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Chapter 1
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Penny

There were days that Penny Lane missed working at the library. Being surrounded by books and people who loved reading had filled her bucket and made the days fly by in an enjoyable whirlwind. But she had to admit, owning her own business was pretty good too. Especially, when it combined mystery novels and cats.

And was accompanied by a fat check.

They said that the first year of a business was the most volatile, but Penny hadn’t thought they meant murder. Shortly after she opened her boarding hotel for cats, The Feline Express, one of her clients had disappeared. It had only been a few short months, but the small town of Guilford, Connecticut was still rocked by the scandal.

Penny and her faithful sidekick, Hercule Purr-row, made quite a name for themselves during the investigation, much to Detective Silva’s annoyance. Unfortunately, it hadn’t resulted in an influx of bookings. So when Ace Publishing booked space for five of their authors’ cats for a full month, it staved off the creditors a little while longer.

She couldn’t complain too much, though. After all, her Aunt Linda left her the towering Victorian mansion to her in her will along with a handwritten note that read: "My darling girl, make it something wonderful." But with the renovations and coming up to code, Penny wasn’t on easy street.

But she was happy.

“When do your new residents arrive?” her neighbor, Agnes Maple, asked on their morning walk around the town’s central park.

Hercule, wearing his harness and leash, stopped to bat at a leaf that blew around his white paws.

“Anytime between noon and three,” Penny said. “I’m going to try not to fan girl all over Melonie O’Brien.”

Agnes snorted.  “She’s just a crazy old bat.”

Penny was pretty sure Agnes and Melonie were the same age, but she wisely kept silent.  However, nothing got by Agnes. A former New Haven police detective, Agnes might be spending her retiring years pruning her prize-winning roses, but she was still sharp as a tack and nosy as all get out.

“I’m just saying, never meet your idols. They’ll always disappoint you.”

“I have heard rumors that she’s difficult to work with.”

“She’s a diva,” Agnes said. “And can’t take criticism worth a damn.”

“How would you know?” Penny asked, amused.

“I know things.”

And since she did, Penny took it under advisement. “I’m only going to meet her and the other authors in the short time it takes me to check in their cats. Then they’re off to Briar House for their month-long writing retreat.”

Agnes shuddered. “If I had to spend a month cooped up with four other people, I’d go bonkers.”

“Five. Melonie is bringing an assistant.”

“Of course she is.” Agnes rolled her eyes. “What does she need an assistant for? Dusting her keyboard? Sharpening her pencils?”

“I’m sure it’s more running errands and doing social media work so they all can concentrate on finishing this book.”

“I’m hoping to catch sight of Duncan Parsons. Hubba Hubba.” Agnes wiggled her eyebrows.

“His last novel wasn’t great,” Penny admitted.

“Give the guy a break. He’s written thirty of them. Not everyone can hit the bullseye.”

“He’s phoning it in,” Penny said. “And that’s not fair to the readers. You know, I don’t think he’s even writing his books himself anymore. His main character Kirk Rossey ate quiche for breakfast. Quiche!”

“Oh what? Real men can’t eat quiche? Wasn’t that a book in the eighties?”

“Yes, my dad loved that book. And quiche, now that I think of it. But Kirk Rossey is allergic to eggs. Remember in Gin Joint Justice, when he drank the gin cocktail and went into anaphylactic shock because it had egg whites in it?”

“Huh.” Agnes’ forehead scrunched up. “I forgot about that. Maybe Duncan needs an assistant to keep it all straight for him. It has been a lot of books.”

“True.” Penny nodded.

They stepped into the Whitfield Market  Penny scooped up Hercule under one arm and got a meow of protest.

“Sorry, last time I let you free you caught a mouse and terrorized the entire place.”

“They should have comped you a cup of coffee for that,” Agnes said. “Or a saucer of milk.”

“Hercule’s lactose intolerant.”

Agnes tickled under his chin. “Me too.”

Penny ordered a decadent Almond Joy latte, and Agnes settled for a checkerberry soda. On the walk back, Agnes asked, “Do you know the other three authors?”

“I haven’t read Jack Hutchenson. He writes more darker thrillers. Sandy Mauser’s debut book was a huge hit.”

“I’m looking forward to the sequel, but it’s been three years.”

Penny shrugged. “I guess it takes time.”

“Then how are they going to finish this book they’re working on in a month?” 

