official-looking James Jamie Gilroy on her front porch. His back was to her, though he swung around at the sound of her arrival. There was something going on across the street. She peered past him to see what it was, then gasped.

The roadway was alive with people—police and civilians—and neither faction was happy. The civilians, some of whom Camelia recognized as lodgers from the guesthouse, were yelling and shouting at the officers. The officers remained stoic, though underneath their helmets, brows were furrowed and faces scowled.

Camelia pulled her robe tighter around her, marveling that she hadn’t heard them before. “What’s going on?”

Jamie glanced over his shoulder. “Rousting the GARD. We’ll be taking a few of them in for questioning.”

“About the murder?”

Jamie gave a sigh. “I thought you had something to show me. On your phone?” he prompted when Camelia gave him a blank stare.

“Oh, yes, of course.” 

She slipped the phone from her pocket and brought up the call log. Jamie checked the time and then his watch. 

“Five minutes ago. Interesting. Are you sure it was the same person that threatened you at the motel?”

“Oh, goodness! There better not be two of them out to get me!” She gave a pleading look. “No, I’m sure. His voice was disguised, but he used the same language. And he referenced what happened last night.”

“Can you remember what he said, his exact words?”

“Maybe.” She thought for a moment. “Let me get a cup of coffee. I’m still half asleep. Would you like to come in?”

“I’ll send this info to Huck and be right there. Do you mind if I take your phone to my car?”

Camelia watched the sheriff stride toward his vehicle. Such a handsome man, she thought to herself, then shook out of it. She had other things to do besides wax sentimental, such as get dressed and make herself that much needed java.

When Jamie popped back through her front door, Camelia had managed to don a house dress and sweater. She was sitting on the couch with a steaming cup in her hands. Another sat on the coffee table.

“I made one for you too, just in case.” She gestured to the big blue mug with a cat face on it.

Jamie took a seat in the chair opposite and grabbed the coffee, passing it under his nose with appreciation.

“That smells good. How did you manage it so fast?”

“Pods,” said Camelia. “Bad for the environment, but good for lazy me.”

Jamie took a sip, then paused and stared around him. “What’s that noise?”

“That’s just Blaze. He’s an enthusiastic eater.”

“Ah, of course. We don’t have a cat, but I remember now. He sounds happy.”

“He’s just pleased he doesn’t have to compete with a tiger.”

Jamie smiled. “I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor. Facing a wildcat in your house, no matter how friendly, must have been terrifying.”

Camelia thought back to her totally calm and lucid conversation with Tielle and Soji and smiled. “I really didn’t feel threatened. I was more afraid of the creep at the motel. I guess people scare me more than animals.”

Jamie took Camelia’s phone out of his flak vest and put it on the table, then produced a tablet from another pocket and began to tap.

“Did you find anything out?”

“Not yet. I sent the info to forensics to work on the trace. Have you had time to recall more about the incident?”

“Hmmm,” she pondered. “I’m not sure I can give the exact words, but it went something like this:

“I’d just got off the phone with Vera, so when he called, I assumed it was her calling back with one more tidbit or thought—she does that. I didn’t look at the readout—I just answered with something like, ‘Did you forget something, Vera?’ Then he said, ‘I’m not Vera,’ and when I asked who it was, he told me I knew who. I asked what he wanted. He said he called to remind me—no that’s the wrong word.” She thought for a minute. “Clarify. He wanted to clarify what he’d said at the motel.”

“And what was that?”

“Not to tell anyone about what happened. Which I thought was ridiculous, because everyone already knew. It was obvious—Carson Hide was trying to blackmail him about murdering Alice, and he pushed him to his death.” Camelia shivered inadvertently and took a gulp of hot coffee. “I’m afraid I got a bit miffed and told him you’d be on to him and catch him soon enough.”

Jamie laughed. “You didn’t!”

“I did! But then it was weird. He made a funny sound, and if I hadn’t known I was talking to a ruthless killer, I would have thought he was crying. But then he threatened me again, so probably not remorse after all.”

“Do you remember that further threat?”

“Oh, yes.” Camelia’s voice lowered as her throat constricted with lingering fear. “That part I remember distinctly. He said, ‘I broke that window, but it could have been your head.’ ”

Camelia’s voice wavered and diminished. Jaimie gave her a moment, then asked, “Was there anything else?”

“No, that was it. He hung up after that, and I immediately called you. And there you were,” she added. “On my front doorstep. You think one of the GARD is the killer?”

“Now, Camelia...” he began.

“I know what you’re going to say,” she interrupted. “That you can’t comment on a police investigation. And I’d never ask that, but after everything I’ve been through, I need some assurance I’m safe. If the neighbors across the street pose a threat such as, say, if one is suspected of murder, then don’t you think I have a right to know?”

Jamie smiled at Camelia’s impeccable logic. “When you put it that way.” He took a breath, pocketed the tablet, and sat back in his chair. “I think you’re safe, Camelia. Right now, we’re merely in the process of questioning.”

Camelia remained still and silent, one eyebrow rising just the slightest, denoting the conversation wasn’t over yet.

He sighed. “This morning around six, the family was given the news that Carson Hide had died, but during that visit certain things came to light. There are nine people staying in the house. Three are related to Hide—the wife, the grandson, and a great nephew. The others are part of his little activist cult. It looks like they came here specifically to boycott the tiger at the fair. It’s our contention that one or more of them conspired to free the cat, and while doing that, caused the death of Alice Matson. But now I’m telling you more than I should.”

Camelia frowned. “So Alice’s death was an accident?” 

Camelia was remembering what Soji told her, the scene she’d translated from Tielle. Alice may have fallen accidentally, but that wasn’t the end of it. According to the eyewitness tiger, the killer had jumped her and bashed her head against the box until she was dead. He’d loomed over her like a great ape, was how Tielle had described it. That didn’t sound accidental at all.

“Not exactly. The preliminary autopsy revealed the wound was deeper than could have been made by the fall alone.

“So murder in the first degree,” Camelia mused.

Jamie scrutinized her. “Where did you get that idea?”

From the tiger, she told herself, but it wasn’t something she could say out loud. Not even to Jamie.

“I don’t know. I must have heard it somewhere.”

Jamie glanced from side to side, as if looking for spies. “We’ve been trying to keep it quiet. I guess nothing is really secret in this town.”

He laughed nervously, and Camelia did too. 

“I’d be grateful if you wouldn’t perpetuate the rumor, Camelia. We don’t want people any more upset than they already are.”

“Oh, you mean by two murders and a tiger on the loose?” The edge of Camelia’s sarcasm reflected her own stress and dread.

“The tiger’s been caught,” was all Jamie could manage for a glum reply.

The walkie talkie on Jamie’s shoulder gave an obnoxious squawk. He whipped it to his ear, and though Camelia couldn’t distinguish the garbled words from the other end, Jamie grunted an affirmative before reattaching it to his vest.

“I need to get back across the street.” He stood and moved to the door in one fluid effort. “Be sure to call me right away if the suspect contacts you again.”

“Then he’s a suspect?” she said, following him to the door, but it was too late. Jamie was already out and halfway to the rental by the time she got there.

Camelia could hear screams and shouts, and now she looked out on a scene of chaos. Jamie had picked up his step, running full tilt into the fray. At the epicenter was a pair of officers squalling with four young men—Dean’s pack, with Dean Hide at the hub. Jamie joined them, and between the three officials, they were able to wrangle the men into submission. Handcuffs were employed, and each was escorted to a separate vehicle. They did not go quietly.

“Police harassment!” Dean shouted at the top of his lungs. His eye swept the scene where neighbors were coming out to see what was going on. “They don’t want us telling the truth!”

“You can tell the truth at the police station,” one cop grumbled.

“No animals in cages!” another yelled right before his head disappeared into the cruiser.

“No animals in cages! No animals in cages!” the free GARD took up, getting in the officers’ way as much as they could without being arrested themselves.

“No people in cages!” someone added, which instantly became their new slogan.

Then Camelia heard a different sort of scream from the Smith house, and out came Yui in an oversized Hello Kitty tee shirt and baggy leggings. Her black bob was unkempt and sticking in all directions, and she looked like she’d just got out of bed.

”Noooooo!” she wailed, heading like a bullet for Dean Hide. She was intercepted by Jamie, who held her gently but firmly. “Noooo!” she cried again, glaring up at Jamie with the innocent loathing only a thwarted teenager can muster.

“Where are you taking him? He didn’t do anything.”

“We’ve just asked him to come answer a few questions. He wouldn’t be in cuffs if he’d cooperated on his own.”

Yui broke away from the sheriff and held out her own wrists. “Then take me too! We were together the whole time!”

“What whole time?” Jamie said suspiciously. “You don’t even know why we’re questioning him.”

Nao Smith had come out after her daughter and raced to her side.

“Mrs. Smith,” Jamie said formally, “can you please take Yui back in before she gets herself in trouble?”

Nao stared for a moment, that What the heck is going on? look radiating from her big brown eyes. Then she took Yui’s hand.

“Come on, sweetheart. Let Jamie do his job.”

Yui didn’t pull away, but she didn’t move either. Instead she peered over Jamie’s shoulder at Dean.

His escort was holding him outside the car. “Don’t worry, kid,” he said softly. “It’s all a misunderstanding. I’ll be out in time for your show.”

“Really?” Yui whimpered.

“Promise.” Dean gave her a winning smile as the cop pushed him into the car. 

Yui turned into her mother’s arms and began to sob. Nao gently guided the weeping girl back to their house, and the pair disappeared inside. 

A shout echoed through the brief silence. An older woman in jeans and a save-the-whales muscle shirt tottered from the rental, a rolling pin brandished in her hand. Camelia had never seen the lady of the house before. She’d heard there was one, but that was all she knew. Besides the rolling pin, Mrs. Carson Hide had two distinct features. Firstly she was shaped like Poppin’ Fresh, the Pillsbury dough boy, right down to the perfectly round head and beady black eyes. Secondly, her domed pate was completely bereft of hair. Chemotherapy or a social statement? Camelia wondered. She leant toward the second, since a detailed tattoo of a tiger ran from the woman’s forehead across her skull and down her back with the tail descending into her shirt.

“How dare you!” she yelled as she wielded her weapon. “My husband just killed and now you take my grandson too? You can’t think he did it—hurt his own granddad! Why, they were close as whales in a pod.”

Jamie took a step toward the woman. “Put down the cudgel, Mrs. Hide, so we can talk.”

Mrs. Hide looked at the rolling pin, then squinted back at the sheriff. “I’ve been talking all morning. Nothing but talk. Now I want action. Find my husband’s killer. And let Dean go. I need him to take care of me. Can’t you see I’m distraught beyond measure?”

A woman officer came running out of the house to stand behind Mrs. Hide. She shrugged to Jamie. “I couldn’t stop her, sir.”

“That’s okay, Stevens. Now, Mrs. Hide,” he said, turning all his attention to the widow. “Two things can happen here. You can keep up this yelling and threatening attitude and accompany your grandson to the police station, or we can settle down and go inside to talk. I suggest the latter.”

For a few moments, Mrs. Hide stood, considering her options, then she lowered the pin. “I wasn’t really going to hurt anyone, you know.”

“I know,” said Jamie. “Shall we go in?”

Mrs. Hide looked at Dean, who gave her a smile and a nod through the police car window. “Okay, Mr. Sheriff. Have it your way. But I expect some answers, not just the usual runaround you cops are so good at. You get me?”

“I do.”

Jamie, Mrs. Hide, and Officer Stevens headed into the rental, leaving the other residents confused about what to do with themselves. Some moved off to the garden while others headed for the beach. All shared an unspoken agreement to give the police a wide berth. 

The cars containing their detainees began to depart, and the remaining officers disbanded the onlookers. Camelia had seen enough. She turned away, closing the door behind her.

Drifting to the sofa where Blaze was giving himself an after-breakfast bath, she sat, feeling all of her seventy years. She’d moved to the coast for tranquility, for the peace and serenity of sea and sky. But life in a small coastal town was not what she’d expected. Ocean Cove may have been tiny compared with Portland, but it still harbored liars, connivers, even murderers. Intrigue and action had always given Camelia a thrill, but that was assuming all would end well. This thing with Alice was doing nothing of the sort. First Alice, then Carson Hide. Jamie had taken some of the GARD in for questioning. Had one of them done it? Could the ape-like, six foot tall, medium build, black haired man really be one of Carson’s own?

Then Camelia had another thought. The threatening phone call had come at the same time the police were raiding the guesthouse and gathering suspects. Had the killer managed to escape their roundup? Had he hidden somewhere in the house while his fellows were being carted away? The only sound on the line had been the caller himself—no background yells or shouting. Had he found a secluded and soundproof place to hide? And if so, was he still there?

She should call Jamie and tell him! 

But as she reached into her pocket for her phone, she hesitated. Jamie was busy in negotiations with the volatile Mrs. Hide. Did she really want to interrupt him with another wild supposition?

Then something else occurred to Camelia. What if the threatening call had originated elsewhere? What if the killer wasn’t one of the animal activist group after all? What if Jamie and the detectives were running off in the wrong direction?

“But if not them, who?” she asked Blaze. 

The cat looked at her with loving eyes, a look that said, All will be revealed in time. Or possibly, Are we having snacks soon? 

Camelia couldn’t tell, so she sank back on the couch and closed her eyes. Maybe a little nap, she thought to herself, before heading back to the fair and facing the world once more.
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20: Tycho Bane
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That’s where Camelia was, napping with Blaze on the couch, when Tycho Bane found her. She didn’t know what had awakened her, but she had the strongest feeling it wasn’t anything good. When she felt Blaze tense, then heard him hiss and spit, she knew she was in trouble.

Slowly she opened her eyes, just a squint, but that was enough. He had seen movement, seen she was awake. The big man loomed over her...

...like a great ape!

Jerking into a sitting position, she glared at the figure with a mixture of hatred and fear while he just stared down at her with those odd red eyes. The tattooed face gave nothing away, neither malice nor ferocity. In fact, if anything was behind that obtuse gape, Camelia pegged it as amusement.

“Get away!” she yelled for no good reason. She didn’t expect him to oblige, now that he’d come to kill her.

To her bewilderment, he stepped back as if slapped, an expression of utter surprise on his face. 

“S... sorry, ma’am,” he stuttered, pulling his black cap from his bald head. His voice was soft and gentle, like a little boy. “I didn’t mean to scare you. The door was open. I knocked, but you didn’t answer, so I guess I just came in.”

He looked at his shoes, bright red Converse tennies, then off to the side—anywhere but at Camelia. It seemed strange behavior for a two-time murderer, but Camelia wasn’t about to question. Instead she took the opportunity to jump up and run to the kitchen, the back door, the escape outside. At least that was the plan. But as she skirted the sofa, her house dress caught on the arm and pulled her down. She managed to keep from falling but just barely and hit her knee in the process.