“I don’t know. Maybe the first draft is already done, and they just have to edit it.”

“Who’s the last author?”

“She’s really new. Her book just came out last month. I meant to pick it up at Breakwater Books. Her name is Debra Robbinsen.”

Agnes cocked her head. “I think I read that one. Not bad for a debut author.”

They parted ways at the driveway of The Feline Express, Agnes heading to her flower gardens and Penny to make the final preparations for her guests. She followed the curved gravel path that wound through the front yard, past beds of hydrangeas and black-eyed Susans that Aunt Linda had planted years ago. The circular driveway, designed to accommodate multiple cars at once, was freshly raked and ready for the authors' arrivals. A wrought-iron bench nestled beneath the old maple tree offered a perfect spot for watching birds—or in Hercule's case, plotting their theoretical capture.

She climbed the wide steps to the wraparound porch where wicker chairs and small tables created comfortable seating nooks. The antique porch swing, recently repainted white to match the trim, creaked gently in the breeze coming off Long Island Sound.

She pushed open the front door, letting Hercule trot in ahead of her. The tuxedo cat paused in the foyer, his eyes widening with that unmistakable look that always preceded trouble. Before Penny could even set her keys in the ceramic bowl, he was off—a black and white blur racing up the stairs, down the hallway, and back in a frenzied loop.

"Hercule!" Penny called, though she knew it was pointless. When the zoomies hit, there was no reasoning with him.

He ricocheted off the back of the sofa, darted under the reception desk, and then shot toward the staircase again. On his second pass through the upper hallway, a disgruntled "MRROW!" announced that he'd disturbed Countess.

The elegant white Persian appeared at the top of the stairs, her blue eyes narrowed with aristocratic displeasure as Hercule continued his circuit below. She watched his antics with the disdain of royalty observing a peasant rebellion. 

Penny checked her watch. Still an hour before the authors might arrive—plenty of time for Hercule to get this out of his system, and for her to make sure they gave a good impression. The authors’ month-long booking was exactly what The Feline Express needed right now, even if Agnes's warnings about the temperamental authors left her slightly apprehensive.

***
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HERCULE PURR-ROW CROUCHED behind the cat fur covered chaise lounge. His black and white tuxedo markings blended with the shadows, and his golden eyes narrowed to slits as he tracked the movement of a red laser dot dancing across the Oriental rug. Wiggling his butt, he measured distance, trajectory, and the optimal moment to—

He pounced, his white paws covering the elusive dot.

"Another case solved." Penny clicked off the laser pointer. "The infamous red dot bandit has been caught."

Hercule sat back on his haunches, tail twitching with satisfaction as he gave her a look that clearly said: amateur criminals hardly challenged his detective skills.

"I know, I know," Penny laughed, brushing cat hair from her navy blouse. "But our guests should be here any minute, and I needed you to burn off some energy. This isn't a stakeout."

Stretching, Hercule extended each paw in turn, before hopping down to inspect the room. Penny smiled as he trotted from post to scratching tree, clearly taking his quality control duties seriously.

Countess sauntered into the room. The sparkling collar around her neck jingled softly as she gave a delicate yawn.

"Good afternoon, your highness." Penny smiled at their newest permanent resident. "Come to check Hercule's work?"

Hercule hopped onto the window seat, his front paws on the sill as he watched the circular driveway. His tail suddenly stiffened—the feline equivalent of an alarm bell.

A moment later, Penny heard raised voices from outside.

"—completely unacceptable, Duncan." A woman's sharp tone carried through the window.

"You don’t understand the pressure I’m under," a man's smooth baritone argued. 

“Of course, I do.”

"We'll discuss this later," he said.

The doorbell's distinctive "meow" sounded, and Penny was right there to open the door to

Duncan Parsons and who she assumed would be the great Melonie O’Brien. It was, but neither of them looked like their author photo. There was enough of a resemblance, but their author pictures were several years old. Penny blinked and then quickly stepped aside for them to come in.

"Melonie O'Brien," the woman said, extending her hand. "We spoke on the phone."

"And Duncan Parsons," the man added before Penny could respond, stepping forward with the smooth confidence of someone used to commanding attention. "My latest thriller topped the Times list for six weeks."

"Pleasure to meet you both. I'm Penny Lane. Welcome to The Feline Express."

Melonie pulled out her phone. "My assistant Ken emailed you all the details, but I wanted to make sure you received the specific care instructions for each cat."