As pain raged through her, she felt a strong hand grip her arm. She tried to jerk away but was too weak to fight against him as he guided her onto the couch. He urged her to sit and plopped down beside her. For a moment, they just looked at each other.

Those eyes, Camelia thought to herself. Those perplexing eyes. Where was the malevolence, the depravity that should have been reflected there? Granted the color was unusual, but the mien was more like a cow than a killer.

Cautiously he reached out and put a hand on her shoulder. She instantly shrugged it off. 

“Don’t you dare touch me! Sheriff Jamie will be back any minute. He’ll get you. He’ll put you in prison where you belong.”

The intruder faltered. His hand dropped onto the back of the couch like a fallen bird. Then he held it up in front of him as if deflecting an evil spirit.

“Whoa, lady. You’re overreacting. I only came inside because I saw you through the window lying on the couch and wanted to make sure you were okay. I didn’t mean anything by it. I’ll leave if you want me to.” He sulked momentarily. “I just wanted to ask a question.”

Camelia glowered at him, trying to reason out what was behind this new ploy. Having no luck, she huffed instead, “Well, what do you want?”

“Okay, so, I just need to talk to you,” he answered quickly. “I’m not going to hurt you, honest.”

Camelia wavered. She knew she should be running away, calling the cops, screaming her head off, but something about this man-boy stayed her. For a murderer, his body language was all wrong. 

“Then go sit over there.” She pointed to the chair on the far side of the coffee table. He did as he was told while she grabbed up her phone and punched up the speed dial for Jamie’s office. “You make a move and I’ll call 911. You’ve got one minute to explain yourself. Go on.”

“Uh, okay, so... I’m Tycho Bane...”

“I know who you are. Get on with it.”

“Uh, well, you see, Mrs. Collins, it’s like this. I’m what they call a ghost hunter.”

○ ○ ○

Of all the things Tycho Bane could have told Camelia to explain his stalking behavior, Camelia’s repeated sightings, and his barging into her house uninvited, that one had never crossed her mind. Why would it? It was much easier to be afraid, to project evil intent. That’s what people did when confronted by the unknown. 

Besides, he could be lying. Or he could be both ghost hunter and a murderer too. But the impulse to take him at face value was strong. This was a story Camelia needed to hear all the way through.

“You’re a ghost hunter?”

“Yeah, or at least I’m trying to be. I haven’t actually seen any ghosts yet, but I’m learning. I bought all the equipment—the rechargeable headlamp, fixed and mobile cameras, a digital voice recorder and one for EMFs—electromagnetic fields—now all I need to do is find a ghost. When I moved to Ocean Cove, I heard about the Soji spirit. I figured starting with a cat might be a good way to get my feet wet. I like cats,” he added with a hint of a smile that instantly brightened his tattooed visage.

“Soji?” Camelia asked, the remnants of her panic now replaced by curiosity. “You mean my Soji?”

“The guy at the museum said she was buried in your back yard. I wondered if you’d let me see the grave, maybe bring some of my stuff to test out. Hey, wouldn’t it be something if she appeared to us? What do you think, Mrs. Collins?”

Camelia gave a laugh. This person with his tattoos and strange eyes was beginning to grow on her. She now guessed it had been shyness, not stalking, that had led to her many encounters. But first she had to be sure.

“Before we go any farther, I have some questions for you. Firstly, where were you this morning, say around ten-thirty?” 

“Huh?” Tycho looked confused.

“Just answer the question. Where were you?”

“Um, I was at the café in the square. I had a late breakfast, hash browns and eggs. I’m not much of a cook myself,” he admitted.

“People saw you there? At the restaurant?” she prompted.

“Sure. I sat with a buddy of mine. Tina served us. We’re friends. She’ll vouch for me. But why...?”

“Fine. Good,” Camelia interrupted. “So you didn’t call me then.”

“No way. If I had your phone number, I wouldn’t have had to come over to ask about Soji. I could have just called.”

Camelia nodded. Unless he was lying to her face, while his own held nothing but puzzlement, he was telling the truth. “One more thing. Did you stay in a local motel last night?” She knew it was a stupid question—if he had, if he was the man who broke the window and threatened her, he would hardly admit it.

“A motel? No, why would I? I got a cabin up in Coves Church. I want to move closer to work, but the place is cheap and nice, so I’ve been commuting. Now, Mrs. Collins, I don’t mind you interrogating me like some Miss Marple if it means you’ll let me try to contact the ghost cat, but are you done? I gotta get to work soon.”

Camelia looked the boy up and down. She could picture him looming ape-like, but not bashing a woman’s head in. And Tielle said the killer had black fur, black hair—Tycho Bane had no hair at all. The man at the motel was wearing a ball cap—Tycho had a cap, but now that she looked at it, she could see a difference. The cap she’d seen silhouetted in the broken motel window had a longer, curved bill. Tycho’s bill was flat. This was not the guy. Tycho Bane wasn’t Alice’s killer after all.

Camelia smiled, her tension easing away. “Now what would you like me to tell you about Soji?”

○ ○ ○

Camelia and Tycho talked until he had to leave for work and she for her final shift at the Cove County Fair. Tycho turned out to be a considerate young man, enthusiastic about the things he liked—ghosts, cars, and cats. In spite of his skin resembling an Escher artwork, he was sweet and unassuming, and Camelia liked him just fine.

She was glad he wasn’t the killer, but it left one big problem. The murderer was still at large, and Camelia didn’t have the least inkling who he was.
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21: Camelia Gets a Call
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The group sat at the picnic tables on the patio, all talking at once. The fair was over, the gates closed, the laggers rousted, and now the participants—the carny folk, the exhibit volunteers, the cleanup crew, and the booth sitters—had the place to themselves. It was Kitty City’s tradition to invite all volunteers and friends for one last hurrah to eat up the leftover pie, drink the rest of the coffee in the giant urn, and indulge in a few potluck dishes, including Vera’s pitcher of mimosas.

Camelia gazed at her cohorts, Paloma, Nancy, Nao, and the other volunteers who had worked so hard for the little rescue. Also present were Greta, Rue, and Kelley Murphy.

“Oh, Kelley, that reminds me...” Camelia stood and went to one of the plastic bins packed for transport back to Kitty City. She flipped it open and pulled out a paisley catnip kicker. “This is for Fred,” she said, handing him the toy.

Kelley beamed. “He will love it. He’s a catnip enthusiast. You’ll have to come meet him some time.”

“I’d love to. We’ll do it soon, okay?”

Camelia went back and sat by Vera who was still on her scooter. She and Camelia had just come from Yui’s competition, where the girl took the blue ribbon in spite of her morning’s angst.

Yui’s ribbon sat on the table, but the girl herself was absent.

“Where’s our little champion?” Camelia asked Nao.

A frown crossed Nao’s face, quick as a fleeting cloud, then the smile resumed, though to Camelia it seemed a bit forced. “She’s off with Dean. A last trip around the grounds.”

Camelia’s eyebrows rose. “Oh? They let him go already?”

“Apparently they did,” was Nao’s flat return.

Camelia leaned a bit closer to the mother. “And what do you think about that?”

Nao pursed her lips, then sighed. “I guess it’s okay. I mean, Jamie wouldn’t have released him if he was guilty of something. And Dean was very polite about it. He apologized for upsetting us this morning and promised to have Yui back here in an hour.” Another sigh. “I just have to trust her. What else can I do?”

“That’s a good idea,” Camelia agreed.

“The poor boy is really quite broken up about the death of his grandfather. They were very close.”

Camelia pictured the two of them, side by side in their black robes and beaked anarchist masks. “Carson seemed to be a great influence on Dean’s life,” Camelia said ambiguously. “It’s natural that he should be grieving.”

“This peach pie is excellent!” Greta broke in. “Did you make it, Nao?”

“Not me. All my baking was gone earlier. This batch is from our neighbor across the street.”

Camelia’s gaze shot to Vera, but the fragile woman shook her head. “Wasn’t me. My contribution was for the Sunday crowd.”

“Mrs. Brown?” Camelia had only met the illusive Samantha Brown a few times since the lawyer worked in Coves Church, the next town over, and was gone all hours. She couldn’t imagine the stylish thirty-something fitting a baking stint into her busy schedule, but one never knew.

“Actually it was Bernie Hide-Hillard.” Nao looked sheepishly at Camelia, who had dropped her fork at the mention of Carson Hide’s widow. “She’s really quite nice,” Nao rushed on to say. “Not a vigilante like her husband. But she does care about animals. We got talking, and when I told her about Kitty City and what we were doing for local cats, she volunteered to help.”

“So that’s why she was brandishing a rolling pin at Jamie this morning...” Camelia mused to herself.

Vera gave her a strange look, but let it pass. 

The conversation turned to other things—cats adopted this weekend and of course the projected take from the fundraiser itself.

A scatter of harmonious notes began to sound from Camelia’s purse. She pulled out her phone and swiped the answer icon.

“Hello?”

Silence.

Camelia felt the prick of icicles along her spine and down her back. She pulled the instrument from her face and checked the readout. A restricted number. 

Abruptly she stood and turned away from the table. “Who is this?”

Again silence, then the same muffled voice that had called her before—the threatening man who was the murderer. 

“We’re not going to go through this again, are we? You know who this is.”

“Alright. So I know.” She was whispering so the others wouldn’t hear. “What do you want?”

“I want you.” He broke off, and for a moment, Camelia thought he had hung up on her, but then he spoke again. “Come to Alice’s caravan. Come alone. Don’t tell anyone where you’re going. Don’t call the police.”

“Or what?” Camelia spat before she could stop herself. “You’ll kill me?”

“Not you, but maybe someone close to you.”

Camelia gasped. “What? Who?”

“Let me just ask, do you know where little Yui Smith is right now?”

“She’s...” Camelia began, then her heart fell. “Oh.”

“The caravan. Now!”

This time he did hang up. For a moment Camelia stood transfixed. Then slowly, as if in a dream, she turned back to the group. No one had noticed her call except Vera who was staring at her with concern.

“Problems, dear?” she offered quietly.

“No,” Camelia shot back with far too much vehemence. “Just something I’ve got to take care of,” she backpedaled. “Right now. At home. A pipe leak, yeah. Need to get the plumber.”

“That’s the pits,” said Vera. “Maybe Nao’s husband can...”

“No, that’s okay. I shouldn’t be long.”

“I don’t know,” said Greta, who, among others, had begun to listen to the exchange. “Plumbing problems can be horrendous. Could take hours.”

“That’s for sure,” Paloma remarked. “We had a leak that we thought was a gasket and turned out to be a whole rotted pipe. We ended up having to get everything redone. It took days and cost a fortune!”

“That’s nothing,” Nancy spoke up. “Harry and I just had our lead pipes replaced. The plumber broke the toilet while he was working, and we were without a potty for a week!”

There was a round of laughter, to which Nancy retorted that it wasn’t funny, though she was giggling along with the rest of them.

“Aiden could tell you stories,” laughed Nao. 

“Don’t scare her,” said Rue. “I hope it’s nothing too bad, Camelia.”

“I hope so too.” Camelia shot a smile to kindly Rue and began to walk away.

“Hey, who was that who phoned you?” Vera called after her receding form. “How did they know about the leak?”

Camelia heard but kept on walking.

○ ○ ○

Though the walk from the Kitty City patio to Alice’s caravan took only minutes, Camelia felt as if time had stretched into forever. Her anxiety turned every step into a physical effort, but finally she made it. She hadn’t considered what she would do once she arrived. 

For a time, she stood staring up at the purple trailer. The place looked innocent enough with its pretty tiger decal and golden curlicues decorating the sides. The crime scene tape was gone. Had the police removed it, or had her summoner done away with the banner when he went inside?

Inside...

What would she find inside?

Would the killer be armed and dangerous? No, scratch that, Camelia thought to herself. Would Dean be armed and dangerous? Because who else could it be to have taken Yui captive? They had gone off together, the innocent little girl and the big bad wolf. Now it was up to Camelia to save the day.

But there was something wrong with that picture. Even in Camelia’s heightened state she could sense it. She was no hero. She had no power or money or anything of value to trade for Yui’s life. The idea that Dean wanted to do Camelia harm just because she was at the motel didn’t add up. He’d been questioned by the police and released. If he was worried about her revealing his identity, which she’d only now surmised, he’d have been a whole lot better off letting things go and acting normally—leave town the next day with the rest of the GARD, and no one would have been the wiser. Besides, he didn’t fit Tielle’s description.

A description, she ruminated, given by a tiger through a ghost cat... Maybe she was crazy after all.

It was Dean. It had to be. But would he really hurt Yui? He’d seemed so tender toward her when Camelia had seen them together. Of course he was being carted off to jail in front of a large audience at the time. Best to be on good behavior, if only for show. But Nao had told her how nice he’d been when he asked her if Yui could go with him for a final tour of the fairgrounds. Maybe the young man was a chameleon, or a psychopath. There was one way to find out, and that was to go inside and see.

But there was another option as well, one that was far more logical, practical, and benign. That was to call the police and let them deal with it. They were far better prepared to negotiate with a kidnapper than she would ever be.

Camelia was just about to retreat and do just that when there came a crash from within the trailer, followed by the sound of breaking glass. Adrenaline shot through her. Every instinct told her to run away, get somewhere safe, carry on with her plan to call the cops. But she was there, and they were not. As the rampage continued, accompanied by shouts and  cries, she made up her mind.

Camelia climbed the caravan steps and threw open the door. She could see nothing in the dim, but the noises ceased abruptly. A rough hand grabbed her and yanked her inside. The door slammed shut behind her, and the darkness was complete.

The hand dropped away and footfalls retreated into a corner. The silence was broken only by the drip of the faucet and the sound of fast, ragged breaths.

As her eyes adjusted to the low light, she began to pick out structures and forms. Some were familiar, such as the dining nook and the angled counter with its dripping sink. Other things were out of place—the bookshelf had been ripped from the wall and lay topsy-turvy in the middle of the floor. Even in the murk, she could pick out the sparkle of broken glass. 

In the corner stood a man. She shot her gaze around the room looking for Yui, but the girl wasn’t there. She had to be in the bedroom. Had Dean already done something that he couldn’t take back?

“Well, I’m here. What do you want? Dean,” she added pointedly.

The man-shape stepped forward. As his shoulder brushed the curtain, a shaft of sunlight glanced off his wayward brown hair. He took another step, letting the beam catch the side of his face.

The muffled voice she had heard on the phone hissed, “I’m not Dean.”
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22: Psychopath
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Camelia stumbled backward. Her fingers scrabbled for the door handle.

“Don’t even think about it,” the man growled as he moved closer, bringing his face directly into the line of light. He wore a black facemask, the kind used in construction, which accounted for the distorted voice. As he pulled it off, Camelia gave a little start.

“Miles!” For a moment, she felt relief—it was only Miles, friend, employee, a sweet man who liked flowers and had no problem doing whatever chore she asked. “What are you doing here? Where are Yui and Dean? Where’s...” 

...the killer, she was about to say, but the words caught in her throat. 