“Everything is all set,” Penny said.

Melonie paused at the Orient Express poster beside the reception desk. "Agatha Christie fan, I take it?"

"Very much so. My aunt Linda loved both trains and mysteries, so the theme seemed fitting when I converted her home into The Feline Express."

Duncan released his Maine Coon from his carrier.

“Oh,” Penny said, reaching out a hand. Usually, they tried to ease the cats into the area.  There was a lot of new smells and activities that scared cats.

“I think Hemingway will fit right in here.” The cat immediately stretched his impressive frame and strutted around the room like he owned it. Hercule tracked the newcomer with narrowed eyes.

Penny made sure the door was firmly closed and hoped Hemingway wasn’t a runner.

"I read about that Hollywood actress case," Melonie said. "The one with the stolen brooch? The article mentioned you were involved in solving that case.”

Penny's smile dimmed. "Gloria Starling. A sad situation, though it brought Countess into our lives." She nodded toward the Persian watching them from the staircase.

"How fortunate," Melonie murmured, though her attention had already shifted to her phone. "Now, about our arrangements. We’ll be staying at the Briar House—you know it, I assume? That lovely stone mansion overlooking Denial River?"

"Of course. It's a beautiful property." It was owned by Paul Harrison's brother, James. Paul was their local veterinarian and a dear friend. Penny hoped their friendship would develop into something more, but their busy schedules had only allowed them a weekly dinner and occasional weekend outings.

Hercule appeared, circling Melonie once, his whiskers twitching as he studied her.

"Who's this handsome fellow?" Melonie asked, leaning down slightly.

"Hercule Purr-row."

"Cute name.” Melonie smirked. 

Hercule's ears pivoted forward, and he fixed Melonie with an intent stare.

"He's certainly intrigued by you," Penny observed.

"Animals often are," Melonie said.

The doorbell sounded.

"Does it meow like that all the time?" Melonie said, with a rub to her temples.

A nervous man came in with rumpled clothes and ink-stained fingers. He clutched a battered carrier. "Jack Hutchenson," he said. His voice was quiet, and his manner subdued. "Sorry if we're late. Poe hates car rides."

Melonie gave him a smile and walked over to him but stopped when there was a distressed meow and scratching from the carrier.

"You're right on time," Penny assured him. “I can take...”

As Jack opened the carrier, a skinny black and white cat darted out and immediately hid under a chair.

"He's high-strung," Jack said apologetically. "Like his namesake."

“I was going to suggest we keep him in the carrier until he becomes adjusted to his surroundings.”

“The cat is out of the bag,” Jack said. “It took me two hours to get him in there. He’s not going back in without a fight.”

“I’ll take care of him,” Penny said.

"Yes, that’s what she gets paid for," Melonie said. "Did you finish the revision I sent you last night?”

"I've been working nonstop," Jack said, his voice rising slightly. "But your edits changed my entire structure, and I—"

"We can discuss this at the retreat," Duncan interrupted smoothly. "No need to bore Ms. Lane with shop talk."

The doorbell announced another arrival.

“Oh, it does meow when someone rings the bell,” Melonie said with a barely stifled groan. "That'll be Sandy and Debra. Sandy's been pushing to revamp the first act. Again."

"I like her ideas," Jack admitted grudgingly. “But her first chapter is weak.”

"We'll discuss it at the retreat," Melonie said through clenched teeth.

Two women entered together—one confidently striding in with a sleek, modern carrier, the other hanging back slightly, her eyes taking in everything with quiet intensity.

"Sandy Mauser," announced the first woman, a stylish thirty-something with carefully highlighted hair. "And this is Debra Robbinsen. We carpooled since we're coming from the same direction."

Debra offered a small wave but remained near the door, her soft-sided carrier held close. "Hello," she said simply, her gaze moving around the room, noting details.

Before Penny could take the carrier from Sandy, she dumped it out. A striking Bengal cat with a sleek spotted coat. immediately began exploring.

"Christie's an adventurer," Sandy explained. "Named for Agatha, though my mysteries have a more modern edge." She turned to Melonie. "Have you thought more about my opening?"

"I have loads of things to say, and you’re not going to like any of them."

The tension in the room thickened as Sandy's smile hardened slightly. "Of course. I just thought with the publisher's feedback, it might be worth reconsidering. They were quite impressed with me."