Again Tielle’s description came back to her, but this time with a flash of recognition. A man, six foot tall, medium build, black hair, wearing black paw coverings and white clothes. Of course! She’d totally discounted the difference between a cat’s color perception and that of a human eye. Tielle would see those khaki coveralls as whiteish, where the black hair, gloves, and shoes were in fact different shades of brown.

Where was the killer? He was standing right in front of her.

Camelia’s gaze fell to Miles’ hand, to what he was holding. At the sight of the Japanese cleaver, she went faint. Staggering backward, her legs hit the brocade bench in the dining nook and she crumpled onto it. Her frightened stare shot between the knife and the stoic face.

“Don’t hurt me...” she breathed.

Miles said nothing. He stood, still as rock, threatening yet somehow forlorn at the same time.

The silence stretched into infinity, as if the moment were frozen, as if it were waiting, for what Camelia didn’t want to know. Then she felt something—pawsteps moving up the bench toward her. Softness brushed against her hand. She glanced down to see a misty shape, red eyes glowing in the dim.

“Soj...” she began when she felt a set of very real teeth close down on her thumb. The bite was gentle, not enough to break the skin, but the warning was clear: Do not let on that I am here! 

Quickly Camelia returned her attention to the man with the cleaver. He showed no sign of having caught her conversation with the ghost cat. Camelia felt heartened by Soji’s presence, even though she had no idea how a ghost could help in a knife fight.

“Alright... Miles. Where is Yui?”

Miles hesitated, then mumbled, “Not here. That was a lie. To get you to come. I need to talk...”

The voice petered out as Miles reverted to statue mode.

Talk? Camelia didn’t get it. Had the killer just said he’d lured her into his deadly presence for a talk? Was that good or bad? Better than harming her, but crazy, and crazy was never any good.

Or maybe she was wrong, and he wasn’t the murderer at all. Maybe he was just good old Miles, wanting to discuss the fuchsia baskets or where to plant the crocosmia. She searched his face, looking for signs, but there were none. The only tell was his white-knuckle grip on the handle of the lethal knife. 

She decided to play it by ear, let him lead, and hope talk was all he wanted to do. “Okay, we can chat, if you’d like. But could you please put down the knife?”

Miles peered at the implement as if weighing the possibilities. Then in a swift movement, he raised it high and brought it down, point first. Camelia screamed as it hurtled into the table not six inches from her hand. For a moment, it trembled, then came to rest, embedded deep in the Formica surface. 

Camelia started to cry. “I don’t know what you want, Miles. Just kill me,” she blurted, “if that’s what you mean to do, or please... let me go.”

Soji leapt up beside her, smoothing her cheek to wipe away the tears. Now in her solid black form, the cat glared at the knife and let go a low growl. 

Camelia grabbed a tissue from her vest pocket, determined to quell her outburst. Never show weakness, some long-forgotten television detective whispered in her memory. 

Still the ambiguous silence. 

Her eyes dry now, Camelia glanced at her accoster. Just as she figured, he seemed unaware of Soji’s presence. He looked awfully mournful for a brutal killer. Was that a tear of his own making its way down his face?

Suddenly Miles was crouching at Camelia’s feet. “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry! Help me, please!”

“Vengeance is ours!” Soji hissed, shoving her face into his. He batted at his nose as if to ward away an itch.

Slowly Camelia reached for the knife handle. Miles didn’t move to stop her. She prized it back and forth until it let loose from the table, then oh so carefully stuffed it underneath the bench cushion. She felt a whole lot better about talking without a weapon at hand.

“Now, Miles. I know you’re a good person...” 

Soji sizzled, spitting something that sounded like a swear. 

“...a good person,” Camelia carried on in spite of the cat, “so why don’t you tell me what’s happening?” 

Though Miles was a fit forty, he rose from his knees like someone much older. Bracing himself with the table, he swayed, then sat on the bench opposite. With a sigh that wracked his entire body, he dropped his head onto his arms and began to sob.

Camelia knew logically this man was beyond her help, that she should make a run for it, get out of there, but something stopped her. She’d known Miles Miller for only two months, but he’d always struck her as a kind and honest person. Either he had a dark side to his personality, or something had driven him to the violence he did.

“Get him now!” Soji pressed. “Smack him on the head.” She reached out a black paw and gave a hard bat to his pate to emphasize her statement. Miles sat up stunned. 

“Ouch,” he exclaimed, feeling the hit. “What did you do to me?”

“Nothing,” Camelia said truthfully, giving Soji a dirty look. “Let me do this my way,” she whispered to the cat. To Miles, she offered, “You were about to tell me what’s going on with you.”

○ ○ ○

“I killed Alice,” Miles breathed, a sound as dry as a southern Oregon sirocco.

He had sat for some time before uttering his confession, but Camelia was patient, and now that patience was paying off.

“Yes?” she encouraged.

Miles lifted his head and looked her dead on. “I killed Alice,” he repeated, a little more forcefully. And again, shouting, “I killed Alice!”

Camelia stiffened. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea after all, she considered. Judging by the insanity in his eyes, he was capable of anything.

He grimaced. “She’s the only woman I’ve ever loved!”

“Wait. What?” This was an unexpected twist. “You and Alice?”

“Yes,” he sighed. “It was a long time ago. But I never forgot her, ever!”

“Therrre!” Soji pressed. “He said it! He confessed! Now, bop him on the head and be done.”

“There will be no head-bopping,” Camelia told the ghost cat firmly.

“What?” Miles shook himself as if coming out of a dream.

“Tell me about it,” Camelia said quickly. “Tell me about you and Alice.”

Miles gave Camelia a suspicious look, but complied. “We were teenagers. I met her at the swimming pool. She was beautiful. How could I not fall in love with her?”

Camelia cast her mind back to those tender days of first infatuation. It rarely lasts, but for those golden months, it’s the most wonderful feeling in the world.

“What happened?”

“I couldn’t believe it when she said she loved me too. Things were perfect. Then...” His face soured. “Then...”

“What?” Camelia urged gently. She knew she was navigating treacherous waters, but she needed him to finish.

“Then she dumped me.” He balled his hands into fists. “For no reason. No reason at all.”

Camelia eyed the fists, trying to determine if he were about to use them. She decided it was more a physical response than an aggressive act. “Come on, Miles, there must have been something. Did she tell you what it was?”

“She said I was too possessive,” he whimpered. “That she needed her space.”

Aha, Camelia reflected. The classic I-need-space excuse. That could mean anything from a new love interest to an easy letdown for a boring or incompatible lover. But the other part, his part. Too possessive also had more than one connotation. 

“And were you? Possessive?”

“No. Well, maybe, yes. I just loved her so much.”

“And you wanted to be with her.”

“Yes.”

“All the time...”

“Yes! We were happy,” he professed. “Why should we be apart?”

Camelia thought for a moment. “That’s a very common ideal for young lovers, but you’re older now. Do you still feel the same way?”

“I still love her.” 

Camelia noticed he failed to use the past tense, even though Alice was dead. “Of course you did, but most successful marriages allow both partners time for themselves. You know that, right?”

"I guess,” he said sheepishly. “I probably shouldn’t have followed her around as much as I did.”

A zap of instinctive fear shot through Camelia. “You stalked her?” 

He sighed. “I suppose they would call it that now. Back then it seemed like the right thing to do. Pursuing my love with my entire heart. I was certain if she saw how deeply I cared for her, she’d come back to me.”

“But she didn’t,” Camelia finished for him. 

“She called the police.”

Camelia shivered, reminded of a statement she’d heard once: Men are afraid women will laugh at them; women are afraid men will kill them. Though she’d never put it into words, she instantly recognized it as a truth she’d known all her life.

“And how did that make you feel?” she pressed on.

“Mad as heck, if you must know. I felt betrayed, confused, angry. But I wasn’t going to let a little thing like a restraining order get in my way. That’s when I... I...”

Camelia held her breath, wondering if she wanted to know what came next and pretty sure she didn’t.

“I took her.”

He took her? He kidnapped her? Oh my gosh, Camelia gasped inwardly. This is so much worse than I thought. 

She set her face into what she hoped was a benign expression. She knew there was only one way out for her now, and that was to carry on. “Took her?” she asked, her voice absolutely even. “Where?”

“To my apartment house. It had a storage basement no one ever used. I brought in a bed, blankets, flowers, candles—everything we’d need. I figured if I could get her alone where others couldn’t influence her anymore, she’d come around. But it just made things worse. I got sick of it and left. When I went back later that day, she was gone. Then the cops came and arrested me. Since I was still a minor, I received a light sentence in juvie. I looked for her when I got out, but she and her family had disappeared into thin air.”

To Canada, Camelia thought to herself. She’d left the country to escape this man.

It took everything Camelia could do not to recoil in horror. Miles Miller was a psychopath after all, had been since he was a kid. Stalking, kidnapping, then abandonment? And to this day, he still didn’t see that he’d done anything wrong. 

“Alice moved away without a word. I never saw her again, until now. I didn’t mean to hurt her,” he rushed on. “I only wanted to talk. She was feeding that tiger of hers. I went into the cage—I wasn’t afraid. In fact I felt triumphant. I was sure that after all these years, she’d have changed her mind.”

“But she hadn’t,” Camelia surmised.

“She didn’t even recognize me.” He began picking a fingernail on the split in the Formica where the knife had cut through. “When I told her who I was, she went nuts.”

The picking grew more insistent, tearing the score wider.

“She began pushing me, jabbing at me with her staff.”

A triangular tear appeared in the table’s slick surface. Miles worried at it, flicking it up and letting it slap back down with a thwack.

“I was just trying to get her to stop.”

Thwack thwack thwack.

“She fell.”

Thwack.

“That’s what happened.”

Thwack thwack.

“She fell. And then she hit her head.”

Camelia knew from what the sheriff had disclosed of the pathology results, to say nothing of the testament from the eye-witness tiger, it was much more than a fall that caused Alice’s lethal concussion, but she dared not mention it.

Miles slapped the Formica flap a few more times, then with a final, forceful flick, the piece cracked and split away in a dagger-shaped shard. Miles picked it up and closed his fist around it, pushing the point into his palm.

“That other one was an accident too,” he said solemnly as a single drop of blood began to zigzag down his thumb. “You must know, I’d never hurt anyone.” 

He looked at Camelia for assurance.

“Of course not, dear,” she said with all the tenderness she could muster for a two-time killer.

“That old man had seen me with Alice... you know... at the end. He figured he could blackmail me. I don’t know what he thought—I’ve got nothing worth taking. Well, except that funny key I found in your garden, but he couldn’t have known about that,”

Camelia did a doubletake. “Key? What key?”

“I’ve been meaning to give it to you, Camelia—honestly.”

“What key?” she demanded.

He dropped the Formica shard and slipped his unscored hand into his pocket, withdrawing a good-sized key of a fancy antique design. He placed it on the table, and she picked it up, turning it over in her palm. It felt heavy, weighty, as if it were more than just an object.

“Where did you find this?”

“In the rock garden out front, the one under all those weeds and ivy. I really was going to give you it. I’ve done everything wrong, haven’t I?”

“It’s fine,” Camelia snapped, pocketing the key. “It’s all over now.”

A hidden key to a hidden lockbox... the words ran through her mind as they had so many times before. But she would have to think about that later. Miles had revealed his instability, and now that he’d finished his saga, who knew what he’d do next? Her best course of action was to get away ASAP.

Slowly, quietly, she scooched to the edge of the bench. Miles didn’t notice, but Soji did.

“Vengeance!” the ghost cat yowled, for Camelia’s ears only.

“Not now,” Camelia whispered. “But soon. I promise.”

Camelia gauged the distance between herself and the door. Only a few feet, but she knew Miles was the more agile of the two by a long shot. Still, she had to try. If she didn’t get out of there before Miles’ lamentation turned again to rage, who knew what accident he might decide to inflict upon her?

Camelia tensed her muscles, turned and sprang. Miles echoed her movements, as she knew he would. She crossed to the door with him right behind her, heavy footsteps upon her lighter ones. It took every ounce of discipline she could summon not to falter and give up, but she managed. 

Pulling the door open, she burst outside. She tripped on the stairs and started to tumble but caught herself on the railing. The incident had cost her precious seconds. 

Expecting to feel Miles’ rage-filled grasp at any moment, she ventured a glance back. 

He wasn’t there. 

That made no sense—a moment ago, he’d been only a step behind. How could he not be there now?

Then she saw something wavering in the doorway. Not Miles but a huge black shape the size of a giant bear. Fur like iron spikes cast off shards of laser-green lightning. For a moment, the fearsome head turned toward her. Emerald eyes burned into her own, then gave a slow blink.

Camelia blinked back, then moved her stare beyond the monstrous cat to the man who cowered in the shadows. His look of absolute terror left no doubt he could see Soji now. 

The cat gave a smile of great satisfaction.

“Vengeance!” Soji proclaimed before turning back, teeth bared, to her prey.
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23: Soji’s Revenge
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Camelia was out and free! The relief that flooded her made her knees weak and she swayed against the railing.

“Whoa there!” Strong arms took hold of her and stood her upright. “What’s going on here?”

“Camelia, are you alright?” came a second voice.

Camelia blinked in the sunlight. “Ellery? Jamie? But how did you know?”

The two men exchanged looks.

“Here, let’s get you somewhere you can sit down,” said Jamie.

“No, wait!” Camelia pulled away. “I’m fine, just a bit shaken up. Confronting a killer does that,” she gave a forced laugh that didn’t fool anyone, including herself.

“Killer?” Jamie’s face hardened. “You mean he’s...” Jamie nodded to the trailer.

“Yes, of course,” she said. “That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?”

But Jamie had moved away and was on his phone, talking fast. Camelia turned to Ellery. He wore the confused expression of a child who’d found an injured bird and didn’t know what to do with it.

“But if Jamie didn’t come to apprehend the killer, then why...?” Camelia stared at Ellery, lost in her own confusion. 

“We were looking for you.”

“How did you know I’d be here?”

“I didn’t, not really. When I got to the party, Vera said you’d left—something about a plumbing problem. But then she told me you’d headed off in the opposite direction from the car park, and she wondered if you hadn’t gone to Alice’s caravan instead.”

“Why would she think...?” Camelia began, but stopped midsentence. She knew her neighbor often caught things other people missed—whether it was her famous sixth sense or merely acute observation skills, Camelia couldn’t guess. “Good old Vera. Can’t put anything past her. She notices every little detail. But why here?”

Ellery smiled. “Where else would you go? You’ve been gravitating to this spot since before the fair opened. We thought maybe you wanted to give it a last look. But apparently there was more to it than nostalgia.”

Camelia didn’t answer, though her wild eyes confirmed the truth. 

“Jamie was nervous too,” Ellery went on. “He told me you’d been having weird, threatening calls. Why didn’t you say something, Camelia? I could have helped.”

“It was all happening so fast. After we got back from our beach walk... the tiger... then the ordeal at the motel.”