"Were they? Were they really?" Melonie asked with a sneer. 

In the uncomfortable silence, Penny watched as Debra released her Russian Blue, who slipped out keeping low to the ground. The silver-blue cat observed the room with bright green eyes, keeping her distance. It seemed that all the cats knew each other, so only Hercule and Countess were the strangers. They all were getting along, for now.

"That's Austen," Debra explained when she caught Penny watching. "She likes to assess situations before diving in."

"Just like Debra," Sandy added with a slight edge to her laugh. "Always watching, always listening. Nothing gets past her."

The front door opened without the meow of the doorbell, and Penny looked up expecting to see Agnes or Paul, but instead it was a harried looking man carrying a plain plastic carrier.

"Everyone, this is Ken Martone, my assistant," Melonie said. "He's handling the administrative side of our retreat."

Ken nodded to each person, his gaze lingering on the authors longer than on Penny. "It's an honor to work with you all. I've followed your careers for years."

He opened his carrier, and a gray tabby with white paws emerged. Unlike the other cats who explored or hid, this one simply sat in his carrier.

"And that's my cat, Dickens," Melonie said, almost as an afterthought.

Hercule immediately approached the carrier, sniffing around. No one growled. Everyone had their nice manners on display. Assured, Penny began showing the group around the house and the cats’ accommodations. 

Each room of the mansion had been carefully themed to recreate famous train journeys, a whimsical touch inspired by both her love of Agatha Christie and her aunt's collection of vintage railway memorabilia. The sunroom, dubbed the "Orient Express Lounge," featured art deco touches and golden accents. Through the glass-paneled door, she could see into the "Flying Scotsman Suite," its tartan cat beds and Highland-inspired climbing posts ready for feline guests. Down the hall, the "Trans-Siberian Sanctuary" offered heated beds and cozy nooks for shy or older cats who preferred peace and quiet.

When she was winding up the tour, the doorbell sounded once more.

"I need to get out of here before that doorbell drives me to drink," Melonie muttered.

Paul stood on the porch, his veterinary bag in hand and a smile lighting his face. "Good afternoon, everyone. I’d thought I'd stop by to meet the cats before we head over to Briar House."

"You’re not James," Melonie frowned.

He came inside. "No, I’m his brother. Dr. Paul Harrison. I provide mobile veterinary services all around town. I'm also temporarily managing Briar House while James is vacationing in Egypt."

"Egypt?" Melonie asked sharply. “He didn’t mention that to me. He told me that he was going to Trinidad.”

"You know my brother?”

"Apparently," Melonie said.

"Everything should be in order," Paul replied, his normally friendly demeanor cooling slightly at her tone. "I checked the facilities yesterday."

"I'll be the judge of that," Melonie muttered, just loud enough for Penny to hear.

As Paul was introduced to each cat, Penny saw through the front window that Agnes was coming up the walk. Penny rushed to the door to open it before she could ring the bell and annoy Melonie further.

"I thought I'd pop over and see if you need help with your new guests," Agnes called, her shrewd eyes taking in the assembled authors.

"This is Agnes Maple," Penny introduced her to the group. "She helps me out from time to time."

The moment Agnes and Melonie locked eyes, something passed between them. Melonie stiffened.

"Have we met before?" Agnes asked, studying Melonie's face.

"I don't think so," Melonie replied too quickly. "People say I have one of those familiar faces."

Ken stepped forward, breaking the moment. "Ms. Lane, Dickens is going to need a daily shot."

While Ken explained the details, Penny overheard a tense exchange between Melonie and Duncan. 

"You brought it, right?" Duncan asked in a low voice. 

"Of course I did," Melonie replied, patting her bag. "Everything's secure. We'll discuss it at the house." 

"Good. This can’t become a problem.” Duncan looked like he wanted to say more, but Ken was not hiding the fact he was interested in their conversation.

"Your cats will be well cared for," Penny assured them, pretending she hadn't heard anything. "And Briar House is very peaceful. I’m sure you’ll get a lot of work done."

“We’d better," Melonie said. "There's a lot riding on this retreat for all of us."

After goodbyes and promises to check in, the authors left with Paul for Briar House, leaving their cats behind. In the sudden quiet, Penny noticed Hercule sitting beside Dickens's carrier, pawing at a small tear in the lining.

"Not again,” she groaned.

Hercule just blinked slowly at her, but Penny knew that look. Her cat was on a case.