“Jamie filled me in on that.” Ellery looked like he was about to pout. “I wish you would have called me back this morning.”

“I should have. I’m sorry.”

Jamie returned to the pair, guiding them away from the trailer. “In a few minutes this place is going to be crawling with cops. Quickly, Camelia, tell me what we’re up against. Then I suggest the two of you get out of here. Things could get hairy.”

"It’s Miles Miller, the handyman.” Camelia breathed heavily. “He has a long, convoluted story, but basically he confessed to killing Alice and Carson Hide. He’s crazy, so be careful.”

“Is he armed?”

“He had a big kitchen cleaver, but I hid it under the pillows. There may be more knives in the trailer though. And there’s something else.” She hesitated. How could she explain the presence of a giant, lightning-armored cat?

“Yes?”

“Well, don’t be surprised if you see something strange in the shadows.”

Jamie was about to question her further when a car rumbled into the lane and out jumped two officers in full body armor. The vehicle was followed by another cruiser and an ambulance. No sirens, no shouting. Jamie must have given the order to maintain radio silence as well, a good idea when dealing with a maniac.

Moving up beside the steps to the trailer, Jamie signed a set of silent instructions.

“We should go,” Ellery whispered, though he made no move to depart.

“Right,” Camelia mouthed back, but she too lingered.

“Miles Miller,” Jamie called. “Come out with your hands on your head.”

There was no reply from inside, but Camelia thought she could hear a whimper.

“Miles, it’s Sheriff Gilroy. Do yourself a big favor and come on out, because if we have to go in and get you, I can’t be responsible for what might happen next.”

Still nothing. 

Someone offered Jamie a handgun but he shook his head. Unarmed, he waved go and led the others up the stairs and in through the open door.

Camelia could hear shouts and hollers from the police but no other sounds. The din cut off, and a minute later they reappeared, a handcuffed, dizzy-looking Miles supported between two officers. His cheek was bleeding profusely from four long, deep scratches that ran from eye to ear.

“What happened?” Ellery gasped as the prisoner was led away.

Jamie glanced back. “Must have fallen on some broken glass. It’s all over the floor.”

Camelia shivered. She wasn’t sure if it was victory or fear. Those were no glass cuts, and she knew it. They were the claw marks of a gigantic cat. 

○ ○ ○

Vera rolled up on her scooter just in time to see the cruisers back down the narrow lane, then swing around at the cross street and disappear. Jamie had taken a quick, on-the-spot statement and then told Camelia to come to the office in the morning to give an official one. She was thankful he let her put it off for the night. She was beyond exhausted.

“Looks like I missed all the fun,” said Vera. “What trouble did you get yourself into this time, Camelia?”

“She caught the County Fair Killer!” Ellery said proudly if a little breathlessly as well.

“You what?” asked Nao, who’d accompanied Vera.

Camelia gave them the condensed version, knowing there was no way around it. Inquiring minds, and all that. But she continued to hold back Soji’s part in the adventure. That would be her secret until she better understood what had transpired in that trailer after she left.

“Now, please. I really do need to sit down.”

“Come to my house,” said Ellery. “I bought an apple pie at the booth yesterday...”

“No more pie!” Camelia exclaimed. “Please, dear. I’ve seen enough pie to hold me for a year.”

“Why don’t we go to mine?” Vera offered. “Scotty’s got a pot of stew and dumplings on the stove. How would that be, Camelia? A bit of real food. And then if you get tired, you can just hop next door and into your own bed.”

Camelia’s stomach rumbled as she realized she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten a meal. “That does sound good. But you have to promise not to spend the whole time grilling me on... you know.”

“You mean your singlehanded and heroic apprehension of a ruthless murderer?” Vera quipped.

“Yeah, that.”

“Okay, we promise—no deadly dinner talk. But once you’ve eaten, you really need to fill us in. It’s only fair.”

“Will the Cliffs Notes version suffice?”

“Sure. Now I’ll call Scotty and tell him to toss in the dumplings. Food should be hot and ready by the time we get home.”

○ ○ ○

Camelia’s brush with death had heightened her senses and made her hungry as a bear. She chowed down two bowls of vegan stew, savoring the tender chunks of carrot, parsnip, cauliflower, and fluffy dumplings—even better than mama used to make! Everyone was true to their word, and the conversation was innocuous. It was a forced censorship, however, and once dinner was over, Vera turned to Camelia, a no-nonsense look in her eye.

“Okay, we’ve held up our end of the bargain—now it’s your turn.”

Camelia sighed. “A promise is a promise, I guess.” 

The tale was easier for Camelia to impart than she’d imagined. The good dinner had soothed her raw nerves, and she was able to face her memory of that darkened caravan room without the terror she’d experienced at the time.

“So it was Miles all along,” Vera ruminated. “Our mild-mannered handyman, a serial killer. Who’d have thunk it!”

“Well, not me,” said Nao. “He’s been cleaning our barn for over a year now. I never saw him act the least bit violent.”

“Nor me,” said Vera. “He tends my patio garden every few months, helps pot things and makes sure the flowers are healthy. He’s great with plants.”

Ellery shook his head. “I guess you never know. He seemed like a nice man to me.”

“He was a nice man,” Camelia said softly. “Just a disturbed one. If he hadn’t run into Alice at the fair, he might never have snapped.”

Everyone went silent, presumably considering the quirks of fate in life.

“Coffee?” announced Scott, leaping up nervously. “Or tea?” 

“Tea for me, Scotty dear,” said Vera. “What does anyone else want?”

Nao said whatever’s easiest, and Ellery asked for a coffee, black.

“Camelia?”

“Nothing, thank you. But I do have a question on another subject.” She turned to Nao. “Did you ever find out why the sprinklers went on when they weren’t supposed to?”

“No idea,” Nao replied. “Gremlins, I guess. Nothing malicious though. Apparently it happens sometimes. They’re working on it.”

“I do hope they have it fixed by next year. It was amusing once, but I wouldn’t want it to become an annual thing.”

“I did get the story behind Yui’s disqualification from Friday’s tournament though,” said Nao. “The call traced back to a jealous contestant who figured with Yui out of the way, she might have a better chance to win. I don’t know what she was thinking. She only ended up getting herself in trouble.”

“I’m sorry Yui had to go through that,” said Ellery. “Kids can be so cruel.”

“But it all turned out well for her in the end, didn’t it?” Camelia remarked. “She still managed to win the blue, in spite of everything.”

“Yes.” Nao beamed with pride. “Her experiences only made her more determined than ever. The judges said some of her patterns and speeds were the best they’d seen. That, along with her clean, crisp lines, left no doubt in their minds she deserved to win.”

“Where is Yui?” asked Scotty, returning from the kitchen with a tray of steaming beverages. “I thought Mum said she’d be joining us.”

“I thought so, but I guess she got a better offer.” Vera gave Nao a conspiratorial wink.

“She’s across the street saying goodbye to Dean Hide. The Hide tribe is leaving tomorrow.”

“Off to a new protest?” scoffed Ellery.

“Yes, but not the kind his grandfather was into,” said Nao. “Dean has vowed to take them in a new, totally non-violent direction, working within the system for real change. They’ve already rebranded themselves as HARP, Hide Animal Rights Protection.”

“Good for them,” said Camelia. “I’m glad Dean turned out to be a good guy.” She gave a sigh and rose to her feet. “Now I think I’m going to hop on home, as Vera so aptly put it.” She smiled at her neighbor. “I’m done in, and Blaze will be wondering why his dinner is late... again!”

Ellery stood. “May I walk you over?”