***
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HERCULE

Mon dieu, what an extraordinary procession of suspects through our humble establishment today. My whiskers twitched from the very first arrival—a sure sign that deceit is in the air. Not merely the usual cloud of perfumes and colognes these humans marinate in, but the far subtler scents of fear, falsehood, and folly. Only a detective of my refined sensibilities could decipher such an aromatic symphony.

Madame Melonie, despite her carefully curated exterior and citrus-blossom perfume, carries beneath it the acrid undertone of fear. Not the vague, fluttering anxiety of an approaching deadline—non, this is sharp, metallic. Specific. When I brushed against her ankle (purely in the interest of investigation), I felt her pulse leap beneath her skin. She fears something—or someone—not far from her.

Her cat, Dickens, is a study in contradiction. While the others immediately begin the usual feline rituals of claiming corners and establishing dominance, Dickens remains rigid. Still. Watchful. His pupils narrow not in light response but in apprehension. 

Now, Monsieur Ken is a curious man. Melonie’s assistant’s scent bears the echo of another I have encountered, but I cannot quite place it. Like a melody I have heard before, played slightly off-key. 

And then there is Monsieur Duncan. Puffed up with his self-importance, it’s hard to like him.  He is up to something. I sense it in the way he speaks to Melonie and how he looks at Madame Sandy. I think there is something between the two, but I cannot be sure.

Madame Agnes made a brief appearance, and oh, how delightful the ripple effect! Melonie’s entire composure shifted. A subtle chill passed over her—a stillness, like the air before a lightning strike. There is history between them. Unspoken. Tense.

The other felines, as always, betray what their humans attempt to conceal. Hemingway struts with the same arrogance as Duncan, puffed fur and a disdainful glare for all who enter his line of sight. Christie prowls the perimeter, testing the latches and corners with the same restless ambition as her owner. Poe trembles and hides—an echo of Jack’s unraveling nerves. And Austen? She watches. Always watching. Just like her human, Debra, who speaks little but misses nothing.

But what intrigued me most—truly, most—was the carrier. Around it lingers a scent that should not be there: the unmistakable smell of paper, ink, and human unease. Something was hidden there. Recently. And now it is gone. I worry that something important had been hidden there, like what Gloria had hidden in Countess’ carrier.

The little gray cells are purring with activity. This so-called writing retreat stinks not of camaraderie and creative joy, but of jealousy, ambition, and betrayal. 
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Penny

Penny balanced a tray of breakfast bowls as she descended the stairs, each dish prepared according to the specific instructions in Ken Martone’s email. Five authors, five cats, five different dietary requirements. She'd been up since six getting everything ready.

"Breakfast time," she called, pushing open the door to the Orient Express Lounge with her hip.

Hercule followed at her heels, having spent the night in the lounge with their visitors. She'd found him curled protectively near Dickens when she'd checked in at midnight, his black and white coat a stark contrast against the gray tabby.

Hemingway had already claimed Hercule's favorite window perch, his massive form sprawled across the cushions. The Maine Coon yawned widely, showing impressive teeth before fixing Penny with a stare that clearly demanded immediate service.

"Yes, your majesty," Penny murmured, setting his dish on the nearby table. "Premium salmon pâté, just as requested."

Christie the Bengal darted between Penny's ankles, nearly tripping her. The spotted cat had spent the night systematically testing every latch, drawer, and cabinet in the room, according to the small disturbances Penny had discovered this morning. Now Christie paused her explorations long enough to sniff her breakfast before returning to her investigation of a bookshelf.

Atop the cat tree, Austen observed the morning activities with bright green eyes. The Russian Blue hadn't moved since Penny last saw her, except to switch positions for better viewing angles. 

"Here you go," Penny said, placing Austen's dish on the middle platform of the tree. The blue-gray cat acknowledged the offering with a slow blink.

Poe was hiding, his nervous yellow eyes gleaming from behind a bookcase. Penny set his bowl in the same protected corner she'd used yesterday.

"No rush," she said softly, backing away. "It'll be there when you're ready."

She scanned the room for Dickens but didn't see Melonie's gray tabby anywhere. Her stomach tightened with concern. The cat had barely eaten yesterday.

"Where's our fifth guest?" she asked Hercule, who immediately trotted to a plush armchair and sat beside it. Penny knelt and found Dickens curled into a tight ball underneath, his eyes wide and watchful.