“I’m fine, Ellery. You stay and drink your coffee while it’s still hot.” To Vera and Scott, she said, “Thank you for the food. It was just what I needed. 

Camelia gave a little wave and headed for the door. “Bye, all.”

Ellery followed. “You sure you don’t want company?”

She turned and looked in his eyes, noting the concern. “It’s fine. I’m just going to feed Blaze, then maybe watch a bit of mindless TV. But I’ll see you tomorrow morning.”

He looked confused. 

“I’ve just rescheduled today’s breakfast for tomorrow,” she asserted. “If that’s okay with you.”

Ellery smiled. “Of course it is. See you then. And Camelia, just call if you need me. For anything, right?”

Camelia patted his arm and left him standing in the doorway. He was still watching as she unlocked her own door and slipped into the safe haven of her home.
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24: The Here and Now
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Camelia had another motive for going home alone besides relaxing in front of the television with her cat. Feeling in her vest pocket, she pulled out the key Miles had given her. She wondered when he had found it. He’d finished working on that rock garden some time ago. When had he planned to hand it over? Or had he planned to keep it for himself? She no longer knew what to think about the man.

Camelia brought the key up to eye level and studied it with great interest. Though it was of an old-fashioned design, three loops and a crown on the bow, she now saw it was most likely a reproduction. Miles must have spent some time cleaning it, because instead of dirt-caked with coastal mud, it shone and sparkled. 

Was this the key that had nearly cost Kelley Murphy his life? If so, it went to a lockbox that was said to be hidden somewhere in her house, a lockbox belonging to the former resident of Love Cottage and containing fifty-thousand-dollars cash. Had Miles known about that? After the cold case broke a few months ago, those details had become common knowledge. Of course he knew. Of course he would want to get his hands on the treasure inside that box.

Camelia shuddered as she thought about broken trust, about greed and avarice, about murder, vengeance, and fate. And about the ghost cat. Always, the ghost cat.

Camelia placed the key in the drawer of her little desk for further contemplation at a later date. She wanted to talk to Soji and hoped Soji would want to talk to her. Their conversations hinged on the spirit’s whim, however. All Camelia could do was to open herself to the possibility and see what transpired.

She sat down and clicked on the TV. She was drifting to the drone of a documentary on the koalas of Magnetic Island when she heard the tiny mew that foretold Soji’s coming. In an instant, she was awake and scanning the room to see where the ghost might alight.

A shimmer arose in the shadow of the fireplace as Soji appeared in her solid black form. She sniffed at a potted plant on the hearth, then sat on her haunches like an Egyptian Goddess.

Camelia felt the floating sensation that often accompanied a Soji sighting, spurring her to wonder if she was out of her mind after all. But no. The cat was real, as she had proven beyond any doubt earlier that day.

“What did you do to Miles?” Camelia blustered.

“No hello for me?” Soji gave a lick to a silky forearm. 

“Hello, Soji. Now tell me. At Alice’s caravan—I saw... something. Was it real? Was it you?”

Soji gave Camelia a sly look. “Big and bold? Armored and charged? Yes, I.”

“I didn’t know you could do that.”

“Much you do not know. Humans,” she scoffed. “Sad imagination.”

“Are you saying all cats can turn into monsters?”

“We do many things,” she replied enigmatically. Then her lips stretched back from a lethal set of teeth. “I swore vengeance. You know it is true.”

“Yes, but...”

“I did nothing lasting,” she flipped, “but shock the man senseless. Score will heal. Maybe a scarrr.” Soji gave a very human-sounding chuckle.

Camelia paused, trying not to think about the implications of a ghost cat on a rampage.

Something else caught her curiosity. “Why did you do it? What made you so invested in Alice in the first place? How did you even know who she was? It’s not like you go out meeting people. Or do you?”

“Not Alice.”

Camelia shook her head. “Not Alice, what?”

“I not do for the human, but for Tielle, my kin.”

“Ah, that makes more sense.” Camelia frowned. “But you and Tielle, related? I didn’t know...”

“Panthera tigris and Felis catus share common ancestor. Tielle in trouble—I hear her cry.”

“I know a cat’s hearing is excellent, but all the way from the fairgrounds? That seems like a stretch.”

Soji rolled her eyes. “I hear thinking.”

This was something new, though not entirely. After all, Soji had translated Tielle’s thoughts into words when the tiger had described the killer. But Tielle had been right there in the room with them. The concept of the ghost cat picking up random brainwaves across long distances was a different story.

“You hear thoughts,” Camelia considered. “Thoughts of all felines everywhere?”

“Of course. Can you not hear your fellow humans?”

“No, thank goodness! That would be overwhelming.”

“Oh.” Soji purrumphed. “I suppose with the smallness of your brains...”

“So you heard Tielle calling for help. But that must have been even before the murder. I saw you, several times. In fact you seemed to be everywhere I went for a while there.”

“I need your attention.”

Camelia sat forward on the couch. “You certainly got it.”

“Yes, finally. But by then, events were in motion. Already too late to save Alice.”

“I’m sorry. I don’t know what I could have done.”

“Nor I,” Soji admitted. “It was Tielle. She saw something in you.”

“Are you still in contact with her? Is she okay?”

“She is pleased with her new home. She misses Alice, but we do not dwell on loss. Her here-and-now is verrry good, she tells me.”

“I’m glad.” 

Camelia sat back and let her eyes fall shut. “So you’ve rescued your tiger friend and wrought vengeance on a killer. What’s next for you, little spirit?”

There was no answer, and when Camelia looked again, Soji was gone.

She sighed and settled into the comfort of the couch, her own personal here-and-now.

“I suppose I’ll just have to wait and see.”
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Thanks so much for reading my second Tenth Life Cozy Mystery, Ghost Cat on the Midway. I hope you enjoyed it. If you did, please consider leaving a review on your favorite book and social media sites. Reviews help indie authors such as myself to gain recognition in the literary jungle. Thank you in advance for your consideration.

Want more cozy cat mysteries? Look for my Crazy Cat Lady series. Don’t worry—the books need not be read in order. Just pick a plot that interests you and start reading.

“...Each book drew me right into the story and kept me intrigued and guessing all the way. They’re as cozy as can be for cat enthusiasts, but there are also some real scares...” 

—Catwoods Porch Party

For sci-fantasy fans, there is my Cat Seasons Tetralogy—Cats saving the world! So far there is Cat Summer and Cat Winter, but Cat Autumn is on the way. 

“Mollie weaves a story that blurs the lines of mythology, spiritualism, mysticism, science and reality that took me into another world. The continuous struggle of good fighting evil, well, it's frightening—not in the least because so many of the things she's written are real.” 

— Ramona D. Marek MS Ed, CWA Author






“A genre-bending fantasy, Cat Summer carries the flavor of Warriors and the author’s own contemporary Cat Mysteries, together with Arthur Clark’s 2001... Tolkein and other dark fantasy. For cat-lovers and earth-lovers, a cool and fascinating tale.” 

—Sheila Deeth, Author

For poetry lovers, Cat Poems: For the Love of Cats.

“This collection of cat poems touches on the joy of becoming acquainted with a newly adopted friend, the heartbreak of saying goodbye to an old one, viewing life through a cat’s eyes, and celebrating those who foster and advocate for cats... Every one will touch your heart.”

—Mochas, Mysteries, and Meows

Not cat-centric? A stand-alone mystery thriller, Placid River Runs Deep.

“...A thrilling combination of menace and pastoral beauty. After reading this book you may want to rethink your summer holiday.” —Lily Gardner, author of Betting Blind 
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