"Still not feeling social?" Penny asked gently. She placed his dish within reach and left him in peace.

The doorbell meowed as she was gathering the empty dishes from yesterday. Through the frosted glass of the front door, she recognized Paul's silhouette, and her heart did that little skip it always did when he appeared unexpectedly.

"Morning," he said, his smile warming his hazel eyes. "I was nearby checking on Mrs. Peterson's mastiff and thought I'd stop by. Plus, I brought those tuna treats for Countess."

"That’s so sweet," Penny said, ignoring the thrum of awareness that zinged through her at his closeness. She led him to the kitchen and poured them some coffee while Paul set his bag on the counter. His sandy hair stood up slightly on one side, and she fought the urge to smooth it.

"I also brought some calming supplements for Poe and Dickens," Paul said, accepting the mug. "How's everyone settling in?"

"Hemingway's acting like he owns the place. Christie's practicing to break into Fort Knox. Austen's conducting surveillance, and Poe's lurking in corners. But I'm worried about Dickens. He's hiding and like Poe, he’s not eating."

"Some cats take longer to adjust," Paul said. "I can check—"

His phone rang, interrupting. He glanced at the screen and grimaced before answering.

"Good morning, Ms. O'Brien... Yes, I adjusted the thermostats myself... Yes, I understand the importance of... Right..." He rolled his eyes at Penny as Melonie's voice grew loud enough for her to hear snippets about "proper working conditions" and "contractual specifications."

"I'll stop by this afternoon," Paul said finally, ending the call with a sigh. "She’s a lot."

"So I've noticed," Penny said with a smile.

Paul's phone lit up again, but this time he silenced it without answering. "My brother called before, but I missed it. He never uses the phone if he can text, so something must be up."

"Egypt has terrible cell service," Penny suggested, leaning against the counter. "Maybe he can only call from certain locations."

"Maybe." Paul frowned at his phone. "The message was fragmented. Like he's trying to tell me something important but keeps getting cut off."

"About what?"

"Melonie. Here, listen for yourself.” He played the message on speaker. James Harrison's voice came through, breaking in and out between bursts of static: "Paul, I saw your text about Melonie O'Brien. You should know—" Static interrupted. "—she was involved with—" More static. "—unfinished business going back years. Keep an eye on things until I get back from—" The message cut off abruptly.

Penny exchanged a look with Paul. "That’s a bit strange. Do you think he and Melonie had an affair or something?"

"I can’t see it," Paul said, tucking his phone away. "But they’re both unmarried, so if they did it’s none of my business."

"Unless if effects your job. If she’s trying to get back at James by making you dance around, that’s not fair.” 

"James did try writing mysteries years ago, before deciding real estate was more profitable. Maybe he had a professional run-in with her." Paul sipped his coffee. "I'll try him again later when the time difference is better."

Hercule appeared in the doorway, meowing once sharply.

"Duty calls," Penny said. 

“I should get going. Call me if you need anything.”  He drained his cup and put it in the sink.

Hercule led her over to Dickens who was sitting by the window, staring out at the yard. His food was still untouched, but at least he was no longer hiding. He allowed her to pet him, and Penny thought that was a good start.

Around eleven, the doorbell meowed again. Duncan Parsons stood on the porch, looking like he'd stepped from a menswear catalog in his cashmere sweater.

"I thought I'd check on Hemingway before our afternoon session," he said, stepping inside without waiting for an invitation. "We have a tradition of solo writing time in the mornings, group critique after lunch."

In the lounge, Hemingway greeted Duncan with a lazy blink.

"How's my distinguished gentleman?" Duncan asked, stroking the Maine Coon's fur lovingly. "Commanding the room, I see."

"He's certainly made himself at home," Penny said, not mentioning how Hemingway had hissed at every other cat who approached his perch.

Duncan nodded, his attention already wandering. "Has Melonie been by to visit Dickens?"

"Not yet," Penny said. "I expected her this morning."

"Ah," Duncan said, checking his phone with a frown. "She mentioned having an important call with our publisher. Probably running long."

He pocketed his phone and glanced around the room. "Has Dickens been behaving oddly? Melonie mentioned he sometimes gets anxious when she's working on major projects."

"He's been very quiet," Penny said. "Mostly staying under furniture or by the window."

"Hmm." Duncan's gaze swept the room, lingering on Dickens's carrier in the corner. "Did Melonie leave anything with him? Notes or files? She sometimes tucks things into his carrier when traveling."

"Not that I've seen," Penny said, curiosity piqued by the question. She'd checked the carrier thoroughly when cleaning yesterday and found nothing but cat hair and a small tear in the lining. And after the whole thing with Gloria Starling, she made sure there wasn’t anything hidden in the carrier. No expensive brooch or collar, nothing.

"Well, no matter," Duncan said with a wave. "Our book is coming along nicely, though Melonie and I have different visions for the final product.”

Before Penny could respond, the doorbell meowed again. Sandy and Debra stood on the porch, their stiff postures suggesting they hadn't shared a friendly ride.

"Ladies," Duncan greeted them with a broad smile. "How was your morning writing sessions?"

"Productive," Sandy said, brushing past him to find Christie. "Unlike yesterday's critique where Melonie tore apart my opening scene."

"Critique is part of the process," Debra said, moving to where Austen sat watching from the cat tree.

"There's critique and then there's sabotage," Sandy muttered. The word hung in the air between them.

"Melonie's standards are high," Duncan said smoothly. "Which is why our book will be exceptional."

"If we can agree on the chapter order," Sandy said, stroking Christie's spotted coat. "My chapters deserves to open the book, especially now that I've added that cliff hanger."

"Is the book already written?” Penny asked.

"Melonie keeps changing her mind on the order of the murders," Sandy said. 

“In the book, of course,” Debra said quickly.

“Of course.” Penny nodded.

"I’m sorry," Duncan interrupted. “But we all did sign a non-disclosure agreement, so I’m afraid we really can’t tell you anymore of the details.”

“I understand,” Penny said. “I’m looking forward to reading it when it comes out.”

“If it comes out,” Sandy said with a sigh.

Duncan checked his watch. "Speaking of which, we should get back soon. We need to prepare for tonight."

"Tonight?" Penny asked, catching the eye rolling that passed between the authors.

"Melonie’s idea," Duncan said vaguely. 

The doorbell meowed once more. Jack Hutchenson stood on the porch, looking even more rumpled than yesterday, with dark circles under his eyes suggesting he hadn't slept well.

"Sorry I'm late," he said, slipping past Penny to find Poe. "I got caught up in revisions."

"More rewrites?" Sandy asked with a pointed smile. "Still struggling with that middle section?"

Jack's shoulders dropped. "Melonie says it needs to be completely restructured. Again."

He crouched near Poe's hiding spot, murmuring reassurances. "Is he eating?" he asked Penny.

"A little more today," she said. "He ventured out for about twenty minutes this morning."

"That's progress," Jack said, genuine relief in his voice. "Unlike me. Every time I think I've fixed my section, Melonie finds more problems."

"She wants it perfect,” Debra said.

"Perfect according to her," Sandy said.

"I'm just nervous about tonight," Jack said, following her gaze to the window where fog was already forming in the distance. "I've never liked water in the dark."

"Water?" Penny asked

"We’re going kayaking tonight," Debra said, stroking Austen.

“At night?” Penny wasn’t a kayaker, but she knew Denial River was not in a well-lit area. “I don’t think that’s safe.”

“It’s not supposed to be,” Duncan said. “It’s a team building exercise to get our blood going and have us work together as a team.”

“We’ll have on life jackets,” Jack said. “And there isn’t a current on the river.” 

"Drama adds spice to creativity," Sandy said with a laugh that sounded forced. 

"We should head back,” Debra said. “Melonie wants everyone's revisions before dinner."

“Thank you for letting us visit,” Duncan said and ushered his fellow authors out the door.

After they left, Penny checked on Dickens, who remained by the window, watching the fog thicken in the distance. His posture was alert now, ears forward, as if he sensed something approaching.

Agnes arrived around four with homemade cookies, still warm from the oven.

"Thought you might need sustenance," she said, settling at the kitchen table as Penny made them tea. Hercule jumped into her lap immediately, purring loudly.  Agnes slipped him a piece of cheese she had taken out of a baggie from her purse.

"You spoil him," Penny said and filled Agnes in on the authors' strange visit. "They all seemed unusually interested in Dickens's carrier."

Penny brought the teapot and the mugs to the table.

"Oh?" Agnes poured. "How so?"

"Duncan specifically asked if Melonie had left anything with Dickens—notes or files. He mentioned she sometimes tucks things into his carrier." 
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